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Friday 17 November 2017 13:00. San Anton Palace. 
Man, Natural Habitats and Euro-Mediterranean Biodiversity 
 
Opening Address.   
Professor Joseph Cacciottolo, Pro-Rector for Academic Affairs 
 
Your Excellency,  Hon. Minister,  Congress Chair,  Ladies and Gentlemen. 
 
It is an honour for me to be invited to address this meeting of experts as Pro-Rector for 
Academic Affairs of the University of Malta.   I should also wish to convey the greetings of the 
Rector, Professor Alfred Vella. 

At a personal level, it is also a pleasure for me to be among scientists congregating at this 
beautiful Palace on the occasion of the inaugural session of this 4th International Congress on 
Biodiversity. 

In particular, I should like to thank Professor David Mifsud for his invitation to address this 
conference of persons working at the cutting-edge of scientific endeavour.  David is a veritable 
dynamo behind the Entomological Society of Malta, and he is indeed one of the University of 
Malta’s foremost researchers. 

I went through this Conference’s programme with great interest and congratulate the 
organisers, and the scientific committee, for putting together such a rich palette of topics.  This 
was of course only made possible by those of you who will deliver scientific papers and present 
posters for discussion, as well as those authors who could not attend this Congress.   

The many topics that will be addressed over the next couple of days are a testimony to the 
wonderfully broad and varied tapestry of the biological sciences, woven by a large number of 
specialists in their field.  Some papers cut across disciplines, others delve deeply into a 
particular topic, while others address ecological and environmental concerns, as well as public 
policy. 

The Mediterranean is the chief focus for this scientific conference and most of the topics that 
will be discussed would greatly enrich any academic programme in Mediterranean studies.  The 
University of Malta has been running a taught Master’s programme in Mediterranean studies 
for the past four years, and supports research masters’ programmes, also in Mediterranean 
studies.  Both programmes are mainly concerned with the arts and humanities, however both 
could be enriched by inputs from the biological and physical sciences.  

In a manner, this Conference on Euro-Mediterranean Biodiversity is by association also a 
feather in the cap of our University, and it addresses and delivers yet another facet of 
Mediterranean studies in their widest academic sense. 
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I could not but look at the Conference programme also from a personal perspective.  My 
original training was in medicine and epidemiology.  Through these perspectives, my eyes fell 
upon eight papers that address issues that are relevant to human biology and health.  

These papers range from the most generic aspects, to extremely specific topics such as 
mycobacterial disease, and illness related to rickettsiae.  Ticks and Aedes albopictus are also 
mentioned in particular.   

In this context, we should remind ourselves that vector-borne diseases account for about 17% 
of all infectious disease, and cause more than 700,000 deaths every year, mostly in developing 
countries.  Indeed, infections transmitted by insect vectors have a disproportionate impact on 
the disadvantaged and the poorest communities.   

Global travel and trade, coupled with climate change, are serving to cause vector-borne 
diseases in places where they were previously unknown.  As an example, there now exists a 
variable risk of Zika virus disease outbreak in such Euro-Mediterranean countries as France, 
Italy, Malta, Croatia and Spain.  Such risks impact upon individuals, including those yet unborn, 
as well as being significant public health issues.  I am sure that this important Congress will at 
some point also address these concerns. 

Finally, and to conclude on a happier note:  I wish you well in your Congress, and I trust that the 
discussions, both formal and informal, will be of great benefit to all of you, personally, as well 
as to the academic institutions that you represent. 
 
Thank you. 


