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An introduction to Noise pollution in the Maltese islands 

Malta is a European island nation state known for its high population density. As a result of this 

density, interests are bound to overlap between economic, environmental and social sectors.  Noise 

pollution is categorised into two categories; 

 Neighbourhood noise 

 Neighbour noise 

Although they are sometimes used interchangeably, they have very different meanings. Neighbour 

noise refers to any activity taking place within a domestic setting, i.e. sources that come from within 

an abode which generally are of a point source nature. Meanwhile, neighbourhood noise can be any 

type of unwanted noise generated in an urban or rural context (EPA, n.d.)  For the purpose of this 

report, we will focus on neighbourhood noise specifically that which is generated from motor 

vehicles. A study has shown that at least 32,000 are exposed to greater than 55dB from noise 

generated by major roadways. A further 14,400 are exposed to greater than 65db and 200 more are 

exposed to greater than 75dB (Update of the handbook on external costs of transport, 2014) (Fig 1) 

General public perception: 

The first point of inquiry is the public perception regarding noise in their homes. A survey conducted 

on behalf the NGO known as NASoM by Prof. Albert Caruana of the University of Malta  

 95% said that noise is a health hazard 

 95% agreed that excess noise causes hearing impairment 

 92% believe that unwanted noise can lead to other health problems included changes in 

blood pressure, sleep patterns nervous tension and cardiovascular diseases. 

The WHO conducted a study about health inequalities in Malta. 

 

 

Table showing population percentage lifted from a WHO report. It clearly shows 

the Maltese trend compared to EU-27. 

(Source: WHO, Environmental Inequalities in Malta, Page 17) 
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From the data on page 2 it is abundantly clear that the European Union has seen a downward trend 

from 24% to 19.8% (-4.2%) from 2005 – 2011, whilst the Maltese islands have had a major increase 

from 23.8 to 30.4 (+6.6%). 

According to Professor Albert Caruana, 2009, 79% never complained about noise whilst 21% did. Of 

the 21% that did complain; 

 35% complained to the perpetuator or noise source 

 45% complained to the police 

 20% complained to the local council 

Using this data, we can correlate the issue with lacklustre legislation. Of the 3 bodies mentioned, 

only 1, the police have executive authority granted by local legislation. The most obvious fault with 

this beyond the lack of technical enforcement integrated under the Code of police law, is that the 

police simply do not have the manpower to respond to all these situations. Moreover, they do not 

have the equipment required for a just in time solution. Often the response time is too long in order 

to keep up with the volatile pollutant that is excess noise when the perpetuator can easily adjust or 

deny nuisance claims. It is also difficult for a citizen to report noisy vehicles as the legal instrument 

them allow for high ranges exceeding 100dB, which is a level that can cause hearing damage even 

for short exposures. This report will go into detail about the legal framework surrounding motor 

vehicles in the next chapter. 

 

 

Source: OHSA 
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Legal framework for motor vehicles 

 

 

 

The graphic on page 3 illustrates the existing local noise management structure for motor vehicles. 

The first box shows the Law, the second indicates the specific regulation and the last specifies the 

competent authority with executive capability. 

These are all the references made to noise pollution in Subsidiary legislation 65:11, Motor vehicles 

regulations; 

“No  person  may  use  any  tyre  which  is  so  worn  out  that  it 
may cause damage to the road, undue noise or vibration or danger 
to other road users” 110, Page 2 
 
“No  person  shall  make,  cause  or  permit  to  be  made  any unnecessary noise with the motor 

vehicle horn or with any other warning device”96 (2) , page 19 

“No person shall drive or run the engine of a motor vehicle in such a manner as to cause undue 

noise. “ 105, page 21 

As is evidenced, there are no legal thresholds for noise management in SL 65:11, Motor vehicles 

regulations. All three mentions of noise are purely subjective and unenforceable except in the case 

of neighbourhood disruptions which fall under the Code of Police law 41, (1) 

“In any other premises, cause suffering by the operating of wireless loud speaker, gramophone, 

amplifier or similar instrument, or cause suffering by any noise which shall be so loud as to cause a 

nuisance to residents or persons in any premises in the neighbourhood” 

The Motor vehicles roadworthiness test regulation is the only piece of legislation that mentions 

technical thresholds. On page 5, one can find the main categories of vehicles as listed in SL 65:11, 

“MOTOR VEHICLE ROADWORTHINESS TEST REGULATIONS” 

Authority for Transport in 

Malta Act 

Motor vehicles Reg. SL 65:11 

Motor vehicles 

roadworthiness Test 

regulation 

Authority for Transport in 

Malta (Directorate for VRT) 
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Below are the thresholds measured in dB for passenger cars (79% of registered vehicles). It is evident 

that these levels far exceed safe noise levels and actually breach the 100dB hearing dam. Indeed a 

person is not recommended to be exposed to noise levels of 100dB for more than 15 minutes and 

115dB for 30 seconds. (NIOSH – OHSA) (Figure 3) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:  http://www.transport.gov.mt/ 

Source:  http://www.transport.gov.mt/ 
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Commission directive 2007/34/EC: 

This directive specifies technical noise level requirements in relation to the type and power of a 

vehicle. These values range from; 

 66dB and 80dB for motorcycles 

 70dB and 80dB for motor vehicles 

In stark contrast, the Maltese vehicle road worthiness test, VRT, the acceptable levels are; 

 100dB and 105dB 

 119dB for Motorcycles 

This report along with many experts conclude that these levels are far too high when compared to  

WHO standard of 55dB at night (WHO Hurtley, 2009) (Fig 4 Appendix). It is worth nothing that the 

2007/34/EC standards are also considered far too high for night time standards. Naturally this is 

mitigated by a decrease in traffic congestion at these times as well as other possible sound 

mitigation measures such as noise insulation in the home as well as noise barriers across roadways. 

Conclusion: 

The current situation can be summed up in three main points; 

 The Maltese islands are experiencing an increasing trend of noise complaints (+6.6% 2005 – 

2011) 

 As of January 2015,  2007/34/EC  which concerns the noise levels generated by motor 

vehicle power plants, is not transposed correctly 

 As of January 2015, Regulation 540/2014 concerning the replacement of car exhaust 

systems is not transposed correctly 

 As of January 2015, 2001/43/EC is also not correctly transposed. This concerns tyre noise 

levels 

 There is a lack of noise dampening and monitoring devices at major roadways 

 The Maltese islands are critically overpopulated by motor vehicles with 352,671 registered 

vehicles, 79% of which are private passenger cars. 
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This report shows that the Maltese islands are in dire need of a transport system overhaul, not only 

to mitigate the dangerous and often underappreciated side effects of noise pollution but also to 

have a better quality of life. Improving these standards would also result in a more efficient traffic 

system, better enjoyment of one’s property, safer air quality and also reduce the alarming amount 

of road accidents as 2016 has taken the record for the deadliest year in term of traffic fatalities. 
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Appendix: 

 

Taken from an EU Commission report assessing the external costs of transport. This section 

deals with noise externalities and shows 55, 65 and 75dB threshold exposures. (Source: 

Update of the handbook on external costs of transport, P110) 
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Letter sent to the ministry for transport and infrastructure by NGO NASoM 

regarding mission EU legal instruments in local legislation (Source: 

http://www.nasomalta.org/) 
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  NIOSH – OSHA Noise exposure standards (Source: http://www.sengpielaudio.com/NIOSH-

OSHA-Standards.gif) 
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Health effects of chronic noise exposure in a night time environment (Source: Hurtley, 

C. 2009, Page 108 [P 128 on PDF]) 
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