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Investing in health to improve quality 

of life and foster economic growth

Good health is a value in itself. It matters greatly 
for individuals, for families and for society and, 
this alone, is the main reason why developed 
societies tend to invest in the health sector. Good 
health is also an important pre-requisite that 
enables individuals and societies to further their 
economic growth and development. Good health 
in childhood enhances cognitive function and 
reduces school absenteeism. 

Thus, children with better health can achieve 
better educational outcomes. In the workforce, 
better health is also associated with reduced 
absenteeism and increased productivity. Healthy 
ageing enables the development of the “silver 
economy” and keeps the elderly active in society. 
Therefore, at all ages, improved health can lead to 
better quality of life. 

The health sector is one of the most important 
economic sectors in Europe. It is widely accepted 
that human capital is an important pre-requisite 
for economic growth. Until recently, investing in 
human capital was mostly perceived as investing 
in education. There is now increasing evidence 
that health, usually measured in the form of 
life expectancy, is a very important predictor of 
economic growth. 

The European Union has recently introduced the 
measure of “healthy life expectancy” as one of the 
indicators to measure the progress being made by 
Member States in achieving the goals of the 
Lisbon Agenda.

In 2005, life expectancy at birth was 77.2 years for 
men and 81.4 years for women (EU averages 75.1; 
81.4 respectively). An improvement of 2.3 years 
for men and 1.9 years for women was achieved 
between 1995 and 2005. Table 1 shows that the 
Age standardised mortality rates are falling steadily 
but remain far higher than the average for the 
European Union for ischaemic heart disease. In 
1995, with the publication of Health Vision 2000, 
targets were set for improvement in health status 
and control of risk factors. The current situation 
is being evaluated so as to come up with an 
updated national health strategy, following wide 
consultation.

The European Union is expected to publish the 
European Health Strategy later this year. This will 
serve as a framework within which to formulate a 
new health strategy for Malta.
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The improvements that have been registered over 
the past years can be furthered if we can ensure 
that we take the necessary steps to achieve our 
vision for the health sector. 

Our vision is that of fostering a healthy 
environment that enables people to make the 
right choices to attain a high level of health and 
well being.

We have therefore made the following our 
key objectives:

• To mainstream health into all policies thereby 

ensuring healthy and supportive environments 
that prevent illness and premature death.

• To ensure the provision of patient-centred high 
quality and sustainable health services that seek 
to restore health and rehabilitate ill persons 
into society.

• To ensure the provision of high quality 
supportive and caring environments for all 
those who are unable to live independently. 

• To build on the strengths of the health sector 
and promote this as a key industry in Malta’s 
strategy for social and economic development.
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Table 2: Standardised death rates, per 100,000*

Source: Data for EU27 - European health for all database, WHO Regional Office for Europe (accessed May 2007)
Source: Data for Malta - Malta National Morality Registry, Department of Health Information, Malta

•The standardised death rates used here are calculated on the basis of the Standard European Population from the World Health Organisation.
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Healthy living for all

The importance of promoting health in all settings 
is undisputed. Achieving a healthy living for 
all requires the concerted action of everybody. 
Government is committed to implement the 
concept of placing health improvement at the 
centre of all its policies. The concept of a health 
impact assessment is relatively new to Malta. 
Initiatives such as the introduction of cycle lanes, 
the construction of gymnasia and the decision to 
establish a nature park are testimony of our efforts 
to mainstream health in all settings. 

We are committed to particularly improve 
health in educational settings, the workplace 
and communities. All Government departments 
will therefore be tasked with paying particular 
attention to the health impact of their activities 
and will be encouraged to take steps to promote 
health. A health impact assessment unit will be 
established within the Ministry of Health, the 
Elderly and Community Care.

Health promotion

Obesity, sexually transmitted infections, exercise, 
stress, alcohol, tobacco smoking and substance 
abuse remain the main lifestyle-related health 
challenges. The educational campaigns that have 
become so familiar are now being complemented 
and supported by health promotion strategies that 

The health sector is largely a service industry with 
both the public and the private health sector 
engaged in the prevention and treatment of illness.

The growing manufacturing health industry has 
added a new dimension to the health sector. In 
2006, Government drew up a strategy for the 
health and long-term care sectors in Malta as 
part of the open method of coordination for the 
social protection systems spearheaded by the 

seek to work in partnership with all stakeholders in 
order to address the wider determinants of health.

The legislation on tobacco smoking was an 
important step in our strategy to curb tobacco 
smoking. We shall continue to work to make sure 
that the legislation is enforced. The literature 
shows that young people are dissuaded from 
taking up smoking when cigarettes are expensive. 
For this reason we favour an increase in 
tobacco taxation.

The legislation introduced to ban underage 
drinking was an important measure to address 
our concerns on alcohol consumption in young 
people. Further measures to address the growing 
problem with alcohol consumption may 
be considered as part of an alcohol strategy 
under discussion.

The fight against obesity is being stepped up with 
the launch of the campaign “Ófief u B’Sa itna tul 

ajjitna”. An inter-ministerial committee has been 
set up to coordinate the various measures that 
need to be taken to reverse this trend particularly 
in children. 

We have to take all the possible measures to ensure 
that our children eat healthy diets and exercise 
regularly. The Health Promotion Department 
and the Education Division are collaborating on 

European Union. In keeping with the philosophy 
that the health service is a social service, the three 
overriding goals that are emphasised in all the 
policies and projects envisaged for the health 
sector are:

• Enhancing equity in access; 
• Promoting quality of services; and,
• Ensuring sustainability of health and long-term 

care systems.
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a number of successful programmes including 
the “Shape up” initiative. A healthy eating school 
policy has been successfully implemented in a 
number of schools. 

This will be rolled out to all schools and 
educational institutions. Skola Sajf is an example 
of an important initiative that encourages exercise 
in children. Such initiatives will continue to be 
expanded so as to ensure that all children 
can benefit.

The publication of a drugs strategy will continue to 
strengthen our efforts to combat substance abuse. 
This will emphasise the elements of prevention 
and rehabilitation.

Health promotion at the workplace is an important 

element of the strategy to promote health in all 
settings. Injuries and mental health problems 
remain at the forefront of the agenda for this 
sector. A number of projects and programmes 
which will seek to utilise EU Structural Funds are 
planned to continue to strengthen health and 
safety in the workplace (OHSA).

The health promotion focus has traditionally been 
on children and adolescents. It has now, however, 
become very important to promote health in 
middle aged persons and in the elderly. At every 
stage in our life, there is additional health gain 
through the adoption of healthy lifestyles. Healthy 
ageing will be supported by encouraging the 
elderly to remain productive and socially active.

Current situation

The health services in Malta can be considered to 
be one of our island’s “jewels”. Malta is historically 
renowned for its health services and medical 
school dating back to the times of the Knights of 
Malta. Just under 100 years ago, Malta had earned 
itself the eponym “Nurse of the Mediterranean” 
for its role in caring for the sick and wounded in 
World War I. It is our firm belief that Malta can 
carve a role and name for itself as a specialist 
centre for health services in the centre of the 
Mediterranean for the 21st century. 

We have invested heavily in health infrastructure 
development notably with the construction and 
commissioning of the Mater Dei Hospital. 

This 825 bed high-tech acute hospital is equipped 
with the latest technology and world class medical 
equipment. It has also been developed in such a 
way as to provide a complete healing experience 
for all those who make use of the facilities. 
Developments have also taken place in refurbishing 
large parts of the St. Vincent de Paule residence 
with the official opening of the Madre Teresa 
wing last September. A step down facility and 
intermediate care facility was piloted in Mount 

Carmel. The success of the St. Jeanne Antide ward 
has encouraged us to further develop this type 
of service.Within Mount Carmel Hospital a quiet 
revolution has taken place. The first steps have 
been taken in the development of community 
mental health services, whilst the refurbishment of 
large parts of this hospital have rendered it virtually 
unrecognisable to what it was just a few years ago.

However, this is just the beginning of a series of 
developments earmarked for the health sector in 
order to ensure that we completely transform the 
infrastructure designed to support the delivery 
of health services. The European Union has 
positively embraced Government’s proposal to 
have a priority axis that focuses on quality of life 
and health in its operational programme for the 
forthcoming Structural Funds. This will be able 
to assist in the further development of health 
care infrastructure in Malta. The infrastructure 
is, however, just one of the inputs to ensure the 
successful delivery of sustainable, high quality 
health care services. The other important inputs 
that equally merit attention are human resources, 
medicines and technology. All these in turn must 
be funded and governed strategically.



75

Challenges

The Maltese health sector, just like any other 
developed country has in some way become a 
victim of its own success. On one hand demand 
continues to outpace the supply of financial and 
human resources. The aging population requires 
health and long-term care services with sufficient 
capacity to meet needs posed by the increasing 

number of elderly persons. On the other hand the 
development of new medicines and technology 
fuels the spiralling and unlimited demand for new 
modalities in health services. 

The effects of globalisation and the opening up 
of the market for human resources and services 
in the European Union renders the challenges we 
are facing even more acute. Total public health 
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expenditure in PPP per capita went up by 42 per 
cent between 2000 and 2004. The expenditure on 
the health sector is rising at a faster rate than GDP. 
The rising expenditure is particularly of concern 
in the areas of pharmaceuticals and medical 
technology.

The solutions, as outlined in the National Strategy 
for Health and Long-term care adopted during 
2006, lie in the effective stewardship of the public
health-care system. This will entail the management 
of performance and the creation of a dedicated 
funding stream for health and long-term care. 

On the other hand, the pursuit of innovative 
approaches by the private sector to turn the 
international demand for health services into 
an opportunity that can be exploited by Malta’s 
health care industry is being actively supported by 
Government.

Vulnerable groups

In pursuing our goal of better health and better 
quality of life for all persons living in Malta 
and Gozo, we shall be giving due attention to 
vulnerable groups.

The revision of the Mental Health Act is an 
example of the way in which we intend to place 
patients at the centre of the health-care service. 
It also shows how we intend to put mechanisms 
in place to protect persons when they are at their 
most vulnerable such as when suffering from 
mental health problems.

In all our health-care policies, we shall be giving 
particular attention to children, the elderly, 
persons with disability and groups of persons with 
special needs, including irregular immigrants.

The public health sector directly employs over 
6000 workers. Diversity is the hallmark of this 
workforce yet every person is important in 
delivering a quality service, from the cleaners and 
porters through to nurses, the allied health care 
professionals, doctors and consultants. The health 
sector is undergoing an unprecedented wave of 
expansion and service development. The success 
of this project depends entirely on the health 
care workforce. The motivation and commitment 
of our human resources in the health care 
sector is an inspiring example for other sectors. 
The competence and expertise of the health care 
professionals is second to none. 

Yet we are facing huge challenges! The scarcity 
of health-care workers world-wide means that 
the health-care workforce is much in demand 
and extremely mobile. Health care professionals 
need to be supported and given appropriate work 
conditions in order to attract, recruit and retain 
health care professionals.

In our national plan for health and long-term care, 
we recognised that the sustainability of the health 

and long-term care sectors in Malta requires a 
coherent human resources strategy that seeks to 
address the main challenges facing this workforce. 
We shall be embarking on the development of 
such a strategy to ensure the recruitment and the 
retention of qualified health care staff.

The key objectives will be to:

• Strengthen undergraduate training and 
enhance capacity;

• Develop structured specialist postgraduate 
training programmes;

• Foster ongoing human resource development;
• Develop innovative and flexible schemes to 

better match work family balance with service 
exigencies;

• Provide psychological and emotional support to 
all health-care workers;

In the area of undergraduate training, we have 
a history of resounding success. Many overseas 
students seek our Medical School because of its 
reputation for excellence. We need to continue 
supporting and providing the necessary resources 
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for undergraduate training. The possibility of 
establishing an International Medical School is 
being actively contemplated. Mater Dei Hospital 
and the University of Malta form an attractive duo 
for prospective medical students. In the area of 
pharmacy, the need for graduates continues to 
be strongly felt as a result of the success of the 
pharmaceutical industry.

The Institute of Health Care has revolutionised 
undergraduate training for nursing and allied 
professions. We need to continue to support and 
upgrade the Institute in order to equip it with the 
necessary resources to provide the much needed 
nurses and supporting professionals that are a vital 
element of the overall strategy for health services 
and long-term care on our island.

We must now turn our attention to the 
development of structured post-graduate training 
programmes for doctors and other health care 
professionals. The pilot project that was funded 
by the European Social Fund on post-graduate 
training for medical specialists has whetted the 
appetite amongst local specialist associations for 
the development of structured training systems. 

This will, in turn, make it attractive for young 
doctors and other health care professionals to stay 
in the system and carry out their specialist training 
locally. For this exercise to be really successful, it 
must be accompanied by alliances with reputable 
teaching and research hospitals overseas. These 
alliances will be forged at a political, institutional 
and individual levels. Training and human resource 
development is a key pillar of any successful 
human resource strategy. Ongoing professional 

development programmes will be developed and 
supported. Training for non-professional grades 
will also be given priority. An EU funded project 
aimed at providing training to unskilled and semi-
skilled workers in the health sector is currently 
being rolled out. These initiatives will be further 
expanded.

Government recognises the need to compensate 
health professionals adequately in order to be 
able to recruit and retain these specialised human 
resources. However, in all circumstances, reward 
will be closely linked to performance 
and outcomes.

Financial incentives are not the only incentives 
that motivate workers. The need to find innovative 
and flexible solutions that can allow health-care 
workers with caring responsibilities to meet their 
work/family needs whilst delivering a 24-hour 
health-care service is a tough challenge. We, 
however, believe in bottom up solutions and 
emphasis on team working to implement such 
solutions. We believe that these will be particularly 
beneficial for women in the health-care workforce 
as, traditionally, women in Malta still carry the bulk 
of the caring responsibilities within the home.

The process of change and service development 
places even more demands on an already over 
stretched health-care workforce. Whilst we are 
certain that the workers will rise to the occasion to 
push through the reforms and developments that 
will give Malta a quantum leap in the standards of 
health-care services, we shall be trying to develop 
staff support systems to prevent stress and burnout 
in health-care workers.

The development of community services that 
are designed to respond to local needs is a 
major objective in the strategy to achieve 
sustainable health and long-term care services. 
It is acknowledged that much attention over the 
past years has rightly gone into the preparation 
of Mater Dei hospital. There is still more to do in 
the institutional sector but here the road map has 
been defined. 

Government will be setting up a taskforce to 
oversee the strategic development of community 
services. This will include community care, 
primary care and long-term care services. In 
this sector, it is important to take into account 
the fact that there are various Government and 
non-Government service providers. Health centre 
services, services offered by private general 
practitioners, the MMDNA, local councils, social 
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agencies such as APPOGG and SUPPORT are just 
a few of the stakeholders that need to be closely 
involved in rolling out the strategy that will see 
the development of community based health and 
long-term care services. 

The reformed COMCARE unit that manages 
community home nursing and midwifery services 
will continue to attempt to align service provision 
with need. COMCARE will work closely with the 
HOME HELP service for the elderly in order to 
better meet client’s needs in a seamless manner. 
The objective of community services is to prevent 
recourse to hospital and institutional care where 
possible as well as to support, rehabilitate and 
reintegrate persons into their communities 
following a period of illness. They are also very 
important in assisting persons with chronic 
diseases to live as independently as possible for as 
long as possible in their own communities. 

These groups include not only the elderly but 
persons suffering from mental health illness and 
disabilities. A directorate for community health 
partnerships is being set up to better coordinate 
service provision in the community. The seamless 
delivery of health and social care in the community 
will be one of the main challenges to be addressed 
by the reforms in this sector.

The strategy for the development of responsive 
community services with networking and seamless 
integration will be supported by the necessary 
investment. Due attention will be given to care 
at the interfaces by the community-institutional 
interface or public – private interface. Investment 
in information systems and technology through 
the e-health strategy will also support the 
development of seamless and integrated care 
across all settings.
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The capacity for the provision of long-term care 
services needs to further increase as a result of the 
growing number of elderly persons. Just under 15 
per cent (Table 4) of the population is now aged 
over 65 years. Whilst our vision remains that of 
keeping our elderly people healthy and active in 
their own communities for as long as possible we 
aim to ensure that persons in need of long-term 
care can access the service as soon as possible.  
Long-term care provision will continue to be 
linked very closely to social and medical needs and 
dependency levels. It is Government’s intention to 
continue to finance this service so as to ensure that 
persons in need of long-term care, irrespective of 
their income, can benefit.

The construction of the nursing home in Mellie a
is an innovative public-private partnership that 
will provide 130 long-term care beds within 

the community environment. The demand for 
long-term care beds has increased unabatedly. 
Government has entered into a number of 
agreements with the private sector for the 
provision of long-term care beds. A further 
increase of 150 beds in long-term care at 
St. Vincent de Paule is envisaged. 

As part of the development of a strategy for 
community care services, due attention will be 
given to the further development of supportive 
services in the community. Services such as home 
help and telecare have assisted greatly in helping 
people to live in their homes for longer thereby 
reducing the length of stay necessary in long-term 
care facilities. Innovative services in the community 
are also required. A pilot project on community 
occupational therapy services for the elderly 
is planned.

The migration to the Mater Dei hospital will signal 
the start of a new era in hospital care. The public 
has always registered a high level of satisfaction 
with health services other than the “hotel aspect” 
of the hospitals. The Mater Dei is bringing about 
a quantum leap in the quality of the facilities. A 
new set of expectations is rightly being generated. 
This has led Government to take a string of linked 
decisions that will ultimately lead to a chain of 
hospitals delivering quality health care. 

Once the critical migration period, which will be 
kept as short as possible, is over, the focus will be 
on ensuring that the necessary human resources 
are in place to bring down waiting lists. Waiting list 
reduction will take place in a stepped sustainable 
fashion where priority is first and foremost given to 
the clinical need of the individual patient. 

Transparency and information about waiting times 
and choice of specialists will be provided. Steps are 
already underway to decrease the waiting times 
for outpatient appointments. 

One of the initiatives that has been taken in this 
regard is explained below.

Cancer is becoming increasingly important as a 
major cause of illness and death in the Maltese 
population. Government is cognizant of the 
epidemiological and emotional importance of this 
illness and has embarked on a project that will 
see the migration of oncology services from Boffa 
Hospital to the Zammit Clapp hospital facility. 

This project foresees an investment of around Lm 2 
million in state-of-the-art equipment for delivering 
cancer treatment. In terms of cancer prevention, 
steps will be taken to better organise the cervical 
smear testing service provided by health centres. 
The introduction of the breast clinic has greatly 
improved the level of service offered to patients 
with breast cancer. 

The current screening service offered to women 
at high risk will be further rolled out when the 
necessary human resources become available to 
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guarantee that a high quality service that can meet 
the demand can be appropriately provided. 

The success story of Zammit Clapp hospital as a 
hospital for the rehabilitation of elderly patients 
has given Government the necessary courage 
and impetus to invest in the construction 
of a rehabilitation facility for all persons in 
need irrespective of age. This will see Malta’s 
institutional rehabilitation capacity increase from 
70 to 280 beds. The investment in rehabilitation 
services is being pursued as an important strategic 
objective to fulfil Government’s vision for persons 
to live an independent, productive and, socially 
engaged life for as long as possible. 

The goal of this rehabilitation facility will be 
for each person to attain his/her maximum 
level of independence and functional ability. 
Services will range from physical rehabilitation 

to cardiac rehabilitation, stroke units and neuro-
rehabilitation. Until the facility is constructed, part 
of St. Luke’s hospital will be gradually stepped 
up as a temporary rehab facility housing Zammit 
Clapp hospital as an interim measure. 

All institutions will pursue patient centred care. The 
development of quality assurance programmes 
and protocols for care will be stepped up thereby 
ensuring higher degrees of patient safety. The 
ultimate goal will be to achieve accreditation of all 
public hospital facilities.

The provision of safe and sufficient supplies 
of blood underlies many of the successful 
interventions delivered in acute hospitals. In May, 
the new blood donation unit was officially opened. 
The National Blood Transfusion Service is expected 
to become the first health service to apply for 
ISO accreditation.

To achieve all of the above in a sustainable manner 
requires that the performance of the sector is 
carefully managed. Financial performance will be 
monitored and controlled at all levels. A financial 
control and monitoring unit is being set up within 
the Ministry at a central level to set financial policy 
and targets and to monitor their implementation.
Investment in systems and information technology 
will be carried out in order to enable financial 

performance monitoring to be achieved. The 
financial performance will however be closely 
linked to clinical performance. Information on 
clinical outputs and performance will be required 
of all providers that are directly funded by 
Government. This will help us ensure that the hefty 
financial investment being made in the health 
sector is being utilised appropriately and efficiently 
thereby, maximising value for money. 

Access to high quality affordable medicines is 
the policy goal for this sector. This has to be 
achieved in a sustainable manner. The expenditure 
on medicines has spiralled in recent years. This 
phenomenon is not just limited to Malta and 
is mostly the result of more persons receiving 
medicines provided through Government 
schemes. Persons who avail themselves of free 
medicines will be able to obtain their medicines 
from their own community pharmacy as we are 
committed to roll out the pharmacy of your choice 
scheme thereby, facilitating access to collect the 
medicines prescribed.

In order to safeguard the interests of consumers 
and patients, we are taking steps to ensure that 
medicines purchased in the private sector by 
individuals have a fair price. This will be achieved 
through the reference-pricing group that is 
expected to start functioning in the coming weeks.

The growth of the generic pharmaceutical 
industry in Malta is a success story. This sector 
now employs 616 persons and is expected to 
employ 750 people by the end of 2008. The 
combination of business incentives and competent 
human resources were a winning formula in Malta 
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becoming a choice location for the pharmaceutical 
industry. 

The professional yet supportive regulatory 
environment provided by the Medicines 
Authority has been important in supporting the 
development of the industry. Further steps are 

being taken to strengthen the Authority in order to 
be able to provide the human resource capacity for 
Malta to start to act as a Reference Member State 
in the Mutual Recognition Procedure. This will be 
the next important step in order to continue to 
support the growth of this industry locally.

In order to register a noticeable improvement 
in the delivery of health services, Government 
has managed to reach an agreement with the 
General Retailers and Traders Union and the 
Chamber of Pharmacists, after consultation with 
other interested parties, for the introduction of 
the Pharmacy of Your Choice Scheme (POYC). 
Through this scheme, beneficiaries of state-paid 
medicines will have to register with their own 
preferred pharmacy for the acquisition of their 

prescribed medicines. The agreement envisions the 
achievement of a highly improved service delivery 
to patients as well as increased efficiency and cost-
effectiveness in the acquisition and prescription 
of free medicines through a thorough review and 
reorganisation of the whole system.

Initially, the POYC project will start being rolled 
out on a pilot basis in a select group of localities 
and, thereafter, throughout the whole country.

It is estimated that around 30 per cent of 
health care expenditure in Malta takes place in 
the private sector. This occurs through out-of-
pocket payments and through private insurance. 
Government has always believed in choice in 
health and long-term care services. The outcome 
of this vision has been the development of high 
quality medical and caring services in the 
private sector. 

The challenge for this sector is to remain 
sustainable and to experience growth by focusing 
on the overseas market. There is also a need for 
better interfacing between the public and the 
private sectors and for improved transparency and 
statistics on the activities of the private sector.

The role of private general practitioners in 
providing cost-effective primary care is the 
strength of the health-care system. Ways of 
bridging better the divide between the public 
and the private system need to be found. The 
development of the personalised electronic 

health records could be an important milestone 
in enabling better interfacing of patient care 
between the public and the private systems as well 
as enabling epidemiological information for the 
activity covered by the sector to be obtained.

Private clinics and hospitals offer high quality care 
for discerning clients. The local market is by its 
very nature limited and Government is committed 
to assist the private sector to forge into the market 
of health tourism. An inter-sectoral committee with 
representatives from the public and the private 
sectors has been set up in order to coordinate 
efforts that will place sustainable and high quality 
health tourism on its feet in the coming years.

E-health solutions and biotechnology are sectors 
in which we believe we can develop a strong and 
competitive Malta-based industry. We shall be 
intensifying our efforts to foster the growth of 
research-based industry in these two promising 
areas of high value-added growth. 


