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Executive Summary 

 
Research & Development (R&D) and Innovation have been given top priority in 2020 by the 
current Government with the setting up of a new Ministry for Research, Innovation and the 
Co-ordination of post COVID-19 Strategy, dedicated to this subject and to the post COVID-19 
strategy. The Chamber of Engineers took an active role in supporting Government with 
possible recommendations which can come from the engineering community, being a key 
stakeholder in this sector. 
 
In this white paper, the present situation in 2021, with local R&D and innovation, is briefly 
described in relation to the situation in the EU. This gives motivation and scope to the 
recommendations that are made in the latter part of this paper. In addition, this motivation 
is grounded by a practical identification of the benefits of having a strong R&I sector. 
 
The recommendations put forward are not meant to be conclusive. These are meant to 
stimulate further discussion and analysis to ensure that a correct strategy and a pragmatic 
way forward is prompted by government. Certainly, the objective of this paper is to establish 
possible directions to improve performance of Malta in this important sector. Under the new 
Ministry, there is an opportunity to capitalize on the momentum and further establish R&D 
and Innovation as a national priority. 
 
The Chamber of Engineers and its partner organisations will continue to provide the necessary 
support to government to promote the economy and well-being of society through 
technology and progress. 
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1. Introduction 
 
In this report, a distinction between Research and Development (R&D) and Innovation will be 

made clear throughout. The term R&D usually refers more to activities related to pure or 

applied research and technological implementation and demonstration. On the other hand, 

Innovation in this context is more encompassing and usually requires a culture change of the 

adoption of new technologies, methodologies or approaches. The EU’s R&D policy is based 

on Articles 179-189 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU. The social backdrop of R&D 

and innovation considers gender equality, LGBTQ, open science and a network of other issues 

all surrounding this industry. 

 

1.1 Chamber’s Position on having a New Ministry 
 
Following the setting up of the Ministry for Research, Innovation and the Co-ordination of 

post COVID-19 Strategy, the Chamber of Engineers felt compelled to provide feedback and 

direct input in view of the relationship between Research and Innovation (R&I) and Engineers. 

The decision to deploy a Ministry which is focused on R&I is very welcomed. In addition, on a 

more general note, the creation of a post COVID-19 strategy is also commendable especially 

in relation to the revival of various industries which might be relevant to Engineers. 

 

1.2 Aims of this Report 
 

The aim of this report is to provide a number of recommendations on how Malta can become 

competitive in the various sectors of R&D and Innovation. While the report  focuses on R&D 

and Innovation in relation to engineering and technology, it must be emphasized that the 

overarching principle behind these recommendations is extendable to other sectors of R&D 

and Innovation. 

 

In a broader sense, Innovation can incorporate practices from all personnel within an 

organization and therefore may extend to already existing organisations which do not 

necessarily have their own R&D department. While this report is more directed towards the 

more formal definition of R&D activities, the Innovation process on its own should not be 

ignored and can also be worth investigating without focusing on research aspects. 

 

1.3 Stakeholder mapping 
 
R&D and Innovation have a direct impact on relevant stakeholders, which do not necessarily 

belong solely within  the tech industry. From the above-mentioned definitions of R&D and 

Innovation, it is clear that Innovation plays a broader role across the various economic sectors 

and therefore a holistic strategy should underpin decision making. One cannot invest in either 

R&D or Innovation exclusively and R&D should not be considered to be limited exclusively to 
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high end research.  It is an opportunity for companies to develop their own products and  

concepts. Similarly, Innovation should not be considered to be radical innovation only. In a 

sense, any attempt to improve or renew products or processes is considered Innovation in its 

own right.  There are   various sectors which can adopt innovative solutions. A stakeholder 

map concerned with R&D and innovation is depicted in Figure 1. 

 
 

 
Figure 1 - Stakeholder map for R&D and Innovation. 
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2. Motivation 
 
The Chamber of Engineers notes that the R&D and innovation sector in Malta  is limited due to  

a number of reasons, which have been discussed extensively with the organisations forming 

part of this committee. Following discussions and brainstorming sessions, the five factors 

shown in Figure 2 have been identified as being the major hurdles for R&I development in 

Malta. 

 
Figure 2 - Factors undermining local R&I. 

As with all industrial sectors, R&I is based on the availability of human resource. In a more 

focused sense, the skills and specializations necessary in a R&I environment include: 

 

1. Graduates in science and engineering 

2. Post-graduates in science and engineering 

3. Technicians 

4. Business developers 

5. Project managers 



10 

Strategic Recommendations for Research & Development and Innovation in Malta 

 

The problem with the lack of human resource refers particularly to relatively low number of 

graduates in  Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics, and Medicine  (STEMM) areas 

when compared to other EU countries. Nevertheless, it is also due to limited opportunities for 

postgraduates. Unfortunately, many individuals who graduate with Master’s and PhD degrees 

are not able to find satisfactory conditions of work locally as they cannot make use of their 

specialized skills. A targeted effort in the R&I sector will therefore also improve career 

conditions for the high skill and high intellect end of the human resource spectrum. 

 

Another identified problem is the lack of initiative from local industry to enter into the R&I 

sector. Local industry is mostly based on product imports with only a handful of examples 

emanating from homegrown R&I initiatives. Linked to this is the associated investment risk 

brought about by R&I development. Many companies and industry in Malta are not ready to 

take the next step and set up their own R&I departments. It is observed that, whilst private 

investment is key to a strong R&I sector in many countries leading in R&I, the public sector still 

plays an extremely important role in providing a direct injection of effort in such endeavors, 

ideally aimed at stimulating the private sector. This unfortunately does not resonate locally, 

since currently  the local investment in R&I is at a low 0.6% of the GDP whereas the EU target 

is 3%.   

 

Local industry also requires awareness and know-how of EU and local research project funding 

programmes. Table 1 portrays notifiable statistics for Horizon 2020 projects up to the end of 

2020. It can be observed that the total budget received by local SMEs is the  lowest when 

compared to other EU countries. On the other hand, in view of its size, this is to be expected 

and Malta still performs reasonably well compared to the EU average of 20%. SMEs in smaller 

countries such as Luxembourg received 20% of total funding and Estonia 23% of funding, whilst 

SMEs in Cyprus have received over 34% from their total funding. 

 

Table 1 - Maltese participation in EU funded R&D or innovation projects. 

Maltese participants in EU funded projects 218 

Public sector participants 133 

Private sector participants* 85 

Secured budget €31.9 million 

Public sector budget €20.2 million 

Private sector budget €11.7 million 

* of which 39 are SMEs 

 

In general, and from the previously mentioned statistics it is apparent that local R&D efforts 

are not negligible. Innovation, being a broader term, sometimes also goes unnoticed. 

Nonetheless it is felt that the marketing and public relations of both R&D  and Innovation are 

lacking. This leads to the Maltese society being unappreciative and inattentive to the 

importance and impact of local R&D and Innovation. This stance negatively impacts the 

economy and also  the well-being of society in general. 
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3. Current Scenario 
 

3.1 Innovation 
 
The Innovation index for Malta as of 2020 is 91.45 as can be observed in Figure 3 [1]. In 
comparison to EU countries, this index Malta in the middle bracket of best innovators, just 
below  Spain, Slovenia and Czechia and somewhat better than Italy, Lithuania and Greece. 
Switzerland and Sweden are at the top of the innovation index in 2020. Malta’s position is 
promising,  nevertheless there is the clear need for improvement.  
 
 

 
Figure 3 – Innovation index for various countries. Source: Innovation scoreboard 2020 [1]. 
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3.2 Gross Domestic Expenditure in R&D 
 
Figure 4 displays the gross domestic expenditure on R&D in relation to the GDP in different EU 

countries between 2008 and 2018. Malta shows only a marginal increase in expenditure in 10 

years, resulting it being one of the countries with the lowest gross domestic expenditure on 

R&D in the EU. Compared to the countries with high R&D investment, as well as the EU average, 

Malta’s position is one which needs a renewed commitment. Nevertheless, it must be 

emphasized that the actions required must not be limited to making funds available, but also 

to create the right ecosystem to attract new businesses (research-performing) and help existing 

ones to diversify (beyond just providing research funding). 

 
 

 
Figure 4 - Gross domestic expenditure on R&D comparison between 2008 and 2019. Source: Eurostat [2]. 

 
When analyzing the distribution of the source of this investment between the various sectors, 

Figure 5 shows how the government sector provides minimal contribution to the overall R&D 

percentage investment of the GDP. This investment is being mostly led by industry and 

academia. All other EU countries registered some form of governmental investment, with the 

industry/business sector leading most of the expenditure. More notably is the fact that the 

countries with the most expenditures from the industry also have a strong academic 

investment. 
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Figure 5 - Sources of gross domestic expenditure on the R&D sector, 2018. Source: Eurostat [3] 

 

3.3 R&D in the Public Sector 
 
The R&D expenditure in the public sector are presented on the y-axis in Figure 6, taken from 

the European Innovation scoreboard. It can be observed that Malta performs poorly here, only 

superseding Bulgaria, Romania and Ukraine. There is clear opportunity for improvement, as will 

be described in the recommendations section of this report (Section 5). Nonetheless, public 

funding in R&D is  necessary within a society and is very much needed in our country. 

Expenditure is needed not only to stimulate R&D and Innovation, but to give the general public 

the message that in developed societies, these investments are becoming essential 

cornerstones rather than luxuries. 
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Figure 6 -R&D expenditure (y-axis) in the public sector. Source: European Innovation Scoreboard 2020 [1]. 

 
 

3.4 R&D in the Private Sector 
 
Figure 7 shows the R&D investment (y-axis) in the business sector within EU countries. It can 
be noted that Malta is placed on the lower end of the scale, showing that in our country, there 
is also the need for improvement in the expenditure in R&D in the private sector. 
  
 



15 

Strategic Recommendations for Research & Development and Innovation in Malta 

 

 
Figure 7 - R&D Expenditure (y-axis) in the business sector. Source: Innovation scoreboard 2020 [1]. 

 

3.5 Human Resource 
 
Figure 8 shows the number of graduates in tertiary education in specific sectors (science, math, 

computing, engineering, manufacturing and construction) per 1000 people in Malta 7 

compared to EU, Germany and Estonia. The latter has been kept within the scatter plot to 

maintain clarity of the data. Unfortunately, it can be noted that Malta has shown a decline in 

the number of graduates. This correlates well with the observations made by the Chamber of 

Engineers in terms of the decreasing number of students taking engineering as a career path 

[4]. On the other hand, the EU average within Figure 8 shows a slight increase from 2014. The 

gradual reduction in the number of graduates in sectors vital to R&D and Innovation in Malta 

has to be taken seriously by both the  Government and academia since this issue can spill over 

to the industry, irrespective of any commitment made towards R&D and Innovation.  
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        Figure 8 - Graduates in tertiary education, in science, math., computing, engineering, manufacturing, construction aged 

20-29. Source: Eurostat



17 

Strategic Recommendations for Research & Development and Innovation in Malta 

 

4. Identification of Benefits of a Strong R&I Sector 
 

4.1  Situation in Less Developed Countries 
 
Figure 9 shows the GDP growth per capita against R&D investment in all sectors. Two data-

sets are shown including developed and less developed nations within the EU. In more 

developed countries such as Germany or France, the positive trend is clear; investment in R&I 

translates to an increase in GDP growth. On the other hand, a slight negative trend is observed 

within less developed nations. This essentially signifies that investment is not successfully 

converted into a marked GDP increase meaning that investment without the right strategy 

could lead to failure. 

 
Figure 9 - GDP increase against Investments in R&D in all sectors in less and more developed regions. Source: Science, 

research and innovation performance of the EU 2020 [5]. 

In ‘Science, Research and  Innovation Performance of the EU 2020’, five recommendations 

are provided for less developed countries to be able to overturn the negative correlation 

trend between GDP increase and R&D expenditure [5]. This is summarized in 

 

1. Complementing the pursuit of excellence in R&I needs with a greater emphasis on promoting 

innovation in the EU’s less-developed areas 

2. Putting innovation at centre stage in less-developed regions 

3. Promoting pan-European and international networks involving innovation actors 

4. Aligning EU policies with their potential effects on R&I and territorial inequalities (and better 

coordination with national innovation policies) 

5. Supporting institutions 
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4.2  The Importance of Fundamental Research 
 
Fundamental research can be very loosely described as science aimed at understanding 

natural or engineered physical processes. Fundamental research tends to have limited 

immediate applicability, nevertheless, is a foundation stone for any developments in 

engineering. Fundamental research requires innovation in the engineering and ICT sectors to 

be able to design, build and operate the experimental aspect. In particular, participating in 

pan-European fundamental research activities can drive local economic growth in these 

sectors and encourage participation in new markets. The relevance of fundamental research, 

in view of the other categories already mentioned, is highlighted in Figure 10. 

 

 
Figure 10 - The process from fundamental research to innovation. 
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5. Recommendations 
 
In order to address the concerns highlighted in this report, a number of recommendations 

are being proposed. 

 

a. Malta as an Innovation Hub 
 
Given Malta’s strategic position in the Mediterranean area, it could act as a regional Research 

and Innovation hub, particularly for the southern EU area. From the reviewed statistics,  the 

southern EU region lags behind the northern EU regions. As a result, Malta could facilitate the 

creation of a centralized R&D and Innovation hub, enabling tech companies to open up their 

own R&D and Innovation departments locally. In addition, Malta’s size makes it an ideal 

candidate for a testbed for research concepts or prototyping. Malta has already been 

successful in encouraging a small number of R&D companies to set up business locally, some 

of which hire PhDs and researchers with postdoctoral experience. This trend needs to be 

encouraged and supported more. 

 

Another positive outcome of making Malta an Innovation hub would be investments in local 

education by foreign companies setting up base in Malta. This can be done by allying with the 

University of Malta, who would be able to provide support through Industry and Academia 

collaboration 

 

b. Aggressive Incentivisation through Tax Rebates 
 
Linked to point A. above, the attractiveness of Malta as an Innovation hub should be 

substantiated by an aggressive radical tax cuts. This suggestion stems from the observed 

results within the igaming sector in Malta. 

 

c. Incentives to Promote Business in R&I 
 
Given that R&D and Innovation tends to be a high risk and long-term investment is vital, the 

Government needs to provide suitable subsidization or incentives in order to stimulate the 

industry. This would allow for instance SMEs to invest in R&I. 

 

d. Innovation in Capital Projects 
 
As part of the requirements on Capital Projects, it would be very useful to make R&I centre 

stage in order to ensure that these investments promote R&D and Innovation. In particular, 

this requires the input of Engineers. Tenders should also make R&D and Innovation an integral 

part of such Capital Projects. In addition, tenders should be drafted to highlight the promotion 

of R&D and Innovation developments. 
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e. Setting up of a National Research Centre 
 
A National Research Centre in Malta would act as the tripartite link between the country’s 

R&D and Innovation challenges (in the various sectors), the industry and academia. The role 

of a National Research Centre would be to perform both fundamental and applied research, 

focused on addressing immediate and long-term challenges of the country. The setting up of 

such a research centre could be done in parallel to the implementation of a tenure track 

“Research Stream” at the University of Malta (which so far only exists on paper).  

 

f. Empowerment of researchers 
 
Researchers should be supported with a business arm to link their scientist and technical 

knowhow with the current economic needs. This would allow the creation of products and/or 

services by researchers that can be placed in society. The end result being that researchers 

are made entrepreneurs. This could be done through one of the departments of the National 

Research Centre (see previous point E). One of the key stumbling blocks observed is the 

difficulty in encouraging young people to undertake a career in research  due to the fact that   

opportunities are limited, and salaries are not very competitive.  

 

g. Public Funding  
 
The local public funding opportunities provided through the various schemes from MCST 

should be complemented by further investment in fundamental research and basic science. 

Current funding structures should also be continuously improved and aligned with the 

country’s needs. Boosting of all funds is vital for Malta to achieve the aim of a 3% GDP 

investment in research.  In particular, two new areas in which public sector funding  is needed 

include:        

 

- PhD and postdoctoral funding (with funding levels on a par of other European 

countries). Such funding would allow Malta to boost the numbers of PhD graduates 

and postdocs, helping to attract more foreign direct investment in R&D and 

Innovation. 

- Participation in European Research Infrastructures (e.g. CERN, ESA, EMBL, ESO) which 

allow researchers to access data, equipment, infrastructure, funded Masters and PhD 

programmes and international scientific collaboration. Memberships in such 

international organizations requires these organizations to in turn invest money back 

into the member country through tenders. Such memberships would greatly benefit 

Malta’s engineering and ICT sector. In parallel, this would allow Maltese researchers 

the possibility to conduct world-class science by using these European facilities. 
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h. Facilitation of Research Dissemination and Public Engagement 
 
Research efforts by local entities should be further promoted to raise public awareness of the 

Government’s commitment and also to ensure that an R&D and Innovation culture and 

mentality is stimulated within stakeholders and citizens. Other groups should be involved in 

the whole research and design process. In fact, there should be initiatives that encourage this 

to happen as per the suggestions below: 

 

a. The creation of a Public Engagement funding framework that can address multiple needs: 

enhancing citizen science, working with schools, involving minority groups, and other 

priority areas. This fund should be open to all stakeholders. 
 

b. To support research that aims to understand how citizens perceive health and scientific 

messages (such as COVID-19) in order to support science and health awareness 

campaigns. 
 

c. Creation of an entity (even within existing frameworks such as the University of Malta or 

Esplora/MCST) that supports, trains, and empowers researchers, engineers and other 

research stakeholders to engage citizens and other stakeholders. Such an entity should 

help existing institutions review their current processes and policies in order to encourage 

their members to involve external groups within their work. These policies should 

enhance diversity and inclusivity in research through open access, gender mainstreaming 

and ensuring LGBTQIA+ fairness. 
 

d. Invest in the STEMM Engagement Working Group to allow it to carry out more activities 

and research to support increasing STEMM careers in Malta.  
 

e. Increase the number of Masters and PhD graduates by funding various research positions 

at the University of Malta. 
 

f. Increase the participation by local industry in research projects and stimulate knowledge 

transfer between the University of Malta, which has its own Knowledge Transfer Office 

and the industry. 
 

g. Increase the awareness of local industry of research funding at a European level (national 

projects would act as a springboard to leverage EU funds) 
 

h. Establish Malta’s position in research through high calibre scientific publications, 

therefore attracting further foreign investment 
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i. Promote Further the Malta Intellectual Property Awards 
 
The Malta Intellectual Property Awards  have  been running for quite some time and have 

provided a very good platform to promote R&D and Innovation initiatives. Nevertheless, 

these awards need to be strengthened. The Chamber of Engineers also organizes the Malta 

Engineering Excellence Awards on an annual basis. The Chamber of Engineers is committed 

to promote R&D and Innovation in various sectors of industry and will continue to do so in 

the coming years. Awards are also needed at a national level to recognize researchers.  As an 

example, researchers who have conducted ground-breaking work at an international level 

should be given recognition .       
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