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Abstract

The second COVID-19 wave is sweeping the globe as restrictions are lifted. Malta, the ‘poster child of Europe’s COVID-19 
first wave success’ also fell victim shortly after it welcomed the first tourists on 1st of July 2020. Only four positive cases 
were reported over the successive 15 days. Stability was disrupted when two major mass events were organized despite 
various health professional warnings. In a matter of few just days, daily cases rose to two-digit figures, with high community 
transmission, a drastic rise in active cases, and a rate per hundred thousand in Europe second only to Spain. Frontliners were 
swamped with swabbing requests while trying to sustain robust case management, contact tracing and follow-up. Indeed, 
the number of hospitalizations and the need for intensive ventilation increased. Despite the initial cases were among young 
adults, within weeks a small spill off on the more elderly population was observed. Restrictions were re-introduced including 
mandatory mask wearing in specific locations and capping of the total number of people in a single gathering. Malta is an 
island and the potential for containment would have been relatively simple and effective and permitting mass gatherings was 
unwise. Protecting the health of the population should take centre stage while carrying out extensive testing, contact tracing 
and surveillance. Containment and mitigation along with public cooperation is the key to curbing resurgences especially 
with the influenza season around the corner.
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Introduction

The seminal year 2020 revealed humanity’s vulnerability to 
pandemics as the novel coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-
19) spread from Wuhan, China, in December 2019 to the rest 
of the world resulting in a global World Health Organisation 
Public Health Emergency [1], World Health Organization 
[2]. Every country struggled to contain the first viral wave, 

with some countries showing more capability and resilience 
than others. The small European country of Malta was well 
prepared for the first wave and exhibited a laudable and 
successful containment effort originating from the collec-
tive efforts of the Public Health authorities, the govern-
ment along with the general population [3]. This put Malta 
into the spotlight, with praises from prominent statesmen 
including the WHO Regional Director for Europe Dr. Hans 
Kluge and the Commonwealth General Secretary, who stated 
“[Malta] has done the best in the whole of Europe” (CDE [4, 
5]. By end of May 2020, Malta appeared to have reach the 
trough of the first COVID-19 wave, with minimal sporadic 
cases being reported (a mean of 2 cases over a month) up 
till mid-June. This was followed by a number of consecu-
tive days without any identified cases despite the high swab-
bing rate [6] (Fig. 1). During the first COVID-19 wave, the 
Superintendent of Public Health used to give a daily briefing 
that was well accepted and appreciated by the population, 
however these briefings were reduced to three times a week 
and then stopped when Malta moved into the ‘transition 
phase’ [7, 8]. Ongoing media intervention continued for the 
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promotion of mitigation measures which remained in place 
though transition phase. This transition period into a “new 
normal” brought with it the lifting of previously imposed 
restrictions in an attempt to restart the national economy.

Raising of Restrictions

The ports and airport opened to a limited number of safe 
corridor countries on 1st July 2020, after 4 months of being 
closed [9]. It was accompanied by the lifting of the state 
of “Public Health Emergency” as well as the end of the 
restricted number of people in organised and spontaneous 
mass gatherings [10]. After the first week of the re-opening 
of the airport, 20,000 passengers had landed in Malta [11]. 
A number of public health measures were implemented at 
Malta International Airport including the mandatory wear-
ing of masks, thermal temperature screening on arrival and 
departure, advocating for regular sanitization of hands and 
maintaining social distancing [12]. The COVID-19 situation 
appeared stable with only four positive cases being reported 
over a 15 days period, two of which were imported cases 
[13]. The Maltese economy started to pick up as residents 
and tourists alike visited restaurants, shops and cultural 
sights. Furthermore, as happened in other countries, a gov-
ernment economy stimulus package in the form of vouchers 
were distributed to all inhabitants in Malta as to encourage 
the restart of the economy [14]. On the 15th of July, further 
travel restrictions were lifted as more flights were re-instated 
to even more countries [15]. This followed the European 
Commission recommendation for the opening up of all bor-
ders to other member states and a list of third countries. No 

pre-screening was required of tourists even those originating 
from countries with higher rates than Malta.

An Avoidable Debacle

The stable status quo hit a stumbling block when two major 
mass events were organized despite the various health pro-
fessional warnings and concerns about such events. Concur-
rently, Malta was being advertised by the Malta Tourism 
Authority as the “Island festival hotspot” attracting young 
adults from across Europe particularly while other countries 
had restricted such organised mass events [16]. During the 
weekend of 17 – 19 July 2020, a hotel “pool party” was 
attended by approximately 800 people. Two days down the 
line the COVID-19 situation went out of control, breaking 
the contained virus chain [17, 18]. Less than a week later, 
another organized mass gathering occurred as part of an 
annual Catholic Saint feast celebrations resulted in another 
cluster of COVID-19 spread within the community [19]. 
Additionally, other religious feasts also took place while 
a number of discotheques and bars were open without 
restrictions. In a matter of few days, the daily reported zero 
COVID-19 cases shoot up to two-digit figures and the num-
ber of active cases increased. Indeed, COVID-19 is currently 
being exacerbated worldwide by irresponsible behaviour at 
all ages, and adolescents with their propensity to party are 
major culprits [20–22].

Swabbing requests by the party/feast attendees and 
their contacts soared. For the first time since the initial 
COVID-19 outbreak in Malta, the swabbing centres were 
overwhelmed, with appointments scheduled for more 

Fig. 1  Distribution of the 7-day average moving timeline of the positive cases since March 2020
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than 7 days from the individual’s call to the COVID-19 
helpline [23]. Within a short time, the number of hubs 
increased from four to six, as another two new swabbing 
hubs were opened [7, 18, 24, 25–28] with the situation or 
symptomatic cases being given an appointment for test-
ing within 24 h.

Inconsistent messages were disseminated to the popu-
lation from some sectors outside health reassuring the 
public that “everything is under control” and “Malta is 
open for business” gave false signals that COVID-19 was 
over and all touristic activities could resume without limi-
tation. Concurrently the Superintendent of Public Health 
along with the Minster of Health continued to empha-
sise to the public the importance of remaining vigilant 
and maintain social distancing etc. [27]. This resulted in 
an uproar by the medical professionals and others. The 
medical doctors association issued industrial actions that 
stopped all elective healthcare services unless mass gath-
erings were banned by the government [29]. Concurrently, 
the Superintendent of Public Health office along with the 
Maltese government issued ‘Standards for Gatherings’ 
mitigation standards, followed by a legal notice through 
the Public Health Act imposing a fine of 3,000 euro if 
these standards were breached by organizers [30]. A num-
ber of festivals and organised mass events cancelled in 
light of these mitigation standards, but events were still 
not banned completely as events up to 100 indoor and 300 
outdoors could occur [31–34]. Indeed, another cluster of 
COVID-19 cases was established in early August 2020, 
originating mostly from Malta’s nightclub-disco area of 
Paceville [13].

The Second COVID‑19 Wave

A steep rise in daily cases was reported just 15 days after the 
first organised mass event as seen in Fig. 2. The R factor rose 
beyond 1 as the case load rose, with R transiently exceeding 
2 [26]. This sudden surge in cases exerted additional strain 
on the public health authorities in dealing with the bombard-
ment of calls by the public through the COVID-19 helpline, 
the number of swabbing requests by both symptomatic and 
concerned individuals along with the attempt to sustain a 
robust case management, contact tracing and follow-up.

The Malta Association of Public Health Medicine 
(MAPHM) issued a press released following the onset of 
the second wave noting that:

This is the highest incidence of cases since the begin-
ning of April, surpassing previous numbers, with many 
of the cases linked to mass events, parties or social-
izing in crowded areas … This was not inevitable. Nor 
was it unforeseen. These numbers are a direct con-
sequence of irresponsible political behaviour, disre-
gard of scientific evidence, and conflicting messages 
pushed by prominent personalities which led to inad-
equate physical distancing, infrequent and incorrect 
use of masks and disregard of public health recom-
mendations….Three weeks after lifting most meas-
ures and – almost uniquely in the EU – allowing mass 
events to go ahead as if the battle against COVID-19 
had been won, we are right back where we started… 
Health professionals’ advice has been consistent from 
the start. Lifting and reintroducing restrictive measures 
in response to observations remains the only ‘safe’ way 
to manage this epidemic. Masks should be worn in all 
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public places, frequent hand washing observed, physi-
cal distance maintained wherever possible, and crowds 
of people limited to the smallest numbers possible. 
In this, our political leaders should lead by example, 
encouraging the population to adopt these behav-
iours, and allocating sufficient resources to enforce 
these regulations. Sectors which have adopted public 
health guidance have not been disrupted with clusters 
of COVID-19. In rare instances where outbreaks were 
identified, they were quickly brought under control” 
[36, 37].

As cases continued to accumulate, clusters began to be 
identified by the ‘COVID-19 Public Health Response Team’ 
as part of the contact tracing system (Fig. 3) [35]. Although 
mass events were the triggering factors to the resurgence of 
the virus in Malta, it was now obvious that a high commu-
nity spread was present. The average age of positive cases 
was observed to shift from 24.3 years (16 to 22 July 2020) 
to 38.7 years (13 to 19th August 2020) to 40.5 yeas (20 to 

26th August 2020) [35]. In fact a spill of COVID-19 from 
the young to the elderly was recorded [38], leading to an 
increase in hospitalization and invasive ventilation, as seen 
in Table 1 (ICU) [35] although the number of hospitalization 
was relatively low when compared to other countries. Of 
note, outsourced hospitals (Boffa and St. Thomas) were used 
to cater for those positive cases that are clinical stable but 
were unable to return home due to social reasons. The tenth 
COVID-19 death was announced on the 21st August after 
3 months without any COVID-19 related mortality while 
eight days later the eleventh death was announced, followed 
by the twelfth death a day later [39, 40]. During the month 
of August, it was noted that around 20% of the positive cases 
did not exhibit any symptoms [25].

A high swabbing rate had been instituted from the onset 
of COVID-19 in Malta in March [3]. To date (1st September 
2020) a total of 192,509 swabs have been recorded. On the 
17th of August, Malta was reported to be the third highest 
swabbing country in the world after the Gulf region and 

Fig. 3  Second wave COVID-19 cluster distribution [35, 41]

Table 1  Distribution of positive 
cases between institutions and 
the community in August 2020

* Individuals do not require medical treatment but cannot go home due to social reasons
# 1 on ventilator, rest on oxygen therapy only
## On oxygen therapy only
### On ventilators

7th August 14th August 17th August 21st August 28th August

Infectious Diseases Unit 4 5 9 4 5

Intensive Care Unit (ITU) 0 3# 2## 3### 3##

COVID-19 wards 0 0 4 3 0

Boffa Hospital* 7 16 13 17 14

St. Thomas Hospital* 5 13 13 12 14

Community 295 468 566 643 557
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Bahrain [42]. Since the onset of the second wave, an average 
of 1.5% of the daily swabs were positive cases.

The new second wave restrictions

On the 7th of August 2020, a re-introduction of restrictions 
were announced, which included: (i) the banning of events 
of more than 100 people indoors and 300 people outdoors; 
(ii) reduction of hospital visits, only one family member was 
permitted to visit the sick daily (iii) visits to the elderly at 
residential homes could only be done behind Perspex on a 
roster basis; (iv) dance floors were to be shut down and (v) a 
€50 fine was introduced for those found not wearing a mask 
while using public transport and while in shops [43, 44]. 
On the same day, the Superintendent of Public Health was 
once again started to give weekly briefings on the COVID-
19 situation [45]. Ten days later (17th August 2020), the 
second set of restrictions were introduced [46, 47] follow-
ing the persistent incline in daily COVID-19 cases. These 
restrictions included (i) the closure of bars and nightclubs 
excluding those that include a restaurant, (ii) the banning of 
boat parties (iii) wedding receptions may only be held in a 
seated environment while following restaurant pre-instated 
restrictions, (as from the 28th August) (iv) the mandatory 
wearing of masks in all closed public spaces, the excep-
tion being restaurants, (v) a new ’amber’ list of countries, 
arrivals from which need to produce COVID-19 negative 
test result [46]. The imposition of these restrictions saw the 
positive cases start to decline as observed in Fig. 2.

Impact on the Economy

Like the rest of the world, one of the main scopes in lifting 
the instituted preventive restrictions in Malta between May 
and June 2020, was to re-start the economy. Such actions 
were anticipated to lead to an increase in COVID-19 cases 
with the risk of precipitating a second and further waves 
[48]. The key to success is in the ability of government to 
strike the difficult balance between stimulating the econ-
omy and luring tourists to the country while maintaining 
a low morbidity/mortality [49]. What was perceived as an 
economic benefit turned into an nightmare for the tourism 
industry as a substantial number of European countries (Bel-
gium, Cyprus, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Greece, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, the UK, Slove-
nia and Switzerland) and the US labelled Malta as a “high 
risk” country. These countries imposed travel restrictions 
on visitors arriving from Malta with many potential tour-
ists cancelled their sojourn [50]. Matters were further exac-
erbated when the UK announced the introduction of these 
travel restrictions [51]. This is expected to exert a significant 

impact on the Maltese economy, especially since the UK is 
Malta’s largest tourism market, followed by Italy.

Besides lost revenue from tourism, the second wave led to 
challenges imposed on the healthcare system due to a literal 
tripling of the swabbing rate, COVID-19 admissions and 
ICU stays, the usage of offsite locations to house patients 
and health care workers who needed to be quarantined due 
to inadvertent exposure to COVID-19.

Curbing the Spread and the Way Forward

In a matter of days, Malta rapidly transitioned from the 
‘poster child of Europe’s COVID-19 success’ to a high-risk 
country. Malta is an island and the potential for containment 
could have been relatively simple and effective [52]. The 
combination of the influx of tourists, relaxation of social 
distancing measures, lack of coherence with mitigation 
standards in place after relaxation of measures, irrespon-
sible behavior especially amongst youths and mass events 
produces the "lethal cocktail" and onset of the second wave 
in Malta. Permitting mass gatherings without imposing a 
restriction to the number of attendees carried an unprec-
edented high risk. In the mist of COVID-19, mass gather-
ings have been defined by the World Health Organization 
(WHO) as a “high density of individuals present in a venue 
for a defined period of time, which can amplify transmission 
of COVID-19, and place additional strain on a country’s 
healthcare system”[53]. This issue was alerted on by the 
Public Health authorities as a high risk. In fact, a risk assess-
ment tool was created by the WHO in order to assess a coun-
try’s situation and aid in the mitigation of the organization 
of mass gatherings [54]. Amidst the surge in cases and hos-
pitlization, the infection fatality rate remains very low and 
the healthcare system, up till date of writing, is coping well.

Conclusion

Protecting the health of the population should take centre 
stage during these unprecedent times and as Joseph Wu from 
the University of Hong Kong stated, “it all depends on how 
much social mixing resumes and what kind of prevention we 
do” [55]. The prime factor in curbing the viral spread is to 
gain the population trust and continue to advocate for strict 
hand hygiene, social distancing and wearing masks while 
protecting the vulnerable [56, 57]. As observed in Malta, a 
spill off of the viral infection is affecting the elderly popula-
tion. It has been reported that people beyond 70 years con-
tribute to the highest disability adjusted life years (DALYs) 
out of the total DALYs if infected by COVID-19 [58]. This 
needs to be backed by tailored mitigations and restrictions 
if and as the need arises, while extensively undergoing 
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rigorous testing, contact tracing covering at least 80% of 
the COVD-19 positive cases contacts and surveillance of 
the situation [55]. Ultimately, we are all in this pandemic 
together, and prevention, containment and mitigation along 
with public cooperation is the key especially with the influ-
enza season around the corner.
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