UNESCO Heritage Profile: Malta

Malta is a small appelegio of islands in a key strategic position in the middle of the Mediterranean. It comprises of 3 islands - Malta, Gozo, and Comino, with a population of over 400000 inhabitants living within 316 square kilometres, making it the most densely populated country in Europe. According to the Malta Tourism Authority, “Malta is the largest island and the cultural, commercial, and administrative centre. Gozo is the second largest and more rural, characterised by fishing, tourism, crafts, and agriculture. Comino, the smallest of the trio, has one hotel and is largely uninhabited.” (Islands - Visit Malta) Malta lies 93km south of Sicily and 288 north of Africa. 
Historically, the islands have been closely intertwined with Sicily, and it’s strategic value has meant that it has been invaded and ruled by other countries throughout its history. Most famously, it has been ruled by the Knights Hospitaller who ruled Malta as a vassal state of Sicily from 1091 until French invasion under Napoleon. Before this it was ruled by the Phoenicians, Greeks, Carthaginians, Romans, Byzantines, and Arabs. French rule was two years long and the only foreign rule actively resisted by the Maltese. In 1800 Malta drove the French out with British help and became a British Protectorate, and subsequently it’s base of naval operations in the Mediterranean. 
Malta because a member of the commonwealth in 1964 and an independent state in 1974. Malta became a member state of UNESCO in 1978. It successfully nominated 3 heritage sites which UNESCO inscribed onto the World Heritage List in 1980. In 2004, Malta joined the EU. Given the number of cultures who ruled Malta, and Malta’s lack of natural resources to support itself independently, universal heritage is a term which takes on a whole new meaning when examining the cultural inheritance of the nation and it’s relationship with global heritage and attendant organisations. 

To discuss Malta’s relationship with it’s world heritage sites, we need to establish definitions for the terms global heritage and cultural heritage. While there are several different nuances proposed by various authors, the gist of the definitions remains constant. While historically, cultural heritage has been seen to be entirely physical – represented by monuments, buildings and other built expressions of people engaging with their surroundings, it is currently seen to encompass both tangible and intangible heritage. Tangible heritage being made up of things such as monuments, artwork, and other physical objects relating to how people live, worship, and share concepts, and intangible heritage recognising more ephemeral aspects such as social cultural practices such as customs, traditions, and religions passed from one generation to the next. UNESCO has it’s own criteria for cultural heritage and these are the criteria which must be met to be included on the World Heritage List. 
The UNESCO definition of intangible heritage is laid out on their website:
Cultural heritage does not end at monuments and collections of objects. It also includes traditions or living expressions inherited from our ancestors and passed on to our descendants, such as oral traditions, performing arts, social practices, rituals, festive events, knowledge, and practices concerning nature and the universe or the knowledge and skills to produce traditional crafts. 
What is Intangible Cultural Heritage? - intangible heritage - Culture Sector - UNESCO

While UNESCO does work to support intangible heritage, it’s original focus, and the focus of Malta’s relationship with UNESCO, is the conservation of tangible cultural heritage. To do this, UNESCO has it’s own list of 10 criterion and processes through which states can nominate sites for inclusion to the World Heritage List. These processes include state involvement with preserving the sites and culminate in the nominations which must be approved by the General Conference before their inscription onto the World Heritage List.
Malta’s UNESCO sites are are the city of Valletta, a key administrative hub from the arrival of the Knights of St John, who’s history is intertwined with Malta’s built and political heritage, Hal Saflieni Hypogeum in Paola, and The Temple of Ggantija, two megalithic temples on the Maltese island of Gozo. This listing was extended in 1992 to include a further 5 megalithic temples on Gozo and Malta. This property is now named the Megalithic Temples of Malta.
The City of Valletta has been the capital of Malta since the arrival of the Knights of St John, who moved administrative rule away from the medieval centre of Mdina to build their own, more modern, fortified city. It is sited on a peninsular in between the two main harbours of Malta. The Order, the Pope and the King of Spain provided funding to build a modern, renaissance city using the (then) new grid pattern, fortified and designed to be easily defendable. “Valletta’s 320 monuments, all within an area of 55 ha, make it one of the most concentrated historic areas in the world.”( City of Valletta - UNESCO World Heritage Centre) In addition, partly due to its geography, Valletta has largely retained it’s original perimeter, and is an excellent example of its type. Consequently, it has been inscribed on the World Heritage List, as it meets criterions i. and vi on grounds of it’s location, dense historical content, and unique relationship with the Knights of St John.
The Hal Saflieni Hypogeum is a huge, manmade subterranean structure c. 2500. Built out of two different types of limestone using stone tools, it consists of 3 levels of chambers and passages, each featuring and echoing carvings and decoration elsewhere within the structure. The scale of the site is perhaps easier to envisage knowing that it was thought to have been a burial site in use for 7000 people between 4000BC and 2500BC. Echo niches, artefacts, and usage of red ochre suggest intangible cultural practices. It is the only known underground labyrinth of its era in Europe. The architecture of this site, echoing features of the above ground megalithic temples in Malta, and it’s state of preservation make it unique. It was inscribed on the World Heritage List in 1980, meeting criterion iii.) as an “exceptional testimony to a … civilisation which ... has disappeared.”( Megalithic Temples of Malta - UNESCO World Heritage Centre) It is protected with a buffer zone, which is also part of the listing.
The Megalithic Temples of Malta consist of seven temples within the same listing. These are the two temples of Ggantija on Gozo, the temples of Hagar Qim, Mnajdra and Tarxien on Malta, and the complexes of Ta’Hagrat and Skorba. They are not the only neolithic sites in Malta, there are many others of varying sizes, but these seven were the only ones nominated by Malta and inscribed on the World Heritage List by UNESCO. Each temple is individually constructed and demonstrate the evolution of Megalithic temple building.  The temples are described as being “different in plan, articulation and construction technique.”[footnoteRef:1] All of the sites are in a good state of conservation, with the Tarxien complex less well conserved. They are all inscribed on the list as meeting the same criteria, criterion 4, as they are considered “to be an outstanding example of a type of building, architectural or technological ensemble or landscape which illustrates a significant stage in human history.” (UNESCO World Heritage Centre - The Criteria for Selection) The temples are also protected by Maltese legislation (the Cultural Heritage Act 2002), and together with their buffer zones are formally scheduled as Grade A archaeological sites by the Malta Environment and Planning Authority.  [1: ] 

Intangible aspects of Maltese cultural heritage are only mentioned as past practices or absent in it’s wider heritage tourism, and this absence seems to be indicative of the perception Malta has of both cultural heritage and tourism. 


Malta’s engagement with and protection of its megalithic and other historical heritage isn’t purely due to cultural relevance or value. To a very significant extent, all three of Malta’s UNESCO sites are bound up with it’s tourism industry, and the other numerous megalithic temples, sites and aspects of cultural heritage are overshadowed by them. Malta’s inclusion into UNESCO and subsequent awarding of World Heritage status for Valletta, Hal Saflieni Hypogeum, and the Megalithic Temples of Malta, coincided with, and was perhaps partly driven by, a recognition of the role tourism was playing on the islands and within the politics of the time. With the dismantlement of the British Naval base in the 1970s, and the subsequent economic and political impact, tourism was part of this, initially without any regard to the capacity of either the locals or the islands themselves to cope with it. As a result of this huge strain on the infrastructure, the Maltese government sought to impose regulation on building, planning, tourism, and several other areas. A push for a more polished approach to tourism began as Malta’s three UNESCO sites were inscribed on the World Heritage List. However, this focus on cultural heritage does not seem have extended beyond global heritage but remains centred around sites set in the context of global, not local, context.
In 2007, figures given by the Malta Tourism Authority show that tourism is the third largest industry in Malta, providing 24% of the GPD, 25% of goods and services, and 27% of total employment. (Dodds) These have decreased since 2007, and there seems to be some discrepancies in reports, but tourism remains one of Malta’s top 5 sources of income and employment, with it providing approximately 15% of the GPD. This has been a significant influence in how Malta has managed and marketed it’s global cultural heritage, with much of the focus of the Malta Tourism Authority being on the UNESCO sites and sheer volume of historic sites in a small area. Something illustrated by Valletta, where it is not only stressed in the application to be inscribed on the Global Heritage list, but part of the Malta Tourism Authority advertising. The site comes across as a product, and the product comes across as ‘visit us, we’ve got history and you won’t have to walk far’, rather than anything specifically connected to the island. This is interesting, as very little on the Malta Tourism Authority’s website is said about other aspects of Malta’s history. For example, little is made of Mdina, the medieval capital before the arrival of the Knights Hospitaller, which is a good example of a medieval city, with it’s own wealth of history and culture. It is also, however, by it’s name and parts of the city a reference to Malta’s Arabic past, which is something that seems to be glossed over in comparison to other periods of it’s history. It is left to non-official tourism sites to highlight Mdina’s glories, other sites of historical and heritage interest, and intangible elements such as the Festa, and local cuisine. There very clearly is a living element of intangible cultural heritage within the islands, but it’s not something Malta chooses to officially highlight as a tourist attraction.

This is possibly because Malta’s engagement with tourism and it’s preference to encourage cultural tourism is contested. Overcrowding and pressure for land can foster resentment and the perception that things are made nice for the tourists but the locals are overlooked. In Valletta, mentioned in the UNESCO bid and in several other sources, there is a huge pressure to build up, which would affect the listed buildings and the historic skyline. Pressure on infrastructure also causes issues, despite legislation to try and deal with it. It is unclear to what extent the legislation is consistently enforced, which sheds an interesting slant on the buffer zones incorporated into the UNESCO listings. Lack of clarity is mentioned in several places, including Dodds study on sustainable tourism. She writes:
In Malta, as elsewhere, good intentions are necessary but not sufficient. Absence of political will, lack of awareness of sustainable tourism, lack of stakeholder participation, policy ambiguity, partisan tensions, poor coordination and communication within the MTA and among Authorities and Ministries, and short-term economic prioritization, have all been cited as factors leading to a failure to apply a sustainable tourism policy in Malta.
Why this lack of implementation? First, there is a lack of political will because changes are likely to be unpopular and could impact negatively on votes. Second, there is a lack of communication and cooperation amongst different sections of the public sector, leading to red tape, ineffectiveness and inefficiencies. Third, sustainability measures were misconstrued to try to upgrade the destination and regain market share rather than truly move towards attaining triple bottom line sustainability. 
Dodds, Rachel.Island Studies Journal; Charlottetown Vol. 2, Iss. 1,  (May 2007): 47-66.

This is echoed by Wagner, and other anecdotal writings. Also emerging out of these writings is what could be perceived as a lack of national identity, but arguably isn’t. Rather, there comes across an intensely localised regional identity, which others external groups into different categories. This lack of conventional national identity is also mentioned by Baldacchino (Pangs of nascent nationalism from the nationless state? Euro coins and undocumented migrants in Malta since 2004) who commented “Malta may have secured political independence, [but] the evolution of its national identity has not kept pace with its emergence as a sovereign state.” Going on to note that when invited to select images for the Euro currency when it joined the EU “none of these twelve options included an actual Maltese person, or a contemporary Maltese trait.” Malta’s presented national presence seems to be always it’s shared past with outside sovereignties. Possibly because it only had 30 years as a sovereign state before joining the EU, with all the wider affiliations that entails. 
Despite embracing (most) foreign rule, UNESCO, and the EU, Malta seems to have quite an idiosyncratic approach to ‘others’. Unable to sustain itself for much of its history, it might be argued that invaders were not resisted because they came with new opportunities and resources. Unfortunately, part of that othering seems to have resulted in widespread xenophobia (Marie Paule Wagner  2021, islesoftheleft.org) regarding permanent residents perceived to be outsiders, despite the encouraging approach to tourists who pay their money and leave. Perhaps, like the successful Ankh Morpork in Terry Pratchett’s Discworld novels, welcoming invaders/overlords as business opportunities rather than seeing them as innately bad, has created a different set of values in terms of what is necessary for cultural identity, and as long as the requirements of cultural values and economic value are closely aligned, there is no need or drive to encourage outsiders to participate in ‘home’ cultural heritage when world heritage sites provide an easily marketed alternative meeting demand. 
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