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Environmental Science 

Intermediate Level 
May 2015 

Part 1: Statistical Information 

A total of 381 candidates applied for the examination. The table below shows the distribution of grades for 
this session as compared with the results of the previous year: 

GRADE A B C D E F Abs Total 

Number 17 30 98 104 54 49 29 381 

% of Total 4.46 7.87 25.72 27.30 14.17 12.86 7.61 100 

 

Part 2: Comments regarding candidate’s performance 

Section A 

Q1. Most candidates answered part (a) and (b) correctly.  In part (c), only some of the candidates gave the 
correct definition to the term albedo and named correctly a location where there is a high albedo.  Very 
few candidates could explain correctly and completely how the Earth maintains a temperature that is 
suitable for life.  Many candidates provided replies that did not refer to what the question was asking.  

Q2. Most candidates answered parts (a) and (b) correctly, but failed to give adequate explanations in part 
(b), as requested in the question.  Candidates found answering parts (c) and (d) quite easy and hence 
provided correct answers.   

Q3. Although many candidates had good knowledge of the terms in part (a) (i) and (ii), they failed to show 
how these procedures contribute to soil erosion.  Few candidates replied correctly to part (b) of this 
question mostly because they seemed unfamiliar with the terms used in it. 

Q4. The majority of candidates had problems with this question, scoring less than half the allotted marks. 
In part (a), most of the candidates were unable to explain the term ‘primary atmospheric pollutant’ with 
many of them referring to it as “the most important” or “most harmful pollutant” produced by humans. 
Others thought it was a substance involved in the “first stage of pollution” without elaborating further.  
Yet other responses simply referred to any pollutant resulting from human activity. Very few 
candidates indicated that carbon monoxide is formed as a result of incomplete fuel combustion, 
though some wrote that it forms when fuels burn in confined spaces.  Most candidates were convinced 
that CO is already present in the chemical composition of fuel and that it is simply released on heating.  
Another popular idea was that CO may be generated when engine or lubricating oils burn.  Others 
simply stated that it is always one of the main products of petrol / diesel combustion. Very few 
candidates were aware of the nature of toxicity of carbon monoxide and what properties render it an 
extremely dangerous primary air pollutant – requested in part (c). Most candidates thought that the 
main concern about CO is that it is a greenhouse gas.  Others wrongly linked it to acid rain.  Very few 
indeed referred to its strong tendency to bind irreversibly with haemoglobin and that being colourless 
and odourless make its presence undetectable. In part (d), many candidates knew about the important 
role of the catalytic converter in treating primary pollutants such as CO, though some of them referred 
to it simply as a “special filter” attached to the car exhaust system. Other alternative valid responses 
on ways to reduce CO emission included: the use of electric or hybrid cars, the introduction of the VRT 
and wider use of public transport.  One common misconception was that planting trees reduces 
carbon monoxide because trees use it (rather than carbon dioxide) in photosynthesis. Candidates also 
found it hard to mention other primary pollutants and many referred to substances such as carbon 
dioxide, water vapour, nitrogen, sulfur and even to secondary pollutants such as ozone, nitric acid and 
sulfuric acid. 

Q5. Candidates did very well in this question on the various phases of sewage treatment and a good 
number of them secured full marks.  This shows that candidates had a good understanding of the 
main differences between primary, secondary and tertiary treatment of wastewater. In contast, the few 
candidates who did rather badly in this question had no idea of the basic principles involved in sewage 
treatment, particularly in the microbiological and chemical steps required in the purification process. 

Q6.  Many candidates answered part (a) correctly.  The most common misconception in this question was 
that a niche is an alternative term for the habitat of an organism. In part (b), most candidates 
mentioned that organisms compete for resources. However, only a few mentioned that competition 
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occurs when these resources become limited.  It is not uncommon for candidates to attribute human 
characteristics to other organisms and answers such as “to reign on all other animals” were often 
provided. Many candidates answered part (c) correctly identifying that intraspecific competition is most 
intense, but the most frequent reason given was that organisms of the same species have similar 
strength.  It seems that many candidates equate competition with actual physical fighting. In part (d), 
very few candidates gave a correct definition of succession with many mentioning some stages or 
referring only to colonization. Many candidates answered part (e) correctly. 

Q7. Most candidates answered part (a) correctly. In part (b), most candidates had no problem describing 
the rate of growth at the different phases except for the stable phase where the most common answer 
was “stable”.  Many candidates also did not give a reason for the rate of growth in the 2nd column, but 
merely kept on describing the rate. In part (c), most candidates correctly marked the point on the 
graph, showing the carrying capacity.  Many candidates though either referred to organisms, species 
or people in their definition rather than individuals in a population. 

Section B 

Q1. Most candidates gave correct replies for parts (a) and (b). Given that part (c) was allotted 12 marks, it 
required a lengthy reply illustrated with specific examples. However, although many candidates replied 
correctly to this question, most did so in a very brief manner failing to give more than just generalised 
examples. Some candidates gave a detailed description of the negative environmental impact of 
mining and purification methods used in the extraction of mineral ores. 

Q2. This was the second most attempted question. It was tackled by about one half of the candidates and 
most of them performed fairly well, earning between half and three quarters of the alloted marks. Most 
candidates explained how earthquakes are caused adequately.  They drew correct diagrams to show 
the relationship between a fault line and an earthquake’s focus and epicentre, even though a number 
of candidates interchanged the terms.  Most candidates also replied correctly to part (c) and used 
plate tectonics to explain why earthquakes occur in specific regions.  Finally most candidates had 
good knowledge of how volcanos are formed and why some people choose to live near volcanos.  
Overall many candidates obtained high marks for this question. 

Q3. This was the second least popular question with only about 17% of the total number of candidates 
attempting it.  These candidates did fairly well with about one third of them gaining about three 
quarters of the marks. There was no problem in part (a) with candidates correctly explaining how 
ozone molecules are generated in the stratosphere through the interaction of oxygen free radicals 
(resulting from the photolytic homolysis of oxygen molecules) and diatomic oxygen molecules. 
However, scripts evidenced several misconceptions related to the ozone layer, mainly relating it with 
the greenhouse effect and global warming.  On a positive note, candidates were well-prepared to 
explain the sequence of events / reactions leading to stratospheric ozone depletion and its negative 
consequences on human health and the environment. Some of the candidates found it hard to 
distinguish between the effects of naturally occurring ozone in the stratosphere (good ozone) and 
ozone generated in the troposphere as a result of human activity (bad / polluting ozone).  Some 
candidates correctly referred to ozone as a greenhouse gas, also highlighting its negative impact on 
human health and particularly its association with respiratory problems.  Only few of the candidates 
noted that ozone is a reactive substance and attacks certain materials such as rubber and fabrics. 

Q4. This was the least attempted question of Section B, with only about 7% of candidates opting for it.   
Only a minority of these faired well in this question which tested candidates’ knowledge on some 
issues related to water pollution. In part (a), the majority of candidates could not distinguish clearly 
between the terms BOD and COD and most of them referred to both as the amount of oxygen 
dissolved in water, measured using different techniques.  However, candidates did discretely well in 
answering part (b) on the impact of a high BOD on aquatic life, and part (c) regarding the phenomenon 
of eutrophication.  Almost all candidates trying this question could associate eutrophication with high 
concentrations of nitrates and phosphates, but not all of them mentioned the respective sources of 
these water pollutants. Candidates generally wrote adequate descriptions on the formation of algal 
blooms linked to this type of water pollution, but most failed completely to name the gaseous products 
of anaerobic degradation of organic material (i.e. hydrogen sulfide and methane) which give the 
characteristic foul smell to stagnant and eutrophied water bodies. 

Q5. Most candidates answered part (a) correctly. Most candidates gained high marks in part (b).  The 
biomes that were chosen the most were the desert and tropical rainforests, followed by the 
Mediterranean scrubland and then tundra.  None chose to describe temperate forests. Many 
candidates did not do well in part (c). Many candidates did not define an ecosystem correctly and 
failed to give suitable examples of an ecotone and an ecosystem. In part (d) many candidates defined 
resistance and resilience correctly but failed to provide suitable examples. 



IM EXAMINERS’ REPORT MAY 2015 

 
4 

Q6. This turned out to be the most chosen question and candidates in general scored high marks showing 
that they were confident in dealing with topics related to the interaction between different living 
species. In fact candidates could relate quite easily on the different relationships between parasites 
and hosts, as well as the interaction between predators and preys.  Some of them however found it 
hard to explain adaptations made (separately) by parasites and preys to survive in their respective 
habitats. Most of the candidates correctly explained the term ‘mutualism’, illustrating it also with a 
suitable example.  There was a minority who confused it with alternative interactions such as 
commensalism.  Candidates were less clear / focussed when they attempted to explain what is meant 
by ‘competitive exclusion’ upon dealing with the concept of ‘ecological niche’. 

General comments  

The examiners would like to highlight the following common issues: 

1. It was again noted that some candidates found it really hard to express themselves in good English 
and a few of them even resorted to the occasional use of Maltese during their explanations. 

2. Examiners found it hard to read and mark scripts with crammed calligraphy and irrelevant responses.  
Some scripts were almost completely indecipherable.  Candidates are reminded that illegible 
handwriting and poor presentation of work are always penalized in written examinations. 

3. A good number of responses to section A questions were very long and exceeded the space provided.  
Candidates are reminded to keep as concise as possible when tackling this section as extra details 
cannot be rewarded with extra marks. 

4. Section B questions were sometimes attempted without any necessary planning, resulting in long and 
winding paragraphs with a disorganized or illogical sequence of concepts.  Candidates are advised to 
reserve some time for planning and always try to keep straight to the point. 

5. It was again noted that some candidates preferred to answer the long questions in the form of an 
essay, ignoring the fact that questions were mostly structured and divided into sub-questions requiring 
separate answers.  Answers to section B questions are preferably divided into shorter paragraphs, 
underlining key terms and illustrating descriptions with the use of simple (well-labelled) diagrams, 
where necessary. 
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