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Introducta.n 

Until now, the study o,f the human: geography o.f the Maltese 

Isl.ands has been Gtomp:lete~y negl.eoted. Remarkab-ly,. this has 

hap:p1en·ed in an i.sla.nd full of interest 1 durin:g the last four 

centuries Malta has been the meeting p~ace of cultures and 

wealthy so-cieties that have stimulated ~nd then,. perhap:s un.co.n

sciously ,. forced the growth of the local population to a rate 

far ab()ve that which could. at any stage of the i.sland 'a· hi.sto·ry, 

i)e sup~p:orted by the natural resourc-es or skills of the indigenous 

island community. 

Tho first forebodings of QVerpo.pulatio.n. in the Ma~tese 

Islan.da were voiced in the eighteenth century but o,fficial re-

act iGn to the aakno.wledged dangers were never very po.s it i ve. 

Some attempts were made in tho mi.d-nineteanth canturJ to 

po,s it ivel.y emp:l.o.yed until the economi.c crisis fol.l.owing the First 
.. 

'vVorl.d War.. Then:,. for a bri.ef period, the growth of p·opulatio.n~ 

slacken:ed, but in the 1930's and 1940's the rate of growth was 

at a Feo·ord le-vel, and after a resp,ite during the vigorous 

emigratia..n campaign: of the early 1950's it has begun: to grow 

again· at an alarming rate. The dangers of a social and economic 

crisis stemming from overpo·pulat ion· have n·ever been mo-re self-

.. 1 - .. , .. ~, .· , . . \ 
~ 
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evident,. and yet it seems that a co.mpJ.acency o;ver the poe it ion 

p1revaila in those eirc~es from which a po,sitive lead might be 

expected. It can o·n·ly be presumed that it is not realised ho.w 

easily extensive hardship might be caused unl.ess a vigo.ro;ue 

emigration. policy is en.couraged as something more than. a 

temporary but recurrent palliative. 

This thesis focuses atten.tion o·n some aspects of the demo

graphy of present-day Malta and the background to these problema. 

It attempts to analyse the way in which the population. of the 

Isl.ands has grown and suggests the ways in which physical e 

economic and social forces have interacted to produce the current 

situation and problems. The field of this study is vast and 

until. noYI; wi.th one exception,. n.o part of it has reoeived any 

more than a cmrfiJory glance. The outste.nd ing oxoept ion is the 

pro·duced recently by C. A. Price (l) , and call.ed "'Malta and the 

Mal.tese". Beside his volti.me no other work comes to. mind, since 

the interest of scho;l.ars seems to turn,, in preference,, to the 

wo.rn paths so o·ften· fol.lO·V'Ied by the retinue of the Knights of the 

Order of St. John of Jerusalem who were in Malta for over two 

hundred and fifty years. 

The material. drawn upon· is therefo,re almost wholly primary 

data· from offi.oial sources, both published and unpubli.ahed ,, 

- 2 -



relating to Ma~ta siDce 1800. and particularly to the last fifty 

years. Generally. the nineteenth century has been dealt with 

here on~y in relation to the Censuses since l842t as most of the 

political, social and economic background to nineteenth century 

population growth has already been treated in· detail by Price. 

During the present century, improvements in standards of public 

health led to the first significant falls in the death rate 

through the effective control of the traditio.nal demographic 

trauma. of plagues and ep:idemics. When this hap1p.ened the rate of 

population growth multiplied annually and the laten.t fears of 

resources becoming inadequate to support the population received 

instin·ctive and unanimous expressio-n: through the posi.tive 

measures of the first great emigration drive which began soo.n 

after the Armiatice in 1918 and lasted until the introclucti.o.n of 

the .American ~uota Law in 1921. Most of the movement was to. the 

United States but ·the Q,uota Law effectively hal ted any further 

migrat io.n in that directio.n. To,day, Malta •s problems are in.ten

si.fied by the consequent elements of dependence upon external 

benevolence not o.nly to maintain the Maltese internal economy 

but to race i ve the inevitable overspi.ll from the physically over

crowded Islands. It is a tenuous situation made even more 

difficult by an unstable political atmosphere in which internal 

leadership is lacking an·d financial investment in the Island's 

future is at a premium. 
·- 3 -



By reason of the nature of the subject of this study much o.f 

the material quoted is statistical but,. as far as possillle, 

detailLed statistics are quoted in the Ap,pendices and the text 

is illLustrated by summary tables, maps and d iagrame •. The sources 

fro:m which figures in the text have been constructed can be 

found by reference to Ap:pendix A, where there are detai.led 

annotations. The body of the thesis is divided into six parts 

which deal in turn- with methods. the background, a historical 

outline o-f po.pulat io.n growth and trends, vi tal statistics and 

pu·blic health, migration and the pattern o.f settlement growthe 

In the first Part the methods of approach are outlined with 

an app-raisal o.f the scale of study that could be attempted. The 

nature and quality of source material is assessed and there is a 

sp:eo ial sect ion on the Maltese Censuses and Census defin.i t io.na. 

Fart Two. p:rovides a brief descrip.tion of the physical, historical, 

economi.c and political background against which the population 

problem is discussed. 

p·art T-hree outlin.es the main. trends of population growth with 

sp:ecial emphasis upo,n the last hundred years. It then considers 

the demographic factors which contribute to po-pulation growth. 

The inter-relationships of fertility,, mortality and migration 

a~e dealt with and compared with statistics from a selection of 

other countries. Parts Four and Five deal with the most 

·- 4 --



i.mp:o.rtant fact:a which emerge from the p,reliminary analysis. 

Fart Four discusses the decline in: mortality and the significance 

of the fall in the birth rate during the last decade. There is 

al.so an· analysis of imp.ortant local variations in births • deaths 

and natural in.crease. 

The chapters o.n. emi.gration, i.n· Part Five,, are perhaps the 

most important in the thesis for they describe a movement which 

is extremely sensitive to changes in the internal environment 

and responde rapidly,. through return movements,, whenever 

promises of p:roeperi ty at home are voiced. This happened in the 

n-ineteenth century during the boom of the Crimean War and again 

in. the mid~l950's when the hopes of Integratio-n with the United 

Kingd·om ran high. The behaviour of migrants at ho-me and in the 

"receiving country" is unfortunately a neglected subject,, and 

attention. is drawn here to this gap· in our knowledge. 

Part Six is a reappraisal of the manner of evolution of 

settlemen-t in· Malta in: the light of the previous pages.. This 

evol.ut io.n reflects important changes in the Maltese outloo.k and 

the internal mo-bility o.f the popula.ti.on. is closely related to 

the attitudes towards migration,. the o-ne being a derivative fro-m 

the other. Moat frequently those areas with the highest rates o-f 

local movements also p·rovide the great.est proportions of emigrants • 

- 5 -



In addition to· the analysis of historical trends of growth 

it is also vi tally iiDportant to emphaa i se the phya ical 1 irili tat ions 

of the Malt:ese landscap:e. Because of competition with agri

cul.tural needs there is a shortage of land for res iden.t ial 

development. The need to preserve catchment areas and so ensure 

the conservation of water has often been considered to be of 

secondary importance. Consequently it has been comparatively 

neglected, but in fact~ economic development and industrialisation 

are closely tied to the water resources and today the available 

sup:ply at ita present level of domestic oonsump~tion ia barely 

sufficient fol!" everyday needs. This m!!iy determine the size of 

populatio·n·,, that ean be supported in·. future years, in rigid 

terms that could introduce a truer scale of value to the asse.ss

ments of the Islands' economic future. 

- 6 -



PART O.NE. Methods, ao.urces and defini.ti.ons. 

Chapter One. Method of approach and analysis. 

This study of the demography of the Maltese Islands was con

ceived as part of a larger research programme undertaken in. 

Malta by the Department of Geography,. Durham. Research began 

when a p~arty from Durham made a Land Use Suney in Malta during 

the Sp1ring of 1955. In. the follo.wing year the Survey was 

extended and the field of study broadened to in.olude other 

aspects of Mediterranean agriculture as illustrated in Maltao 

When the Land Use Survey Par1jy of 1955 returned to Durham they 

came back having eatablimhcd contacts with the Royal University 

there •. With the promi.se o.f help from the Royal University it 

was decided to broaden the research field by making two specialist 

studies, o,ne on population growth and the O·ther on aspects of the 

economic development of the Islands. The latter was undertaken 

by W. A. Charlton, a fel.lovt-graduate in Geography from the 

Durham College~;~, whi.lat the former top.ic is the subject of this 

thea i.e. 

In the course o.f three years beginning in. the autumn of 1955 

three visits were made to the Maltese Islands. There were two. 

in the winters o.f 1955-56 and 1956-57,, followed by a brief stay 

in the l.ate summer of 1957. The time spent there totalled just 

- 7 -



over a, year and in that p•eriod a co-nsiderable familiarity with 

most parts of the Islands was acquired. Contacts were made with 

the Government Departments and much time was sp·ent coll.ecting 

material in the Central Office of Statistics~ the Departments of 

Labour and Emigration, Agriculture, Public Works,, and the Medical 

and Heal.th Department. Language might have proved a barrier as 

the Maltese language is derived from Semitic roots to which have 

been added a veneer of European loan-words; co-nsequently it is 

not easy to learn in a short time. However, with the help of 

interpreters from the Department of Agriculture, and friends 

from the Royal University, advantage was taken of introductions 

to people of the rural communities who still maintain a tra

ditional and simp.le pattern of life which co-ntrasts with that of 

the English-speaking and mo.re sophisticated urban and eublJ.rban 

populations.. I.n this way a duality in Maltese life was recognised 

and app.reciated. 

Although the greater part of the writer's time was spent in 

Malta~ Gozo was also visited. Until 1958, and the advent of 

television, life in Gozo must have remained reminiscent of nine-

teenth century Malta despite the presence of a few antiquated 

buses~ taxis and radio-rediffueion. With no diversification of 

employment beyond the limits of agriculture, emigratio·n has always 

been more serious in its effects on the structure o.f the Go.zitan 
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than on the Maltese po.pulation. 

By travelling around the Islands~ imp·ress ions of local and 

parochial attitudes were gathered and allied to lmowledge gained 

from intel'V'i ews, nearly all informal~ made in· towns, villages 

and isolated farms. Interviews by questionnaire were no·t used 

although the Rev. Dr. R. Cirillo, lecturer in Economics at the 

Royal University who was working on a Colonial Economic Research 

Council programme, did carry out a small sample survey of social 

and economic attitudes of Maltese farmers. In so far aa these 

related to attitudes to emigration, reference has been made to 

them in a later chapter. On the whole, however, the imp.ressions 

o.f Maltese life gained by cwnulat ive personal contacts have been. 

used to, gain a better understanding o·f the particular significance 

and reality o.f otherwise unelaborated official demographic 

statistics. 

A very great deal of time has been spent analysing Maltese 

statistics esp.ecially the Censuses and Vital and Emigration 

statistics,. these being compared with Customs and Port Depart

ment statist ice for passenger movements. Food Ratio.ning Office 

statistics of registrations for ration cards were used as an 

index of internal movement but with reservations~ as the method 

of co·mpillation of this material in the Department of Trade and 

Industry did not p·romise a very great degree of accuracy in the 

final figures. - 9 -



The co.rrect use o.f Census stat i at ice for ~ocali t iea over a 

p:eriod of several decades was dependent on knowledge of boundary 

changes of Census districts. In· so far as these refl..ected 

parochial limits~ the ecclesiastical recorda held in the Curia 

of the Archbishop were consulted and used to construct maplS of 

the former census localities reaching back to 1842. For detailed 

reference to· particular locations. estates and land uses, the 

recorda of the Public Worlcs Department \'Vere generously made 

ava.ilable and aerial photographs were borrowed from the Royal 

Air Forc·e. Malta, and the War Department, Castile, Valletta.. 

These were used extensively in a. study of urban mor-pho·logy. 

It waa in the above ways that most time was sp·.ent analya ing 

basic source material and "undigested" statistics~ In addition 

the periodic RepOl'ts (uaually annual) of Government Departments 

were consulted as have been the occasional renorts of Ro:va1 - ~ 

Commissions, and experts of the calibre o.f Chadwick and Morris 

(on water supply), Stockdale (on agriculture), Schuster and 

Balogh (on econo.mic affaire) and Zammit and Bruce (on medicine). 

Recently, members o.f the Food and Agricultural Organisation of 

the United Nat ions have been seconded to posts in Mal.ta, and the 

volume of apeciali.st technical reports is growing. United 

Natio-ns Rep~orts have also been used for comparisons with other 

countries of aspects of the Maltese problems which are shared 

el.sewhere. 
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For general references the Royal Malta L,ibrary has an 

excellent collectio·n of modern official documents as well as 

backgroun-d literature and a unique range of material in the 

archives of the Order of St. John relating to the Kn·ights in 

Malta. There is also a goo·d library in the Royal University. 

Among British libraries the mo.st important Maltese col.l.ectio:ns 

are in. the Royal Commonwealth Society,, Londo.n, and Bodleian 

Library,. Oxford, the British Museum and the Public Record Office. 

London. With the exception of that in Oxford which relates 

mainly to pre-nineteenth century Malta each of these collections 

has been consul ted. It should also be stated that the Depart

ment of Geography in Dl.l.rham has built up a goo:d modern· 

collectio:n of mainly official do.cuments, statist ice and reports. 

The collation of material assembled from each of these sources 

has t:h.erefore been. a further .major task concurrent with the 

ana.l.y:;;i:;; of the other mane.t•ia.l col~ected in Ma1ta. 

It has already been stated that the greater p·art of this wo.rk 

is co.ncerned with demographic trends in the last fifty years. 

But • a study like this moves into the very recent past at whi.ch 

stage there can be no neat end-po.int where a line can be drawn. 

and a finite judgment made on the overall. situation. Inevitably,, 

the mechanics of population growth bring constant modifications 

to the structure of the po·p.ulat ion: and each change invi tea new 

assessments and reapp:raisals both of the past and future. 
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Ho,wever, as this study was intended to be objective,. the end of 

the period that could be covered was eventually determined by 

the availability of statistical material. The collection of 

basic data had to be comp:leted by the early part of 1958, and 

at that time the most recent material related to 1956. It was 

not possible to use the 1957 Census material. (excep·t as a 

supp,lementary check on· the preceding estimates of population and 

mig ration.) , for it was not published until 1959 ,. and by that 

time the main· t~xt o.f the thesis had been prepared. The 1948 

Census was therefore the mo.st recent population. census consulted 

in detail •. 

Desp•ite the somewhat arbitrary choice of 1956 as the clo,sing 

year of this study, it does nevertheless mark the end of a 

period in which the po-pulation stabilised and emigration briefly 

equalled the rate of natural increase. In the immediately po.st

\"'ar years the canst i tuent elements o.f po.p.ul.at i.on. gro.wth were 

tempo.rarily obscured but in the final years o-f the p·eriod 

emigration fell. and the post-war decline in the birth rate was 

arrested; there was a threat of a secondary boom. By the end of 

1956 the scene was prepared for a further surge o.f populatio-n, 

and the circumstances which followed brought political and 

economi.c up-heavals that culminated in the collapse of Integration 

plane with the United Kingdom, the withdrawal of self-government 

and the transfer of the Admiralty Dockyard to civil ownership· 
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which in turn entailed a great reduction of employment. 

In- the present uncertainty about the political future of 

the Islands there seems to be a strong case for the analysis of 

the immediate past; one view of it is p·reaented here. 
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Chapter Two. Statistical Source material and defin.itione. 

The statistical records of the Maltese Islands date from the 

earliest years of the :British occupation. However, even in the 

eighteenth century records of births and deaths were assiduously 

p:reserved by the parish priests.. 'rhese are accessible in the 

Blue Bo.oks of statistics which give vital statistics from 1826 

to the period immediately p·receding the Second World War. Since 

1.945,, the Statistical Abstracts of the Maltese Islands have been 

published annually by the Central Office of Statistics and 

contain vital and populatio·:n statistics as well as statistics of 

emigration, labour trade, industry a.n·d agriculture. To supple

men·t these sources the annual repo·rts of various Maltese 

Government Departments have been consulted. However, accurate 

populatio·n statistics are based initially on· the Censuses and are 

then sup·ported by records of births, deaths, marriages and 

migration. 

The first true Census was taken in 1842 and since then 

Censuses have followed at roughly ten-yearly intervale. The 

range and quality of the Census data is discussed below and the 

Census enumeration areas (generally applicable to no·n-Census 

statistics too) are described in detail with special reference to 

boundary changes in the past one hundred years. After this con

sideration of the Census material, vi tal and migration statistics 

are dealt with more briefly. 
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a) The Censuses. ~a42 - ~948. 

Genera~ 

The first unofficial census of the Maltese Islands was taken 

in October 1828. A record of it was kept in the Department of 

Public Health for many yearsr but by 1901 the information of 

Gozo had been· mislaid,. and the remaining manuscrip-ts of Malta 

were lost in the last War. Now the only record of the information 

is that p;rovided by Miege in· his "Histoire de Malte" published 

in 1840. 

In 1842,, under an order from the Governor, the first regular 

Census o·f the Mal teae Islands was made. The aeoond Census was 

taken in 1851, and this was followed by censuses at ten-yearly 

intervals until 1931. The last War prevented any census from 

being taken in 1941,. but after a lapse of seventeen. years the 

Eleventh Census was taken in June 1948. 

At eaeA of the oarly ca~s~ses, it wae r~~uirad that every 

11 head of hou·sehold" should fill a schedule left at his dwelling 

by an official enumerator. This system is still fo-llowed todayt 

but as the greater part of the population was illiterate i.n 1842,, 

the Governor requested "the well-informed and reap,ectable inhabi

tants to assist their neighbours in furnishing the required 

informatio-n" (2). There was n-o penalties for failure to provide 

the required information·, but Giglio, in· 1861, mention·ed the 

difficulty of obtaining correct information from the public .. 

- 15 -



However,, despite this, all the early enumerations were supposed 

to have been complete. 

In 1891~ detailed legislation was introduced~ and an ordi-

nance enacted for the regulation of the Census .. The most 

important clause was one under Vihich the public were compelled to 

give the information asked for in the schedules,. failing which 

they would become liable to the penalty of a fine. This curbed 

their reluctance a.nd no further mention is made in the adminis-

trative reports of lack of co -operation on the part of the public 

- except over the agricultural Census of 190.1. which should be 

treated with reserve. Another reason for the improved situation. 

beginning in 1891 was better publicity. At the two. Sundays 

before the Census,. at the Registrar •a request,, parish p.riests 

eXJ;>lained to their parishioners the scope and purpose of the 

Census. The enumerators, also,. encouraged public confidence by 

~m.phasiair~ that tne irafo:t-IDa·i;iorJ given vitl-1:3 confidential and 

would be used only for statistical purposes. 

Until the last Census it had been necessary to re-enact a 

ne\IIJ ord/~ance for ea.ch Census,. but in 1948 the Census Act in.tro-
L 

duced permanent legislation enabling 11 the Governor-in-Council., 

by Order from time to time to direct that a Census shall be taken 

for these Islands" (3). A second change of importance was one 

of procedure in the enumeration.; for the first time a "de jure" 

system was substituted for the "de facto" method previously used. 
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Scop.e and Format 

The first Censusr taken in 1842,. contained only 7 abstracts, 

signed by the Inspector of Police. These furnished information 

on the distribution of the population by localities, th~ 

literacy of the people, their occupations, and the numb.er of 

students. In 1851,, the information was more extensive and there 

were 30 summary abstracts. Occupations were shown, by pla.ce of 

residence and there was an analysis of th~ ages of the population. 

There was also new material on the schools, and on the housi:ng 

of families •. 

The Census of 1861 was the first to be presented as a bound 

volume. It contained 142 abstracts covering a l.arge variety of 

subjects in great detail 1 and was the first to be broadly 

comparable with those of Great Britain. That of 1871 was similar, 

but contained fewer tables, ai1d aba:nuollt"~d those on housing •. penal 

institutions, a.:nu ~h:;;: jt .. u:H~lc.n·y, whilst reducing the nun:iber of 

tables on. public health and medical statistics. The value of 
--- ) 

these two censuses \mainlJ( lies· in their analysis of the distri-

bution and occupation of the po-pulation by streets o.f each town 

and village - a practice that was never again repeated. 

In 1881,, the scope of the census was enlarged,, but the detail 

wa.s not comparable with the two previous censuses. A better 

compromise was reached in 1891, when the analyses covered a com-

prehensi ve a.nd well-chosen range of subjects,, and p_reaented the 
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results in some detail,. breaking down most tables to the level 

of localities (towns and village-parishes). The pattern 

established in this Census was copied until 1931, but in each of 

the Censuses minor variations appeared. 

In· 1.948, more tables were p·repared than at any previous 

Censuse but there were so many changes in format that few of the 

tables could be compared with their predecessors. This diffi

culty was part iall.y overcome by the P'repa.rat ion of some 

comparative awmnary tables going back to 1901, but only a limited 

number of subjects were treated in that way. 

The twelfth Census was taken nine years laterr in 1957, but 

the Report and Tables are not yet (1959) available in their 

entirety. The preliminary report appeared in 1958 and volume l, 

11 Report on Population and Housing 11 i.n 1.959 ;. both of them toe late 

tables from the 1.95? Census are i.ncluded as additional tables in 

the Appendix and where possible the data has been inco.rpora.ted in. 

the text~ although for mo,st subjects the period analysed en:ds in 

1956. 

A summary of the range of top·ics analysed in the Censuses 

since 1861 is given in Table 1 and for detailed reference the 

comparative analysis over the years 1861-1948 can be consulted in 

the Appendix. The most remarkable feature illustrated by this 

analysis is the lack of comparability which has been manifest in 
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SUBJECTS covered in the CENSUSES 

Subj'ect 

i) Summary Tables 
a)Total Population~ 

all elements 

b)l'lon-Civilian 
Population 

ii) Civil Population. 
Detail Tables: 

Distribution and 
increase 

Ages 

Marital. stat us 

Occupations 

Bir~~place and 
rc::;1oence 

Education and 
literacy 

Religion 

Housing 

Health and Vital 
stat is·t ice 

Asylums and Penal 
~nstitutes 

Mal.tese abroad 

Miscellaneous 
1-----

ITOTAL No. of Tables
1

• 

1861 - 1948 

Table 1. 

No. of Tables o.n each subject I 
1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 1911 1921 1931 19481 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

8 

1 

6 

19 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

4 

1 

1 

3 

2 

3 

3 

'i 

7 

2 

2 

3 

6 

1 

10 

30 

3 

6 

3 

9 

8 

5 

10 

10 

2 

5 

4 

4 

1 

14 

80 

3 

4 

3 

9 

8 

10 

10 

2 

4 

4 

4 

1 

83 

3 

8 

2 

11. 

6 

4 

9 

8 

1 

4 

5 

4 

1 

67 

4 

3 

9 

6 

4 

9 

8 

1 

4 

5 

4 

1 

61 

5 

3 

10 

7 

4 

10 

8 

1 

5 

2 

3 

1 

62 

4 

4 

7 

32 

ll 

6 

16 

2 

16 

98 

l.May not equal the actual no. o.f tables quoted above as some cover 
more than one subject. 
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the hundred years covered by the Censuses; during this time not 

one table has been pre·served intact since 1861. 

Elements of the Population. 

During the major part of the p:eriod covered by the Censuses., 

statistics have been prepared separately for civilian and non

civilian elements of the population, but the definition of these 

elements has not been uniformly consistent. The Censuses are 

mainly concerned with the Civil Population which no.rmally com

p·riaes the resident population excluding members of the Armed 

Forces (~Ton-civilian Population). 

i) Civ~l Population 

From 1842 until 1871 the total Civil Population by Census 

definition included all Maltese crews of vessels abroad,, but in. 

this thesis, fer comparative purposes with later material, thia 

element has been e.xcludeq fro.m all totals of Civil Po.p.u·lation. 

In: the Censuses of 1881 and 1891 the "Maltese crews abro.ad" were 

again mentioned but more correctly included in the Non-civilian 

Population. Since then they have received no further mention. 

In 1.93lt the families of non-Maltese Garrison (Army) p:erso.nnel 

were included in the Civil Population for the first time and 'this 

p·ractice was rep:eated i.n the two postwar Censuses of 1948 and 

1957. 

Apart from these two inconsistencies the remaining numbers 

are directly comparable for all dates and include the following 

- 20 -



elements in the total Civil Population:-

a) Maltese merchant crews in harbour. 

b) Maltese militia and Maltese ratings in the Royal Navy 

when in the Islands. 

c) Non-Maltese families of Royal. Navy and Royal Air Force 

personnel. 

d) Al1 ather civilian residents. 

ii) Non-cl!ilian Po~ulation 

The amount of information on the non-civilian population has 

declined succeasj.vely with each Census and~ except in 1891 and 

1901, wa.s shown only in summary tables, Before 1881 there was no 

information at all on this non-civilian element but since then 

tb~ following information has been available:-

I Element 

I -. 

!Royal . .1.\l"av:y 

'

Army 
Royal Air Force 

IF ore ign Navies 

Prisoners of War 

Royal Fleet Auxil.iary 

Non-Maltese shipping 
in harbour 

!Maltese crews abroad 

Fami.l ie s of no.n
Mal.tese Garrison 
p·ersonnel 

X 

X 

1891 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

- 21 -

Table 2. 
~-~- -, 

Census ~ 

1901 1911 . l-92i=-=~~~l 
X X X X 
X 

X 

X 

v 
./\, 

X 

X 

X 
X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 
X 

X 

X 

X 

X 



. Nat ion1!_li ty 

In addition to the distinction of civilian elements from 

non-civilian there is need in any Census analysis for the 

separation of the native "Maltese" from the ttnon-Maltese" e~ements 

of the population. The interp-retation of census material on 

these bases reveals a number of complications of definition at 

various censuses. 

Until 1881, "Maltese" included all Brit ish persons born in 

the Maltese Islands,. whatever the nationality of their parents, 

and all persona of Maltese parentage born abroad. The remainder 

living in Malta but born abroad were classified as "other B;ritish" 

or ~foreigners" and the latter groups did not include p~rsone 

born in Malta of non-Maltese parents until 1948. But in 1948, 

the "Maltese" and "other British" were grouped together as 

"British" among whom the only distinctions made were those of 

birthplace. Under these circumstances the separation of the 

expatriate British population from the real Maltese is a hazardous 

operation and has been attempted in no more than approximate 

terms. 

In this thesis, for convenience, the non-Ma~tese "other 

British" population is referred to simply as "British" unless 

otherwise stated,. in contrast to the Maltese who are specified by 

their own name,, although their British nationality is recognised. 

The general term "Maltese" also includes the Gozi tan populatio.n, 
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Figure 2. 

MALTA-GROUPING of LOCALITIES into CENSUS DISTRICTS 

LOCALITY 184211851 1e•n!1e71 1ea1~uun 180'1 um '1821 18.111848 

VALLETTA . '!Valletta -- - --
District 

-. ' FLORIANA Flor.iana Distrt~ I 
- -Urban-KOSPIKWA ~lc_o_U_o 1 era ~- Ea,s_t I . -

SENGLEA 
f---yJT.TORIOSA -- --~istr.ict· 

.. Dlstr1c1 r- -

-
HAMRUN I 

STA.VENNERA 
----- -· -- -- - -· ' -

- -- -V~IIe~tt a -- -
MARS A 

t-si'IEMA 
- - -iThird-- · -- - ,_ . - -. : . ----t- -f--· -.- - - ; i . ----- -,----

GZIRA · _ _District_ -J· I. t:--
-- 1-- -= 

~f-JULIAN'S ___ -
I I 1str1c 

f---MSIDA ·-- ··-- ··----- I 

PI ETA 
·-- -·t- -~- ---: -1--- s.~.T~ 

BIRKIRKARA !Central 
f-------. 

District QORMI 
1-·PAWLA- j-

·---:---
Fifth District - East-- ··--

TARXIEN I 
f-ZABBAR - -

District 
KALKARA ·Seventh District -- -··· -

' ·-

w_~c 
, ___ MOINA 

t----=-_- -F-•:rs-t-=-o i-&t.riG~t---RABA-T---

1- DINGLI 
- Districi 

~GARR 
- -

I 
rs1a-61Ew1 ------ -. .i - T -
1-ZEBBUG-- Second District- . -• Central I . 
1-MOS~A .. 

We·t- ___ i __ .l. -= 
~LLIENA -- . 

F~urth District 
u-

1-ST.PAUt:s BA' - I District 
t--- ---· -

I L 

~AXXA-R -.. -
• --1-

GMARGHUR I, 
Cen_tral 

LIJA Q 
I 

ATTARD Third ,-D-Istrict- Distri~. Rural 
I . ·- ··- -·- - ---r ' BALZAN 

' 1--LUQA Ftlfth District -.-- -
L ZEJTUN ,.. 

. ·- -; ... -- - -
MAASAXLOKK -+·I 

L 

--ai'RtE BBUGA 
__ .,_-

I 
-':- East-----ciUDJA - ·- Seventh District-

----1--.1. I :II 
--o--

GHAXAQ ' -1 -u- Oistrici _ --
-!URRIEQ 

--. -
SAFI I I 

KIRKOP 
- --sixth District---· 

f- QRENDI 
I I . 

-- .. , 
MQABBA I 



just as a reference to Malta generally implies the Maltese 

Islands unless indicated otherwise by the Context •. 

Census_~umeration Districts and Localities 

The smallest units for which information is presented in the 

Censuses,. apart from the subdivision by streets adopted in 1861 

and 1871 ,, are the Localities. These conform generally to the 

pariah limits and at each Census they have been grouped into 

Districts, but from Census to Census the combination of 

localities making each district have varied. These changes are 

summarised in the table opposite (Fig. 2). 

For comparative purposes over the entire period covered by 

the Censuses it is advisable to adopt a uniform system of classi

fication and the combination of localities into Urban,. Suburban 

and Rural Districts is used in th.ia thesis. It first appeared 

in the Census of 1921 but still represents valid distinctions. 

This grouping applies only to Malta, ho~·1ever, and in Gozo there 

has been no attempt at sub-classification. 

Boundary Changes, 1842-1948 

In Malta, in 1842,, there were 30 Census localities. Since 

then~ fourteen new localities have been createdt. of which ten are 

within two miles' radius of Valletta, and are in the zone of 

Suburban growth. Six of these suburban localities were created 

in the nineteenth century, then in 1901 ,, three new rural, and 

o.ne further suburban locality were formed. Three more locali t iea 
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were created in 1921,, and one in 1948, but of these only one 

was rural. In Gozo,. the number of localities h.ae increased from 

seven in 1.842 to t'IJelve in 1.948 •. all of which have existed since 

1901. The years in which nevi localities were formed are as 

follows&-

Table 3 • 
. , 

Year Suburban Rural Gozo 

1.851 Sl.ierna, P'awla. 

1.861 St. Juliana,, Maida. Ghajnsielem. 
~-

~881 Hamrun,. Pi eta. 

1891 Kercem, Gh.asri, 
Q.ala. 

-
1901 I Kalkara. I Mgarr •. St. Paul's s. Lawrenz. 

I Bay, Marsaxloklt. 
I I 

----~- ·--
11921 I ~~?,!~ Venera, . ~-=-==-:._ __ _ 
11948 1 Gzira. 

Bi rzebbuga .• I 
-j 

P"1ans of the boundaries of Mal te. 'a Census locali t iee as they 

were in 1931 and 1948, are held in the Central Office of 

Statistics. In the administrative report of the 1948 Census it 

was explained that the census localities do not necessarily 

coincide with the accepted parish limi·ts-, and in many cases 

I 

I 

I 

variations do occur. At the Census of 1931~ however. there was a 
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Figure 3. 

MALTA 

CENSUS LOCALITIES 1842. 

0 
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Figure 4. 

0 

m11u 

MALTA 

CENSUS LOCALITIES 1948. 

Boundary differences 1n 1Q31, 
ore shown by broken hnes. 



close correspondence between the localities and the respective 

p:a.rishes as shown on another map drawn in 191? and held in the 

Curh• of the Archbishop at Valletta. On these grounds it is 

assumed that before 1931 the census localities conformed to the 

parish limits, and the validity of this view is supported in the 

Report on the 1891 Census,, which states that "the boundaries of 

the various groups of enumeration. d istricta correspond wi tll 

those of the respective parishes". 

The extent to which territory has been gained by new 

localities,, frorrt their neighbours, is interpreted from notes in 

the Censuses, and from the original parish plans in the Curia, 

which were produced at the time of the creation of each parish. 

By retracing these details to 1842~ the process of partition can 

be followed. To this basic information was added some from the 

Censuses of 1891 and 1901,, which had tables showing the number 

and distributions of isolated farmhouses~ by their a.ctual situ

ations within each locality. These tables provide detailed 

information which adds to the accuracy of boundary interp.retatio.n 

at the end of th~ nineteenth century. 

Two maps (Figs. 3 and 4) show the distribution of localities 

in Malta in 1842 and 1948,, whilst the origins of localities 

created after 1842 are shown i.n Figs. 6 and ? • The minor changes 

of 1948,, and differences betVJeen 1.931 and 1948 are shown in the 

map of the 1948 Census localities. Finally, the localities of 

Go-zo .. as defined in the 1948 Census, are shown in Fig. 5. 
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b) Vita~ and Migration Statistics. 

The p·roblems of migration and vital statistics are rather 

different from Census sta.tistics which provide the fundamental. 

measurements of population growth. The latter are accessib~e in 

the Census volumes and their compilation and p·resentati on fo~law 

an accepted fundamental pattern and formula. Statistics of 

bi rtb.e, d.e9.tha and population movements are,. in many ways. more 

compl.ex. The accepted basis of a Census is that there should be 

a house-to-house enumeration of the population and the returns 

should all. relate to the resident population at a particular 

tirne of a eta.ted day. With vital statistics there are seve1·a1 

possible causes of confusion arising from changes in methods of 

registration and cl.a.ssification, whilst migration statistics are 

more liable to inaccura.cy ,. and can be used safely only in. rela

tive and not absolute terms. 

Vital statistics 

Registers of births and deaths in the Maltese Islands have 

been carefully kept b;y parish priests for at least two hundred 

years and are accessible through the parochial records. These 

statistics are more easily found, however, in the Bl.ue Books from 

which births and deaths can be traced back to 1826. Until 1.862 

the respo.nsi bili ty for recording these figures rested solely with 

the parish priests but the population was intensely religious and 

and it was a general rule that a child would be baptised as soon. 
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as possible after birth - usually within a week. Similarly. 

there is little reason to question the accuracy of records of the 

numbers of deaths and there is a close correlation between th~ir 

fluctuations and documentary evidence of epidemics, plagues a.nd 

famines. After 1862 statistics were compiled by a Registrar 

General working with local police officers and the registration 

of both births and deaths became compulsory undel' Civil Law. 

Both types of statistics seem to satisfy the conditions and tests 

set out by R. R. Kuc.zinski in his "Measurement of Population 

Growth". 

In the use of statistics of births and deaths, still.-births 

have been excluded fron1 bo-th births and deaths; to ensure the 

uniform application of this principle the figures in the Blue 

Books are modified where a.ppropriate. Until 1920/21 all the 

statistics are based upon those in the Blue Books. From 1921. the 

Annual. Reports of the Med ica.l O-fficer of Health provide more 

detailed recorda and they are the source of all subsequent material 

up to the present day. Birth,. death and marriage rates are based 

upon. estimated mid-year populations, except before 1881 for which 

period the rates computed by C. A. Price,_ and based upon January 

populations, have been accepted (4). 
,,., ''j, 

Price was fortunate ~.a· hav~ separately-documen.ted records fo.r 

the :Maltese and non-Maltese el.ement a of the population. The 

perio.d of hie recorda ended in 1881.. After that time increases 
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in the number o.f English garrison. families were o.nly spasmodi

cally documented in the Blue Books and vital statistics were 

generally presented without distinction of the national elements. 

Moreover, unsatisfactory docum"entation of inward and outward 

mo.vements to and from the Islands make it impossible to consider 

the !!I:a.ltese population trends unmodified by non-Maltese migrations .. 

These deficiencies of the statistical material have made it 

necessary to consider the Civilian population as a whole for the 

greater part of the survey period. Where statistics which refer 

only to the Maltese population are available they are discussed 

in some detail. The most important vital statistics of recent 

years are for this reason th~se produced since 1955 which 

distinguish Yaltese from other British and foreign births and 

deaths (see Part Four, chapter 12}. Unfortunately there are no 

compara.bl.e data for the pre-war p.eriod • 

. illtig_:cat iorl. 

Two aspects of mig rat ion. have been cons iciered ,. namely external 

an.d intern.a.l movements. Overseas migration became an established 

part of the Maltese scene in the nineteenth century though it 

was a non-permanent movement. Since 1918,. the movement has 

extended beyond the shores of the Mediterranean towards Australia 

and the Americas and it has assumed a more permanent nature. The 

trends and size o.f net migrations and the direct ion o.f movements 

have been traced for this thesis from the time covered by Price 
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to the present day. 

Estimates of net migration have been based on the issue of 

passports, Customs and Port Department Statistics and the records 

o-f the Emigration Department. For the latter period of the 

nineteenth century and the first two decades of this, po~ice 

records of passenger movements were poor - moat of them having 

been compiled from shipping manifests presented by the Masters of 

all vessel.s calling at the Port of Malta. There were obvious 

discrepancies in the records and for the period before the Great 

V/ar a combina.tion of passenger movements with passp.ort records 

has had to be used and correlated with estimates of inter-censal 

net mo.vements .. 

After the V/ar organised emigration grew, an Emigration·. 

Department was formed and it began to keep records of the scale 

and dh·ect ion of movement.. But, checks on the return movements 

uf former migrants v~e:t·e incomplete and so the total net outwa.rd 

mo.vements were co.nsistently overestimated. Meanwhile the qual.ity 

of the Customs and Port Department statistics improved,. a.nd from 

1945 they have shown. the annual movements of Maltese,, other 

British and foreigners independently. Further descriptions and 

evaluation of the material mentioned above are left to a special 

chapter in. Part Five. 

Internal migration is the most difficult of all the trends to 

trace.. VIi th the help of fragmentary evidence remaining o-n the 
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ground in the form of cisterns and road and field patterns,. the 

extent of medieval eetti.ement has been tentative~y suggested •. 

The passage of time witnessed minor shifts in the location of 

the urban and rural populations and comparative security in the 

early years of the British occupation saw a dispersion of rural 

population to the more remote parts of both Malta. and Gozo. 

Then_,. in the second half of the nineteenth century a pattern of 

suburban life began to emerge and modify the formerly clear 

urban-rural contrasts, until in modern Malta the suburban land

scape is the dominant theme. 

The phasing of these local movements and the ways in which 

they grew are traced in the first place from the Censuses which 

analyse the native-born population by birthplace and residence. 

The beet analysis of this type is in the 1948 Census, from which 

it is possible to trace the origin by birthplace of every p.erson 

living in the Islands although not the period of arrival in their 

present residence •. -.An indication of specifically postwar trends 

has to be sought from a different source - the Food Rationing 

Off ice. Rat ion. cards were issued in the last war and are at ill 

in use. They are revised regularly and all changes of address 

are notified to a branch of the Go.vernment Department of Trade 

and Industry, which maintains the records. 

Although the ration cards are still in use the system and 

mean:ing of :rationing has altered since the war.. Today there is 
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no shortage o;f the goode which are rationed but the significance 

of 11 rat ioning" is that a quo.ta of bread,. flour, pasta and butter 

can be obtained at a hea .. vily subsidised price. The financial 

advantages of being registered are considerable and all the 

evidence of interviews with both shopkeepers and customers 

suggests that virtua.lly all the native populatio.n is included in 

the Food Rationing Office records. Grocers keep the ration cards 

o.f their euetomers who have to withdraw their cards when they 

change their addressee, arrange to be registered with a grocer 

in· the new l.ocali ty and send t~e card to the Food Rationing 

Office fo.r the change to be recorded.. It is then returned and 

~edged in the custody of the new grocer.. Checks for al terat io.ne 

through births, deaths and emigration are mainta.in.ed through the 

Central Office of Statisticee 

In p;rineiple,, this source is comparable with the ~Ta.tional 

.H.egistration records, in op·erat ion in. England and W'al.es until 

1951., which gav.e a good measure of the trends of internal mo.ve

ment there. Assembly of the Maltese records however, reveals 

discrepancies which suggests that they are less reliable than the 

English figures. In the first place,. the records are poorly 

maintained and there are countless opportunities for clerical 

errors. There are fortrlightly returns of movements between 

districts (which conform to Census locali t iee), to. and from hos

p.itals and institutions,, a.nd to and from abroad, a.djusted for 
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births and deaths,. but the resultant annual totals of i.nternally

genera.ted movements do not balance. At the clerical level the 

impression given to the writer,, on a number of visits to the 

Food Rat io·ning Office in Valletta.,, was that the completion of the 

fortnightly returns were treated neither as an important n.or 

serious operation; in these ciz·cumstances errors could accumulate 

easily. For th.is reason the results have not received the 

attention in this study which might otherwise have been devoted 

to th.em. In the absenc·e of tables of birthplace and residence 

in. the J~957 Census, they are nevertheless the most useful ind i

cat ions of postwar internal movements that a.re ava,il9,ble. 
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PART Tvro. The Environment. 

Chapter Three. Physical Background. 

The Maltese Islands form a small archipelago situated in- the 

Medi terran·ean. about 60 miles from Sicily .. and 180 miles frGm the 

North African mainland (Fig. 1). In the group there are two main 

islands, Malta and Go·zo ,, and a number of small islands of which 

only one, Camino~ is inhabited. Their combined area is 122 square 

. miles (Malta 95~ Gozo 26, Camino 1 sq. ml.). 

The islands lie along a NW - SE axis,. and fo.rm a single 

structural unit \Vhich has been subject to faulting, tilting and 

erosion (see accompanying 2 11 maps of Malta and Gozo). Like much 

of Sicily the Maltese Islands are composed of Tertiary calcareous 

sediments of Miocene age (Fig. 8). The oldest beds are the Lower 

Coralline; overlying them are the Globigerine. beds, Blue Clays, 

a:::1d Grecn:::ands ,. w:1ili:lt tha youngest and uppermost rocks are of 

the Upper Coralline Series. 

In Upper Miocene times,_ upl.ift took place exposing these 

sediments. This was followed 'by intense faulting, and in recent 

times by partial subsidence. Differential erosion of the Tertiary 

block has produced a dissected upland capped by the Upp~er Ce.ral~ine 

series. The underlying beds and clays form steep scarps which 

fall to lower plateaux formed on- Globigerina limestones. Only in 

a few places is the Lower Coralline surface exposed. 

In· Mal.t-a,, the Upper Coralline,. greensands, and clays, have 
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been completely removed from the eastern part of the island, 

which is a low and gently undulating Globigerina platform ti'lted 

east-warda and broken only by narrow gorges (wieds}~ which, 

although now dry except after heavy rains, are relics of a wetter 

P'leistocene period. The drainage is towards the east and south

east, into the bays and inlets of St. George's, St. Julian's,. 

Marsamxett, Grand Harbour, Marsaskala and Ma.raaxlokk. The 

formation of these deep bays and safe anchorages is due to. a 

combination of faulting and ria-drowning along a coast of com

paratively rapid subsidence. Some of the interior valleys follow 

the aa.me lines of weakness. 

To the west is the Upper Cc:iralline plateau which forms the 

highest part of the Islands, rising to over 800 feet near Ding~i. 

Below it the south-west coast ia precipitous and quite ir~cces

sible. Unlike the southern and eastern parts of Malta, the north 

\Jf ·i;he isla.:nu :is a more heavily faulted region of parallel ridges 

and valleys,. divided from the south by the Bingemma hills and 

the Nax:xar-Gharghur ridge. These hills foll.ow the line of the so

called "Great Fault" along which the Victoria Lines were built. 

There is a similar though not so prominent Great Fault in Gozo~ 

and between these two major fault zones there is a disturbed 

region of •horsts' and 'graben•. The two major troughs formed 

are the North and South Camino Channels, whilst between them lies 

the island ridge of Camino. In Malta this structural pattern is 

repeated,, and between the ridges of Marfa,. Mellieha,, Bajda and 
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Wardija, are the elongated bays and valleys of Melliehap Mistra 

and Miziep,. St .. Paul's and Salina. The valleys are however open 

and synclinal,, contrasting strongly with the deeply-cut gorges 

further south. 

In Gozo, the remnants of the Upper Coralline surface form 

the tops of a aeries of mesas,, both large and small,. which stand 

out above the globigerina lowlands and give more variety to the 

relief than is found in Malta. Most of the valleys are struc

turally controlled, draining northwards the land between the 

flat-topped plateaux,, but there is also a suggest ion of a radial 

pattern of drainage which centres on Victoria. With the exception 

of the small bays of Xlend i, Marsalforn, Ramla and Mgarr, the 

coasts of Gozo are rocky and inhospitable. 

The islands have a climate which corresponds fairly closely 

to the characteristic Medi·terranean type. Winters are m-ild and 

wet, and summers ho.t and dry, whilst the seasons of autumn and 

ap:ring are brief. The mean annual temperature is 66°F, whilst 

the mean monthly temp·erature ranges from 54 ° in February,. to 78° 

in August.. The diurnal ranges are small. In February the 

difference between the mean monthly .maximum and minimum is only 

7°, whilst in August it is 11°. Frosts are rare, and the tem-

o p:eraturee do not often exceed 100 • 

The rainfall i.s variable. The average is about 20 11 , but in 

the ten years ending 1955/56,, the minimum recorded was 8", and the 

maximum 30 "• The heaviest rainfall ever recorded was 39 11 • Most 
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of the rain is confined to the period between September and 

April and fa.lls mainly as heavy showers. 

The a,vailabili ty of water is of prime importance not only 

for agriculture, but for the general supply of the population and 

to permit the development of industry. But apart from the 

unreliability of the rainfall,. much that falls is lost in surface 

run-off, whilst most sinks underground through. the porous lime-

stone. Any that is retained by the soil ls liable to be lost by 

evaporation. Underground water is therefore the main source of 

supply, a.nd in the Islands there are two major water tables. 

That which was first exploited is at sea-level and tends to be 

rather saline,. especially towards the end of the dry season. 

'fhere is another water table, however,. in the Upp•er Coralline 

series which is preserved above the impervious Bl.ue Clays. Except 

where the series is downfaulted to sea-level, water from thii:! 

•table' is fresh. 

With regard to the conditions necessary for soil formation 

the factors of cl.imate and geology h.ave not been kind. Where 

conditions have allowed the development of soils, they are nearly 

a.lV'.'ays thin (only a. few inches deep), whilst much of the islands 
(~ s 

¥e actually bare of soil,, e.nd presentL harsh fractured karstic 

surfaces. Soil formation where possible at all, is slow, and 

because of the frequently rugged topography it is always liable 

to erosion. Therefore, careful conservation by terracing is 

pra.ctised. Most of the soils are derived from limestones, a.nd 
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vary from •terra rossa' to white marly soils. Clay soils are 

found around the Blue Clay outcrops, and in a few places like the 

Jl.fu.rsa, St. Paul •a Valley, and Burmarrad, there a,re limited soils 

of deep alluvium. 

In this brief sunm:Jaryt the main elements of the physical 

environment :have been mentioned. To.pograph.ically, the central 

a..nd eastern parts of Malta are the most attractive for settlement. 

In Gozo, settlement is more widely spread, but l.ies mainly in the 

cer1tral district and on the southern flank look.ing towards Malta. 

The problems of the islands a.re fundamental ones. The most 

serious are the shortage of wa.ter and soil cover, whilst the lack 

of any form of mineral wealth further inhibits the development 

of Maltese life. 

When the Order of St. John was expelled from Rhodes in 1522 ,, 

.Ma.lta wa.s considered, with Elba,, Ischia, and Corsica., as a 

possible new home. Eight Commissioners who were sent to report 

on Malta described the island as a rock of soft sandstone, which 

as a residence "appeared extremely disa.greeable,, indeed almost 

unsupportable, particularly in swnmer." 

Butt the fine harbour and position in th~ central 
I 

:Uedi terrane an eventually turned the scales in Malta's favour,. and 

the trading and commercial stimulus which began with the arrival 

of the Order has subsequently created conditions which allowed 

the grot,·lt.h of population at such a rate that Malta is now one of 

the most densely peopled islands in the world. 
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Chapter Four. Historical - a. resume from p·rehistory to 
the British military occupation. 

Ptehistory 

The earliest evidence of human occupation of the Maltese 

Islands is provided by a wealth of prehistoric remains. In the 

cave o.f Ghar Dalam a.re rel.ics of human occupation wl1i ch a.re 

mixed with pieces of pottery that are identical with the ea.rliest 

Neolithic Sicilian discoveries. Thus it is possible that Malta 

was first colonised from Sicily by primitive farmers in the 

latter part of the third millenium B.C. (5). By the end of the 

third millenium, stone-using agriculturalists were already 

building, in a rough and tentative manner, temples akin to the 

style of megal.ithic Western Europe. 

In the second mill.en.ium there seemed to. be a. period of 

relative isolation and o.f insular development. Remains show a 

great deal of individuality in craftsmanship-, but the sixteenth 

century B.c. was the climax of the prehistoric period and reflects 

the great trading ex.paneion of the Mycenean civilisation. of 

Greece (6). There was an elaboration and sophistication implicit 

in the Maltese temples which indicates a unique development of 

ritua.l ancl liturgy in. the first five hundred years of the second 

millenium,. when 11 Mal ta. and Gozo must have counted as the most 

magic and potent island sanctuaries of the central Mediterranean 

world" ("7). 
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The brilliant civilisation of the temple period was followed 

by people with. a much lower standard in craftsmanship and taste 

who arrived about 1500 B.C. The newcomers who apparently con

quered the island by force, like their predecessors also came 

from Sicily, and their culture was named after Borg-in-Nadur 

which is the only site providing evidence of their occupation (8}. 

The final period seemed to be a gradual evolution from the 

Borg-in-Nadur phase, a.nd was under the influence of the south of 

Italy and Sicily. This may have been the time of the develop

ment of the now famous prehistoric cart tracks which were used 

for the transport of goods between settlements and the sea (9). 

Fhoenicia.lJs,. Carthaginians, Romans and Arabs. 

Probably about the end of the ninth century B.C., the first 

of the Semitic traders and colonisers arrived in Malta and the 

transition. was made to historic times. First the Phoenicians, 

and then the Carthaginians h.elcl Malta, but in 218 B.C. in the 

early stages of the Second Punic War, Hamilca.r surrer1dered the 

Islands to the Roman Consul Titus Sempronius. At that time the 

islands were alrea.dy well-known and had a cotton industry (10). 

Then, under Roman rule they achieved a certain autonomy, with 

the establishment of separate "municipia" in Malta .and Gozo, but 

the outstanding event was the conversion of the Maltese to 

Christianity by St. Paul on the occasion of his shipwreck in 

58 A .D. 
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The latter phase of the Roman era is a period of uncertainty, 

but decline in their control of Sicily and Malta is evident in 

the fourth century. In the early part of the fifth century the 

Vandals captured Carthage, and like Socily, Sardinia and Corsica~ 

Malta probably came under their rule. A hundred years later,, 

.Justinian, the Eastern Roman Emperor,. began the reconquest of the 

Weat, and Belisariue,. hie genera.lt may have te.ken Malta at the 

time of his victorious African campaign of 533, during which he 

crushed the Vandal Kingdom in a battle at Carthage. 

In the seventh and eighth centuries the Arab advance began. 

Permanent footholds were established in 827 in Sicily which was 

fine.lly occupied fifty years l.ater. Malta was taken in 870, a.nd 

remained an Arab possession for two hundred years~ The islands 

were subject to the Emir cf Sicily,, but there is no mention of 

the nature of life in this period apart from a suggestion of 

irnproved agriculture (11). The· bulk of evidence suggests that 

Christianity lapsed in this period, for the line of Bishops was 

interrupted until the coming of the Normans 1 and as late as 1241. 

there was reported to be a high predominance of "Saracen" families 

in Malta (12). 

Normans to the arrival of the Order of St • .Tohn. 

The arrival in 1060 in Sicily,, of Roger the Norman, son of 

Tancrede de Hauteville was followed by a series of successful 

c~npaigns against the Saracens whom he gradually drove from 
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those parte. Eventual~y he was proclaimed Count of Sici~y and 

in 1090 he took Malta in order to secure his hol.d in Sici~y. 

Tra.di tion credi te Roger V'lith the establishment of a popular 

council composed of no.bles ,, clergy and the elected representa

ti vee of the people. This body,_ a ince called the Consiglio 

Popolare, or Uni vera ita,. was the centre of local government and 

later assumed the role of an agency controlling the production., 

import and sale of grain, the negotiation of which were funda

mental to the well-being of the population. Count Roger is also 

s:;tid to have installed a Bishop, built a cathedral a.nd given 

Malta her national flag. 

The Norman sovereignty over Malta was maintained until 1186~ 

when Constance,. the heiress of the Sicilian kingdom married 

Henry VI of the House of Hohenstaufen~ Henry who died in 1.197 

was succeeded by the infant Ji'rederick II and Malta remained with 

the Hohenetaufens for eighty years. In this period the islands 

V'iere granted as a fiefdom to members of the Sicilian nobility 

who acceded to the title of Count of Malta. A system of feudal 

rule was maintained for over two hundred years, although under 

strict guidance in the later years of Frederick's reign, during 

which time imports and exports were controlled, and Maltese 

medieval agriculture reached its highest pitch (13). However, 

in. this period, the Maltese to provide their dues and livel.ihood 

worked as p-irates, slavers and carriere of grain between Sicily 

- 41 -



and North Africa. An admixture of racial stock probably continued 

in this period and in 1224 the entire population of the ravaged 

Italian city of Celano in Abruzzi was transferred to Malta at 

the cownand of Frederick II (14}, whilst there was also at this 

time a constant movement between Sicily and J!alta of workers and 

their families to the estates of the nobility. 

Differences with the Papacy eventually caused the downfall 

of the Hohenstaufens and under the Papal flag Charles of Anjou 

was crowned King of Sicily (and Malta} in 1266. For sixteen 

years the Angevine uneasily retained these southern provinces but 

the imposition· of ta.xee and abolition of the old laws and 

privileges eventually culminated in the up·ris ing and massacre at 

Palermo in 1282 known as the Sicilian Vesp·ers. Peter of Aragon 

who helped the Sicilians in th.eir revolt was invited to become 

King of Sicily,. and in the following year Malta also accepted 

Aragoneae protection and rule. 

Despite the transfer of sovereignty to the Spanish throne of 

Aragon, the islands were still given in fief to absentee no.blee 

whose interest in them was only as a source of revenue. But i.n 

14~5, under Ferdinand (the Just) a Viceroy was appointed to 

Sicily~ and Malta benefited from this change. She entered a new 

stage of development towards semi-autonomy during which a variety 

of Royal. privileges were granted to the Consiglio Popolare ,. and 

Malta enjoyed some responsibility in the control of her internal 
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affairs. However, the position soon changed, for in 1420 the 

poverty-stricken Alfonso, inappropriately named "the Magnanimous", 

mortgaged the islands to one of his nobles to solve a problem of 

debt. Eight years later the Maltese collected sufficient cash 

to pay the mortgage and with these 30,000 go~d crowns, Alfonso 

reclaimed the Islands and swore that they should be reunited in 

perpetuity to the Spanish crown. 

For a hundred years the succession of Viceroys continuedr 

appointed first by Aragon, and after 1479 by the united Ho.usea 

of Aragon and Castile. Then in 1530 Charles V of Spain ceded 

Ma.l ta and Gozo with Tripoli, to the Order of St. John of 

Jerusalem in return for the annual rent of one falcon and a con

tinued right to nominal sovereignty under Spain. The Viceroy of 

Sicily retained the right to appoint a Bishop of Malta. who would 

be chosen from three candidates to be selected by the Or,~P.~. 

The Order ..2L_St. John. 

The history of the Islands after the arrival of the Knights 

is well documented,. and represents a continuity of rule over two 

hundred and fifty years. Under the Grand Masters the comparative 

security of the Maltese was assured but the failure to retain 

Tripoli which fell to the Turks in 1551, resulted in the Great 

Siege of 1565 and the deaths of more than 10,000 men, women and 

children. After three months the Siege was raised, the Turks 

expelled, and in subsequent years incursions by raiders became 
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less frequent. As the threat from the East weakened. the Order 

bec~me more diplomatic than militant and the reason for its 

existence passed. But the transition from glory was gradual. 

While the Knights were in Malta, the standards of living of 

the local population were improved, and the agricultural potential 

of the islands was stimulated,. to satisfy the comparatively 

wealthy consumer market of the Knights. Times were also suffi

ciently stable to allow the people to build. In domestic, 

mil.i tary ,, and ecclesiastical architecture, a great legacy of fine 

buildings remains as a reminder of the civilisation and urbanity 

of the Islands during the stay of the Order. 

The way in which the Order declined is smnmarised aptly by 

Sir Harry Luke who emphasises a rising stress upon personal 

vanities, which was symptomatic of decay and "as in Venice tbe 

Dages grew grander and more lavish as the Republic was tottering 

Go its fall, so in Malta it was left for Hompeach, the last and 

feeblest of the island 1 s Grand Masters, to convert his mantle 

from Conventual black to Royal crimson 11 (15). Meanwhile 

Bonaparte, having conquered Italy,, was in a commanding posit ion 

in the Western Mediterranean and realised fully the strategic 

value of Malta. In 1?98 he besieged the Island and p.resented an 

ultimatum demanding the surrender of the Order. No resistance 

was offered, so the French moved in and all but the oldest and 

feeblest of the Knights left and scattered. 
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The F;rench p.eriod and British Military Occupation. 

For six days Bonaparte stayed in Malta, and during this time 

he converted the islands into an imitation of a Department of 

the French Republic. French was made the official language and 

the street names were changed. But although the French at first 

were welcomed, their behaviour which culminated in the p-illage 

of churches eventually prompted retaliatory action., and the 

Maltese, with British help, succeeded in forcing the French from 

the countryside and shutting them in Valletta. The ultimate 

withdrawal of the French from the Islands took place shortly· 

after Nelson's resounding victory in the Battle of the Nile, in 

September 1800, and so they retired after two years of occupation. 

The British henceforward undertook to regulate the trade and 

com.'nerce of the Isle of Malta until the signing of a definitive 

Peace Treaty with the Fren.ch. When the Treaty of Amiens was 

signed in 1802, it was agreed tha·t the Order of St. Johr1 would 

return to the islands. However, the Maltese felt that this would 

mean in effect a restoration of French control,, and in preference 

persuaded the British to stay. A largely undefined and certainly 

unsatisfactory form of Government then followed,. until the 

ratification of the Treaty of Paris in 1814, which stated that 

"the Island of Malta and its dependencies shall belong in full 

right and sovereignty to His Britannic Majesty". Thus the last 

connections with the Order were finally severed. 
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Under British rule the Maltese have progressed slowly towards 

political and constitutional autonomy. 
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Chapter Five. Constitutional development, 1813-1958. 

A commission was sent from London in 1812,. to enquiry into 

"all matters touching the actual state of Malta" and to recommend 

ways and means of setting up a more "British" form of G·overnment. 

The recommendations of this Commission were embodied in the 

Constitution of 1813. This constitution was based sole~y on the 

conception of the island as a strategic fortress. 11 lt must be a 

basic principleu, said the Colonial Secretary, Lord Liverpool, 

in May 1812, "that the military authority should be free from 

all restraint in su:per,seding the civil power,. whenever the 

security of the island appeared to dema.nd it • 11 (16}. 

By 1831, there was evidence of local restlessness within the 

political fieldt and a greater measure of Maltese participation 

was introduced by the Letters Patent of 1835 which gave the 

!sl=:.nde e. f~oun.c il oe:mpuaeU of tile Govel~l10i·, Blahop. of Malta. 

three official members,. and three nomira.ated members, two of whom 

were at all times to be Maltese. But the Council still had no 

real power; the authority of the Governor prevailed, being 

restrained only in that he had to administer through the Co.uncil. 

A revised Constitution of 1849, introduced for the first time a 

legislative body; the Governor now could only malce laws wi.th the 

advice and consent of the Council who controlled the distribution 

of funds. 
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The constitution of 1887 experimented a stage further with 

dual control in Government, by trying to reconcile popular con

trol of the legislature with Imp.erial management of the 

administration,, but this system of power to legislate without 

the responsibility of putting decisions into practice was n.ot a 

success. Ther1 in the Letters Patent, of 1903, some rea.l power 

wa.s tr~:u1sferred to an executive council which included a pro

portion of elected members. 

The 1921 Constitution adopted a diarchical system as a means 

of reconciling Maltese demands for self-government, with the 

retenticrJ,, by the Governor, of the control of the islands' 

strategic and externa.l policies. Under this system tv1o distinct 

Governments were esta"t;liehed ,. each with its own legislative and 

executive pagers and responsibilities. In 1930 the Constitution 

of 1021 was suEpendsd; it wus restorea twu y~~rs later~ but a 

second constitutional crisis was precipitated in 1933 (17). 

This led to further restriction of powers and the delegation of 

a modified responsibility to. the Mal.tese, that VIas held until 

1936 when th~ constitution was finally withdrawn. 

The 1936 Ordinance reinvested in the Governor full legislative 

and executive res:ponsi bili ty, though it was then stipulated that 

the Governor's power should be exercised in ccnsulta.tion with an 

executive council. The policy of almost burea.ucrat ic con.trol was 

eventually relaxed· in 1939,, with the appointment of a new Council 

of Government similar to that of 1903. 
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The \"iar record of Malta.,. prompted in 1943,, a. promise from 

the Colonial Secretary of self-governn1ent again, after the war, 

e,nd in 1947 the diarch.y was re-established. 

Under the 1947 Constitution, the principal responsibilities 

of the Imperial Government were the defence of the Islands, the 

Services,. Civil Aviation,. Immigration,, Currency,. and relations 

with overseas countries. A newly elected Maltese legislative 

assembly, composed of 40 elected members was to have the power to 

pass laws and administer all other "non-reserved" matters. 

Since the restoration of 'Responsible Government' in 1947. 

the main political themes have been rival claiillS for Domir1ion 

status, Independence,. e.nd Integration with the United Kingdom. 

The Nationalist administration of 1953 proposed Dominion status 

for the Islands, so that they might be released from their 

responsibility to the Colonial Office. The British Government 

rejected this suggestion, but in 1955, when the Malta Labour Party 

advocated closer economic and political ties with the United 

Kingdom,. more interest VIas displayed. 

A Report submitted after the Round-table conference held in 

lllal ta in September 1955,. recommended Maltese represent at ion at 

Westminster, and legislative authority of the Maltese Parliament 

aver all matters,, other than. defence and foreign affairs which 

\'Vould be under the authority of the Home Secretary. At a 

Referendum on Integration held in February 1956,, a ma.jari ty of 
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the voters were in favour of these proposals, and in the following 

month the British House of Commons resolved to give effect to 

the reco!J'I..mendat ions of the Round Table Conference. 

Unfortunately~ th~re has been no visible progress towards a 

new constitution for the Islands,, whilst the poverty of Maltese 

eo onomi c resources has ma.intained a perpetual financial erie is. 

The refusal of the British Government to meet the budget demands 

for 1958/9 made by Malta, precipitated the crisis of March 1959. 

This resulted in the dissolution of the Assembly and the 

restoration of a situation reminiscent of 1936~ for the admini

stration of the Island is aga.iil, although temporar:i.ly, the 

responsibility of the Governore 
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Chapter Six. Economy and trade. 

A threa.t of bankruptcy hastened the collapse of the Order of 

St. John and illustrated even then the fundamenta.l economic 

problems of Malta. In the nineteenth century a slow change from 

a considerable dependence on externally derived wealth to 

absolute reliance upon it made the overall instability of the 

economy transparent. The problem was intensified by the claims 

of a rapidly rising internal demand which had to be reconciled 

with t:he precarious external economic balance. 

At the end of the eighteenth century Malta's wealth was drawn 

from tVJo m.ain sources, both external. Some wa.19 dr~.wn from 

visible trade in which th~ export of cotton-twist and spun

cotton locally grown and manufactured were the main items. The 

second source and far larger· part was the foreign income derived 

f:ro~ t.he Order 'a rr:.ainla::.1d s~tu.tos, from tl1t: ·taxation of th.e 

Commanderies and occaeiona..l grants from sympathetic Kingdoms and 

the Papacy. This ir1come paid for basic supplies of timber, 

vegetable oils, simple manufactures and grain, the domestic 

production of which supplied only one-third of the need. In 

addition, there were imports of a great range of superior consumer 

goods for the Knights and capital goods for the Garrison. A 

third but very minor source of foreign currency was that from 

civil port activity. Shipping dues made a small contribution to 

the Internal Revenue. 
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During the whole of the subsequent period the imbalance 

between the 'National Product' and the circulation of 'Negotiable 

Income' became further exaggerated. By 1798 t·he balance of pay-

menta was showing an annual deficit of 4,000,000 livres and this 

was becoming almost impossible to meet fron1 the Order's non

Maltese estates. The period of British occupation and rule which 

began in 1800 was therefore one in which the basic economic 

situation had to be rea.ssessed. The economy revived in the sin-

gular circumstances of the Napoleonic Wars; British official. 

expenditure relJlaced that pa.rt of the Order's foreign income 

which had been functionally expended, and other compensation car.ue 

from the personal expenditure of a new garrison and foreign 

element numbering 20,000 at its peak. 

Meanwhile, tbe export of cottorJ declined bu~G the loss was 

largely compensated by a boom in civil port activity and entrepot 

trade. Unfortunately, this implied a further swing towards 

external. economic activity. Britain declared Malta a Free Port in 

1801 and subsequent Orders gave the Islands an especially favoured 

status for trading in the Mediterranean. In 1812, Royal 

Commissioners said "The commercial port of the Community we found 

da.ily increasing in prosperity and opulence; full.y sensible of the 

peculiar advantages derived from the protection Gf Great Britain; 

anxious on.ly that this Protection shall on. no future occasion be 

withdrawn" (18). External boom coincided with internal inflation 



and many farmers gave up cotton growing for the production of 

grain and foodstuffs. Art is ana, weavers and spinn·ers found 

employment in the port area. 

When the boo-m of the Napoleonic Wars came to an inevitable 

end commercial and business houses supported agitations which 

culminated in the 1.830 'a. By this time the peak had been passed 

"but the indignant entrepreneurs had come to assume the booms to 

be the rightful norms and viewed the intervening lower l.evele of 

prosperity as 'outrageous fortune'"(l9). This attitude was 

strengthened by periodic coincidences of favourable circumstances 

and Malta has since come to expect such benefits almost as of 

right. Part of the trouble resulted from the tradition of paternal 

autocracy under the Knights,. which had inhibited the growth of 

private economic initiative and neglected to trf.lin the Maltese in 

the admin.istrat ion of public finance. The· Brit ish Administration 

showed no greater faith in Maltese executive capabilities. 

In the 1850's there was a second phase of 'trade distortion' 

associated with the Crimean War and the introduction of steam 

po\'9er and the steel age. In 1869 the Suez Canal was opened and 

after 1870 shipping and port act.ivity gave Malta,. for two 

decades, prosperity on a level unknown even during the Napoleonic 

and Crimean Wars. Only in two of the world slump years of the 

1880's did rising expenditure produce revenue deficits. Twenty 

years earlier under half of the shipping tonnage,. entered and 



cleared,. was extra-Mediterranean, but by 1882 80.% of the tonnage 

using the harbours dealt with extra-Mediterranean traffic. 

Before 1890 events produced commercial opportunities but 

after 1890 Europe turned increasingly to the New World for grain 

and the volume of trade,. mai'nly from the Bla,ck Sea, declined. 

Shipe using the through-Mediterranean route grew more economica.l 

in the consumption of fuel and Malta.•s importance a,e a. bunkering 

station declined •. The Maltese were reminded that the poeeeesio.n 

of a good natural harbour was not in itself sufficient to sustain 

their economy. At the end of the century large-scale dockyard 

and public works construction revived employment but, later~ 

stagnat icm in co.ImTlerce and a decline in the constructional wo.rk 

culminated in the severe depression. that attracted the atter1tion 

of a Royal_ Commissio.n in 1911. 

One of the moat important indicato.re of economic change ie 

the reliance of manpower upon employment in. agriculture. Employ

ment in the industry varied inversely with general economic 

activity: cessation of employment elsewhere forced workers back 

on to the land. Thus between 1851 and 1871, while the population 

was growing more rapidly than the slow but accelerating commercial 

activity, sheer population pressure forced up the male level of 

agricultural employment. Numbers fell during the period of 

public-works' con.struction but in the depression after 1906 there 

wa.s a return to the land.. In the same way as emigration attracted 
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the most enterp.rising individuals, so,. in prosperous times agri.

culture lost its most vigorous and enterprising workers,, while 

in depression those first forced back to the land were the poor 

and semi-skilled labourers. 

By the turn of the century the economic pattern of modern 

Malta was becoming mo.re strictly defined. Commerce came mo.re to 

mean retail trade and dockyard work was increasingly associa.ted 

with bunkering and naval servicing.. By 1.905 the Naval 

Establishment employed over 9,.000 men - more than in the entire 

a.gricul tural industry. Dep·ression in the following ;year almost 

halved employment in the Dockyard and the Report of the L911 

Royal Co.rmniBsion is an a.m~i.lyeie of the uneasy adjustment to new 

circumstances, a process still in operation nearly fifty years 

later. The Commissioners emphasised the fact that 11 Go.vernment 

e.xpenditure has more than made up for that of the Knights. a.nd 

h.as diverted more of the labour of the population to the service • 

direct or indirect,. of the foreign government which applied it to 

purposes entirely Imperial and unconnected with the special 

interests of the colony •••••••• but the basis of this prosperity 

is artificial and precarious." (20)~ 

Until very recently Malta has possessed poor physical faci

lities for the handling of shipping. All vessels of over 2,.000 

to.ns have had to be worked by lighter, and civil repair facilities 

have been limited because the needs of the Fleet were paramount. 
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T.here b.as al.so been a sustained l.ack of enthusiasm for the local 

investment of Maltese capital. In such an atmosphere o.f basic 

insecurity development is difficult. MOreover, as the Maltese 

people are remarkably non-maritime in outlook there is no tradi-

tional basis for marine enterprise. Hence, the recent handing 

over of the Naval base to a British civilian firm is a logical 

step. 

The most recent specifically ee.onomic r·eport was that o-f 

Balo.gh and Seers (21.) using statistics for 1954. The following 

table based o.n this material illustrates the •External Eco.nomic 

Balance' and is still broadly true of th.e present situation: 

1.954.. External Economic Balance. 

A. Negotiable Income. - originating externally. 

~ Services pay 

{"iii.) - Estima.ted spending by non-Maltese 
service personnel. 

("iv) - Imperial. grants 

- originating internally. 

(i) - Merchandise· exports 

(ii) - Invisible exports 

- Grand total 
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£6.7 mi~lions 

3.6 II 

6.0 n 

.d.& II 

17.7 II -

£~ .. 5 millions 

2 •. 9 II -
£22.1 II 



B. Expenditure o.n. Imports. 

(i) - Merchandise imports 

(i i) - I"nvisi ble imports 

£18.6 millions 

n 

£20.5 n 

The most o·bvious characteristic is one already emphasised, 

that is the dep·endence for Negotiable Income (convertible wealth) 

on factors o.utside domestic control. While part of the income 

comes from the provision of industrial and labour services nea.rly 

half comes through retail and domestic services to the Garrison 

and their families. Among imports those of food, drink and 

tobacco v~ere of almost ·the same value as imports of manufactures. 

The poor material resources of the Islands are such that 

capital investment for raising production can on:l;y be directed to 

agriculture and to the increase of the productivity of labour in 

those industrial and commercial services called into being by the 

IDeational value of the Islands. In the sphere of social welfare 

the field i.e limitless, including all the elements of water 

supply, public hea.lth, education and dietetics. But,, capital. can 

only come from external sources and this is the essence of the 

dispassio.nate case for continued :Maltese existence as a depf:!ndency. 

The possibility of a vastly increa.sed economic turnover within 

Malta is yet no more than hypothetical. Point has been given to 

this last statement by recent reappraisals of the locat io.nal 
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value in the strategic sense. The Admiralty Dockyards have been 

sold to civil enterprises who must compete with. the well

established Sicilian and Italian shipbuilding and repairing 

industries. As a naval base the importance of Malta is declining 

and the development of the airfields is limited by acute shortage 

of sui table land for expane ion.. There is in fact ev·ery reason 

to suppose that the locational value is so marginal ae to make 

the investment of foreign capital a very considerable risk. 
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PART THREE.. Historical outline of population growth and 
demographic trends. 

Year 

991 

1240 I 
11400 I 

1528 

1530 

156'5 I 

1582 

1590 

1.632 

ChaRter Seven. The Population before 1842. 

Est imatea of Population 991-1842 A .D .• 

I. MALTESE 

Malta 

3,800 

12,,000 

15,000 

19,500 I 
17,.500 

20.,000 I 
I 

28,.864 

Gozo 

1,800 

5,.000 

5,,000 

2,500 

2,500 

"Z ,... ,-;n 
"'.J i v ._ • ._. 

II NON-MALTESE 
Order of 
St • .ro·hn. O'ther 

I 

I 

I 
9 ,,000 I 
3,000 

3 ,.426 

I 
I 

Table 4. 
III TOTAL 

21,000 

5,600 

10,000 

17,000 

2o·,oo.o 

31,000 

23,000 

32,,290 

52,9UO 

1741 110,000 

1760 66 ,, 800 

1798 

~8.07 

1813 

11823 

1828 

1837 

11842 

90,000 

80,225 

96,403 

98,618 

98,958 

97,535 

24,.000 

12,829 

14,,400 

15,618 

16,522 

14,,330 

22,100 

1, 709 

4,398 

1,999 

114,000 

115,,154 

110,803 

112,.204 
115,945 

119,.878 

113,864 

Fo.r detailed reference to the source and quality of 
estimates see Appendix B. 
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General 

The earliest recorded estimate of the popula.tion of the 

:Maltese Isla.nds is one of 21,000 made by the E.mi r Yusuf al Futah 

in: 991 A.D. but this would appear to be excessive in the light 

of Abate Gilibertots report of approximately 1000 families in 

1240 an-d Bosiots suggestion ('22) that total numbers in 1400 A.D. 

did n.ot exceed 10 ,.000.. The Commissioners to the Knights esti

n~ted a total population of about 17,000 in 1528 to whom were 

added shortly afterwards members of the Order and their fo.llowere, 

some 5,,000 in all. That the population of the Islands in 1530 

was in the region of 20,000 may be assumed from data given by a 

number of writers including Fra Joannus ~uintinus~ Bosio and 

Boiegelin (23). 

The first half of the sixteenth century appears to have been 

a period of steady popula.t ion increase in Malta,. but Gozo. 

suffered a severe setback in. the Turkish raid of 1551 when large 

numbers were taken away from the island ae sla.ves. At the time 

of the Great Siege of 1565 ,. members of the Order numbered 9, 000 

and the civilian population was in the region of 22,.000, a total 

of 31,000 of whom perhaps 3,000 lived in Gozo. Fatal casualties 

sustained by the Maltese during the Siege numbered a.ooo 

according to Zabarella,. and Bosio puts the civilian population 

after the siege at 20,000. In 1582,. a similar total was reported 

for the civilian population of Malta alone by Grand Inquisi to.r 
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Visconti. In 1590 an enumeration was made fo.r the Viceroy of 

Sicily.. A detailed enumeration was made for Grand Master de 

Pawla in 1632 and was recorded by Abela. The members of the 

Order then numbered 4,450 while the native populations of Malta 

and Gozo were said to be 45~450 and 3,000 respectivelyt a grand 

total of 52,,900. 

Information is fragmentary for the period 1632 - 1807, 

although an estimate of 110,000 was made in 1741; it conflicted 

with Ciantar'a figure of only 66,800 in Malta, excluding members 

of the Order, for the year 1760. The former is almost certainly 

much exaggerated. Boisgelin •·a total of 114,.000 in 1798 is 

equally unreliable as is shown by a breakdown of hia figure which 

includes an estimate of 24~000 persons for Gozo,, although the 

smaller island is known to have had only 14,,000 in 1842 and there 

is no evidence of large-scale emigration in the intervening 

period .. 

The first detail.ed enumeration after the removal of the 

French was recorded i.n an almanac of 1807 and was baaed on Parish 

Registers. This shows a "native Catholic" papulation of 93,00.0 

and a total O·f 22,100 "other inhabitants and domesticated 

strangers". The 11 cenaus 11 of 1828 gives a total which differs by 

only a few hundreds from that of 180 17 and although the outbreak 

of pl.ague in 1813 would in part account for the lack of po.pu

lation growth during the period,. there can be little doubt that 

the 1828 enumeration had considerable deficiencies. Nine years 

- 61 -



Figure. 9. 

~~~~~~--~~~~--

g ! 1 1 ~ I : I: i 

if\ 

1\ 

It · ~ i i : 
I\ i \_ __ -- --f---t~:' __ n 

I . . . . s 

1\ 

I I : I 

0 

I I I 
I II ' ' 

I I I I 

I ' 

I I 0 I ! 

I 1\1 I I I 

o I 
I 
' 

I I 'I . I 

· ~- ·r -- r--i 
I . 
I I 

I 
I 1\ : 
I I\ 0 ! 

I i 



before the first official Census appeared in 1842 the Governor 

of Malta, writing to the Secretary of State for the Colonies~ 

said he had no great faith in the census of 1828 and was engaged 

with the Bishop in ascertaining the exact number in both 

Islands(24). In 1837 soon after the population had been esti-

mated at j·ust under 120,000, a cholera epidemic hit the islands. 

Although it lasted for only three mo.ntha there were over 4,000 
. ' 

deaths of which one-tenth were in Gozo. In 1842 the population 

was almost 114,000 and earlier estimates were exposed as having 

been rather too high. 

The rate of population growth 1530-1842. 

There is insufficient material available to allow much 

comment on the estimates of population made before the sixteenth 

cen~ury, but there is enough data after 1530 to allow an inter-

polation of the trends of growth, over the next three hundred 

jt;u.rs,. although only for the native Maltese population. 

The estimates made since 1530 are plotted on a semi-

lo.gari thmic scale, and the trend of early nineteenth century 

population growth is back-projected to 1530 (see Fig. 9). An 

even rate of increase has been assumed to have operated over the 

whol.e period and the rate is plotted for an increase fro·m the 

estimated population in 1530 to the census population in 1842. 

Assuming a steady increase,. all sixteenth century estimates and 

those of the nineteenth century, are close to the expected 
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interpolated figures. But in the intervening period the figures 

of Abela, Ciantar and Boisgelin, all differ from what would be 

expected. 

Abela •s estimates for .V:ial ta may have been as much as 15,.000 

too high, for it is unlikely that the Maltese population doubled 

in fifty years after 1852.. Even in recent times when the rate of 

increase has been higher than ever before, through the steady 

reduction of a high death rate, it took nearly seventy years from 

18'11-1.948 for the population to double. In contrast,. Abe~a •s 

estimate for Gozo seems to have been too low. The main value of 

the information supplied by him is the indication it gives of the 

distribution and relative sizes of villages in the islands ('25). 

Ciantarts estimates (26) are most interesting. Whereas the 

figure for Malta is quite near what would be expected~ there is 

none for Gozo and to obtaih one the estimate for 1741 must be 

consulted. In it the number of men in Ma.lta and Go.zo able to 

take arms and form a fresh militia are given. In Malta~ compari

son with the 1760 total showed that one man in five was in the 

Militia; in Gozo the ratio was p~robably the same and if the 

nu.mb.era in the Militia there did really rep.resent a ratio of one 

in five,, then the population of Gozo must have been about 8,600 

in 17G·o. The interpolated p.opulation (Fig. 9) is 8,,500. 

The figures of B.oisgelin for 1798 should not be treated 

seriously. His estimate of 90,000 for Malta may have included 
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the incoming French population,. but cannot have represented the 

native p·opulation which was probably less than 80,000. He quotes 

24,000 as the population of Gozo,. but may have misread a total of 

14,.000 - a more likely current estimate. At this time,. in fact, 

the numb.ers could hardly have exceeded 11,000. It is unfortunate 

that Boisgelin,; who is a standard authority on Malta at the turn. 

of the century,. recorded these figures, for his total of 114,000 

in 1?98 has since been much-quoted. Emphasis on a population in 

the Islands of about 90,000 seems more realistic, and conforms 

closely with the trends of growth that followed in the years 

leading to the Census of 1842. 

·~vhereas the p·opulation of l'i.alta increased steadily during the 

era of the Knights,, from 25,.000 to 90,000 in 1?98,. much of the 

rest of Europe had sta,tic or declining numbers, and showed no 

noticeable increases until the eighteenth century (Fig •. 10). The 

c.necks of plague'· !amine 1 and war, rest rained g:J;"owth in cant i

nental Europe,. but the security and comparative stability of 

Maltese life under the Knights allowed a steady growth in the 

Islands. Even before 1800, mention had been made of the need for 

emigrat io.n to solve the p·roblems of p·opulat ion pressure,. as r at 

that time, two-thirds of the food supply had to be imp·orted (27). 

Since then, the need for emigration which had been a vague p.oesi

bility, has turned into reality,, and is the only solution 

generally offered when overpo.pulat ion is mentioned. For,, in 
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Malta,. the pattern of increase has not only been. maintained in 

the last one hundred and fifty years but the rate has accelerated. 

Increase of Population 1530.,:-1956. 

Average annual increase C%) 

Table 5. 
Period Maltese Islands I Malta Gozo 

11530-1842 0.63 0.74 0.33 

0.90 I 0.96 0 .. 58 I 1842-1956 
I - I 
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Chapter Eight. Growth of Population 1842-1956. 

General._ 

In 1836, when a Royal Commission investigated the political 

and economic position in the Maltese Islands,, one of the 

Commissioners, Sir George Cornwall Lewis, said that 11 the real 

grievance of the Maltese lies beyond the reach of the Commissioner! 

and Governments, namely the excessive population." Only in times 

o~ plague and famine had the death-rate approached the birth

rate, which \'Vas high even by European standards, and a steady 

increase of population had been maintained for three hundred 

years. In 1530 there were 20,.000 inhabitants; in 1800, 90,000, 

and in 1842~ the population was nearly 114~000. 

Moreovert the 13-rea of the islands wa.e small, and the internal 

resources were insufficient to support such a large p·opulation. 

In 1842~ the density was 900 to the 6quare mile, which exceeded 

that of Barbados - then widely accepted as the island with the 

densest population in the world. Nevertheless, the comparative 

stability and economic welfare which accompanied the British, did 

nothing to check the population increase. Gradually, advances in 

medical and sanitary conditions brought a fall in the death-rate, 

and so the rate of increase accelerated. In the years after 

1842,. the population nearly trebled, and in 1956 it was estimated 

to be 316~000 and the density over 2,500 to the square mile. 
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Figure 11. 
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Although lees than Hong Kong or Singapore, this is a higher 

der1sity than that of any other area of comparative size,, and twice 

that of Barbados. 

Table 6. 

Maltese Islands Malta Gozo 
Year Area Pop ..... jDensity Area Pop. A ~Dens i t~JArea Pop.a Density 

. ! -
1842 121 •. 8 1138641 935 94.9 995221 1049 127.0 14342 532 

1847421 
I 

1901 II 1516 " 164952 1739 n 
I 19790 734 

I 

1956 " 3162391 2571 " 1288453 3021 " 27786 1026 
J 

K Civil population only. Souroesz Censuses. 

Comparison of the recent growth of the Maltese population 

with some other countries, shows that,. as in the years before 

1800, the rate of increase was still comparatively hi·gJ1, and in 

the late nineteenth century~ the population of .Malta grew almost 

as fast as that of Germany {Fig. 11). In the last fift.v vea-rR. - ~ -- ~ - ,. 

when the rate of growth of .most countries has declined through a 

falling birth-rate, in Malta and Italy tt has accelerated. and 

between 1921 and 1948, the Maltese rate was higher than ever 

before. Only in the last few years has the Maltese birth-rate 

declined, and migration been able to balance the natural increase, 

but the elements which could contribute to another sudden rise in 

population are still present, although latent. 
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Average annual rates of increase (%) 1841-1951 

Table 7. 

I Country 1841-1911 1911-21 1921-51 

Maltese Islands 0.892 0.03 1.343 

Germany1 0.97 I -0.39 0.33 

I Great Britain and Ireland 1 0.76 I 0.33 0.40 

I Italy
1 0.65 0.93 0.71 

1. based on Landry,, p.61,. and U.N. Demog YB'56. 2. 1842-1911. 

3. 1921-48. 

The presence of non-Maltese elements in the population has 

already been mentioned in a previous chapter. Their numbers have 

never been very large, but their importance naa been considerable. 

Before 1881, there were about 2,000~ but with the inclusion of 

the wives and children of Garrison personnel,, numbers rose to 

nearly 6,.000 in 1901, and remained at about that level until 1939,. 

although the proportion of foreigners declined. Since 1945. there 

has been a rise in the number of Services' families,. and in 1948. 

the no.n-Maltese element may have totalled as many as 8 or 9,000. 

Because this element is non-permanent,. and most of the 

British people, and foreigners, leave after a period of only a 

few year~~ they produce fluctuations and changes in the pattern 

of population growth which are not characteristic of the 

remainder of the population. The exp·lanation. of anomalies of 
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distribution. structuret movement and natural increase, often 

lie with the non-Maltese element, and where such is the case,. it 

is pointed out. Although the detailed analysis of migration and 

natural increase, by nationality,. are found in later chap.ters • 

and the non-Maltese element is considered more fully there,. it 

is well to be aware of its existence,. during the present summary 

of the characteristics of the population. 

The elements of the populationt by birthplace, are given in 

Appendix E, Table 2. 

The Distribution of Population. 

Before the arrival of the Knights, the population was 

clust o red in sma.ll villages, all of whi ell were a i tuated wel~ in

land. In the heart of each island there was a Mdina - a fortified 

town within which refuge could be sought in times of emergency, 

but in Malta there was also a, port c It lay on a p.romontory pro

jecting into the Grand Harbour, and under the shadow of a castle 

built by the Arabs. This town called Birgu, and later named 

Vi ttoriosa ,. was the centre of the island 'a commerce,. whilst the 

eccl.esiastical and administrative capital remained in Mdina.. In 

1436, in addition to Birgu and Mdina (Notabile), there were nine 

parishes in Malta, and from these were fragmented a further 

fifteen before the end of the seventeenth century (Fig. 12). Moat 

of the consolidation, however, took place in th~ central and 

southern parts, whilst the more exposed and rugged north and west 

remained sparsely peopled. 
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The natural focus of trade and commerce was the Grand 

Harbour, which had initially attracted the Order to the Islands. 

They established their headquarters in Birgu, but soon had to 

start building on the neighbouring peninsula of Isola. and later 

spread inlandr building on the sloping land at the head of the 

creeks. Together, these formed the Three Cities,. which retained 

a common identity, as they were encircled by fortifications 

later known as the Cotonera Lines. 

But~ before long, the combination of overcrowding in Birgu~ 

and the vulnera.b ili ty of the Three Cities,. 'Jilhich had been shown 

in the Siege of 1565, prompted the Knights to move their head

qu.arters to the much larger peninsula. of Xibberaa, and by 1575 

the new city of Valletta wa.s almost complete. The new city soon 

dominated the island, and grew at a pace such that by 1800 it 

held a quarter of the population of Malta. Vlh.en the British 

arrived, the entire civil administration was concentrated in 

Valletta~ and after the collapse of the Universita, which had been 

based on Mdina, the position of Valletta was supreme .. 

Estimates of population made before the first Census (28) 

show that Valletta reached a peak of importance in the early part 

of the nineteenth century, and since then, with the Three Cities. 

her population has slowly declined, whilst that of the remainder 

of Malta has increased rapidly.. The second half of the nineteenth 

century was the period of suburban spread,, which has been a 
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combination of movements outward from the congested urban areas, 

and inward from r1.1ral Malta. 

This trend has beerl maintained in the last fifty years,, but 

the latter period has also seen the establishment of coastal 

villages, mainly around M:arsaxlokk Bay, and the development of 

set·tlement in the north, where Mellieha, St. Paul's Bay, and 

Mgarr, have all been of recent origin, although hamlets in these 

places have existed for several hundred years. 

The War of 1939-45,. caused the virtual evacuation of the 

urban area.,. but since the war a reconstru.ction prograunne has been 

almost completed, and the population is growing again, although 

the plana do not envisage more than half the former density in 

the Three Cities, and ths population of Valletta is planned not 

to exceed 20,000. 

Changes in the distribution o·f population and ·the development 

of new towns and villages are restricted to Malta. In Gozo 

villages have grown larger and spread in a straggling fashion 

over th~ hilltops, and hamlets like Ghasri, San Lawrenzr and 

Kerce1tt have become sufficiently large to gain their own parish 

churches. But still, the old Mdina, and its suburb of Rabat 

(Victoria, in official terms), dominates the life of the island, 

and all roads lead to the citadel. 

The distinction of urban, suburban and rural districts in 

Malta is based upon the distribution and growth of population in 
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three areas, each with their own peculiar characteristics. The 

urban area consists of the fortified towns of Vall·etta, Floria.na 

and ths Three Cities. With the exception of Cospicua, each of 

the towns lies on a peninsula, and all are confined in area by 

elaborate fortifications as well as by the topography. The lack 

of space for further development has precluded the growth of this 

zone. 

Around the harbour is an important zone of suburban settle

ment which has both accepted the urban overflow and taken some of 

the population from rural areas. It extends inland for a distance 

varying between two and three miles, and only the villages on the 

inward mare in are mo1·e than a hundred years old. The limits are 

St. Juiians in the north, Birkirkara and Q.ormi in the west,, and 

Tarxien and Zabbar in the south. The growth which began as the 

extension of settlement along the harbour area, spread inland in 

a secondary phase oi· ribbon development,. which has no\'1 linlced the 

old villages of Birkirka.rli and Zabbar with Valletta, through a 

continuous built-up area (Fig. 15). 

Beyond the suburban zone lies Rural Malta, where villages 

retain their individuality and a measure of isolation, which has 

been lost by the minor elements of the conurbation of the Harbour 

area. 

In 1842~ the Urban area held half of the population of Malta. 

By 1956, this had declined relatively and absolutely, to only 14% 
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Figure 1~. 

MALTESE ISLANDS 
Growth of population 1842 -1g~ . by districts. 

400.000 

300.000 

200.000 

100.000 

!10.000 

10.000 
1842 51 151 

. ,. 

71 81 Ill 11101 ,, 21 

MALTA and GOZO 
Average annual rates of increas, . 

31 

1·!1 ----------

1·0 11---··· ---

1842 !11-151 81-71 71-81 81-111 111-01 11101 11-21 21-.31 
-~ ~I 

MALTA II] OOZO 

31-48 

M 

48 !Ill 



of the total. The Suburban increase has been large; in 1842 it 

held 14% of the population, and in 1956 51%.. In fact the balance 

has shifted so that the proportions in urban and suburban areas 

have been reversed in the intervening 114 years. The Rural area 

has maintained a third of the population throughout the period. 

although the density of settlement has nearly trebled .. 

Malta. p·ercentage Dietribut ion of Population 1842-1956. 

Table 8. 

District 1842 1861 1881 I 1901 I 1921 1948 I 1956 

Urban 50 .. 6 48.0 43 .. 3 I 33 .. 2 I 28 .. 2 I 12.6 I 14.5 
I I I 

'Suburban I 14.5 17 .. 4 23.1 

I 
33.1 I 39.2 I 52.6 50.9 ! 

I 
I 

I I 34.61 I I Rural i 34.9 34 .. 6 33.6 33.7 I 32.6 34.8 

Sources: Censuses and 1956 Statistical Abstract .. 

Increases in Population. 

graph (Fig. 16). Whilst the total population has trebled,. that 

of Gozo has not quite doubled since 1842 and only in one inter

censal period has the Gozitan rate of increase been higher than 

that of Malta. The Maltese trend starts with a comparatively high 

rate of increase until 1861; this fell between 1861 and 1881F but 

gathered momentum in the following thirty years reachi.ng a very 

high level in 1901-11. The war years that fol~owed showed 

virtually no increase of population, but in the.next twenty-seven 
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years a high rate was resumed. Between 1948 and 1956 the rate 

fell again to a level lower than at any time except in the decade 

of the First World War. 

In Gozo, the trends have been subject to more fluctuations. 

In 1842, Gozo contained 13% of the population of the islands. but 

in 1956 this had bee11 reduced to lees than 9%.. There was an 

extraordinarily high increase between 1861 and 1871, but in 1911 

to 1921,, when the Maltese population barely increased, that of 

Gozo declined. Again, since 1948, th~ Gozitan population has 

remained vtrtuall.y unchanged. 

All the districts of Malta shoV'~ a relative decline in the 
-

rate of growth between 1861 and 1871, which continued until 1881 

in the rural a.s well as the urban districts, but suburban Malta 

shows in 1.881 the first real signs of the rapid growth which was 

maintained until the last war. The rate of grov1th. of the sub-

urban artla was higher before 1911, than after, but that of the 

rural area was greater in the period after 1921. Between 1911 

and 1921~ the time of the first great wave of migration, the rural 

area suffered more than th~ others. The return to the Urban area 

after tbe last War is reflected in the very small increases of 

suburban and rural population over the same period. 

In the Urban district there are five localitiest a.nd among 

these the trends show considerable uniformity (Fig. 17). In 

Valletta, the decline of population apparently dates from the 
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Figure 18. 
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first Census~ but in the other localities it was not really felt 

until after 18?1. Floriana suffered to the greatest extent~ 

VIherea.s Senglea and Cospicua were still growing, although slowly, 

until 1911. In the war years, the population fell more sharp~y 

in the Three Cities than in Valletta., a.nd in Floriana it a.ctu.al~y 

grew. In the 1940's, Cospicua and Senglea suffered most,. and 

after 1948 their populations grew again more rapidly than 

Flori ana, whilst Valletta and Vottoria remained stationary •. 

The most noticeable distinction among suburban localities is 

the difference betvteen old and new v llla.ges (Fig •. 18) • Bi rki:rkara. 

Q.orrni,, Za.bbarj and Tarxien, e.ll have sho,tm a lower rate of growth 

the.n the other r-dne lacal:i ties. but among the olcler group the 

most vigorous trend is that of Tarxien which has gradually become 

subordinate to the new town of Pawla, so that now the two are 

contiguous. It i.s the growth of the towns of Pawla, Haroru:n., 

Slicma. and St. Juli&.ns which bave been the most remarkable 

features of the nineteenth century. In 1842 the hamlets o.n those 

sites, contained together less than a thousand peop~e, but in 

1956 there were 70,000, which was equal to one-half of the sub

urban population,, and a quarter of the population of the whole 

island. The oddity of the suburban group is Kalkara,. which 

reflects the pattern of relative decline more characteristic of 

Urban Malta. It also emphasises that the suburban ex.pansion. has 

been concentrated about the harbour of Marea.mxett, rather than 
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Figure 19. 
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MALTA 
Growth of population 1842- 1955 Rural (S). localities. 
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Figure 21. 

GOZO 
Growth of population 1842 ...;1Q56 by localities. 
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the commercial and naval Grand Harbour. 

Again, with the rural areas (Figs. 19 and 20) the rate of 

growth of new localities is the ~utstanding feature (i.e. 

Marsaxlokk,, Birzebbuga,, St. Paul 'a Bay and Mellieha) but there is 

a mee,sure of conforrni ty among the rema.inder, although the small 

nwnbers in Dingli were subject to sharp fluctuations in the mid

nineteenth century. A few places show big increases in 

po.pulat ion between 1901 and 1911 ,, especially Zurrieq, Kirkop and 

llosta, but the greatest proportional losses were suffered by 

these sa.me three v illa.ges a11d Gharghur in the following decade. 

After 1921,, except for the new villages of Birzebbuga. and 

St. :Paul's Bay, all the localities shared a uniform rate of 

growth. 

The Gozitan pattern, as already mentioned, reflects the 

lowest rate of increase (Fig. 21). The largest villages have 

grown least (Rabat and Nadur), but Xaghra a.nd Xewkija. b.ave grown 

a.t a faster rate than the average. Of the smaller villages,, 

Zebbug and Gh.asri have grown most, but unlilce Malta, the villages 

formed in or after 1891 do not show an increase of above-average 

proportion. San Lawrenz,, crea.ted in 1901,, showed a steady 

decline of population until 1948. 
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Chapter Nine. 

11asculinity. 

Sex and Age Structure~ civil 
condition and family size. 

Ideally, in a country where the structure of the population 

h<=•.s not been modified by migra.t ion or other special factors, it 

is to be expected that the numbers of males and females should be 

equal. More males are born than females, but infant mortality 

rates are higher for them, and a lower female mortality rate 

which operates throughout the later periods of age, adjusts the 

proportions so that amongst the older section of the population 

there are more women than men. 

In the l;!faltese Islands, bot:h overseas miera.tion and :i.ntP.rnal 

movement have had an im-portant effect upon the sex-ratios. The 

low ratio of males to females was apparent as early as 1842 - a 

dit::tproportion which was apparently the product of the movement 

uv~rse~s of more men than women. In cne folluw~ng ~~v~nty years, 

however·; there was an adjustment of the balance, until parity was 

almost reached in 1911, This represented a return of men to the 

Islands, but in the decade of 1911-21, which ~"las important for 

th.e high level of emigration, the proportion of males fell again.. 

In 1931, and 1948, the masculinity increased, but after the 

recent wave of migration which reached a peak in 1954, the level 

was low in 1956. 
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Ft.;ure 22. 
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Masculinity in Malta has been consistently higher than· in 

Gozo (Fig. 22). The range extends from a low 92.1 males per 

hundred females in 1842 to 100.1 in 1901. In Gozo, masculinity 

was least in 1921 (88.9), and highest in 19llt but apart from the 

-latter year, only at two other times were there as many as 95 

males per hundred females. Unlike Maltat masculinity was low in 

Gozo in 190lt and where, as in this caset the Gozitan trend is 

the reverse of the Malteset it may well be the result of movement 

to Malta, without involving the more serious step of migration 

overseas. The consistently lower masculinity of Gozo does how-

ever emphaa ise the fact tbat emiera.t ion. wh.ether to Malta or 

further ~field is more important and serious a feature of life in 

the smaller island. 

Within Malta, the analysis by districts, shows a character:ia~ 

tic pattern for each of the groups, The similarity between 

ui~tricts extends as far as the sharing of a low masculinity in 

1842, and a comparatively high level in 1901 and 1911. The group 

which conforms most closely to the Maltese trend is the Urban 

area,_ although the general level is below the average for the 

island. The outstanding feature is the high masculinity in 1948. 

which is not shared with the other areas; in 1921 the lowest 

masculinity is shown by the urban area. 

In the suburban area, the period of 1861 to 1911, was that of 

the most marked growth,. and in it the ratios remained equal, which 
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Figure 23. 
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suggests that the i nv1ard movement of this period must have .. been 

well-balanced between the sexes. The lower masculini~y after 

1911 is strongly marked,. but leas subject ·to variation than in 

the urban area. 

The rural pattern is different a.ga.in, for the ma.sculinity 

increases steadily from 1842 until 1911~ when the level was the 

highest ever :recorded in Malta ( 102.5) • After 1911 ~ even, 

masculinity remained atypically high and like Gozo it was higher 

in 1931 than in 1948~ 

Apart from the general featurHs which can be pointed out by 

ti:Je presr:mtation of actual ratios of masculinity, the important 

factor is the manner· in whicl1 it changes. Vlithout involving any 

movement the masculinity will rise in a population with a surplus 

of females, for although thsre may be the same absolute excess of 

femalee, proportionately, the dJscrepancy is reduced as the 

po~ulaticn becomeG larger. Therefore, in a way, a more interestinl 

measure is that of changes in th.e levels of masculinity repre

sented by intercensal changes in the differences between the 

numbers of males and females (Fig. 23). This gives a.n indication 

of relative changes between censuses and with caution can be 

interpreted as an indication of the scale and direction of move

ment both internal and overseas. It does not, however~ relate 

movement to the size of the population from which it springs, and, 

for e:x.a.mple, it underestimates the comparative importance of move

ment from Gozo. 
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For the islands as a whole, the changes in ma,sculini ty after 

1871 and before 1931, conform to the pattern of overall net 

migration (see Fig. 36). But between 1842 and 186lr there is a 

relative increase in the number of males, although this is a 

period interpreted by Price as one of net emigration~ The lack 

of correlation may be due to random variation,. which is always 

lie,ble to occur in small popula.t ions, but the agreement of the 

changes with the pattern of net migration in recent years, does 

suggest that these figures may be of some significance. The 

increased masculinity of the 1931-48 period is related to changes 

in the population brought about by the last War. In 1931 ,. there 

was an extraordinarily large female excess &i'long the non-Mal.tese 

population {29}. When the war began,. they were evacuated, and in 

the post-war period, the non-Maltese population which returned,. 

came back in balanced numbers. Hence,. since 1931 ,. the masculinity 

has increased, although there has been no net migration over the 

period. 

The analysis by districts has a number of interesting features, 

The relative decl.ine, of 1861-71, in males,, i.n the urban area, is 

matched by a similar decline between 1901 and 1911,. as the harbour 

improvement scheme ended. The inward movement of 1891 to 1901 

may well be represented by the rising proportion of males moving 

in to work in the urban area. The increased urban·' ma.sculini ty of 

1948 suggests th.a.t the population which returned to the 
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reconstructed urban area,, after the war,, came back in unbalanced 

numbers, causing an adjustment in the ratio of males and femal.es 

which compensated the female bias of 1931. 

Fluctuation in the suburban district has been slight excep.t 

in the 1911-21 period when the grea,test outward movement seems to 

have been from the suburban area. This trend recurred in the 

following decade,. but the fall in masculinity in the latter 

period is aln1ost certainly caused by the inclusion in 1931 of 

garrison families in the civilian :population. Among them there 

is an excess of Services' wives most of whom live in Suburban 

Malta. 

The rur~l district varies~ but changes before 1911 are all 

positive showing rises in the number of males. The largest 

increa,se is between 1891 e.:nd 1901, the time when many :people were 

returning to employment in Malta., from North Africa. Tbe 

declining number of males between 1931 and 1948 probably was a 

prelude to the migration of the next eight years. 

Ages of the popula11£n. 

The age composition revee.ls a. high. proportion of children in 

the Maltese Islands. There were more than in other European 

countries, and Australia,. e.nd a similar proportion to Barbados, 

another densely populated and rapidly growing island. The p.er

centa.ge was also similar to Japan, but lower than th.at of Puerto 

Rico,. one of the fastest growing populations in the world where 
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there ie a population increase of 3 per cent per annum. 

Age-distribution of the population 
of various countries ($) 

Country 

United Kingdom { '48) 

Australia, { '47) 

l Italy ( '49) 

Ireland ( • 46) 

Nether:La.nds { '50) 

Barbados { '46) 

Malta ( '48) 

I Japan ( '~0) 

I p·uerto R1co ( '40) 

1 ,,1'!. 

Under 15 

21.4 

25 •. 1 

27 •. 9 

29.4 

34.8 

35.4 

40.6 I 
I 

15-64 

67.9 

66.9 

65.6 

61 •. 5 

62.9 

60".5 

59 .. 3 

59.7 

56.0 I 

Table 9. 

65+ 

10.7 

8 •. o 

7.9 

10.6 

7.7 

6.3 

5.9 

4.9 

3.4 

So.urces: Uhi·.:v.:: .• Demographic Year-books, 1949-50, and 1.951 •. 

The population of Gozo differs from that of Malta, having a 

higher proportion of people over 65, and a much smaller pro

portion in the working age group (15-64). Variations between the 

proportions in each of the main age-groups since 1861 ,, are ahovm 

in Figure 24, but there is no recognisable evolutionary trend. 

although before the poet-war 1948 data {a period of high. birth

rates),, there had been a- decline in the percentage of young 

children, from 1891 to 1921 and 1931. This was. however, more 

marked in Malta than in Gozo. The high proportion in the working 
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Figure 26. 
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age groups in Go·zo in 1931 cannot be ascribed to a large increase 

of the population under 15, but is an indication rather of a 

return to the islands of people who were formerly in Malta or 

abroad. 

The analysis of the age-structure by sex, in Fig •. 25, shows 

a consistently higher proportion of females of working age, than 

of males.. Between 1901 and 1948, the male range was from 59.2 to 

61.3 in Maltat and 55.3 to 59.3 in Gozo, in comparison with a 

fema,le range from 61.2 to 64 •. 6 in Malta, and 60.7 to 64.1 in Gozo. 

There was however no distinction between the ranges of ea.ch sex, 

among the over 65's. 

In terms of actual numbers (Fig. 26) , .. the children under 15 

have increa.sed from 44,000 to 106,600 between 1861 and 1948. The 

numbers of workil1.g age have grown from 80,.700 to 182,600,. and of 

old people from 8,200 to 16,800. The greatest relative increase 

is therefore among the children, but among them there have been 

two distinct periods of growth: between 1861 and 1881 there was 

virtually no change in rate, and the growth showed an absolute 

ir1crease of only 4%. In t·he next thirty years, the absolute 

increase was 5?%. By 1921, there was another decline, but in 27 

years from 1921 to 1948 there was a second large increase, this 

time of 62%. Throughout the period, the ratio of males born to 

females remained fairly constant (102 to 104 males per 100 

females). 
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Figure 27. 

date of 
birth 
1841 

1861 

1881 

1901 

1921 

1858 

1878 

1898 

1918 

19.38 

MALTESE ISLANDS 

AGE PYRAMIDS showing percentage population 

m each 5-year age-group. 

15 10 5 
males 

MALTA 

0 

age 
90 
BO 
70 
60 
50 
40 
30 
20 
10 
0 

90j 80 
70 
60 
50 

40~ 30 
20 
10 
0 

15 5 10 15 
females 

MALTESE ISLANDS 
1948 

1858 

1878 

1898 

1916 

19.36 

1956 .. . . . . 
1806 f 
1916 

19.36 t 
15 10 5 0 5 10 

males females 

GOZO 

10 5 0 5 10 
males females 

r 
80 
70 
60 
50 
40 
30 j 20 
10 
0 

r 
50 
40 
30 
20 
10 
0 

15 

date of 
birth 
1841 

1861 

1881 

1901 

1921 

1858 

1878 

1898 

1918 

1938 

15 



Among the working-age group, the rise in the number of women 

has been at a steadily accelerating rate, wherea,s that of the men 

fell sharply in 1921. The numbers over 65, declined in 18?1 and 

1901 but J;'OSe steadily in all other years. Masculinity was least 

in 1921 ( 89) among the working ages and highest in 1.901 and 1911 

( 98) ,. but among the small number of old people, the ratios varied 

from a maximum in 1921 of 98, to 88 l.n 1891 and 1948,. but showed 

no progressive trend. 

To revert to the actual distributions within the age groups, 

a comparison of the two islands brings out great differences in 

Gozo '· where the number of children increa.sed only by ?5~. The 

only periods where there were eignifica.nt inc:t•ea.aes in the number 

of children were bet.ween 1901 and 1911 and before 1948. Together 

they account for ?2% of the overall increase. The disproportion 

between men and women in the working population has alrea.dy been 

anticipated in the analysis of masculinity, but again ·that dis

proportion is much greater in Gozo than in Malta. In 1921 there 

were fe\=ver than 80 men for every 100 ·women in Gozo. 

The most recent developments and evo~ution of the population 

are summarised by a comparison of the age pyramids in 1948 and 

1956 (Fig. 2?). The high number of children under 5, a product 

of the post-war period, had, in 1956, been absorbed in the age

groups of 5-15 years, but the proportion of under 5's in 1956 did 

not equal the number of 1948. The other strik-ing feature is the 
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very small proport io.n between 15 and 45 years of age, in 1956,, 

showing a wastage, more prominent among males, which is a product 

of emigration. 

Con.jugal Condition. 

The proportions of the population who are single~ married and 

widowed, has remained virtually the same since 1901. Fifty years 

ago the percentages were similar to those for Britain, but in 

1947 the proportion of married people in Bri tair1 had grown since 

1901 by 13% whilst :Malta had increa.sed by only 2%. 

Mari ta.l Status of Population over 15 years. Various countries. 

(% in each class) 
Table 10 • 

. . 

Year Country Single -rr-ied Widowed 
M F M l F M I F 1 

I I 

11901 

I, ani ' 

I .. - -Malt~::se 
,. .. . J.SJ.a.nas 

..: ... e.::. a~ ~ ... 2 .. 
'"S"' "7"•::.""1-

~.=... ··= ~~ ... ~-=-~ 

1. . . ., 

-==··':;,' 1

44 .. J.. 

Jl, ... 

~ 38 •. 0 - .. I -o0.5 
! I 10.9 

i 
.......... ;,:;,;; •·;; ;;i •·'-' .., .. .::. .LVe':J ·""' ...... A,.-. "'I -: ~-· .. 

·----

1948 Maltese Isla.nds1 • 42.0 37.6 53 •. 7 51.9 4.3 10.5 

1.947 Great B 't . 2 • rl a.1n 1 29 •. 2 27.9 I 65 •. 6 59 •. 4 5.2 I 13 .. 0 

1947 Australia.3 • 32.8 26.3 61 .. 8 61.6 5.4 12.1 

1946 Ireland 4. 
55.1 44.9 39.5 l 42 •. 7 5.4 12.4 

Sources & l.Ceneuses. 2.Royal Commission on p·op. II p. 200 etc. 

3.Aus. YB'56 p.588. 4.U.N. Demog. YB.49/50. 
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At the end of the war, the proportion married was higher than 

in Ireland, and there was a higher proportion in Ireland, who 

never ma.rried ,. than in Malta. But nevertheless the Maltese per-

centage never married was twice that of Great Britain, for men, 

although similar to the British level among women. 

P~rcentage of Population, over 65 years, 
who have never married. 

Tabl.e l.l.. 
Country !'~!ales Females J 

1 

Maltese Islands ( '48) 17.6 19.8 I 
I 

Great Britain ( '47) 9 .. 6 16.3 I 

I I 
Australia (t4?) 13.2 14.1 

I 
I 
1 

Ireland ( '46) 25.4 I 23 •. 3 I 
I 
I 

Sources: a.s for Table 10. 

In recent years there has been a great disparity between the 

actual numbers of married men and women in the Islands,. and in 

1921 and 1931 there were only 92 married men for every 100 married 

women. This factor further reduced the number of rreffective" 

marriages in the islands. 

Maltese Islands. Numbers of persons married. 

Years 

1901 

1911 

1921 

1931 

1948 

Males Females 

30,?58 31,224 

34,223 I 34,743 

33,482 36,576 

38,140 41,509 

51,.838 53,308 

Sources: Censuses. 
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98 

99 

92 

92 

97 

I 



Figure 28. 
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The low masculinity of Gozo has been described already, and 

this reflects upon the marriage rate also. In Malta, 54.% of men 

and 53%' of women were married; in Gozo, the percentages were 49 

and 45 respectively, and there were never as many •single' males 

as females. The proportions of women married, in Britain and the 

Maltese Island a,. are shown in figure 28. 

Although fewer people in Malta marry than in Britain, 

Australia or Ireland,. the age of ma.rriage of those who do marry 

is lower than in most countries. Nearly 80% of men who marry are 

married before they are 30, and in 1955, 90% of brides were under 

30. In England and Wales, the percentages for the same year were 

74 and 81. Furthermore, whereas a quarter of Maltese brides were 

under 20, the comparable figure for England and Wales was only 

one-fifth of the total (Fig. 29a). 

In Gozo ,, in add it io:n to proport io:nately fewer marriages, the 

of This ia 

especially noticeable among bridegrooms (Fig. 29b). In 1955,. the 

most usual age of marriage was 28 in Gozo, in comparison with 22 

for grooms in Malta, (the figures in 1956 were 25 and 22). In 

Gozo a higher proportion of brides marry before they are 20,. 

a.l though the proportion married by the age of 25 is similar in 

both islands. 

A comparison with the results found by Price (table 13) shows 

how the pattern of marriages has changed since 1880. In 1955 a 
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Figure 29~ 

DISTRIBUTION OF MARRIAGES BY AGE AT MARRIAGE. 
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smaller p.ercentage of men married before they v1ere 20, but there 

wa.s little change in the age of marriage among women. The modal 

age of marriage was still,. in 1955~ 22 for men and 20 for women. 

In England, in the la.te nineteenth century, the number of young 

marriages was much smaller than in Malta at the same time l' but 

the subsequent English trend has been the reverse of the Maltese. 

Table 13. 

Mean age at hiiost usual Country % married 
marriage age before 20 

I I Maltese Islands M F Ml F H F 

1 1864-ao1 • 25.:3 I 22.0 

I 
22 20 7.5 29.2 

19552• 27.4 23 •. 2 I 22 20 :3.4 26.2 
! 

England and Wales 

1891-953
• 

I 

I 2.0 10.4 I ! 
28.5 26.4 8.1 

101;1;3. .... ·-' •., ·.~ ~~ c _ ...... ., 21 

Sources: 1. Price p.229 2. Stat. Abstract 1956 

3. Registrar General's Stat. Review for England 

and Wales 1955 pp. 74-76. 

Th~ Size of Families. 

! 

I 

The Census of 1948 is the first source to be a.vailable with 

information from which a precise calculation of family size can 

be made. Previous estimates were generally to the effect that 

the 11 average Maltese family is of four or five children" but no 
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one ventured any further, to say how many children women were 

likely to bear in the course of their married life, or to make 

any enquiry beyond the statement of the bald fact of average size. 

That wa.s the position until June 1955, when a Family Census of 

the Isla.nds was made (30), but no results of this survey have been 

published, and a.s far as is known the material lies dormant. 

Maltese Islands, 1948. 

p·ercentage of married women with various numbers of 
children born. 

Table 14 . 
Maltese Islands Malta Gozo 

None 12.7 I 12 ... 8 I 11.4. I I I 
1-3 33.7 34.4 

I 
25.8 I 

4-9 39.8 39e2 4«5.3 I 
I I I ! 10 and over 13.8 13 .. 5 16 .. 41 

In the I;;;;lf;l.naa over- half of all the married women have borne 

four or more children: in Gozo nearly two-thirds. An extraordi-

narily high proportion had ten or more children, and once again 

the proportion was higher in Gozo th.a.n in Malta. This does not, 

however,. represent the ultimate number of births a woman may have, 

and the table on the following page compares the number of women, 

for cohorts of completed fertility, who have had various numbers 

o.f births, in Britain and the Maltese Islands. 
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Figure 30, 
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Table 15. 

Children Great Britain '46 Maltese Islands '48 

a b c 

None 10.3 17.2 11.3 
I l-3 48.2 63.6 17.8 

I I 
4-9 37.8 18.6 45.0 

1 10 and over 3.7 0.6 25.9 

I r: I % % 

a. women married between 1900 and 1909. (Royal Commission o.n 
Population, 1949/50. 
vol.2, p.l09, Table 11) 

b. II II it1 1925. - ditto -

Cc married women over 45 years. (Census 1948) 

'rhis table summarises the data in the graph (Fig. 30), and 

shows that 70% of Maltese women eventually have four or more 

children,, and a quarter of the total more than ten children. In 

contrast, even among the early Brit ish cohort,. o.nly 40%" had four 

or more children, and the percentage has almost halved since then. 

In Malta,, the British pattern of fertility is achieved ten years 

before the Maltese woman has comp'leted her child-bearing period, 

and the eventual number of children born to a Maltese woman is 

probably comparable with rates in England at the time of the 

Industrial Revolution. In 1948 1 the mean number of children borne 

by married and fertile women was 7.35, and for all married wo-men 

6.53. 
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Figure 31. 
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Figure 31~ shows the actual proportions of women bearing 

various numbers of children in the course of their child-bearing 

life,_ in Malta and Gozo,. picking out ten-yearly cohorts, and 

distinguishing those of child-bearing age from women over 45, of 

whom most have completed their period of fertility. The corre

lation of the curves of the ·age-group 25-34, with the British 

cohort of completed fertility is close. Among the women over 45, 

in Gozo, more women have borne eight and nine children, than any 

other number and nearly 80% have borne four or more children. 

'l'he Census shows the p-roportion of children born who were 

still living at the time of the Census, and this adds a further 

perspective to the statement of actual family size. 

Table 16. 

Size of family born Children born Living I % 
I 

Maltese Islands 
1948 

l 
I all 

l 

10 

I 16+ 

families I 

5,691 5,089 I 89 
! 

20,020 I 12,552 163 
12,674 5,117 48 

254,887 170,.907 67 

This reduces the mean number of children p-er married woman 

fro·m 4.8 to 3.2. There is no comparative material available in 

the English Fertility Census of 1947 but the following table of 

the percentage of mothers with various numbers of live children 

shows that proportions a.re still above the British total -

unadjusted for mortality:-
- 91 -
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p·ercentage of married women with the following 
number of live children, 1948. 

.~E e T bl 17 • 
Children Maltese Islands :Efal ta Gozo 

0 14.9 15.0 13.1 

1-3 

I 
45.0 45.7 37.3 

4-9 38.6 37.9 47.2 I 
I jlo + 1.5 1.4 2.4 1 

Effective family size has in the past been reduced mainly by 

a.n extraordinarily high rate of infant mortality. In recent years 

this has been checked,, a.nd larger families can be expected. 

unless adjustments operate in the birth-rate, marriage or ferti-

lity rates in the immediate future. The pa.st trends of these 

which. together contribute to the :natural increase of the :popu-

lation are considered in the following section. 
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Chapter Ten. 

General 

The Elements of Population Growth - vital 
and fertilitx. statistics and migra'li.2.!!· 

Since changes in population are the balance of births, deaths( 

migration, the trends of each of these, and their relative con

tribution to the growth of pop-ulation must be considered. It 

took nearly 70 years for the populatlon to grow by 100,,000 from 

1842. but between 1905 and 1947, during only 42 yearsp it grew 

by a further 100,000. Since 1842 there has been a net increase 

of just over 200,.000 in 114 years. In the same period nearly 

70,,000 p.eople (net} have emigrated, and the natural increase of 

the po-pulation has amounted to 267,.000. 

Natural increase 

The statistics of births, deaths, marriages, and natural 

increase are all presented in the appendix and the rates shown in 

li'igure 32. In the years since 1948 the natural increase of the 

population has reached it a highest level,. and the rise has been 

caused by a remarkable poet-war decline of the death rate. The 

natural in·creaee in the decade 1831 to 1840 was 5,241,. whereas in. 

1941-50, despite a low birth-rate in the war years,, the excess o.f 

births over deaths was 52,,833. The current increase is about 

5,,000 a year,. which was th.e product of a decade a hundred and ten 

years ago. 

In 1831-40, the rate of natural increase was lese than 5 per 
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thousand~ and towards the end of the century it was 10. In 

1941-50 it h.a.d risen to 18, and since then it has been maintained 

at about 19. The general trend has~ therefore~ been one of a 

rising rate, but rising in a series of peaks with intervening 

troughs. The peaks were in 1851-60~ 1881-90, 1901-10, and 

1941-50, and the rates have been highest in the first and last 

periods. The former was a p~eriod of very high birth rates. and 

moderate death rates. It was also a time of very early marriage; 

the latter was the time in which the remarkable fall in the death 

rate took effect, and births rose after the war. Tlle troughs 

were lowest in the early and mid-nineteenth century and corres

ponded to times of frequent sickness and epidemic; the late 60's 

and early 70's was one such period. 

The annual fluctuations in the natural increase are 

reflections of individual events of historic importance, and from 

the detailed trends it is possible to reconstruct the main wars, 

p-lagues, epidemics,. famines and droughts, all of which have left 

their mark. Only in six years have the numbers of deaths 

exceeded the births. In 1837 ,. '47, '50 a.nd '65 epidemic cholera 

inflated the death rates, and in 1874 a variety of diseases among 

which smallpox and cholera were important, combined with the low 

birth-rate of that year to produce a deficit. That very bad ye:ar 

was, in fact, the culmination of a number of years in which 

disease had been prevalent. The worst of the years of the last 
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war, 1942,, was the last in which the number of births was leas 

than the deaths. 

The vital statistics of other countries have been selected to 

compare with Maltese trends so that the significance of the 

Maltese figures can be better appreciated. Comparisons with 

Britain are generally available,. and are valid as it is by the 

adoption of British standards and principles that the improvement 

of health has been sought for the islands. ffhere possible, com

parison is also made with Italy, and the Netherlands which is the 

most advanced of the European countries. in ita measures to 

control the death rate. Australian figures are also used,. as they 

represent the rates of the country to which most Maltese migrants 

go, and with which th~re is consequently considerable contact~ 

The inclusion of West Indian exa~ples like Puerto Rico and 

Barbados is made because their problems are similar to those of 

.iiifal ta., popula:t ion pressure,, lack of economic opp·ortuni ty and 

emigration. 

The natural i.ncreaae of n.ineteenth century Malta was a little 

lower than that of the rest of Europe. By the turn of the century 

it was similar to Britain and Italy,. but lower than the 

Netherlands which had the highest rate in Europe. In the last 

twenty years, however, it has exceeded even the Netherlands, and 

in 1951-5 it was six times the British level (see Fig. 33). 

Although much above the European average in recent years. it is 
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lower than Puerto Rico (27 in 1951-5) and a little below 
* 

Barbados (20) in the same years. In both these countries, as in 

Malta, the large increase is a product of a low death rate, com

parable with and even lower at times than the British level, and 

a still high birth-rate. 

Births 

The birth-rate of the Islands baa remained between. 30 and 40 

per thousand over almost the entire period covered by the records, 

which start from 1826, but only in the 1840's has it exceeded 40~ 

and since then, only twice has that rate even been approached. 

The birth rate fell below 30 per thousand in 1917. and again in 

the recent \var,, but wha.t appears to be a more permanent downV'1ard 

trend has beco·me established in the last few years, and the rate 

has been below 30 since 1952 (Fig. 32). 

The general trend,. therefore, has been that of a declining 

birth rate. It first appeared after the peak of the 1840ta, and 

continued until the 70;s, but revival followed and there was a 

high birth rate throughout the last twenty years of the century. 

It still increased in 1905 and 1906 - almost to 40. but the next 

few years brought unemployment and depression, and foreshadowed 

the trough of the 1914 war. After the war, the rate recovered to 

38, but after three years above 35, it fell. to remain about 33 

until the last war. 

In common with most parte of Europe which suffered in the war, 
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the rate slumped in the early 40's~ but the recovery in 1944 was 

to a level above anything recorded since 1850. This extra

ordinarily high rate was maintained· for four years, but the 

decline which was bound to follow, began in 1948, and since then 

it has been both rapid and sustained. The rate of 26.7 in 1956 

is the lowest ever recorded in any year except 1942 when war dis

rupted life in the islands. 

A comparison with the statistics of other countries shows 

that Malta's birth rate was high, until as recently as i952. 

Landry specified three main classes of birth rates: firstly, 

countries with rates above 30 per thousand,. where the restriction 

of births was not practised, or if it was, only rarely. In the 

period preceding the last war, there were no continental European 

countries in this group,. for most had passed from it in the nine

teenth century. Consequently, Malta shared the high rate with 

tho llidule Euat, .Asia, a.:r.au Central and South America.. The second 

group of birth rates, between 20 and 30 per thousand, was one in 

which Landry assumes that the restriction of births is p;ractised. 

Within this range, prewar, were the countries of Southern and 

Eastern Europe,. and since 1952,. Malta. Most of Europ,e has now 

progressed a stage further,. to Landry's thi_rd group, and since 

1947, nearly all European countries have had birth rates below 

20 per thousand. Indeed in the 1930's all of north-western 

Europe, except the Netherlands, was already classified in this 
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range. A summary of the changes in the birth rate in selected 

countries is presented below:-

Table 18. 
Year Eng. & Wales France Italy Netherlands Malta 

1841-501 " 32.6 27.4 40.9 

91-002 " 29.9 22.2 34.9 32.5 35.9 

1901-102 " 27.2 20.6 32.7 30 .. 5 36.2 

19383 ' 15.1 14.6 23.8 20.5 32.8 

19473 
I 20.7 21.4 

I 
22.2 27.8 38.8 

19563 • 16.1 I 18.6 18.1 21.2 26.8 
I I 

Sourc·es: 

1. Landry po303. 2. Woytinsky p.l44. 3. U.N. D.Y.B. 49/50,. 157. 

In the late nineteenth century Maltese rates were comparable with 

those of southern Euro"Oe, but the subsequent decline haa been .. 
delayed much longer in Malta. The last two decades of the nine

teenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century. were 

marked generally by great economic progress and accompanied by a 

tumbling birth rate. In Malta the circulation of capital in 

public works, and more money in the island resulted in a rise in 

the birth rate. 

The pattern of na.tality since 1911, has been similar in Malta 

to. trends elsewhere in Europe • although the fall in the Maltese 

birth rate in the Great War was not as severe as in Italy, France 

or Germany. Even so,. in 1917/18, births had fallen by o.ne-
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Figure 34. 
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quarter from the level of 1905/6. In the twenties and thirties, 

the Maltese level atabil.ised while the rest of Europe continued 

to fall. Most centres fell by 10 per thousand between 1919 and 

1939, but the Maltese birth-rate actually increased. The postwar 

response to the return of peace-time conditions was a soaring 

birth-rate, but Malta reached an earlier peak than most countries 

(Fig. 34). Subaequentlyr the only decline comparable with the 

Maltese, is that of the Netherlands, but whereas moat other 

countries have almost stabilised in the last few years, the 

Maltese rate, in 1956, was still falling. 

Deaths 

'L'he deal ine of mortality in the last few years has been even 

greater than that of births. Before the last War, it had only 

fallen below 20 per thousand on three occasions, and in eleven 

separate years it had exceeded 30; since 1953,. it has stayed con.

siatently below 10, and so become directly comparable with the 

most advanced countries of Western Europe, actually being leas 

than that of the United Kingdom which was 11.7 in 1956. 

In the nineteenth century the Mal teae death rate was subj·ect 

to great variati~ns and until 1900 showed large annual flue~ 

tuations. The worst years were those of epidemic-cholera, but 

even in the latter part of the century when this was less preva

lent,, the rate remained high. The three main factors responsible 

for the high level of mortality were disease and poverty, a very 
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high infant mortality rate, and 
6
tinsanitary living conditions. 

The first of these aspects to be tackled in the desire to control 

the death rate wa.s the problem of sanitation and living conditions 

rmprovements began with a start on extending the sewerage of 

Malta in 1879, but the scheme did not get seriously under way 

until the end of the century,, and early -improvements were only in 

the Harbour area. NevertheleeaJ from a rate of nearly 27 in the 

1890's, it fell to less than 24 in the next decade. There was 

further imp·rovement after the Great War as drainage schemes were 

extended,. and in the 30 •s it had fallen to 21 per thousand (see 

page 118 et seq.) 

Even though better drainage,. a.nd a parallel development of 

the water-supp·ly, achieved important results, there was a much 

greater decline when the problem of the extraordinarily high in

fant mortality rate wa.s tackled. As recently as the 1920's it 

was still aver 250 per thousand, and only in 1936 did it fall 

below 200. The Medical and Health Department Report of that year 

emphasised the need for ante- and post-natal care of mothers and 

infants, and for the first time health centres were set up·, 

although their presence was not immediately appreciated. 'l'he 

war-time cand it ions delayed the decline,. but in 1944 it had fallen 

to 116, and the Report of 1947 hopefully forecast that if the 

present rate of reduction was maintained, it would fall below 100 

by 1950. In fact this was achieved in 1949, and since then the 
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decline has continued, so that in 1956 the infant mortality was 

only 42.7, once again, the lowest ever recorded. 

The effect of this upon the death rate has been to reduce it 

from over 20, in all except one year in the 30's te 13.5 in 1944, 

10.3 in 1950r and 9.3 in 1956. 

In the. nineteenth century,. the common level of morta.lity was 

between 20 and 30 per thousa.nd ,, a.nd in mid-century Ma.l ta was 

similar to other countries of Europe, but before 1900 the rates 

had fa.llen below 20 in Scandinavia and Britain,. and the remainder 

were soon to follow. In Western Europe the death rate has been 

halved in the last two generations; in Malta this has been 

achieved in less than twenty years (Figure 32). 

Table 19. 

T 
I 

France I Year Eng. & Wales Italy Netherlands j Malta 

I 

., 

..Lo -1871 80, I 
91-UO..., • . 

l9Ql-10le 

20-30le. 

21.4 29.9 

18.2 24.2 

15.4 21.6 

12.2 16.8 

12.4 11.5 

11 .. ? I 10.3 

! I 
24.3 25.6 23.7 

18.4 26.8 21.5 

15.2 23.7 19.4 

10.2 22.5 17.0 

8.1 12.8 13.2 

7.8 9.3 12.23 • 

Sources: 1. Woytinsky p.l65. 2. U.N.D.Y~B. 1957. 3. 1955. 

As in Malta,. the overall European decline has main.ly been 

derived from the reduced infant mortality. At the beginning of 
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the nineteenth century the rate was 250 to 300 p.er thousand, but 

by the end of the century it was below 150 in nearly all of 

northern Europe. In Italy~ it fell below 200 before 1880~ and 

beloi/IJ 100 before 1940 - the level which Malta reached ten years 

later. Since then, the Maltese rate has been belo.w Italy, and 

comparable with most of Western Europe, which represents a 

remarkable progress when it is remembered that only thirty years 

before, Malta was comparable with Europe in 1800. 

In an effort to further reduce the death rate in Malta., a 

government-organised pre-natal clinic came into being in 1956s 

twenty years after it had been first mentioned,. and from this 

further reductions in infant mortality may be anticipated,. for 

that of n·olland in 1956 was only 20, or half of the Maltese rate 

in the same year. 

Ma:;;·:t·iage and Fertility. 

It has ·ueen shown in the statement on the conjugal condition. 

of the population that a lower proportion are married in Malta 

tb.an in Britain, that the age of marriage in Malta also is lower, 

and the family is much larger. The comparatively high birth-rate 

in. Malta which has brought such large families into being. is a 

reflection of the marriage and fertility rates of the population. 

For,, the principal factors affecting the level of births are the 

proportions of women of child-bearing age in the population, and 

the proportion of such women who are married. 

- 102 -



The marriage rate has declined since the early 1800's. In 

1831-40 it was 8.0 per thousand population~ and in 1951-56 it was 

down to 6.4. It fell below 7 in the 1850's and has remained 

generally below that level since then, .. except in the periods 

fo-llowing the wars (Fig. 32). Annual variations have followed 

changes in economic conditions, as was the case with the rise in 

the rate soon after 1900. The marriage rate alao responded by 

jumping, after the island suffered from plagues,, epidemics, and 

wars~ After the cholera of 1837t 1850 and 1865 the rate rose, 

and again it increased after the two recent wars. In each war, 

there have actually been twin peaks,. one at the beginning a.ncl the 

other at the end. 

A high marriage rate maintained for several years is generally 

a.n indication of prosperity. This was reflected in the rate of 

8 per thousand in the first five years of the century, but the 

deJ..i:.t·;;;usio:n which oulm.ina.tad in i.i:1e a:t·l"ival of the Royal CoiDllliasion 

in 1911 was accompanied by a fall in the marriage rate to lees 

than 5. In the 1920's and 30's, after the postwar rise, 

variations were slight and there was a slow revival of the rate 

from 6 in. 1921,, to 7 at the beginning of the War. 

After the anticipated high marriage rate of the immediately 

post -war years, it fell away,_ but e ince 1950 there has been an 

unexpected recovery,. whi.ch has not been matched by a comparable 

rise in the number of births. 

- 103 -



.. 

200 

100 

Figure 35. 

200 

100 

FERTILITY RATES Crude and Nuptial. 

Annual no. of births per '000 wome~lmarried women~· 15-44. 

a. CRUDE FERTILITY 

1901 

1901 

..... ......... ~ ~~ 

. . 

M 

1951 

Malta 
Gozo 

1951 

300 

200 

100 

400 

300 

M MALTESE ISLANDS 
A AUSTRALIA 

GB GREAT BRITAIN 

b. NUPTIAL FERTILITY 

0 
Ireland 

0 
Poland 

o Italy 

A 
o France 

:JGB 
1901 1951 

.' Gozo . 
/ 

Malta 

1901 1951 



In Europe, the Isle of Man and Northern Ireland have similar 

rates. Ireland's (Eire) is lower (5~5 in 1955)~ but most other 

countries have rates over 8 per thousand. 

It is possible to make an assessment of the fertility of the 

population by a comparison of the Censuses with vital statistics, 

and relating the number of births to the number of women of 

child-bearing aget or to the number of married women of child

bearing age. The first gives a crude fertility rate,. and the 

second a nuptial fertility rate. 

Figure 28,, recapitulates the extent of marriage in the 

Islands,. comparing it with Britain where since 1911 the pro port ion 

of married women in the population over 15,, has been consistently 

higher than in Malta. This must be contrasted with the higher 

Maltese birth-rate. It also shows tha.t even within the islands 

the:r:e a.re contrasts and there are a higher proportion of married 

v;;o.wen in IiilaJ.·&a ·thc:Ln in Gozo. 

Crude and nuptial fertilities are shown in the next series of 

graphs (Fig. 35). The Maltese trends are compared with the 

B.ritish and Australian rates, both of wbich showed a steady de

cline in the level of crude fertility, from nearly 160 births per 

thousand women of 15-44 years to about 70 in 1930. In 1947~ when 

a very high proportion of the population were marriedt the 

Australian rate rose to over 100~ and the British to nearly 90. 

In Malta,, i.n. the same period - from 1881 to 1948 - the rate only 

- 104 -



fell belGW 140 once~ in 1931~ and in the rest of the p~riod fluc

tuated between 140 and 170. In 1948 it was 165t which was the 

second highest rate ever recorded in the islands~ and only 

slightly lees than the very high level of Australia in 1881. In 

1956 the crude fertility rate had fallen in Malta to 130~ but the 

marriage rate had risen slightly in the period since 1948 and the 

level of marriage among women must be assumed to be the same as 

in earlier years or a little higher. Consequently, it does seem 

as though this recent trend may represent a fall in nuptial fer

tility,. although no statistics are available to test the 

possibility. 

The nuptial fertility rates (Fig. 35b) make each of the 

countries considered, more directly comparable, as this allows 

for different proportions of marriages in each country. By this 

assessment,. the outstandingly high fertility in Malta is even more 

t:rfirongly emphasised. Only in 1931, has the Maltese fertility 

fallen below 300,, a level of nup·tial fertility not reached by the 

oth~r countries since 1901. The Irish level of 253 per thousand 

in 1951 was ranked in the Census of Ireland as probably the 

hi.ghest in the world (31), but that of Malta is in fact 25 per 

cent higher. a rate which over seventy years cannot be said to 

have shown any real sign of decline. 

Fertility, marriage and birth-rates, have all been outlined 

above and yet the pattern of the post-war decline in th~ birth-
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rate has not yet been justified. Fertility is stable, or was 

until 1948, the marriage rate has not declined since 1945, and 

the previous trends of nup·tial fertility do not suggest any immi

nent dec~ine. One strong possibility, however, is that the 

answer may be provided by the pattern of post-war migration which 

is concealin·g a decline in the married population. Many migrants 

from the islands return to get married, and then leave with their 

brides for their new homes. Their children are born overseas. 

and eo1/inarri.agee which have been registered in the islands give 

rise to children born and registered abroad. 

If this is so, it means that the decline of emigration from 

Malta would see a rapid revival of the birth-rate in the iillmediate 

future~ and it shows that the present pattern of natural increase 

is control.led by the decisions of emigration policy. 

Migration. 

The pattern of nineteenth century migration has been the 

subject of close study by Price. His period begins in 1842 and 

extends to 1881 ,. and he acquired a stat 1st ica.l bacl<:ground to the 

study from the records of the Passports Office in Valletta. 

The Departmen.t of Emigration. was not formed until after the 

First Vlorld War,. so the intervening period is covered by an inter

pretation of the records of the Passports Office. and of the 

trends of movement shown by statistics of passenger movement 

collected by the Customs and Port Department. After 1918, the 
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pattern of movement is derived from the statistics of the new 

Emigration Department, and the records of the Customs and Port 

Department. 

Comparability of materia.l is one of the biggest problems. In 

the period covered by Price,. the Maltese population only is con

sidered~ Subsequently~ th~ statistics are for th~ entire civil 

population which from 1901, in the table below,.. includes the 

families of the Garrison. The best check upon the scale of move

ment is provided by the combination of material from the Census 

reports and vital statistics, over intercensal periods. The 

differences between th~ net increase in population and th~ natural 

increase represents the intercensal net migration. 

Intercensal Migration 1842-1956. 
Table 20. 

p·eriod Natu1·a1 Increa.se~:1 Net Increases Net Migration 

1842-51 11 .. :no1 • 8,620 -2690 Maltese . <") 

51-61 i 17,470"-'= 10,.060 -7410 .. 
61-71 I '7 ,8603 • 8,.490 630 II 

71-81 
I 

11,0304 • 8,180 -2850 " I 81-91 16.490 15,260 -1230 Civil Pop. 

I 
91-01 15,830 19,.710 3880 II II 

: ~90.1.-11 26,030 27,080 1050 " " incl .• Garrison. 
11-21 17' 300 -110 -17410 " " I 

21-31 I 25,280 28.260 2980 II " 
31-48 j 65,140 64,.370 -770 II II 

48-56 5 53,480 10,250 -43230 " II 

Sources: 1-4. Price. 5.estimate. Census '48 to 31st Dec. '56. 
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Figure 36. 
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The graph (Fie;. 36) covering the last one hundred years shows 

intercensal net migrations and annual variations in the scale of 

movement, as indicated by the passports issued, and Customs and 

Ports Department records. The latter are adjusted for each 

decade to mak.e the sum. of the annual totals comparable with the 

intercensal net totals shown in th~ table above. 

In the nineteenth century the principal factor controlling 

emigration was economic. Periods of poverty and misery at home 

sometimes drove the Maltese from the Islands, whilst at other 

times they were attracted by boom conditions elsewhere in the 

Hediterranean. During the Crimean Wa.r not even prosperity at 

home could counteract the cotton and building boom in Egypt, and 

emigration rose to record heigh.ts. But the end of the Eey:.:gtia.n 

boom cioincided with de~ression in Barbarv -and resulted in returns - ., 

to Malta, which together more than compensated for the outward 

:.ue:··,rc.:.ment of the lat.e fif·tiee and et~.rly sixties. In the early 

1870's recovery in Barbary coincided with recession in Malta and 

there was a rise in the number of emigrants,. but the rate fell 

a.wa.y again from 1875-80, reflecting bankrupt conditions in Egypt • 

(32). Conditions overseas therefore played an important part in 

determi.ning the volume of emigration at any given moment. 

The outstanding feature of the nineteenth century movement, 

however, had been the persistence of attempts to organise emigra

tion. The first series of such attempts ended with the failure of 
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the Guiana and Grenada exp.eriments of 1838-41, in plan tat ion 
I 

settlement. Subsequently, plans to settle colonies in Cyprus, 

Australia and the Americas collapsed and various other opportu

nities of building stable settlements overseas all failed in 

their turn. If these had been successfu~ large numbers could 

have been absorbed overseas even before the turn of the century, 

but whereas the possibilities o.f migration beyond the shores of 

the Mediterranean were anticipated by Dingli and others, in fact, 

over ninety per cent of nineteenth century migrants move no 

further than the coasts of North Africa and the L.evant (33) .. 

The restricted scope of movement and the choice of the 

Mediterranean seaboard for settlement was influenced by three 

ma.in non-economic reasons: "the belief that America and 

Australasia were the permanent homes of strange and deadly 

diseases; the belief that it was necessary to settle in a country 

near E:riougil. to :Malta to enable easy and frequent return to the 

beloved homeland,. and th.e belief that similarity of language and 

custom marked out North Africa. as the divinely appointed region 

for Maltese settlement abroad 11 (34). 

The annexation of Tunis by the French in 1881 was an indi

cation. that the Maltese would no longer find North Africa. an open 

fiel.d, and the competition in business and commerce from the 

French and Italians became severe. Moreover the standard of 

living in Malta from the 1860's onwards had been higher than in 
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most other parts of the ll.~edi terra.nean, and better than they could 

expect if they emigrated. Also the eighties saw the beginning of 

new possibilities of employment at home with the introduction of 

a number of schemes of large-scale public expenditure. A heavy 

expenditure on the drainage of the island supplemented work begun 

in the Three Cities by the Royal Engineers in 18?8 and a compre

hensive scheme by Binnie and Deacon was begun in 1883. In the 

same year the improvement in the water supply was tackled. 

Government spending also extended to the dockyard and the buildi~ 

of barracks,. and culminated in the improvement of the harbour by 

the bui.lding of a new breakwater in 1903-06. 

The combined impetus of these schemes created new employment 

opportunities and from the la~ter part of the eighties until 1905 

there was an inward movement of labour. All thoughts of emi

gration were abandoned, and in 1905 the labour shortage was sa 

acu:&;;;: that three h.Ui:juJ::·ed men were imported from Sicily,. Italy and 

Spain; to work on the breakwater and dockyard. 

'When the Admiralty work was completed in 1906, the artificial 

prosperity - based upon imperial expenditure - declined: since 

1902. the naval and military garrisons had also been reduced, and 

unempl.oyment hit the islands to such an extent that the Royal 

Commission was imported in 1911 to investigate the financial and 

economic·position. They recommended emigration as an immediate 

remedy for the Island's p·roblems ,. but in the meantime the French 
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and Italian control of the North African mainland had been 

reinforced~ and consequently serious attention had to be paid to 

the possibility of movement further afield. 

Since 1907 there had been some exploratory movement to the 

United States and Australia, and in the years leading to the 

Great War this gathered force,. but as yet was subsidiary to the 

traditional outlets. It was sufficient. however, to make those 

remaining in 1\Ialta realise there was a promise of economic p·ros

perity beyond the Mediterranean, on a sca.le that could never be 

achieved at home. During the Yifa.r Maltese labour was eagerly 

accep-ted in France, but the overall scale of migra,t ion was 

limited. When the war ended redundancy in :Malta created a n.ew 

unemployment problem and the outward movement assumed record 

proportions. 

In 1920, for the first time,. more than half of the migrants 

moveu 'Le:yor.:O ·u.tJ.e W:eid i tar-r-a11ean,. most of tljt:lil guittg to the United 

States, but this Maltese movement was only part of a flood from 

the whole of southern Europe, and in 1921 the ~uota Law was 

imposed to control the enormous flow of migrants into the States. 

Comparatively,. Malta. suffered for this restriction more than most 

countries, and in 1922 she was allotted only 14 places. Subse

quently, there were gradual relaxations but none were sufficient 

to allow the resumption of movement on the previous scale. In 

the latter twenties the first signs of international slump and 

- 111 -



depression were felt, and in the early thirties the react ion was 

typified by large-scale returns to Malta. The inclusion of a 

somewhat unpredictable British element has probably exaggerated 

the fluctuations of movement in the thirties, and it seems that 

the outward movement in 1939-40 must represent the return of the 

British population to the United Kingdom a.t the beginning of the 

War. After the war their return is shown by a similar inward 

movement. 

Unlike the period after the Armistice of 1918 a comparative 

post-war prosperity with good opportunities for employment, 

through the reconstruction programme, postponed the prospect of an 

immediate mass exodus in 1945. The Ceneue of 1948 revealed, 

however~ that within ten years 30,000 boys would attain the age 

of nineteen (35) whilst there was little chance of a. parallel 

increase in employment opportunities over the same period~ The 

only way of' f&olng the problem was to encourage emigration on a 

scale previously unknown. 

In 1948, a Goodwill MissiorJ visited Canada,. the United States 

and Australia, making contacts and attempting to obtain financial 

assistance for migrants. The most important result was the 

implementation of an Australian Passage Assistance Agreement as 

from the let January 1949,. and with the help of this sponsorship· 

the outward movement rose to over 3,000 in 1949. In 1950 it was 

more than twice the level of the 1920 period, and after a lull in 
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1952-3 it rose to nearly 1.1,000 in 1954 .. Recently it became the 

policy of the Maltese Government to discourage such a level of 

migration and the movement has declined,. a.l though this has partly 

resulted from the restrictions of the receiving countries. 

Wheth.er it can revive to the scale of 1954 will depend upon 

political attitudes within :Malta to almost a.s great an extent as 

upon external conditions. 

Net Increase 1842-1956. 

a. 1842-1956. (i) Natural increa.se of population 267,220 

(ii) Migration -67,050 

(iii) Net increase 200,170 

b.· Population 113t864 in 1842 

200,000 1905 

300,000 1947 

? 400,000 1968-1972 

The population grew by 86,000 in a little over 60 years from 

the first Census to 1905. In the next 42 years it grew by 

100,.000, but since 1947 the increase has been ehecked by large

scale emigration, a.nd it has grown by only another 1.6,,000. The 

potential rate of increase has,. however,. been revealed by the 

trends of the last twenty years, and if migration were discounted, 

the rate of natural increase of the period 1948-56 would bring 

the population to 400,000 by 1968, or if the natural increase of 

1931-48 operated~ it would tak~ four years longer, and an increase 
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Figure 37. 
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of 100,000 would be achieved in twenty-four years. 

In the last hundred years, over 60,000 migrants (net) have 

left the islands, but 43,000 of these have gone since 1948 (see 

Fig. 37) and in comparison with the recent scale of movements, 

the net ef'·fect of all. the previous migrations, except that after 

the Great War, is almost negligible. 

Mal.tese Islands 
Table 21. 

Average annual rates1 • of increase of population (per thousand) 
Period Natural Increase Migration Net Increase 

11842-51 11 .. 3 -2.7 I 8.5 

I I 51-61 13.7 -5.8 I 7.9 I 
61-?1 6.3 0.5 I 6.8 

71-81 8.0 -2.0 6.0 
I I 

81-91 I 11.0 -0.8 I 10.2 
I 
I 

91-01 9.6 2.3 11.9 

1901-11 13.9 0.6 14.5 

ll-21 8.2 -8.2 

21-31 11.8 1.4 13.2 

31.-48 15.8 -0.2 15.6 

48-56 20.5 -16.6 3.9 

1. rates are calculated against the population at the beginning 
of each period. 
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The pla.ce which migration. has assumed as a remedy for popu

lat io.n pressure should need no further emphasis. The rate of 

natural increase since 1948 has been higher than ever before •. a.nd 

to counteract itr migration has been at twice the rate of the 

Great War decade •. and three times the ra.te of movement in 1851-

61 •. which is the next in importance. Whether it can be relied on 

as a :peJ:tmanently available safety-valve is a matter of doubt and 

may be a dangerous assumption to make. 
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PART FOUR. Vital Statistics and Public Health 

General 

There are three aspects of the growth of the Maltese popu

latian through natural increase which repay particular attention. 

Firstly,. it is necessary to determine the significance of the 

declining death rates,. and the precise way in which this decline 

has been brought about. This may be done by studying the health 

conditions of the Islands, and especially medical practices. 

Secondly, the recent fall in the birth rate has already been 

discussed in general terms, but here the trends of the last 

fifteen years are considered in detail,. and an attempt is made to 

assess the li'kely course of future rates. Lastly, the distri-

butional pattern of natural increases can be analysed by districts 

and localities to show the changing population pressures dur:i.r..g 

the last sixty years. The variatinna b~tw~P.rr localities 

reflect the progress in the field of public health over the 

period, a.nd more recently, the influence of a large ex_patriate 

British population upon the growth of population. 
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Chap·.ter Eleven. The Decl.ine of Mortality. 

In the nineteenth century the death rate was subject to 

great fluctuations. On many occasions it rose above 30 per 

thousand, and only once in the century did it fall below 20. In 

contrast, since 1953, the rate has always been below 10 per 

thousand. The improvement, which follows the trends of most 

other European countries, has been achieved by the joint practice 

of preventive and remedi<;tl medicine. The foundations were laid 

by the introduction of a public water supply and the sewerage of 

the islands. These developments date from the nineteenth century. 

During the Iaet fifty years medical practice in remedial medicine 

irnproved immeasurably but no real impression was made until the 

intensive pra.ctice of preventive medicine was adopted. In the 

last fifteen years~- ante-natal,. maternity, child -welfa,re and 

school cli:n).cs ha.ve been set up. and campaigns have been directed 

towards the education of the adult public. These were the fac

tors which reduced the infant mortality of the islands,, and when 

this fell, the crude death rate quickly assumed the proport io.ns 

more characteristic of the remainder of Europe. 

Comparatively, the progress in the control of disease is much 

less spectacular, and the public have reacted less readily to 

appeals to attend for ino·culations and vaccinatio.na against the 

endemic diseases. There is still a stigma in the public .imagi

nation attached to tuberculosis which has led to the concealment 
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of illness. Typhoid fever is still common i.n. the islands and 

although anti-typhoid injections are available they are unpopular. 

On the other hand, undulant fever is coming under control through 

the restriction of sales of unpa.steurised milk. This disease 

which is caused by a bacillus (Brucella melitensis) found in 

goats• milk may disappear in the near future if current work on 

the production of vaccine is successful. 

Health in the Nineteenth Century,, and the Sewerage of the Islands. 

It was through the progressive sewerage of the island that 

the control of the death rate began. The early results of these 

public works were not spectacular but they did ensure the 

restriction of plagues and epidemics. Waen cholera and bubonic 

plague were brought into twentieth-century :Malta, the death rates 

were restricted to fewer than a hundred on each occasion. In the 

nineteenth century very different circumstances had operated~ and 

it was only after a cholera epidemic in 1865, in which 2,,600 

people died~ that much interest began to be taken in the health 

of the population. 

An important report on Sanitary conditions in Malta and Gozop 

at the time of the Cholera epidemic of 1865,. was published by 

Dr. Sutherland,. a medical officer then serving in Malta (36). 

This gi'v.es an accurate, and at times harsh,. picture o.f conditio.ns 

in the middle of the century. \Vhen the epidemic subsided. it was 

expected that the death rate would decline, but in fact it 
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continued to fluctuate at a higher level than antic i:pated ,. and 

was the cause of much discussion and eventually action in the 

following decade. In these years for the first time records of 

mortality began to be collected systematically and were analysed 

carefully. In 1874~ the level of mortality was such that a 

Commission was called to enquiry into the causes of the recent 

increases (37). Its report was published in the same year. The 

Commission assembled statistics of mortality analysed by month 

and by localities~ extending back to 1863~ and as a result of 

their recommendations the Government decided to maintain a perma

nent record of mortality,. and the first annual report was 

published in 1874. The series was maintained until 1897, when 

it was expanded and incorporated in a comprehensive report of the 

"Health Conditions of the Maltese Islandsii, also published 

annually,, which included statements of bi:ctha, deaths, marriages, 

the Public H.ealth Department, and Medical and Health Department 

have been maintained up to the present time. 

To appreciate the early reports it should be remembered that 

mid-nineteenth century Malta was not in a mood to consider 

suggestions for reducing mortality. The most pressing problem 

was the high rate of births which was such that even though the 

level of mortality was high,. the population was still increasing 

at the rate of 7 or 8 per thousand each year. In such a small 
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island~ the threat of overpopulation was a constant fear domi

nating the thoughts of the people. Forecasts of impending 

Mal thus ian gloom were mixed with sermons upon the improvidence 

of early marriage - "the cause of all social misery in Malta" 

(38), and efforts were being directed towards reducing the birth 

rate by the introduction of propaganda against early marriage~ 

but they had no more success in the sixties and seventies than 

in the early part of the century (39). 

Evidently, any attempt to apeak in terms of reducing morta

lity could meet with little sympathy when such steps could onl.y 

serve to accentuate the already serious problems of over

population. Consequently the standards of sanitation and hygiene 

declined until they eventually reached an intolerable level and 

the need for act ion finally became inesca.pa.ble. This mechani am 

was, howeve:c, prolonged,. and it was ten years after the cholera 

epidemic tha·t ·t!J.t: first attempt was made to improve the sewerage. 

Thirty years later the sewer-drainage of the Islands still did 

not extend beyond Valletta~ Floriana, and the Three Cities. 

The lack o.f a.ction could not be bla.med entirely on the 

quiescence of the medical authorities. In his report~ Sutherland 

sunnnarised the chief causes of unhealthiness in the villages as:-

11 ( i) the absence of sanitary eupervis ion over the yards and 

houses; the accumulation of filth in close proximity to the 

living rooms; (ii) the peculiar structure of courts and houses 
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whereby air polluted by exhalations from the above-named sources 

form the atmosphere in which people live,. and especially in which 

they sleep; (iii) unwholesome methods of storing water and 

drawing it for use. Deficiency of water and consequent filthy 

habits of many inhabitants of villages; (iv) absence of all 

drainage arrangements." Sutherland's inspections during the 

epidemics were chiefly confined to actual houses in which there 

had been deaths from cholera. Of these he said, "I have no 

hesitation in stating that I have very seldom met with conditions 

so obviously injurious to health, and so likely to determine out

breaks of epidemic disease as those presented by many of these 

ho.u sea • " ( 40 ) • 

In contrast to the villages, the towns of the Harbour area 

possessed a system of sewerage created by the Knights. and alec 

a piped water supply~ but h~re the trouble was that the conduits 

·we.;:•;;; in close proximity to each other t and pollution was common. 

The worst feature of the dwellings was th~ ordure room. In city 

houses it la.y in the basement or at the foot of the stairs and 

was used for collecting and keeping the domestic dung until it 

was taken away by the police. These dung rooms were also common 

to th~ villages but as the contents were generally applied to the 

fields, the accumulated filth was leas than in the towns. 

The Commission of 1874 was at pains to emphasise the high rate 

of child mortality. In that year, of just over 4,.000 deaths., 

more than 2,000 were of children under 5 years old. The blame 
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for the high mortality was placed primarily on the climate~ for 

the incidence of infant deaths always rose in the hot summer 

months. 'fhe second factor blamed was poverty. A complaint that 

the purchasing power of money was being reduced and emigration 

was depriving the country of breadwinners, was followed by a 

description of overcrowding - "a natural fruit of a redundant 

population" (41). There was in fact a dual and irreconcilable 

problem, on the one hand the island was overcrowded,. and the 

natural remedy was emigration, but this was depriving Malta of 

her best men, and leaving behind families dependent on the 

irregular remittan~es of the absent migrants. Today, nearly a 

hundred years after the first mention of this problem~ it is 

still no nearer a solution. 

In the field of child-care and public health,. the Commission 

o.f 1874 felt that there was more chance of progress. They noted 

the grim fact that among a large section of the population 11 soTid 

food is given to the children before teething, and often results 

in death from convulsions",. and 11 the habitually neglected sta.te 

of the children of labouring classes provided an opp~rtunity for 

the sisterhoods to form kindergartens." Here at least, an 

attempt at the education of the public would improve the situa

tion. 

The Medical Officer in the Three Cities,, recalled dramati

cally the n·.eed for improvements in the sewerage: "so highly 
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charged is the atmosphere of the houses in the lower parts of 

Cospicuar with sewer emanationsr that all silver articles on 

surfaces painted with white lead become at once blackened by the 

hydrosulphide of ammonia which is one of the most ta~ible of 

their gaseous products." {42) .. With the support of the first 

locality-details of mortality Dr. Ghio ,. the Chief P"olice 

Physician,. said "in Senglea the streets are straight and erose 

at right angles, the drainage is effective and the town is noted 

for its cleanliness. There the death rate is low. In contrast,. 

in the narrow and tortuous streets of Vittoriosa., foul gases 

emanate from the sewers,. and with Cospicua, sanitarily the worst 

area, it has one of the highest death rates. n ( 43) .. 

The early at tent ion was focussed on the Garrison towns,. where 

the Services' personnel were stationed and the health of the 

civil population was of direct consequence to the military 

authorities. Ib 1878~ the Royal Engin~era put a plan into opera

tion to remedy the situation. They constructed a new system of 

drainage and flushing for Valletta, Floriana, and the Three 

Cities,. with a COllL.'Tlon. outfall at Weid Ghammieq. By 1886,, the last 

of this work was completed in Valletta (see Fig. 38), and almost 

half of the costs had been provided by the Mi.l.itary. But no 

further progress was made until the nineties,. and once again. the 

co.ndi tiona almost assured crisis proportions before a response 

was fo.rthcoming from the Government •. 

- 123 -



In the first report of the Public Health Department, the 

dangers which had arisen from unrestricted suburban growth in 

undrained areas were stressed by Dr. P"isani, the Chief Govern

ment Medical Officer who said: "I wish most strongly to impreaa 

the source of danger which Sliema and Hamrun are becoming to the 

whole island, a.nd the absolute necessity of early undertaking 

the drainage of these rap-idly growing towns eo aa to eave them 

before it is too late, from some bad catastrophe which would be 

likely to follow should God fo·rbid, a serious epidemic viei t the 

islands~" Actually, Chadwick~ wh~ ten years previously had 

pioneered a comprehensive scheme for public water supply, in 1894 

submitted a plan for the sewerage of Sliema and the suburban area 

(44). A modified version of hie scheme wa.e begun in 1897,, but 

this wa.s only after argument over the expenditure which VIould be 

involved. 

The fundamental problem was the la.ck· of ca.pi tal. Three

sevenths of the expenditure on the 18?8 project had been provided 

by the military authorities,. s.nd again in 1897 the plans for th.e 

extension of drainage were restricted to that area in which the 

work could be subsidised by Imperial expenditure.. In 1.896,, the 

Government voted a sum of money for the extension northwards as 

far as St. Juliana and the Pembroke Barracks, the construction of 

a main sewer inland to Rabat and the Mtarfa Barracks through 

Q.ormi which had previously drained directly into Grand Harbour, 

- 124 -



and the linkage of Paw~a and Zabbar to the main system (Fig. 38). 

The military subsidy towards this amounted to about a quarter of 

the total cost excluding Pawla and Tarxien. 

In 1909,, a sea-water flushing scheme (45) serving the whole 

of the island, was recormnended by Binnie and Deacon and approved 

by the Maltese Government irrespective of whether it would be 

supported by a. military subsidy. Unfortunately the proposals 

were made when the island was suffering from a depression... Wh.en 

the Royal Commission of 1912 were investigating the economic 

situation and expenditure in the Islands,. they considered the 

plans too elaborate and recommended tha.t they should l)e modified, 

which they considered possible without prejudice to the health 

of the population (46). This veto on large-scale expenditure held 

back progress,. and only epidemic cholera in Zejtun in 1911 

allowed the comparatively rapid completion of the extension. to 

that village. Haznrun and Bi rkirka.ra., however, ha.d been the scene 

of work for several years, and slowly the sanitation was improved. 

In the follo.wi ng years progress in the extension O·f drainage was 

spasmodic and works were undertaken as and when capital became 

a.vailabl.e. 

Ap:art from the large expenditure o.f public funds, the 

question of sewerage raised political storms because of the de

mands it made from landlords who had to finance the household 

connections. Eventually the value of the service was recognised. 
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and th£re was a popular desire for the extension of sewers to 

every village, but this did not begin until th£ mid-thirties. 

In 1936,. the judgment of the Chief Government Medical Officer 

v1as "no scheme of sanitary reform ever met with greater oppos i

tion than the establishment of the modern sewer system in Malta" 

( 47) ,. but by that t irne the opposi t ior1 had been almost overcome, 

and the rate of progress in the extension of the main system was 

not fast enough to cope with the demand. During the financial 

ye:a.r 1920/21 the number of house drains connected with the public 

sewer wa.s 63, in 1926 it was 300 ,. in 1936 700 ,. and ln 1.939 over 

1,,000. The extension of the ma.in sewer to Zebbug was completed 

in 1941 ,. a.nd soon s.fter the end of the wa.r Siggi ewi, Most a e.nd 

Naxx.ar were reached. In 1955,. about 270,000 or over 90~~ of the 

:Maltese popul.ation was sewered {48). Of the remainder most lived 

in the south-east of the island, and today Zurrieq is the lareeat 

remaining village without oewerage. 

In these unsewered areas much is still to be done. ·Nearly 

all the dispersed farmhouses have no drains, and so slops, foul 

and waste-water are thrown over the fields or buried. In the 

villages the present policy is to insist that each house or tene

ment should have a cesspool. "This insta.lla.tion, however, is not 

meant to receive the waste-water from the sink, bath and kitchen" 

with the resul.t of "frequent overflow on the public thoroughfares 

wi.th much nuisance and inconvenience" (49). In 1954,, a new 
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service helped to relieve this problem,. and now the cesspools in 

villages unprovided with sewerage are emptied free of charge by 

pneumatic means. Incorporated witll recent plans for the sewer

age of these remaining villages have been proposals for sewage

purification schemes,, in which the effluent would be used for 

irrigation of agricultural land (50). A pilot scheme is being 

constructed at Mellieha, a.nd the drainage of that village was 

completed i.n 1956 ,. but the high cost of the complete project 

seems to be prohibitive, and its implementation in the present 

form at least seems unlikely. 

The earliest consequence of the sewerage of the island wa.s 

not an immediate reduction of infant deaths;. but the control of 

epidemic disease. Before 1900~ the death rate had soared above 

30 per thousa.r1d on many occasions as cholera or plague hit the 

islands; during this century it has exceeded 30 only in 1942. 

In 1911~ when cholera struck, fewer than a hundred people died: 

th~ cholera of 1837 had caused over 4,000 deaths in a population 

only half the size. The bubonic plague of 1813 accounted for 

the loss of 4,.60:0 lives. but in 1917 when plague was again 

brought in to the islands, this time by rats fro·m the Levant, 

strict precautions restricted the number of deaths to 3. In an 

outbreak of plague in 1936/37 12 people died, and in 1.945/46, 22 

died from plague~ but in each case the incid~nce of disease was 

no.t a.llowed to spread beyond the immedia.te harbour area in which 
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the carrier-rats had l.anded. By the very nature of her p·osition., 

and depending on trade and commerce,. Malta will alv1a.ys be liable 

to the introduction of plague, cholera and smallpox,. but through 

the use of rigorous preventive measures an epidemic can now be 

kept under control. 

Infant Mortality. 

In the last forty years, and especially during the last fif

teen, the mo.st important adjustment in Maltese values has been 

the new status given to human life, for only recently has the 

inevitability of a high rate of infant deaths been rejected. A 

philosophy of fatalism is being replaced by one of hope, but 

there is the warning that even this will be disillusioned if it 

is no.t accompanied by parallel economic progress. The change of 

at t i t.ude is one of the indirect benefits of the last war du:t·ii·Jg 

which there was a revolutionary upheaval of the rural population 

(5lje The Government's mechanisms for propaganda were used to 

intro-duce new standards of hygiene and child-care and the medical 

services were o.rganised and attentive to the public need on a 

scale never before known, but at that time enforced by necessity. 

In 1923,. Dr. Critien,. the Chief Government Medical Officer,, 

drew attention to the traditional attitude of the majority of the 

population. "Over-attention to personal heal.th is not one of the 

failings of the poorer classes; unfortunately they err in the 

opposite direction and must be brought round gradually to set a 
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higher value on their health, taught how to protect it,, helped to 

regain it not only when illness is well established, but in the 

matter of small local ailments as well, which though not a menace 

to life, only permanently impair one of its functions 11 • (52). 

Even in 1956, the logic of efforts to preserve human life was 

still being doubted. A conunon attitude voiced was "why bother 

about loss of lives - what matters if fewer babies survive their 

first 24 hours, or their first month, when the problem that faces 

ellalta today is one of a high birth rate, and overpopulation •. " (53} 

These opinions have been constantly voiced in the light of an 

economic situation that has never guaranteed a bright future for 

the islands, and along with a lack of opportunity in Malta it ie 

understandable that a high rate of infant mortality was a topic 

which. could no·t naturally provoke any desire for reform,. or 

adjustment of the "status quo", by th~ public. In fact, it took 

Th~ actual problema which needed to be tackled were deeply

rooted and very well described in an article on the predicament 

of the infant in the home which was published as recently as 1956 

(54). A~though the following criticism ie applicable to ma.ny 

families today, it reflects even more strongly the general situa

tion before the war. The environment was first of all unsatis

factory: the bulk of families were overcrowded and lived under 

most unhygienic conditions~ the intelligence of th~ average mother 
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was poor, and their most frequent mistake was the early and india-

criminate use of farinaceous foods, overclothing, and underfeeding 

whilst the teats on bottles were invariably dirty. More-over the 

system by which the grandmother (who may have lost over half her 

children through ill-care) ~s the factotum of th~ household still 

exists, and must be gradually changed before the situation is 

really satisfactory. It is only through the family unit,. there-

fore, that conditions could be improved. 

The earliest movements were made in the 1920's when a vol.un-

tary health organisation, the Mothers and Infants Health . 

Association was formed, and received a small subsidy from the 

Government. They established four clinics in the Harbo.ur area 

but their influence was not proportional to the importance attachec 

to them. At the same time, the district nursing service was also 

established on a small scalfd but this was the limit of the move-

=71'- ,_,_.;: ---- _ ......... -. 
.!..•.) ·~~.LO:...:.O\'".:f .:.•.:a..&. 

education of the rising generation a.ncl the systematic teaching of 

·the rules of health to the a.dul t population. This was recognised 

by the C.G.M.O. in 1936,. and there was a fall in the infant mer-

tality rate in that year. The next year, however, it rose again 

and by 1939 was back to the average level for the previous 20 

years (Fig. 39c). 

The way the death rate did eventually fall could not have 

be~n anticipated, and could never have been effected as rapidly 
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in any but wartime conditions. The situation. was anomalous. 

Overcrowding and poverty had earlier been blamed for the high 

infant mortality,. but in 1943 and 1944 when housing conditions 

were worse than any ever experienced in peacetime, and a high 

proportion of the population was living in cellars, both the 

death rate and the infant mortality rate began to fall to record 

low levels. The machinery for public information called for by 

wartime conditions was probably the most important factor, It 

was used by most Government Departments including the Medical and 

Health Department, and played a vital part in public education 

and in the raising of standards of hygiene. Furthermore there 

had been invaluable contacts with the medical services of the 

British and American Armed Forces. Rigorous steps had to be 

taken to ensure that tbe incidence of disease was restricted, and 

the nursing services moved arnong the population teaching and 

helping them. There was also a.1nong the rural community conscrip

tion, for the defence of the islands, that brought them into 

contact with a way of life and standard of living of which their 

isolation had formerly kept them absolutely ignorant. 

Soon after the war was over, the Malta l~emorial District 

Nursing Association was formed, and this has become the nucleus 

of an expanding professional body in nursing. A burst of recon

struction also followed the cessation of hostilities and the 

social services were extended rapidly. A Child Health Officer 
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was ap.pointed in 1945 and five clinics were opened in Government 

dispensaries; health visitors maintained the same intensity of 

contacts with the people, as were established in the war, and 

they formed links between the clinics, hospitals and the homes. 

In the following year there were 21 Child Health Clinics in th~ 

islands, at which the attendant mothers were being taught the 

elements of child-care and especially the importance of hygiene 

and some of the principles of dietetics. 

In 1953 the Save the Children Fund, a United Nations organi

sa.tion, set up eight a.nte-natal clinics in the main villages. 

They were immediately well attended and the work done there 

proved to be of such value that the Government took over these 

clinics in 1956, incorporating them with the Child Health Service. 

These servl.cee are being currently co-ordinated with the school 

clinics and dental services to form an effective unit in the 

field of preventive medicine. It was the opinion of the Medical 

Services Commies io-n which reviewed medical practice in. Malta in 

1956, that "with the further development of the child h~alth 

services there is a good reason to hope that the infant mortality 

rate could be reduced below 30 per thousand" (55). In 1956 it 

was 41 per thousand, leaving the memory of a rate of 350 per 

thousand in 1942 far behind. 

The Control of Disease. 

In the 1920's there were between 5 and 6,000 deaths each year 
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in a population of about 225,000; in the 1950's the population 

was over 300,000 and the deaths amounted to fewer than 3,000 

annually. During these years the numbers of death:s from the a.il

ments of old age declined slightly (Fig. 40), and the fall in the 

death rate was almost wholly attributa.ble to the restriction of 

deaths among children most of whom had been dying previously from 

gast ro -enter it i Ei and colitis, Of secondary importance,, but never

theless very significant, is the control of disease (Fig. 41). 

W'herea.s the case incidence of typhoid,. which is endemic,. is high,, 

mortality from the disease is now almost unknown. Active re

sea.rch and the pa.steurisation of milk have reduced the number of 

cases of undulant fever, and the introduction of drues has 

successfully controll.ed the high mortality rate from tuberculosis. 

Because these diseases have had a debilitating effect on the 

population even when they have not actually caused deaths,, the 

achievement of restrict ion of the number of cases is importe.nt .. 

'l'uberculosis. 

The incidence of tuberculosis was high in the :F'irst World W'ar 

and was interpreted as reflecting a diminished physical resis

tance and straitened circumstances due to war conditions. The 

fatality rate from the disease was very high: over 80% of tb~ new 

cases each year died. In the thirties,. slightly improved condi

tions and a spate in the house-building programme was reflected 

in a fall i.n the incidence of tuberculosis. In 1941,. as the 
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strain of V'lar grew, the discomfort a.nd overcrowding inflicted on 

the population became even more severe and in 1942 it was accom

panied by an increase of tuberculosis which reached a climax in 

the latter year. It has been described as a class disease, a 

disease of the poor~ based essentially on adverse housing and 

economic conditions (56), and for that reason there has been a 

great deal of effort directed towards th~ reduction of its effect 

since passing the wartime peak of incidence. 

In 1950, the Interna t icnal Tuberculosis Campaign reached 

Malta and the mass B.C.G. vaccination of the population began,. 

nearly 40,,000 people being immunized (57). By 1955 the reported 

case inc ide nee wss half the 1946 level,. and the decline in deaths 

which· coincided with the introduction of Streptomycin. and allied 

dz-ugs since 1949,. has been successfully rr,a.intained. In 1956 

deaths amounted to 20% of notified ca.ses - a reduction of sor& 

from the l922 level. This represents a mortality rate from 

tuberculosis of 13 per 100,000 popula.tion, which compares with 

14 .. 6 in England and Wales in 1955,, and 6.3 in Denmark. Doubt,, 

however, has been expressed about whether the reported case inci

dence is a true reflection of the amount of tuberculosis which 

exists in Malta (58). The disease is still considered with fear, 

persons suffering from it are regarded with prejudice and a 

natural consequence of this is concealment (59). With th~ intro

duction. of mass radiography in the near future, there may be a 
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better indication of the true extent of the disease and more 

cases caught in their early stages. 

Typhoid Fever. 

In connnon with most other Mediterra.nean countries typhoid is 

endemic in Malta. The seasonal incidence is ma.rked and usually 

restricted to the swnmer months. It is not related to the 

quality of the piped water supply but is transmitted 11 through 

food~ fingers and flies 11 , and especially by contaminated fruit 

and vegetables (60). The cyclical peaks in ths incidence of 

cases ha.ve been at irregular intervals. In 1927 the increased 

prevalence wa.s common a.lso to the countries of south-east Euro.pe. 

There is no single ex);)lanation of the increase :i.n 1932,, but in 

1942 and 1943~ epidemic prevalence followed the irrigation of 

fields with crude sewage. At first this occurred accidently when 

some of the sewers were destroyed by bombir1g, but later the 

p.ractice was permitted by the Government in view of the necessity 

to grow more vegetables. The result was that dysentery increased. 

a.nd the control of it was only achieved by compulsory inoculation. 

This began in 1943. 

By 1953 ,. it was being feared that the immunity through the 

1943 inoculations was wea.kening,. but the general improvements in. 

the sewerage of the islands, and higher standard of cleanlin.ess 

have kept the rates below the previous level. Although free 

immunization ha.s been. available since 1953, it has not met with 
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much public response, and propaganda is needed to demonstrate 

that the inconvenience is amply rewarded by the protection offered 

Undulant Fever. 

Undulant fever is an unpleasant disease because of its 

debilitating after-effects and the possibilities of its recur

rences in the patient even after extended lapses. Pioneer work 

in the identification of the disease was done by Bruce in 1885. 

He discovered the bacillus in the spleen of the patients,. and in 

1905 Zammit observed that it was freely excreted in the milk of 

goats. The remedy, pointed out then,. lay in the boiling of milk,, 

and it is through the pasteurisation of milk that the control of 

·the disease is being achieved today. '!'he protect ion of cattle and 

goats from brucellosis by vaccination is being investigated and 

the complete e:r·adica..tion of undulant fever may soo.n be possible •. 

The value of using pasteurised milk as a protection against 

fever was stated by Zammit and Debono in 1929 (61) and proposals 

of methods of large-scale milk pasteurisation were discussed in 

1932 and 1934. An Undulant Fever Research Station was set up at 

Ghazmnieri i.n 1935,. and Dr. J. B. Polding investigated the possi

bilities of immunizing goats by vaccination. Unfortunately he 

caught the disease himself, but after a year of convalescence, 

returned for a further two years of research. Ho-wev.:er by 1939, 

he had a.chieved no positive solution. The prevention. of the sale 

and consumption of contaminated mil.k was more successful. A milk 
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pasteuri.sing plant was erected,. and the first pa.steurised milk 

wa.s distributed in 1938. Such a ste-p,. however, did not achieve 

iw..med ia.t e -popularity for the conservative a.tt i tude of the popu

lation brought up on fresh goats' milk was difficult to overcome: 

"while in most countries th~ past century has seen the growth of 

a system of delivery of milk in containers, in Malta. the entire 

milk sup-ply has been delivered by the goat herself. 11 (an obser

vation by the newly ap-pointed Manager of the Milk Marketing 

Department (62} ). 

The sale of pasteurised milk was first int.roduced in Valletta~ 

Floriana and Sliema, and these were made into "closed area.stt 

within which the sale of raw milk became illegal. The fall in 

the ir1cidence of fever was immediate but the zone was extended no 

further before the war~ During the war, most of the goats were 

slaughtered to provide meat,. a11d tirmed milk only was consumed~ 

'Ihe decline of undulant f'ever was such that the number of cases 

reached a reco1~d low level, but v1hen the breeding of goats was 

taken. up again in 1945,, the old problem was revived,, and by 1946 

the incidence was the h.ighest ever recorded. Since then,, the 

production of pasteurised milk has been increased,, and amid con

sidera.ble controversy the cow has repl.aced the goat as the main 

milk -producer (63). Ste·adily,. more areas have been "clo,sed", and 

in February 1958 the whole of Malta was finally declared 11 cloaed". 

In 1.957, of 25"0 recorded cases of fever, one third were in Gozo 
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but thi.s number should be reduced rapidly following the opening 

of a milk pasteurisation plant in Gozo in 1958. It is antici

pated that the smaller island wil.l soon be 11 closed 11 , after which 

the incidence of the disease sh~uld be insignificant (64). 

Undulant fever is still being studied in its implications in 

animal husbandry and the eventual desire j_s to achieve the com

plete eradication of the disease. At present it is estimated 

that about 20% o-f the goats are infected with brucellosis,. but 

there a.re hopeful prosp·ects that a protective animal vaccine will 

become available (65). If this happens, a supply of safe milk 

will be ensured. 

In the future, unless there is a rapid change in the age

structure of the population, tlle low death rate in Malta can. be 

maintained at the present level. The population is young and 

infant mortality need no longer be feared, but there is much yet 

·i;o be done to impr·ovt: the medictt.l services. A number of recom

mendations hav:e been made by the Medical Services Corumiesio;n. wbic:r. 

visited the Islands in the latter part of 1956 (66). The first 

was the implementation of an overall plan to be framed for the 

extension of the services of preventive medicine. There should 

be a closer co-ordination of the ante-natal. maternity, child 

health and welfa.re, and school med ica.l and dental services. An 

expansio.n. of the district nursing services is needed, as are 

better facilities for the training of midwives and health 
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visitors. There is need for the further organisation of mother

craft teaching and hygiene. Strengthening in the field of 

specialisation,, and improvements in hospital amenities and orga

nisation are also recommended. Malta has achieved much, but ehe 

ie still. only midway in her modernisation. 
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Figure 42. 
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Chapter Twelve. The Fallin·g Birth Rate. 

In the long-term ana.lysis there tends to be a correlation 

between· the marriage rates and birth rates. But,. in the last 

fifteen years sin·ce the height of the last war, a variety of ab

normal factors have destroyed the fundamental pattern. Deviation 

from it arose as wartime marriages were celebrated but not con

summated. Even in the "siege-years" the marriage rate was higher 

than in the thirties, but harsh conditions separated the newly 

wed coup·les and destroyed normal family life. As the siege was 

lifted towards the end of 1942. the marriage rate rose to a 

record height, and in 1943 the rate of births was re-established 

at almost the prewar level. In 1944 it was the highest for forty 

years. For four years, and in cormnon with the rest of Europe 

recovering from the ,,ar, the higl1 level of b i rtb.s wae mai nta.i ned ll· 

but after 194? the rate began to fall (see Fig. 42). 

At first the decline of the birth rate merely reflected an 

adjustment to n·ormal peacetime conditione,, but by 19·51 it had 

fallen below the prewar level. and it was still decreasing in 1956 

Moreover, in those nine years the birth rate has borne no relation 

to the trend of the marriage rate which has stabilised near the 

p·rewar level and has even risen since 1952. These inconsistenci.es 

can find their explanation in the pattern of emigration which 

began· on· a large scale in 1948. The prooesa of emigratio.n has 

taken over 40,000 people from the islands since 1948,. and between 

- 140 -



1954 and 1956 one-thi.rd of the total were married men and women •. 

Furthermore between 75 and 80% of the migrants were under :30 

years of age. These facts alone are sufficient to account for 

the declin-ing birth rate, and they also explain the anomaly of a 

high marriage rate. In the face of the prospect of migration a 

great number of young men marry before emigratin·g, and when they 

have settled abroad,. are joined by their wives.. Many others 

return to Malta for brides once p·rosperi ty in the new home has 

been assured. In all these cases marriages are still being regis

tered in Malta, although the progeny of these marriages are being 

brought up elsewhere. Precise measurements of the extent of 

these trends are nat available, and much valuable information 

could' be obtained if the Department of Emigra.t ion were to make a 

study of the date of marriage o-f migrants. 

At p·resent there is a danger that the decline of the Maltese 

birth rate should be ascribed to the increasing practice of family 

limitation. A co·mmon Maltese appraisal of the current situatio.n 

is that "the love for large families has flickered away, and our 

birth rate has been ocn a steady decrease" (67). Within this 

statement are implications of "outside influences that are 

affecting the unity, spirit and welfare of the Maltese famil.ytt 

(6·8), but on the other hand 11onsign·or Gonzi, Archbishop of Malta, 

has again· confirmed the view that although Malta has n·lost a great 

deal of its p·ristine religiousness and morality" the island has 
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not declined spiritually to the extent of other countries (69}. 

The influence of religion up·on human fertility is a perennial 

subject of discus.sion, and an evolutionary pattern of attitudes 

is apparent. iVhereas in the early stages doctrines are related 

to the expansion of a nation·, and so with the promotion of human 

fertility,, as civilisation advances this aim tends to be super

seded by concern for the welfare of the individual. The logical 

consequence is that ttthe number of children in a family should be 

selflessly determined in the light of such conditions as the 

mother's health, the well-being of the children themselves, and 

the interests of the communi.ty". Thia opinio.n· was presented at 

the '·iVorld Population Conference in- 1954 by Father de Lestap.is .S.J. 

(7.0). In his view the ·planning of families is compatible with 

the maintenance of spiritual values, but he adds the wa.rning that 

"unless self-mastery is at the same time taught and p:ractised, 

the attainment of mastery over nature will degrade and dehwnanize 11 

A common- assump-tion· is that a decline in religious interest 

is conducive to the limitation of family size. B.ut,. changed social 

attitudes rather than·. a decline i.n religious loyalties are 

believed to be more closely associated with the decline in family 

size (71), and it is important to be aware of these changing 

attitudes if the mechanism of a declining birth rate is to be 

interp·reted correctly. The decline of the birth rate was in evi

dence in France il'l the eighteenth century and at various times 
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since then it has occurred in all the other countries of Europ·e 

and overseas countries of predominantly European stock. In the 

nineteenth century one o·f the numerous theories to account for 

the decline was that fertility declines by a natural law as the 

level of living rises. The main exponent of this theory was 

Spencer (72), but in recent years there has been almost universal 

agreement that the major part, if not all of the decline in 

family size, has been brought about by the practice of family 

l.imitatian, whilst the actual fertility of the population remains 

substantially unimpaired ('73). The declines in Europ:ean birth-

rates have therefore reflected the attitudes of society to the 

planning of families, and it must be noted that included in the 

nat ions with declining birth rates are many Catholic countries. 

'l'he insularity of Malta has preserved a form of Catholicism 

which is much stricter in ita application there...,, than in other ·, 

nominally Catholic countries, and in many ways Catholicism in 

P!alta is un-ique, differing in. many of its attitudes fro-m English,. 

and at times even Italian Catholic op-inion. Orthodox European. 

Catholicism accepts the desirability of the p·lanning of families, 

with the view that it ia ••no part of Catholic doctrine that 

parents have unlimited numbers of children, and it is not unrea-

sonable to desire a small rather than a large family., but to 

achieve this a sacrifice must be made"· (74). Pope Pius XII, 

living in a country with a background of poverty and a growing 
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p·o.pulation, in an encyclical letter to m!iidwives in 1951, spoke 

of his awareness of the problem of unwanted children. He con

demned irresponsible parenthood,. and commented upon the need for 

the limitatio·n of families by the use of the tsafe-p·eriod '. Agait 

he said it is "a mistake and a departure fro·m the way of moral 

truth to exalt too highly the generative function even in its 

right moral setting of married life" {75). 

The contrast of attitude in Malta is striking.. Desp.ite the 

extent of overcrowding and the inadequacy of the Island's faci

lities to provide for the economic jelfare of its people~ th~ 

glories of the large family are still stressed and recently 

Archbishop Gonzi reminded young engaged couples tha.t although 

large families entailed much sacrifice on the part of the parents, 

couples should be prepared for a life of sacrifice and not one 

of e.musement (76).. An article in "Kana" (77) ,, by i.ts founder in. 

Iliialta, Father Cha.rles G. Vella eaye: 11 0ne of Malta's glories is 

her large families. The love of children in Malta is very strong 

arid is ren1arked upon by strangers wh.o come to our country. It 

is this love and the high ideal of Christian. marriage that give 

us the ma.ny large families that adorn Malta ... •. • Therefore yo.u, 

mother of a l.arge family,. have courage and strength. for divine 

providence will never desert you. 11 On the other handt tending to 

mitigate against the production of large families are the urban 

contacts with non-Mal.tese and non-Catholic opinions and attitudes 
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towards family limitation, and the increasing proportion of 

married women in employment outside the home. The latter trend 

ie meeting with great opposition and the Women Employees' Asso

c iat io.n has called for strenuous efforts to prevent married 

women,. or vii dows with family burdens, from seeking employment 

('78). The effectiveness of the former contact is but limited 

because the sale of contraceptives is illegal in Malta. 

As long as these attitudes and controls are operative in the 

Maltese Islands, all the conditions for a revival of the birth 

rate are present. This will happen when and if the level of 

emigration falls any further and if it does happen the rate could 

be expected to recover rapidly to something over 30 p.er thousand, 

and the natural increase to grow by at least 2,.000 p•er year. The 

implications of such a situation should need no further comwent. 

The non-ll!a.l tese contribution to the birth rate. 

As a footnote to the current trends in the birth rate~ it is 

worth drawing atte11t ion to the large pro port ion of births to 

United Kingdom civilians resident in ll[alta (Appendix E, table 

Most of these people form the families of United Kingdom.service

men stationed in the Islands, and because they a.te not part of 

the permanent population (those children born in the Islands 

leave with. their parents when a term of duty ends) they do no.t 

contribute to the overall increa.ee of numbers. They do,. however,. 

inflate the bi.rth rate in some degree.. Statistics separating 

them from the remainder of the population have only been available 
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since 1953,. but in that year 10%, and in 1956 13% of all births 

in Malta were to British people. Also. the unusually high birth 

rates in localities like Gzira, St. Juliana and Birzebbuga, were 

due to the large proportion of British p·eople living there. 

In Table 22 below, it has been attempted to make a more 

accurate estimate o·f the true Maltese birth rate by excluding all 

those localities where more than 20% of the births in 1955 and 

1956 were to British people. This removes 75~ of all the British 

birthe, by extracting a group of localities which includes 30% 

of the population of Malta. In the remaining part of the island 

the proportion of British births is insignificant, a.nd the cal

culated rate is probably more representative of the real Maltese 

level of births. 

The revised birth- x·ate (B), in Table 22 ie lo.wer than the 

average for the whole island and also shows a greater decline 

:.;inca 1952. "v'v'1·th1IJ the ;British' a.rea. the rate has remained 

relatively steady at about 30 per thousand, and in 1956 it VIas 4 

per thousand above th.e average for the rest of the island.. This 

figure does, however, conceal great variations (the birth rate in 

Sliema in 1956 was 24 .. 5, while in Bi.rzebbuga it was 42.7) and the 

only inference that must be drawn is that in each of these areas,. 

whether the rate is high or low,. it is infl.ated by the inclusion. 

of British births. 
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Locality 
1952 1953 

Pop. Births Pop. Births 

Birzebbuga 5335 238 4802 225 

Gzi.ra 8441 263 8905 257 

Ka1kara 2351. 70 2222 79 

LuQ,a 5216 151 5·191 128 

Maida P'ieta 9115 306 9818 270 

Paw1a/Tarxien 200'83 592 19758 567 

St. Juliana 6094 238 6358 262 

Seng1ea 3146 159 4089 170. 

S1ie.ma 25503 631 240.99 592 

Ba1zan 2270 59 2395 59 

Tc.ta1 A 87554 2707 87637 2589 

MALTA exc1. R 19901.2 5794 201350. 5713 
above 1oca1.i ties 

ALL MALTA c ~86566 8501. 28898'7 8302 

Birth Rates A 31 •. 0 29.6 

B 29.1 28.4 

c 29.7 28.7 

·-·· 
li 1954, - .• 

Pop. !:1irths B . . . 
5250 202 

9228 30~ 

21.52 94 

4103 ~38 

9083 306 

2040·8 593 

6700 251 

4293 190 

24160: 590' 

2393 71 .. ... 
87?70 2736 .. .. 

203732 5551 
•.. .... 

291502 8287 
··--·· .. 

31.2 
2'7.3 

28.4 
----··· 

1955 

Po.p. Births 

5041 ~74 

9012 303 

2079 69 

4033 135 

8901 270 

20006 585 

6532 254 

4375 1.72 

24074 578 

2382 61. 

86435 260.1 

200316 5298 

286751 7899 

30.2 
26.4 

27.6 
-~ 

Tab~e 22. 

1956 

Pop. Births 

5087 195 

8989 348 

2080 66 

401.8 130 

9038 30.2 

20027 530 

6592 246 

4532 168 

23921. 559 

2397 65 

86681 2609 

199918 5185 

286599 7794 

30.1 
25.9 

27.2 

['-

""' r-1 



Chapter Thirteen. Interna~ Variations in Natural Increase. 

From a phase during which. there had been a low rate of natura: 

increase of population with high birth and death rates~ the 

Maltese Islands have now entered a second phase in the demogra-

phic cycler in which there are moderate birth rates and low death 

rates. This transition. has been accomplished slowly,. and the 

most spectacular rise in the natural increase has been confined 

to the last ten years. The changes are traced below by a com-

parison of three periods. 1891-1901 was a period of rising 

prosperity before any control of mortality had been achieved. 

During 1921-31 the effects of the first major waves of emigration: 

were felt, a.nd the death rate was beginning to fall,, and in 1952-

55. emigration reached its p·eak coinciding with the reduction by 

half of the death rateo 

The statistics for the Maltese Islands,. as a whole, conceal 

a pattern of considerable diversity. 

Table 23. 

I I --=---- I 1891-1901 1921-31 1952-55 

B D 1\f. I. .B D N~l D I'f.I • 

Malta 137.0 28.1 8.9 34.0 22.9 11.1 I 28.6 9.3 19.3 

Gozo 1.36 .8 I 26.3 I 10.5 
I 

29.6 19.7 9.9 1 24.6 !10.1 I 13.9 
I 

__ I 
I 

(for Maltese rates by localities, see Appendix E, table 14.) 

In both islands the birth rates were similar in the 1890 •a 

but Gozo had a rather lower death rate (the product of a healthy 
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normal environment), and the natural increase was higher in the 

smaller island. By the 1920's the death rate had fallen in both 

islands,. but as there had not been a comparable decline in the 

.Maltese birth rate, the natural increase rose slightly. Gozo had 

been more affected than Malta by the migration after the Firat 

World War and this was reflected by a much lov1er birth rate. 

VVi th fewer births,. the number of infant deaths fell, and this in 

turn brought a fall in the Gozitan death rate of greater propor

tions than that in Malta. By the 1950's the effects of emigratioi 

were felt in Malta also, and they reduced the birth rate to the 

level produced in Gozo thirty years earlier. The medical revo-

lution had reached both islands by this time, and the natural 

increase in ·Malta was double that at the turn of the century. 

The contrasts between Malta and Gozo illustrate some impor

tant points. ]'irst, in- the nineteenth century it was healthier 

to live in the country than in the badly-drained Harbour area, 

and Gozo was freer from disease than Malta.. In the present 

century this a i tuat ion changed. Improvements in. sewerage, aani-

tation and education were first felt in the Harbour arear and 

during the decade of the 1920's the urban and suburban death rates 

fell faster than those of rural areas. By the 1950 'a, however,, a 

uniformly low death rate had been achieved throughout the Islands. 

The Gozitan anticipation, in the twenties, of the reoent 

Maltese declining birth rate is remarkable. In Malta only a hand-
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Figure 43. 
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ful o.f lo.calities had birth rates below 30 per thousand at that 

time,. and three of them were urban localities of unstable popu

lations (see Fg .. 23) which had shared the lowest birth rates even 

in the 90's. The diagram showing the relative decline of birth 

and death rates in these three periods (Fig. 43) illustrates the 

fact that whereas by the 1950 •s the decline in mortality had. 

reached all parts~ there was still a considerable dispersion 

among birth rates,, nearly half being over 30 per thousand (seven 

of these, however, were localities with a large Brit ish p.opu

lation). 

Distributional contrasts and variations in natural increase 

are i.mportant (Fig. 44). In Malta the highest rates of natural 

increase have occurred in the areas of greatest net inward 

internal movement. In the late nineteenth century agricultural 

expansion was being encouraged,, and in the north of the island 

new land grants were made on long leases. Much of this land was 

near Mellieha and the distribution of it was instrumental in the 

growth of that village. The expansion of St. Paul's and Mgarr 

was also related to the new agricultural 'pioneer' movement in the 

north of the island. All this was land which in previous cen

turies had remained virtually uncultivated as it was exposed and 

liabl.e to invasion.. As the young people were the first to move in 

to these areas birth rates were characteristically higher in them, 

and the natural increase greater •. 
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Figure 44. 

MALTA 
NATURAL INCREASE by localities. 



The other major zone towards which there has been an inward 

movement is the suburban area. In the earliest period considered 

above, it was the northern section of suburban !~alta which was 

growing most and had the higher natural in·crease. It was the 

first to benefit from sanitary improvements,. but by the 1920 •a 

with further progress there was a considerable measure of uni

formity in the suburban group,. and this was, moreover,. maintained 

in the recent period. 

The urban area, traditionally a zone of outward movement,, had 

an unbalanced p·opulat ion and a low natural increase. Val~etta 

and Floriana have shared this characteristic for over a hundred 

years,, and in the last few years the trend has been extended to 

the most urban parts of the suburban fringe, namely,, Sliema and 

Hamrun. These are the two areas from which most of the post-war 

emigrants have originated. But, on the other hand, in the same 

period the rebuilding and rehabitation of the Three Cities have 

revived the natural increase there, so that they no longer share 

the Vallettan trend of low increase. 

Lying between the agricultural north-west and the expanding 

Harbour area is the core of the island. This stretches from 

Naxxar in the north, to Siggiewi in the south and is the part of 

:Malta which has changed least. The natural increases in these 

l.ocalities has been consistently low, and what inward movement 

there has been from rural to suburban areas must be presumed to 
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derive mainly from these parts. The smallest villages, and the 

most secluded,. like Attard and Lija, have shared the lowest 

natural increase. In the extreme east of the island, Zabbar and 

Sejtun also have a comparatively low rate of increase. In the 

early period this was the result of high death rates in these 

parts, but in the 1950's it was the birth rates which were below 

the average. 

~rhe remaining area which has not been discussed is the 

Zurrieq group of villages. f1'he birth rate in them has always 

been high,. and when the control of mortality became effective in 

the last ten years,. they stood out among the other rural areas 

by reason of their high rate of natural increase. The scale of 

emigration has never been very high from these villages • and in· 

1952-55 the birth rate in Zurrieq was 34 per thousand, a figure 

which could soon be equalled in many other villa.ges if emigra,tio.n 

ctecliH~~ further. 

A few other centres have higher birth rates than Zurrieq,, in 

the 1950 'a, but most of those which do,, have rates which are 

inflated by the British element. The only two localities with a 

natural incree .. se grea.ter tha.n 30 p.er thousand, St. Juliana and 

Birzebbuga, are of this type. 

-. 
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