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1. Introduction 

The preparation of responders tasked with addressing emergencies caused by disasters is 
crucial for every community and country. This is particularly true for Malta, an archipelago 
where responders still face numerous challenges, as highlighted during the Malta 
Stakeholders Mobilisation Workshop (the report is available at SYNERGIES_Malta-
Stakeholder-Mobilisation-workshop_report.pdf) organized by SYNERGIES on July 19, 2024. 
The workshop aimed to better understand the local context to develop effective emergency 
response strategies. 

The event brought together a wide range of local stakeholders to discuss strategies for 
improving disaster response in Malta, highlighting several key priorities. The need to enhance 
seismic risk assessment and implement public awareness campaigns to increase hazard 
awareness emerged as crucial. Additionally, participants underscored the importance of 
improving coordination among emergency services and the various involved agencies to 
promote a more integrated approach to managing critical situations. Another key point was 
increasing the involvement of both trained professionals and volunteers, actively engaging the 
community in the preparation and disaster response process. Finally, discussions emphasized 
the importance of strengthening early warning systems and communication strategies, 
particularly focusing on vulnerable groups to ensure timely access to critical information for 
everyone. 

Building on the challenges identified during the workshop, the DecEx 2024 exercise, held on 
December 14-15, 2024, in Malta, marked a significant step towards fostering a culture of 
preparedness and safety. This event was a milestone, being the first national exercise in Malta 
organized by an NGO and the second-ever civil protection exercise conducted at the national 
level. While Malta had seen small-scale specialized exercises between 2012 and 2024, these 
were fragmented and did not foster the inter-organizational synergy required during real 
emergencies. 

 
1.1 Organisation and structure of the exercise 

The exercise, organized by the Canine Search and Rescue Team under the Maltese 
Association of the Order of Malta – a member of the PC Malta Local Support Team, aimed to 
bring together all relevant entities (from government bodies and the Civil Protection 
Department to volunteer organizations) with the responsibility to respond to a disaster. The 
objective was to learn, collaborate, and motivate one another to enhance a system ability and 
effectiveness in emergency response. 

The choice of dates was deliberate: December 13 marked the 50th anniversary of Malta’s 
republic, a day of extensive celebrations involving the same entities participating in the 
exercise. This set a realistic scenario of fatigue and stress for the two days of the exercise, 
mimicking conditions likely to occur during real emergencies. However, this approach also 
demanded significant effort from the organizers, who had to secure the cooperation of 
organizations accustomed to working in silos and initially reluctant to collaborate as a cohesive 
system. To address these challenges, the organizers involved all entities throughout the 
design process, ensuring their participation in creating a realistic scenario. 

Despite initial skepticism, the event successfully engaged 195 responders and 65 volunteer 
actors simulating affected citizens. The exercise focused on immediate Assessment, Search, 
and Rescue (ASR) efforts following an earthquake, adhering to the guidelines established by 
the United Nations International Search and Rescue Advisory Group (INSARAG). Activities 
included site mapping, needs assessment, prioritization of rescue operations, rubble searches 

https://synergiesproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/SYNERGIES_Malta-Stakeholder-Mobilisation-workshop_report.pdf
https://synergiesproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/SYNERGIES_Malta-Stakeholder-Mobilisation-workshop_report.pdf
https://synergiesproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/SYNERGIES_Malta-Stakeholder-Mobilisation-workshop_report.pdf


 

 
 

  

using aerial tools and canine units, patient extraction and triage, and disaster victim 
identification (see Annex 1 and Annex 2 for more details about the organisation of the 
exercise). 

The participating organizations included local and foreign teams: 

Local Teams  

● The Maltese Association of the Order of Malta  
● Foreign Search and Rescue Teams  
● The Armed Forces of Malta - Medical  
● The Armed Forces of Malta - Air Wing  
● The Civil Protection Department of Malta  
● The Malta Police Forensics Science Laboratory  
● Malta Police Force - K9  
● Malta Police Force - Recruits  
● Mater Dei Accident and Emergency  
● Transport Malta  
● The Emergency Fire and Rescue Unit  
● Emergency Response Rescue Corps  
● St John Ambulance and Rescue  
● K9 Urban Search and Rescue  
● Malta Local Scout Groups  

Foreign Teams  

● Hajdú Speciális Kutató-Mentő Egyesület (Hungary) 
● Voluntari 112 (Romania) 
● CISOM - Corpo Italiano di Soccorso dell’Ordine di Malta (Italy) 
● EpiDrasis Volunteer (Greece) 
● GSAR dogs team (Netherland) 

 
1.2 The role of SYNERGIES in DecEx 2024 

DecEx 2024 provided SYNERGIES with an essential opportunity to collaborate with the local 
community on disaster preparedness while promoting a culture of safety and resilience. DecEx 
2024 indeed helped strengthen collaboration with the Local Support Team established during 
the event held on July 19, 2024. More specifically, SYNERGIES played a key organizational 
role to support the event’s success). Moreover, the exercise served as an ideal platform for 
completing the Steering phase of the project, essential for producing project outcomes. It also 
furthered the promotion of project activities in preparation for the upcoming Evaluation and 
Validation phases. 

 
1.3   Approach and methodology  

 
1.3.1 Organization and roles 

The event was preceded by a series of meetings involving the various PC Malta partners in 

organizing activities to guarantee the active involvement of SYNERGIES in the exercise 

activities. Specifically: 

● REJGTR actively contributed to organizing DecEx 2024 alongside the Local Support 
Team and ISTC by coordinating meetings and exchanges among the various 



 

 
 

  

organizations involved in the exercise and relaying key decisions to SYNERGIES 
partners tasked with planning the event’s activities. REJGTR also administered 
surveys to event participants and invited key entities to participate in online interviews. 
Additionally, REJGTR supported SAVETC in conducting online interviews. 

● SAVETC coordinated internal SYNERGIES meetings, acted as a liaison with other 
project work packages, and prepared the necessary materials for the interviews (e.g., 
questions, information sheets, and consent forms), for the workshop, and for the 
subsequent reorganization of questions for survey administration. SAVETC also 
conducted in-person and organised and conducted online interviews. 

● DBL provided support in organizing SYNERGIES preparatory activities and conducted 
in-person interviews together with SAVETC. 

● ISTC contributed to organizing DecEx 2024 alongside the Local Support Team and 
REJGTR and provided support during in-person interviews. 

 
1.3.2 Methodology, tools and delivery 

The activities planned for this event included a preparatory workshop for the exercise, 
scheduled to take place on December 13, 2024, and a series of open one-to-one interviews 
with the operators of the organizations that participated in the exercise on December 14 and 
15, 2024. A qualitative approach was adopted for each of the organized activities to finalize 
data collection during the Steering phase.  

The workshop was designed with an initial brief presentation of the project and key insights 
from the workshop conducted in July, followed by two interactive sessions using Mentimeter 
to allow participants to share their opinions. For each session, a background scenario was 
defined to immerse participants in an emergency situation similar to the exercise, along with 
questions to reflect on the proposed scenario. The workshop was planned to be conducted in 
person at the exercise site. However, due to the demands of the exercise, it could not take 
place as planned. Instead, the scenarios and questions prepared for the workshop were 
incorporated into a Google Form (see Annex 3) and distributed during the exercise’s award 
ceremony. 

For one-to-one interviews, questions were based on a semi-structured framework developed 
in collaboration with WP leaders, aligned with the progress of the results they were developing. 
These questions were adapted during the interviews based on the type of organization being 
interviewed and the activities observed during the exercise to optimize the information 
gathered. The interviews were conducted on December 14 and 15, 2024. Additionally, the 
organization of the field DecEx 2024 exercise activities and the openness of some 
organizations that could not participate in the event, made it possible to arrange data collection 
activities in the form of one-to-one online interviews. The online interviews took place between 
December 18, 2024, and January 31, 2025. 

 

  



 

 
 

  

2. Data collection activities key findings  
 

2.1 Stakeholders Consultation Survey 
A total of 4 questionnaires were collected between December 15, 2024, and January 31, 2025. 
The organizations that completed the survey are as follows: 

● Canine SAR - Order of Malta 
● Training Ship (TS) St Paul Sea Cadets 
● Reġjun Tramuntana 

The survey highlighted that after an earthquake, the most vulnerable groups include the 
elderly, disabled, and those living alone without caretakers, as they face higher risks due to 
physical fragility, mobility challenges, and hydration needs. People with crush injuries are in 
life-critical condition and require immediate medical attention. Civil protection authorities lead 
response efforts, supported by medical teams, specialized equipment, and volunteers. 
Responders must remain calm, assess the environment, and maintain order while assisting 
safely. Key challenges include language barriers, uncoordinated volunteers, aftershocks, and 
safety risks, though local involvement can be valuable. Volunteers are organized based on 
capability and assist with safe tasks like carrying supplies, aiding minor injuries, and clearing 
rubble in secure areas. Search teams prioritize calmness and listening for survivors while 
awaiting professional rescue efforts. The INSARAG procedures provide a structured approach 
to managing spontaneous volunteers, ensuring an effective and coordinated response. 
 
More details about the main insights gathered from the survey are summarized below. 

2.1.1 Empowerment of Disaster Management Actors 
Background scenario: A violent earthquake has occurred. When you arrive at the scene, 
there are different groups of people in need (disabled people, marginalised people, elderly, 
children, people that do not speak the language) and seeking your assistance. 

Which groups of people would need help most urgently? How life-critical is the 
situation for these people?   
Most vulnerable groups include the elderly, disabled, and those living alone without 
responsible caretakers. These individuals are particularly at risk due to physical impairments, 
fragility, higher hydration needs, or the potential to wander and endanger themselves or 
others. Situations involving these groups require rapid and rational assessment, as conditions 
may vary and may not be immediately apparent. Additionally, people trapped with crush 
injuries are highlighted as extremely critical cases needing urgent attention. 

What kind of help do they need? Who should provide it?   
Basic needs must be addressed, ensuring access to assistance, and providing psychosocial 
support in emergencies. Civil protection authorities will have to lead operations and provide 
instructions. Mobile individuals should be guided away from the worksite, assisted, and 
questioned about others in need of help or specific requirements. Medical aid and specialized 
equipment like lifters will play a critical role in supporting the operations. 

Has your organisation conducted any preparedness campaign, training or exercise 
involving these groups to prepare the public for disasters?      
The DecEx exercise was made open to the public and intended to train the community with 
the INSARAG first responder training which allows spontaneous volunteers to assist those in 
need. However, much more focus should be given to better planning preparedness activities. 

2.1.2 Management of spontaneous volunteers 



 

 
 

  

Background scenario: A violent earthquake has occurred. When you arrive at the scene, 
there are lots of people already there searching for the rubble and extracting survivors using 
makeshift tools. More and more people are converging to the area carrying powerful 
machines, food and water, tools or want to provide information or simply ask what they can 
do. 

What are you expected to do?          
Responders are expected to take a calm and proactive approach in a situation: assess the 
environment, seek guidance, maintain order among those involved, and, if safe, assist in the 
broader effort until directed otherwise. 

What challenges do you expect and what opportunities do you identify?         
Key challenges include language barriers, uncoordinated or erratic helpers, and well-meaning 
individuals who may obstruct operations. Despite these, there are opportunities to educate 
and guide people on effective actions, though this may be difficult in the chaos. Potential 
issues like aftershocks, religious sensitivities, and safety concerns add to the complexity, while 
local involvement could be a valuable asset. Personal challenges include staying safe and 
managing the emotional distress of those panic-searching for loved ones. 

What do you envision doing with these people? How are the different offers to help 
manage considered or rejected?  
In an emergency, the focus is on organizing and utilizing public support effectively while 
prioritizing safety and maintaining order. The public can assist with tasks such as carrying 
supplies, helping minor-injury victims, providing food and drink, and clearing rubble from safe 
areas, all while being kept out of harm’s way. Individuals are sorted based on physical 
capabilities, and those with information are directed to designated teams. Stability at the site 
is ensured before deploying teams, with a capable leader appointed to oversee operations. 
Equipment and supplies are categorized, and volunteers help plan their distribution. Search 
parties are organized to locate survivors, with an emphasis on remaining calm and quiet to 
listen for signs of life, all while awaiting professional help. 

Does your organisation have a specific procedure, protocol or guideline to manage 
spontaneous volunteers? If yes, can you provide an example?   
The INSARAG procedures are used. 

 
2.2 In presence interviews 

A total of 10 interviews were conducted over the two days, involving 7 different organizations. 
The interviews highlighted that across various organizations, there is a shared emphasis on 
training, community engagement, and psychological support to enhance emergency 
preparedness and response. These activities include educating volunteers and first 
responders in areas like first aid, medical care, fire response, and lifeguarding, as well as 
engaging with vulnerable groups through school visits and awareness campaigns. Some 
organizations also focus on specialized areas, such as search and rescue, with canine teams 
used to locate missing persons, or providing medical support during large public events. 
Psychological support for both responders and affected individuals is a key priority, with post-
trauma care offered in several cases. While most organizations prioritize collaboration with 
other NGOs and local authorities, some also advocate for changes to national disaster 
protocols or provide multicultural outreach to improve communication with diverse 
populations. Additionally, the management of spontaneous volunteers during large-scale 
emergencies is recognized as a critical need, though approaches to this differ across 
organizations. Each group adapts its activities to meet its unique mission and the specific 
needs of the communities it serves. 



 

 
 

  

More details about the main insights from the interviews, categorized by organization. 

2.2.1 The Maltese Association of the Order of Malta 
The Canine Search and Rescue team of The Maltese Association of the Order of Malta lead 
a dedicated canine search and rescue operation with three specialized focuses: search dogs 
for locating missing or injured individuals, tracking dogs for finding specific persons, such as 
dementia patients who may wander off, and cadaver dogs for assisting in legal cases involving 
human remains. Their proactive approach often sees them collaborating with care homes and 
institutions, providing crucial support even before police reports are filed. 

The team places a strong emphasis on inclusivity, actively engaging with the community to 
inspire participation and raise awareness about their work. Through school visits, they aim to 
educate and inspire young people, fostering interest in search and rescue operations. 
Additionally, the inclusion of people with disabilities in their operations is a major component 
in their mission. The team shared examples of how disabled volunteers have taken on 
significant roles, such as managing incident command or monitoring equipment. 
Demonstrations have been conducted to showcase the potential roles disabled individuals can 
fulfill, and the team has ambitious plans to incorporate more individuals with disabilities into 
their operations, highlighting the value of diverse contributions. 

The team has pointed out that spontaneous volunteers often emerge during emergencies, and 
while their enthusiasm is valuable, effective management and training are critical to ensuring 
they contribute positively to operations.  

The team has plans to offer both basic and advanced training for volunteers, equipping them 
with the knowledge and skills to support disaster response effectively. These courses will also 
extend to local first responders, covering essential areas such as understanding roles during 
disasters, crowd control, first aid, and supporting local enforcement agencies. By addressing 
community-specific safety challenges, the training will also serve as an educational tool to 
raise awareness about disaster response and the dangers involved. 

With regards to the DecEx 2024 exercise, after 12 years, the team organized a large-scale 
disaster simulation exercise, bringing together local and international teams to simulate a real-
world crisis. This groundbreaking event underscored the importance of teamwork, 
communication, and preparedness. 

Despite initial communication gaps, teams adjusted strategies and improved coordination by 
the second day. The event revealed key areas for improvement: 

● Collaboration: teams that had never trained together before worked side by side, 
learning to integrate their efforts and adapt to different operating styles. 

● Government Support: the team stressed the need for greater logistical and strategic 
backing from government authorities to address identified challenges. 

● National Disaster Planning: findings from the exercise are being integrated into Malta’s 
national disaster response strategies, ensuring lessons learned translate into better 
preparedness for future crises. 

Effective communication proved vital during the simulation exercise, highlighting the need for 
clear structures and protocols. While gaps were evident on the first day, improved strategies 
on the second day enabled smoother operations. 
The event also underscored the value of international collaboration. Teams from various 
countries shared knowledge and expertise, fostering a culture of mutual learning and 
reinforcing the importance of global partnerships in disaster response. 



 

 
 

  

Looking ahead, the team is focused on continuous training, both for their own members and 
the broader community. They plan to organize more joint exercises to ensure readiness for 
real-world disasters, while also expanding their training offerings to empower volunteers and 
first responders. 

The team also emphasized the importance of securing greater funding and support to sustain 
and enhance their initiatives. By strengthening partnerships with organizations, volunteers, 
and government agencies, the team aims to build a resilient network capable of responding 
effectively to crises. 

 
2.2.2 The Malta Police Forensics Science Laboratory 

The interviewee emphasized the essential need to save lives during emergencies. At the same 
time, the interviewee discussed the importance of the Interpol Disaster Victim Identification 
Protocol, emphasizing the need to give unidentified victims a proper burial, rather than just 
assigning them numbers. 

The team is, indeed, currently educating their personnel on the processes involved in disaster 
victim identification to ensure proper implementation and understanding. This training has 
been done since 2018 in collaboration with the European Forensic Institute with the aim of 
bringing first responders together to focus on saving lives and identifying victims. 

In case of emergency Malta has a protocol that mandates collaboration during disasters, but 
adherence can vary depending on the individuals involved. The interviewee noted that while 
some departments continue to work well together, others may not prioritize disaster victim 
identification as much. Indeed, changes in personnel can impact the prioritization of disaster 
victim identification, with some new members not as invested in the process as their 
predecessors.  

Luckily, this challenge does not involve crucial actors in an emergency, such as the Civil 
Protection Department and the Health Department that ensures collaboration despite the 
personal turnover. However, the disaster victim identification protocol is not yet part of Malta’s 
constitution and it would be crucial to incorporate this protocol into the constitution to ensure 
its consistent mandatory application and make disaster management smoother in its entire 
process.  

Although the collaboration among actors strongly depends on personnel sensitivity and the 
country has never experienced a massive disaster, the interviewee feels that the Maltese 
emergency response system is well prepared and would be ready to cope with a massive 
disaster like the flood that hit Valentia in October 2024. 

 
2.2.3 Malta Police Force - Recruits 

The Recruit emphasized the critical importance of emergency preparedness, especially for 
individuals with special needs. Recognizing the unique challenges they face during 
emergencies, the Recruit advocated for tailored campaigns and preparedness activities to 
help these individuals feel less frightened and more equipped to handle crises. Indeed, during 
the exercise the Recruit played the role of an injured person and elaborated on the bad feeling 
of not being soon rescued. In this specific case, having been trained in how to behave in case 
of emergency played a crucial role in keeping the participant calm. In a scenario where a 
person with special needs was not immediately visible to rescuers, the Recruit underscored 
the necessity of specialized training and heightened awareness for responders. 

Activities like first aid training and civil protection exercises were noted as key tools to help 
people understand emergency procedures and reduce panic in high-stress situations. Recruit 



 

 
 

  

also suggested innovative engagement strategies, including the use of visual aids such as 
videos, to reach individuals with little or no prior experience in emergency scenarios. These 
initiatives could familiarize participants with critical roles and actions, fostering a sense of 
confidence and preparedness. 

The participant elaborated on the comprehensive training police officers undergo to handle 
diverse and challenging scenarios. Recognizing cultural barriers and language difficulties as 
significant hurdles, the participant described how officers receive lectures and practical 
exercises to address these issues. For instance, the Recruit recounted a case involving a 
robbery at an Italian shop, where language posed a challenge for effective communication. 

Training for police officers includes simulations of real-life scenarios, such as domestic 
violence incidents. These exercises prepare officers to manage uncooperative individuals and 
work collaboratively with other emergency services. The participant highlighted the importance 
of joint training sessions, which foster coordination and improve the overall effectiveness of 
emergency responses. 

From addressing cultural barriers to managing complex domestic situations, the participant 
emphasized the need for comprehensive and realistic training. Such preparation ensures that 
officers are well-equipped to handle diverse challenges, ultimately contributing to better 
outcomes during emergencies. 

 
2.2.4 Mater Dei Accident and Emergency 

The interviewee discussed the organization’s commitment to supporting individuals with extra 
needs during crises. Mater Dei Hospital ensures that the specific needs and capabilities of 
staff and volunteers are considered, assigning tasks that match their mental and physical 
abilities. For instance, individuals who may be psychologically affected are often allocated 
non-interactive roles, such as retrieving items or managing supplies. This approach minimizes 
the risk of psychological distress and ensures that everyone can contribute effectively without 
undue strain. 

For those unable to interact directly with patients or their relatives, Mater Dei assigns 
alternative roles. These include logistical support, inventory management, and other behind-
the-scenes tasks. By strategically distributing responsibilities, the organization prevents 
psychological stress while maintaining operational efficiency during high-pressure situations. 

Mater Dei Hospital prioritizes the effective utilization of its resources. Volunteers and staff are 
matched with roles that suit their mental and physical strengths, especially in emotionally 
charged scenarios. This thoughtful allocation process helps maintain a functional and 
empathetic emergency response system, critical when emotions run high, and lives are at 
stake. 

Due to liability concerns, Mater Dei Hospital only accepts volunteers with medical 
backgrounds. This policy ensures that emergency situations are handled safely and 
professionally, preventing untrained individuals from inadvertently causing harm. However, 
the hospital guides non-medical volunteers to organizations such as the civil protection, where 
their contributions can still make a significant difference. 

Collaboration with NGOs is an essential part of Mater Dei’s emergency response. 
Organizations like Saint John Ambulance, the Emergency Fire and Rescue Unit, and the Red 
Cross provide valuable assistance in areas such as crowd control, logistical support, and non-
medical tasks. These partnerships enable the hospital to focus on delivering quality medical 
care while other critical support functions are managed efficiently. 



 

 
 

  

The interviewee recognises the importance of developing a volunteer portal to streamline the 
coordination and training of volunteers. This system could enhance resource allocation, 
ensuring volunteers are placed in roles where they can have the most impact. Such a platform 
would also promote better integration of community members into emergency preparedness 
efforts. 

Mater Dei Hospital occasionally involves young people and pensioners in training programs 
to prepare them for non-critical emergency roles. School programs often introduce students 
aged 15-16 to volunteer opportunities, providing valuable experience and fostering a culture 
of community service. 

The hospital identifies meaningful roles for individuals with physical or mental disabilities, 
ensuring that these tasks are neither overwhelming nor unsafe. Potential roles include 
assisting with logistics, command and control, and patient transport for minor injuries. This 
inclusive approach emphasizes the value of every individual’s contribution while prioritizing 
their safety and well-being. 

The interviewee highlighted the importance of educating the public on emergency protocols 
and basic medical knowledge. While Mater Dei occasionally engages in awareness activities, 
such as school visits and media campaigns, limited resources prevent the implementation of 
comprehensive training programs. Expanding these initiatives could significantly improve the 
community’s ability to respond effectively to emergencies. 

 
2.2.5 The Emergency Fire and Rescue Unit 

Founded in 2010, the Emergency Fire and Rescue Unit (EFRU) has played a vital role in 
Malta’s emergency response system. EFRU is dedicated to training its members in a wide 
array of rescue disciplines, including firefighting, first response, and medical rescue. The unit’s 
comprehensive training program ensures that its personnel are equipped to handle the 
challenges of modern-day emergencies. As part of its strategy to continually improve 
operational readiness, EFRU collaborates with foreign teams, allowing its members to 
participate in international training programs and exchange best practices. Additionally, EFRU 
is a key member of the European Association of Civil Protection Volunteer Teams, an 
organization that fosters collaboration between various volunteer organizations across Europe 
to share insights, conduct joint exercises, and enhance emergency response capabilities. This 
membership facilitates the exchange of best practices, participation in joint workshops, and 
involvement in multinational simulations. These opportunities help improve the unit’s 
preparedness for a range of emergency situations, ensuring that they are ready to provide 
effective support, not only within Malta but also in international operations when needed. 

Effective leadership is crucial during major incidents, especially when the scale of an 
emergency demands cooperation from both trained responders and the public. EFRU 
emphasizes leadership training for its members to ensure they can efficiently manage large-
scale emergencies while incorporating the public’s support. In many cases, especially when 
resources are limited, the public plays an essential role in assisting with emergency response. 
EFRU trains its personnel to work alongside the public, assigning them manageable tasks 
such as guiding evacuations or providing logistical support. This collaboration between 
professionals and the public enhances the effectiveness of the response and ensures that 
critical needs are met during emergencies. By developing clear leadership strategies and 
fostering public involvement, EFRU ensures that even when the number of responders is 
reduced, the emergency response remains efficient and coordinated. 

An important aspect of EFRU’s operations is its ability to adapt to the specific needs of 
vulnerable groups, including children, the elderly, and individuals with disabilities. Recognizing 



 

 
 

  

that these groups may face unique challenges during emergencies, EFRU has developed 
protocols to ensure their safety and well-being. The unit specifically identifies members with 
relevant experience, such as parents, caregivers, or those working with elderly populations, 
to provide tailored support during crises. This group-specific adaptation helps ensure that 
those who are most vulnerable receive the necessary assistance in a way that is sensitive to 
their unique needs. In complex emergencies, EFRU often adopts a multidisciplinary approach, 
where different areas of expertise come together to provide comprehensive care. This ensures 
that each individual, regardless of age, disability, or special need, is appropriately supported 
throughout the emergency response. 

EFRU understands that psychological preparedness and specialized knowledge are essential 
for effective emergency response. The organization provides its members with training not 
only on physical rescue and medical response but also on the psychological aspects of 
emergency work. This includes preparing responders to deal with the emotional challenges 
that often accompany traumatic events. Furthermore, EFRU has made significant efforts to 
educate its members about specific needs, such as autism and attention-deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD). By collaborating with focus groups and specialists, the unit ensures that its 
personnel are prepared to support individuals with these conditions during emergencies, 
which often require special attention and care. 

In addition to training its own members, EFRU also engages with the wider community through 
awareness campaigns. These campaigns focus on raising public awareness about fire safety, 
emergency preparedness, and the importance of psychological resilience. EFRU visits 
schools and elderly homes to educate children and senior citizens, using interactive games 
and discussions to make learning about emergency preparedness engaging and memorable. 
These visits also serve as an opportunity for EFRU to assess how well its members connect 
with different groups and identify those who may excel in working with vulnerable populations. 

During large-scale emergencies, the number of volunteers offering assistance can often 
exceed the capacity of the emergency services. While this influx of support is valuable, it also 
presents challenges in terms of coordination and safety. EFRU acknowledges the lack of 
formal policies and specific training for managing spontaneous volunteers, which can create 
complications when it comes to ensuring that these individuals are deployed effectively and 
safely. In response, EFRU relies on the good judgment and experience of its personnel to 
manage these volunteers. By coordinating with local authorities and emergency services, 
EFRU ensures that public support is used efficiently, allowing spontaneous volunteers to 
assist in non-medical roles that complement the work of trained responders. 

EFRU’s commitment to continuous improvement is reflected in its collaboration with foreign 
volunteer organizations. By inviting trained volunteers from these organizations to assist 
during emergencies, EFRU enhances its response capabilities and increases its operational 
capacity. This international collaboration not only brings additional manpower but also 
provides valuable training opportunities for EFRU members, helping them refine their skills 
and better prepare for future emergencies. These partnerships strengthen the unit’s ability to 
respond to a wide variety of crisis scenarios with a more diverse skill set. 

EFRU, in collaboration with an Italian volunteer organization, has developed a series of 
manuals aimed at guiding both professional responders and the general public in emergency 
scenarios. These manuals provide practical advice on how to respond to different 
emergencies, such as fires, floods, and medical crises, equipping people with the knowledge 
needed to act confidently and efficiently in high-pressure situations. The creation of these 
manuals is part of EFRU’s broader mission to educate the public and ensure that everyone, 
from responders to civilians, is well-prepared in the event of an emergency. 



 

 
 

  

 
2.2.6 Emergency Response Rescue Corps 

The Emergency Response and Rescue Corps (ERRC) is a non-governmental organization 
based in Gozo, Malta, established in 2011. Starting with minimal resources, the organization 
has grown significantly over the years, expanding its operations and capabilities to provide a 
range of essential emergency services. Its main mission is to respond to emergencies swiftly 
and effectively, ensuring the safety and well-being of individuals in crisis situations. 

ERRC is specialized in three key areas: patient transport, lifeguarding, and severe weather 
services. The organization offers lifeguarding services across all beaches in Gozo and 
Comino, ensuring public safety during peak tourism periods. Additionally, ERRC operates 
various emergency vehicles, including boats, to respond to emergencies in coastal and remote 
areas. Their capabilities extend to providing critical support during severe weather events, 
ensuring readiness for any disaster scenario. 

Beyond emergency services, ERRC also plays a vital role in ensuring safety at large public 
events, such as marathons, sports matches, and festivals. The organization is tasked with 
monitoring emergency response readiness and providing medical assistance during such 
events to safeguard participants and attendees. 

Like during the exercise, in emergency situations, ERRC covers a role of responsibility in the 
control room, where they coordinate operations by overseeing field teams, assessing the 
patients’ conditions, and determining the necessary resources. This includes monitoring 
ongoing situations, such as accidents or emergencies, and deploying resources like 
ambulances or medical staff accordingly. Effective communication is a critical aspect of the 
control room operations. The interviewee explained how they maintain constant 
communication with field teams, gathering updates on the status of patients and coordinating 
further actions. This process ensures that the response is efficient, resources are allocated 
where needed, and operations are streamlined. 

In emergency situations, ERRC prioritizes understanding the type of population affected, 
identifying any vulnerable individuals who may require special care. Factors such as age, 
disabilities, and medical conditions are assessed to ensure appropriate resources are 
allocated for their treatment. Once the affected population is identified, the organization sets 
up triage areas where patients are categorized based on the severity of their injuries or 
conditions. This process allows for effective prioritization, ensuring that critical cases are 
addressed first.  

The mental well-being of team members is crucial in the aftermath of traumatic events. ERRC 
offers psychological support services, including debriefing sessions where team members can 
process their experiences. Psychologists are available to help staff cope with the emotional 
toll of their work, ensuring that they remain resilient and able to perform their duties effectively 
in future emergencies. 

To maintain order during an emergency, especially in situations where locals or tourists want 
to help, ERRC involves bystanders in the response process, such as crowd control or helping 
organize emergency vehicles. This helps manage the scene and ensure the safety of all 
individuals involved, allowing emergency responders to focus on patient care without 
distractions. 

ERRC conducts weekly awareness campaigns in local schools, educating students about 
basic first aid techniques and emergency response protocols. These campaigns are designed 
to promote the organization’s services while encouraging community involvement and 
volunteerism. The organization also distributes small gifts to engage students and make the 



 

 
 

  

training more interactive. Beyond schools, ERRC engages with the community through open 
days and other events, where members of the public can learn more about first aid, the 
services provided by the organization, and how they can become involved as volunteers. 

ERRC boasts a multicultural team, with members from various countries such as the UK, Italy, 
Argentina, and Ukraine. This diversity is a valuable asset, as it allows the organization to 
effectively communicate with a broad range of tourists and individuals from different cultural 
backgrounds, fostering trust and cooperation during emergency responses. The organization 
ensures all team members, regardless of their nationality or background, undergo rigorous 
training. This includes both basic and advanced courses in first aid, lifeguarding, and 
emergency management, ensuring that everyone meets the same high standards of 
preparedness and effectiveness. 

 
2.2.7 St John Ambulance and Rescue 

St. John Ambulance is one of the oldest NGOs in Malta. While Malta has not experienced 
major disasters like large earthquakes, the organization supports the Civil Protection 
Department for significant events such as severe storms or large fires. St. John Ambulance 
operates primarily in support of the authorities, focusing on high-impact situations rather than 
routine operations. 

The Organization primarily trains its volunteers in areas such as medical care, fire response, 
water rescue, and other emergency disciplines to provide effective support during major public 
events or emergencies. With the Civil Protection now better equipped and funded, reliance on 
St. John Ambulance has decreased; the service was last called upon less than a year ago. 

This reduction is considered positive, as the St. John Ambulance’s volunteer-based workforce 
is reserved for extraordinary situations rather than day-to-day operations. In the past, before 
Civil Protection’s resources were enhanced, St. John Ambulance volunteers frequently had to 
step in, often working extended shifts despite their volunteer status. 

Although the St. John Ambulance does not directly focus on preparedness for vulnerable 
groups, it conducts awareness campaigns via social media and offers cadetship programs for 
children or individuals in rehabilitation, equipping them with knowledge and essential life skills. 

St. John Ambulance’s team is multicultural, with volunteers from countries including Bulgaria, 
Romania, Serbia, England, Germany, Sweden, Nigeria, South Africa, and Mauritius. This 
diversity reflects Malta’s community, bringing added value to the organization. However, it also 
presents challenges, especially when working with other organizations in chaotic emergency 
environments where clear communication is critical. In emergencies, Maltese is the official 
language, but having international volunteers is a relatively recent development, introduced 
only in the past three years. Foreign volunteers may, indeed, hesitate to ask for clarification if 
they do not fully understand their tasks, and the Organization encourages open 
communication to address this issue. 

The presence of foreign volunteers also helps St. John Ambulance reach diverse 
communities, encouraging more people to volunteer and increasing personnel capacity for 
emergencies. People tend to trust the uniform, making outreach efforts more effective. 
However, communication with communities can sometimes be limited. 

St. John Ambulance does not utilize spontaneous volunteers and has not tested their 
integration, as Malta has not faced disasters large enough to necessitate such measures. On 
the field, St. John Ambulance works with trained volunteers in coordination with the Health 



 

 
 

  

and Civil Protection departments. There is a mutual understanding between these 
departments about the Ambulance’s operations, ensuring effective collaboration. 

However, St. John Ambulance recognizes that in the case of large-scale events, it is essential 
to develop strategies for organizing spontaneous volunteers. Trained personnel in the 
organization are equipped with leadership skills, which could facilitate synergies between 
trained and untrained volunteers during a crisis. While Malta has not explored this potential 
synergy, lessons could be learned from countries like Spain and Italy, where such systems 
are better established. 

In the future, conducting exercises to address the involvement of spontaneous volunteers 
would be valuable. Depending on the scenario, these volunteers could play useful roles, such 
as clearing debris to create access for emergency vehicles or managing crowds to maintain 
safety. Although there is no current practice or protocol for managing spontaneous volunteers, 
developing one would be crucial for enhancing disaster response capabilities. 
 

2.3 Online interviews 
A total of 8 interviews were conducted from December 18, 2024 to January 31, 2025 involving 
6 different organizations.  

Emergency management in Malta involves various stakeholders, but its effectiveness is 
constrained by resource limitations. The absence of formalized protocols for volunteer 
involvement necessitates a case-by-case evaluation of volunteers. While there is a focus on 
youth empowerment, the country lacks structured disaster preparedness programs, 
community trauma response mechanisms, and adequate support for people with disabilities. 
Efforts to integrate the disability register into disaster planning are underway, but more 
comprehensive and inclusive strategies are needed. Additionally, there is a lack of systematic 
mapping of vulnerable groups. The Malta Seismic Network operates 24/7 with automated 
detection, but without a dedicated team for real-time validation, its immediate response 
capabilities are limited. Simulations and international collaborations have improved 
preparedness, but Malta's vulnerability to tsunamis, underscored by events like the 1908 
Messina earthquake, remains a concern. The absence of seismic-specific building codes 
heightens risk as urban development progresses. Emergency communication systems, 
including sirens, FM radio, and planned cell broadcast alerts, are in place, though challenges 
remain in integrating meteorological services and ensuring telecom resilience during 
disasters. Public awareness efforts continue but struggle to reach international residents 
unfamiliar with local seismic risks. While Malta's overall seismic risk is low, flooding is a 
significant concern, and emergency response structures align with EU directives, though 
political and public opinion can influence decision-making. 

More details about the main insights from the interviews, categorized by organization. 

 
2.3.1 Malta Police Force 

The Police Force is one of the key actors in managing emergencies. Along with the Forensic 
Department, the Police Force organized disaster victim identification (DVI) meetings and 
simulations. These simulations included scenarios like car bombs and plane crashes, 
involving multiple stakeholders such as forensic experts, civil protection, nurses, and doctors 
from emergency services. During these simulations the area is closed off and only trained 
professionals are allowed in. In larger scale disasters, the situation is more challenging to 
manage because resources are limited, particularly in the case of natural disasters like 
earthquakes or tsunamis. With over 2000 police officers working in shifts, it is difficult to 
manage such large-scale emergencies effectively, and managing volunteers poses additional 



 

 
 

  

challenges. The Police Force, therefore, assess the situation on a case-by-case basis to 
determine whether volunteers can be utilized or if they pose a risk to themselves and others. 

There is no specific protocol for handling volunteers in every situation, and there is no specific 
protocol or structured document to assess and map vulnerable groups in emergencies. 
However, the Community Police Teams are familiar with the areas and can liaise with local 
Sergeants for detailed information. Such a system is considered adequate to guarantee 
efficiency in case of mass emergencies. 

The Police Force use mobile phones, radios, and social media like Facebook to communicate 
with different groups during emergencies. Each locality has its own Facebook page, in addition 
to the main police force page, to disseminate information. In the event of system failures, such 
as mobile network outages, the Police Force rely on physical visits to communicate with 
vulnerable groups. Area officers are tasked with contacting local entities like schools and 
elderly homes directly. In non-emergency situations, communication with local entities is often 
done through area officers who have direct contact with schools, elderly homes, and other 
vulnerable groups. This ensures that the right message is conveyed in an appropriate manner. 
 

2.3.2 Agenzija Żgħażagħ 
Agenzija Żgħażagħ operates through several key pillars, focusing on youth services, 
empowerment, and support. Indeed, Agenzija Żgħażagħ collaborates with secondary and high 
schools and offers outreach services outside schools. During summer, it organizes programs 
for youth aged 12–15, which include leisure activities, social and life skills training (e.g., 
communication and teamwork), and non-formal education. It provides funding to youth 
organizations to help them organize activities and projects, as well as offering training for youth 
leaders within these organizations. These initiatives focus on mentorship for talented youth in 
arts and music, helping them transition into professional careers. A dedicated unit supports 
unemployed, vulnerable youth lacking higher education. Through a three-year program, the 
unit aids around 70 individuals annually in transitioning to further studies or employment. 

Agenzija Żgħażagħ addresses immediate challenges affecting youth. For example, during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, it offered guidance on coping at home and dealing with isolation. 
Following the Ukraine war, youth engaged in fundraising efforts for Ukrainian peers. 

Despite its broad scope, Agenzija Żgħażagħ lacks a focus on prevention or preparedness for 
potential future disasters, such as natural calamities. Collaborations have been with entities 
like the Police on immediate response training, but no partnerships or initiatives have been 
established with Civil Protection authorities. This gap, highlighted by SYNERGIES research, 
has prompted reflection on the need to incorporate preventive measures into the Agency’s 
work. 

 
2.3.3 Foundation for Social Welfare Services 

The Foundation for Social Welfare Services (FSWS) serves as Malta’s national agency for 
social welfare, aiming to strengthen community-led initiatives and empower individuals.  
FSWS prioritizes building the capacity of communities to take charge of their own 
development. The focus is on enabling community members to address the issues affecting 
them directly. This community-led approach ensures sustainable and inclusive solutions while 
fostering a sense of ownership and collaboration. 

The Agency operates through the Agency for Community and Therapeutic Services, a 
subsidiary equipped with eight centers across Malta. These centers are staffed by social 
workers, community development workers, and social mentors. Together, the canters engage 



 

 
 

  

with communities daily, addressing issues such as social welfare, family dynamics, financial 
challenges, parenting, and employment. 

Additionally, FSWS provides specialized services such as home-based therapeutic 
interventions and psychological support, ensuring a holistic approach to social welfare. The 
work extends to vulnerable populations, including migrants and individuals in rehabilitation or 
mental health recovery because FSWS recognizes that reintegration into the community 
requires both individual support and community readiness. 

While FSWS primary focus is on day-to-day social welfare, the Agency is open to expanding 
the expertise to address broader issues such as disaster preparedness and community 
trauma, which is not currently covered. Malta’s close-knit communities can experience 
profound ripple effects from traumatic events, as seen during a past community tragedy 
involving a violent incident. 

Such events have highlighted gaps in community preparedness for large-scale crises. For 
example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, FSWS continued to provide essential services while 
adapting to public health regulations. It had a dedicated helpline to assist the population that 
served also as support for the national helpline. This experience underscored the importance 
of readiness for future emergencies. 

The work of the Agency would benefit from collaboration and training to enhance disaster 
preparedness, focusing on community trauma and resilience. By learning from other 
organizations and regions, FSWS can equip its staff with the skills and knowledge needed to 
address emergencies effectively. 
 

2.3.4 Commission for the Rights of Persons with Disability  
The Commission for the Rights of Persons with Disability (CRPD) is an essential body in Malta 
committed to safeguarding the rights and promoting equality for individuals with disabilities. It 
operates independently from the government, yet it is publicly funded. CRPD’s role spans a 
wide range of responsibilities, including raising awareness about disability-related issues, 
investigating complaints of discrimination, and ensuring equal access to services such as 
employment, education, and healthcare. The commission also plays a pivotal role in 
monitoring the implementation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (UNCRPD) within Malta, ensuring the country fulfills its obligations to international 
human rights standards. 

CRPD currently employs approximately 40 individuals who work in specialized units, each 
addressing specific aspects of disability rights. These include the Research and Monitoring 
Unit, which gathers data and monitors progress on disability issues, and the Investigations 
Unit, which handles discrimination complaints. The Compliance Unit ensures that newly 
constructed buildings meet accessibility standards, and the Communications Unit handles 
public outreach through accessible platforms such as websites and social media. 

While CRPD primarily communicates directly with individuals, it also collaborates with various 
NGOs and associations in Malta. These organizations, each focusing on different disability-
related issues, work with CRPD on a range of projects. The CRPD does not oversee these 
groups, but its partnerships strengthen their collective impact on promoting disability rights. 

Previously, CRPD managed the voluntary disability register, which included individuals who 
needed access to specific services such as the EU Disability Card or assistive devices. 
However, this responsibility was transferred to Agencia Supports, the national service provider 
for people with disabilities. Although CRPD no longer administers the registry, it still retains 
access and can assist researchers or other entities in reaching out to those who have 
registered. CRPD previously managed the Blue Badge program, which provides parking 



 

 
 

  

privileges for individuals with mobility impairments; however, this duty has also been 
transferred to Agencia Supports. 

The disability register, which holds around 25,000 voluntary names, is not mandatory. 
Individuals with disabilities can choose to register if they need access to services provided by 
CRPD, but many may opt out if they do not require support. This voluntary system aligns with 
the UNCRPD’s emphasis on the right of individuals to disclose their condition as they see fit. 
However, there is an ongoing debate about whether the registry could play a role in emergency 
preparedness, such as ensuring individuals with disabilities receive timely assistance during 
disasters. 

In Malta, as in many other countries, emergency preparedness for people with disabilities is 
an urgent issue. Past emergencies, such as fires, have revealed gaps in support for people 
with mobility impairments, as emergency responders may not have been aware of their 
specific needs. CRPD is actively working with emergency services to explore ways to integrate 
the disability register into emergency response systems, potentially linking databases to allow 
responders to access information about a person’s disability and provide more effective 
assistance. 

CRPD is also considering launching a campaign to encourage people with disabilities to 
register for emergency situations. This initiative could provide reassurance to individuals that 
their needs will be considered in the event of an evacuation or other emergency. CRPD 
ensures that its campaigns are accessible to all, including people with intellectual disabilities, 
by offering easy-to-read materials, subtitles, and sign language interpretation. 

The COVID-19 pandemic underscored the importance of accessible communication. Initially, 
there were challenges in making information available to people with disabilities, such as those 
with visual or hearing impairments. In response, CRPD worked swiftly to ensure that COVID-
related updates included subtitles, sign language, and easy-to-read formats. This proactive 
approach allowed CRPD to include people with disabilities in Malta’s national response to the 
crisis. 

The National Disability Strategy of Malta, running from 2021 to 2030, includes objectives to 
improve disaster risk management and preparedness for individuals with disabilities. While 
progress is being made, further work is needed to create concrete plans that address the 
specific needs of people with disabilities during crises. CRPD continues to play a vital role in 
shaping these strategies, collaborating with emergency services and other entities to ensure 
that disaster planning is more inclusive. 

Collaboration with other government bodies and emergency services is crucial for ensuring 
that people with disabilities are included in disaster management systems. For example, 
CRPD has worked with the 112 emergency number to include people with disabilities in their 
databases, allowing them to receive appropriate assistance. Many CRPD staff members, 
including those with disabilities themselves, contribute invaluable insights to ensure policies 
and services are genuinely inclusive. 

An important aspect of the government’s commitment to disability inclusion is the presence of 
the Minister for Inclusion and the Voluntary Sector. This ministerial role is responsible for 
overseeing policies and initiatives that support people with disabilities and the voluntary sector 
in Malta. The Minister for Inclusion plays a key role in ensuring that disability inclusion is a 
priority across various government departments and that policies align with the principles of 
the UNCRPD. CRPD works closely with the Ministry for Inclusion to ensure that disability-
related issues are effectively addressed in national policies and that people with disabilities 
receive the support they need. 



 

 
 

  

Despite CRPD’s efforts, challenges remain in ensuring that people with disabilities are fully 
integrated into emergency preparedness and response systems. More training, awareness, 
and specific projects are necessary to ensure the safety and well-being of people with 
disabilities in times of crisis. CRPD is committed to working toward policies that fill the gaps in 
current systems, aiming to provide all individuals, regardless of disability, with the support they 
need when disasters occur. 

The interviewee highlighted how one key issue in emergency planning is the tendency to 
overlook the specific needs of people with disabilities. Disasters like lockdowns often highlight 
how routines and daily activities can be disrupted, which can pose unique challenges for 
people with disabilities, such as those who rely on scheduled routines or face difficulties with 
mask-wearing requirements. These disruptions can cause confusion or stress, especially 
when people are not properly informed about exemptions or accommodations for those who 
cannot wear masks. 

According to the interviewee, the experience of the COVID-19 lockdown illustrates the need 
for detailed planning that takes into account the varied needs of individuals with disabilities. 
This can only be achieved through a more inclusive approach to disaster response and 
preparedness that recognizes the diversity of needs within society. While national disability 
strategies are in place, their implementation remains the true test, and more work is needed 
to ensure that strategies translate into tangible actions on the ground. 

Finally, the interviewee advocated for emergency preparedness for people with disabilities to 
be incorporated into broader national strategies and policies. This means considering how 
healthcare, education, and other services can be made accessible to those with mobility, 
cognitive, and sensory impairments. Similarly, public education campaigns must be accessible 
to all, including individuals with intellectual disabilities. Services and facilities must consider 
physical access, and emergency management training should include considerations for 
people with disabilities. Similarly, it is critical to involve people with disabilities in the planning 
and implementation of these strategies. Research into the specific challenges faced by people 
with disabilities during emergencies should be ongoing, and their lived experiences must 
inform future policies. This approach will help identify gaps and improve systems to meet the 
needs of people with disabilities in disaster scenarios. 
 

2.3.5 University of Malta 
The Malta Seismic Network plays a critical role in monitoring earthquakes and potential 
tsunamis in the Mediterranean region, utilizing an automated system that operates 
continuously to detect and analyze seismic activity. While the instruments and software are 
functional 24/7, the network does not have a dedicated team on duty around the clock for 
immediate manual validation or response to seismic events. This gap in real-time human 
oversight underscores a key limitation in the current setup. The network gathers data from 
eight local monitoring stations distributed across the island and from international partners 
such as Italy (INGV) and Greece (NOA), ensuring a broader regional coverage. However, data 
from North African stations is unavailable, representing a significant gap in seismic data for 
the region south of Malta, which remains a concern for the accuracy of event detection. 

The network’s primary focus is on seismic hazard assessment, specifically analyzing ground 
shaking based on geological characteristics. Unlike structural risk analysis, which evaluates 
the impact of earthquakes on buildings and infrastructure, the network’s work concludes at the 
ground level, providing information that can be integrated with engineering studies for 
comprehensive risk assessments. Collaboration with Malta’s Department of Civil Protection is 
informal but effective, with open communication channels allowing the team to issue alerts 
and share critical information during seismic events. However, there is no formal legal 



 

 
 

  

agreement mandating the team’s involvement, and resource constraints limit their ability to 
provide immediate responses in all situations. 

Automated systems process seismic data and provide initial alerts, but manual validation 
remains essential for confirming the accuracy of automated results, particularly for significant 
events or potential tsunami threats. Recent examples highlight this process, such as a 
magnitude 4.0 earthquake south of Malta, where the team manually verified data and informed 
Civil Protection within 15 minutes. This information proved critical in distinguishing the 
earthquake from other potential causes, such as industrial explosions, and in reassuring the 
public. The network also runs simulations for historical seismic events, such as the 1908 
Messina earthquake, modeling tsunami wave heights and arrival times to improve 
preparedness and response strategies. 

Despite these efforts, challenges persist. Malta lacks a building code specifically designed to 
address the risks of large earthquakes, reflecting the Country’s historically low seismic activity. 
However, with modern population growth and urban development, the potential impact of a 
significant earthquake has increased. Moreover, the absence of North African seismic data 
remains a strategic challenge, as collaboration with these countries could enhance the 
accuracy and reliability of regional monitoring. Compared to countries like Italy or Japan, 
where frequent seismic activity necessitates fully staffed, 24/7 monitoring systems, Malta’s 
relatively low hazard levels have shaped a different approach. Nonetheless, the increasing 
complexity of the country’s infrastructure and its vulnerability to rare but potentially severe 
seismic events underscore the need for continued investment in preparedness and 
international cooperation. 

Malta is also prone to tsunamis. Tsunamis are heavily influenced by the depth of the ocean 
floor, which can significantly impact their velocity. For instance, a magnitude 7.5 earthquake 
struck Messina in 1908, resulting in thousands of fatalities during the quake and in the 
aftermath. Documentation from that event reveals the waves reached areas like the modern-
day Marina di Malta, which today houses thousands of boats. A similar earthquake today 
would cause devastating damage due to increased population and combustible materials near 
the shoreline. Historical records, like the 1908 event, inform current simulations and disaster 
preparedness efforts. However, simulating tsunamis, particularly in regions like the 
Mediterranean, presents challenges due to the trade-off between high-resolution, detailed 
modeling and the need for real-time responses. For example, during a recent magnitude 7.5 
earthquake in Turkey, INGV issued a tsunami warning, but simulations predicted only minor 
waves, creating a dilemma for civil protection authorities who had to decide whether to take 
costly preventive actions. 

While tsunamis in the Mediterranean are rare, systems are in place to monitor and respond. 
Recent advancements, including Malta’s seismic network and collaborations with 
organizations like UNESCO, have improved preparedness. High-resolution simulations, 
though time-intensive, are conducted to determine safe evacuation routes and assess 
infrastructure vulnerability, as seen in projects at Marsaxlokk. These efforts involve significant 
resources and cooperation between civil protection agencies and local communities, including 
drills and educational campaigns. Although Malta, as a small country, has limitations 
compared to larger nations, its preparedness has improved significantly over the last decade. 
The primary role of monitoring organizations is to provide timely data to civil protection 
authorities, who then decide on actions and public warnings. This division of responsibilities 
ensures that responses are swift and effective, balancing precision with the urgency required 
in real-time scenarios. 

The Department of Geosciences actively engages with the public, media, and educational 
institutions to promote awareness about earthquakes and their studies, while also highlighting 



 

 
 

  

their work to attract students. Participation in events like the Science in the City Festival allows 
for direct communication with the public, answering questions and providing education about 
seismic activity. Their social media presence, particularly on Facebook, reaches thousands of 
people, though they face challenges in reaching new international residents unfamiliar with 
Malta's earthquake risks. This issue is compounded by varying levels of awareness depending 
on individuals' countries of origin. 

The department studies local geology and vibrations to assess risks for buildings and 
infrastructure, considering Malta's unique geological layers that amplify vibrations in certain 
areas. While modern construction often accounts for these factors, older structures may not. 
Their data is available to professionals and civil protection agencies for planning purposes. 
Communication with civil protection agencies is key, as they are the authorities responsible 
for issuing public alerts and managing emergencies like tsunamis, based on verified data 
provided by the geoscientists. 

Although the department's role is primarily advisory and academic, they aim to inform the 
public and relevant organizations about seismic risks and response strategies. They note the 
limitations of their resources and the complexity of reaching all necessary stakeholders. Their 
system emphasizes real-time data verification before dissemination, ensuring accuracy. 
However, while they assist in disaster preparedness and simulations, the implementation of 
automated alert systems, such as SMS-based warnings, falls outside their jurisdiction and is 
managed by civil protection authorities. Despite these challenges, the department remains 
committed to maximizing its impact through collaboration, research dissemination, and public 
education. 

Social science research plays a vital role in understanding public perceptions, behavior, and 
societal responses to crises, particularly natural disasters like earthquakes. However the 
department does not play a central role in such studies, although it had a role on the topic in 
the past. Currently, students and researchers engage in minor projects or collaborations with 
international colleagues to gather data on topics such as risk perception and earthquake or 
tsunami awareness. These studies frequently involve surveys that sample various 
demographic groups to analyze how different factors - like age, location, or building type - 
influence perceptions and experiences during such events. Although the sample sizes are 
relatively small compared to total populations, they provide valuable insights that can inform 
public awareness campaigns and preparedness efforts. For example, in past European Union 
projects, data collection focused on tsunami and earthquake perceptions. Public surveys, such 
as those asking citizens to report their experiences during earthquakes, have proved 
instrumental in understanding the intensity and distribution of seismic activity, even when 
automated detection systems face challenges. Real-time feedback from the public can 
supplement technical data, helping researchers identify unregistered earthquakes and 
improve response strategies. These efforts highlight the need for community awareness, 
especially in regions where earthquake risks are underestimated. Outreach initiatives often 
emphasize preparedness for local residents and travelers visiting high-risk areas like Italy or 
Greece, underscoring the importance of knowing how to react during seismic events. 

Additionally, social scientists and researchers face challenges when addressing public fear 
and misinformation during earthquake series, such as the 2023 events near Malta. Many 
citizens turn to scientists for guidance, seeking reassurance about safety and future risks. This 
requires not only technical expertise but also the ability to communicate effectively and 
empathetically. Experiences from other countries, like Turkey, demonstrate the importance of 
media training for scientists to convey confidence and clarity. Collaborative efforts to foster 
regional solidarity and mutual aid during crises are also emphasized, reinforcing the idea that 
collective resilience benefits all communities affected by natural disasters. 
 



 

 
 

  

2.3.6 Malta Communications Authority 
The Communications Authority serves as the National Regulatory Authority for electronic 
communications, established through the implementation of the European Economic 
Communications Code. Its primary role is to ensure that telecom operators comply with 
regulations and directives. However, it is not responsible for setting national policies or 
initiatives. For example, if the government mandates the adoption of a specific early warning 
technology, the Authority ensures that telecom operators meet the requirements for 
implementation. Similarly, it ensures that operators provide access to emergency services like 
the European emergency number 112, even in cases of force majeure. However, decisions 
on what constitutes a disaster, which early warning system to adopt, and national emergency 
policies fall under a different governmental body, specifically the Ministry for Home Affairs in 
Malta. 

The interviewees explain that Malta has various early warning measures in place. Sirens are 
deployed in low-lying areas at risk of tsunamis and flooding, and periodic drills educate citizens 
on how to react when alarms sound. Additionally, there has been work on implementing cell 
broadcast technology, which allows authorities to send alerts via mobile networks. While the 
Communications Authority does not implement this system, it oversees the telecom sector to 
ensure operators can interface with the infrastructure. 

Broadcast media, such as TV and radio, also play a role in disseminating emergency 
messages. The government has maintained FM radio transmission due to its reliability in 
disasters. Unlike digital networks, FM radio requires fewer transmission towers and remains 
accessible even when other communication methods fail. The emergency services have their 
own dedicated network, separate from public telecom infrastructure, ensuring communication 
between first responders. 

Internationally, Malta is a signatory of the Tampere Convention, which allows radio amateurs 
to assist civil protection entities. However, FM radio transmission in Malta relies on a single 
location, which poses risks in case of an earthquake. In contrast, the digital audio broadcasting 
system operates on a single frequency network, enhancing resilience. 

The interviewees highlight that there is no universal early warning system that serves all 
demographics effectively. Some individuals lack access to advanced mobile technologies, 
making advanced emergency alerts less effective for them. Moreover, telecom networks are 
designed for everyday communication, not necessarily to withstand all disasters. Force 
majeure events, such as severe floods or earthquakes, can render telecommunications 
infrastructure inoperative, complicating emergency response efforts. The interviewees add 
that the European Communications Code acknowledges the need for location-based 
warnings, ensuring messages are tailored to affected individuals. This approach arose after 
major disasters, such as tsunamis in the Pacific, which demonstrated the importance of 
customized alerts, those on the beach must seek higher ground, while those further inland 
should move away from danger zones. 

In Malta, the Ministry for Home Affairs oversees both emergency policies and the necessary 
infrastructure. It has centralized first responder control centers to improve coordination across 
police, civil protection, ambulances, and military forces. The same control centers also monitor 
Malta’s road network, given that traffic accidents are statistically more likely than natural 
disasters. Cell broadcast technology has been identified as Malta’s official public warning 
system. However, Malta’s meteorological services operate under the national airport, creating 
uncertainty about their role in emergency preparedness. Unlike other countries where 
meteorological offices trigger flood warnings, it is unclear which entity holds this responsibility 
in Malta. Historically, Malta relied on air raid sirens during World War II, which remain in place 
today and are sounded daily at noon. While sirens are simple and effective, their usefulness 



 

 
 

  

depends on public awareness of appropriate responses. Digital alerts, such as Google’s 
emergency notifications, provide precise, location-based warnings but require users to 
understand and interact with them. 

Emergency preparedness must involve multiple communication channels. A layered 
approach, including sirens, mobile alerts, and radio broadcasts, ensures that people receive 
warnings regardless of technological barriers. Citizen engagement is also vital, as informed 
individuals can help disseminate information to those in need. 

Malta has emergency plans in place, aligned with European directives requiring member 
states to establish disaster response structures. These plans cover various scenarios, and the 
country is expanding its preparedness measures. However, disaster risks in Malta are 
relatively low compared to other regions. The island is not significantly exposed to earthquakes 
or tsunamis, lacks forests that could sustain wildfires, and does not face extreme systemic 
risks. Flooding remains one of Malta’s primary concerns due to the island’s topography. The 
government has taken proactive steps, including relocating residents from flood-prone areas. 
However, risk management decisions can sometimes be influenced by political and public 
opinion dynamics. 
  



 

 
 

  

3. CONCLUSIONS 

The DecEx 2024 exercise undoubtedly marked a milestone in strengthening the preparedness 
of disaster managers and the community for emergencies in Malta. In fact, DecEx 2024 
represented the second step (12 years after the organization of the first national civil protection 
exercise) toward building a culture of preparedness, safety, and disaster resilience. The 
exercise raised awareness of the issues that primarily hinder effective emergency operations 
in Malta, such as the entrenched silo work culture and the resulting communication challenges 
between agencies and operators. 

DecEx 2024 laid the groundwork for fostering discussions among first responders, creating an 
opportunity to include organizations that could not directly participate in the exercise. 
Alongside the exercise, high-level meetings were already organized between responder 
organizations and the Maltese government to discuss the lessons learned from the exercise 
and identify areas for improvement to test in future exercises, aiming to enhance disaster 
preparedness. 

Moreover, thanks to the presence of international responder teams, the exercise facilitated 
exchanges and discussions on incorporating international standard systems and practices into 
the daily activities of local responder organizations. This approach aims to create a common 
operational framework, minimizing the need for adaptation and reorganization during 
emergencies, thereby ensuring an effective and seamless response. 

The support from SYNERGIES was crucial in achieving this milestone in disaster 
preparedness in Malta. Additionally, the event provided an opportunity to strengthen 
collaboration with the Local Support Team and enabled the collection of valuable information 
for finalizing the Steering phase. This effort reached not only responder organizations and 
volunteers active during the exercise but also actors such as Civil Society Organizations, 
which had not been previously engaged in earlier activities. 

  



 

 
 

  

● ANNEX 1: DecEx 2024 Concept Note 
 

 



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  

 

  



 

 
 

  

● ANNEX 2: DecEx 2024 Volunteers Handbook 
 

 



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  

  



 

 
 

  

● ANNEX 3: DecEx 2024 Stakeholders consultation Survey 
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● ANNEX 4: Photos 



 

 
 

  

 



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

  

 


