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17:00 - 17:05

17:05 -17:30

17:35 -19:30

Welcome address
Professor Alfred J. Vella, Rector

Keynote address
The Ph.D., Tal-Qroqq and Campus Fiction
Professor Ivan Callus, Department of English, Faculty of Arts

Parallel Sessions
See pages 3 - 11 for abstracts

A.  Humanities, Education & Law
Chair: Professor Nicholas Vella, Director, Doctoral School

 = Reconceptualising Post-Secondary Education 
Karen Buttigieg

 = A Study in the Visual Narrative of the European Parliament 
Advertising Poster Campaigns for the European  
Elections from 1979 to 2019  
Fabrizio Ellul

 = Cosmology in the Prehistoric Temple Period in Malta  
Tore Lomsdalen

 = Knights of Malta and their Spirituality of Violence 
Matthias Ebejer 

B.  Architecture & STEM
Chair: Professor Ing. Saviour Zammit, Pro-Rector, 
Research and Knowledge Transfer

 = In the Mood for Love: Romantic Love as Intended Intersubjectivity  
Renata Ntelia

 = Analysing the “Performance Gap” between Energy Performance 
Certificates and Actual Energy Consumption of Non-Residential 
Buildings in Malta  
Paul Vassallo

 = Sign Language Recognition via Trajectory Space Representation  
Mark Borg

 = Investigating the Effectiveness of the Maltese Environmental Impact 
Assessment System  
Charlene Smith

 = Ground Obstacle Avoidance Using Multi-Sensor Fusion Techniques 
for Aircraft Operations  
Kevin Theuma

PROGRAMME OVERVIEW  |  Friday 1 March
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19:30 - 20:30

C.  Social and Behavioural Sciences & Life Sciences and Medicine
Chair: Professor Joseph Cacciottolo, Pro-Rector, Academic Affairs

 = Argumentation and Social Representation:  
A Study in Coalitional Psychology  
Luke Buhagiar

 = NEETs and Counter-School Subculture in Malta 
Andreana Friggieri

 = Identifying Pathogenic Variants Causing Idiopathic 
Hypogonadotropic Hypogonadism in the Maltese Population  
by High-Throughput Sequencing and Bioinformatics  
Clayton Axiak

 = The Perinatal Outcomes of Maltese and  
Sub-Saharan African Migrant Women  
Christie Hili 

Networking Drinks
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A.  HUMANITIES, EDUCATION & LAW

Reconceptualising Post-Secondary Education

Karen Buttigieg, Department for Inclusion and Access to Learning, Faculty of Education

Research has shown that local post-secondary education is mostly embedded in a utilitarian 
culture of standardisation, instruction and coaching for high stake examinations, where often, 
the successful student needs to absorb and memorise information at the same pace that 
it is being delivered. This does not tally with the high aspirations of local policy documents 
regarding further education.  Such a notion of education is not the only existing one; other 
perspectives or cultures surrounding education exist, some of which are mostly alien to us 
due to historical and language barriers. One such notion is Bildung, an educational concept 
embedded in German philosophical history and culture. This concept is especially relevant to 
post-secondary education, and its intended outcomes are personal and societal transformation 
rather than simply memorising facts and training for a career. In the current scenario, where the 
race for good grades dominates, the skills for continuous self-formation and growth both as an 
individual and as a member of society, are rarely acquired. Discourses surrounding improvement 
of local post-secondary education systems would thus need to include such notions as that of 
Bildung, which can be used to reconceptualise education at this level.

A Study in the Visual Narrative of the European Parliament Advertising Poster 
Campaigns for the European Elections from 1979 to 2019

Fabrizio Ellul, Department of International Relations, Faculty of Arts

The study is a visual textual analysis of the poster campaign carried out by the European 
Parliament for the European Elections from 1979 to 2019. It argues that the European 
Union’s main institutions have appropriated Europe’s past by constructing a linear historic 
timeline starting from Ancient Greece to modernity to legitimise its existence. In doing so, a 
certain myth of Europe has been created. This myth is proposed to the EU citizen during the 
European Elections. 

The presentation will look into culture and identity as tools for soft power, constructing a 
‘European’ narrative/myth, symbolism in the construction of a ‘European’ narrative, and 
competing narratives during the European Elections. 

With respect to the study’s methodology, the presentation will outline main challenges in 
finding a suitable methodology to analyse visual texts and adopting a framework for the 
analysis of images.
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Cosmology in the Prehistoric Temple Period in Malta

Tore Lomsdalen, Department of Classics and Archaeology, Faculty of Arts

The aim of this study is to explore the possible cosmological significance of skyscapes and 
viewscapes of prehistoric monuments constructed during the Maltese Temple Period  
(3,600 BCE - 2,500 BCE). The key research question to be examined is whether the 
monuments were built and oriented in such a way as to emphasise the Temple Period 
society’s belief system and worldview.

This research aims to further the evidence-based reconstruction of cosmology in Malta 
during the Temple Period by creating a new understanding of existing issues, extending the 
works of others through a replication of their original methodology, and introducing new 
knowledge on the Temple Period’s viewscape and cosmology.

The methodology is both deductive and inductive-based involving fieldwork, photographic 
and ground-truthing documentation, statistical testing and analysis of dubious assumptions, 
geographical information systems (GIS), digital recreation and visual simulation of the 
Maltese horizon, and astronomical software that recreates the visible sky as it was during 
the Maltese Temple Period.

At this stage of the research programme, it is too premature to give any substantial 
concluding evidence, however, preliminary findings cover areas of intervisibility between 
sites and the temple’s location in relation to their apparent horizon, statistical significance of 
actual and random distribution of Temple Sites as well as patterning in temple orientations 
and potential celestial targets.

Knights of Malta and their Spirituality of Violence

Matthias Ebejer, International Institute for Baroque Studies

"Dry bones, listen to the word of the Lord" shouted Fra Roberto Evoli from the pulpit as he 
delivered the victory sermon in September 1565, after three arduous months of siege, death 
and despair. In simple terms, what the capuchin friar was telling the congregation was that 
there was nothing they could have done to save themselves from the might of the Ottoman 
Empire, had it not been for God’s will to save them. But why should God intervene in matters 
of men? The knights were no less vicious in their military exploits and they were often the ones 
perpetrating death and despair. The current study proposes to analyse the relationship between 
religion and violence, taking the Order of St John in the ‘Malta period’ as a case study. The 
aforementioned episode is one of many that highlights how in the minds and hearts of these 
‘new Maccabees’, faith and fate were intertwined, particularly when it came to fighting the 
enemies of Christendom. In a world that was gradually moving away from religious warfare, the 
Order of St John persisted in the conviction that violence against the enemies of the religion was 
simply an extension of charity. 
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In the Mood for Love: Romantic Love as Intended Intersubjectivity

Renata Ntelia, Institute of Digital Games

The topic of this presentation is the experience of romantic love as a phenomenological 
process pertaining to the transformation of intersubjectivity from a means to an aim. 
Intersubjectivity is understood in the context of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of 
perception, according to which we exist in a world by intentionally acting upon our 
surrounding environment. This intentional interaction informs our notion of self and 
consciousness, our subjectivity. As a result we are subjects in virtuality and our subjectivity 
is only actualised through our interaction with other objects and people. This system of 
intentional self-inducing interaction, better described as affect, is what Merleau-Ponty calls 
intersubjectivity. It is in this context that love is examined; as part of this system of affecting 
and being affected.

The argument supported here is that in romantic love intersubjectivity with a certain other 
becomes our intention per se, our aim, beyond simply the means of experiencing our world. 
Affecting and being affected by the other person, our beloved, becomes our prime intention. 
This experience realises our consciousness and notion of self. In this regard romantic love 
becomes of interest as a process of recognition: the first acknowledgement of the other 
person as the intended intersubject. In this sense, romantic love is to be understood as a 
dynamic process that leads progressively to the transcendence of the other person to the 
beloved and, as a result, of the body to the self in love.

Analysing the “Performance Gap” between Energy Performance Certificates and Actual 
Energy Consumption of Non-Residential Buildings in Malta

Paul Vassallo, Institute for Sustainable Energy

Energy Performance Certificates (EPCs) were introduced in Malta in 2009 under the Energy 
Performance of Buildings Regulations under Legal Notice 261 of 2008, which was later 
updated by Legal Notice 376 of 2012 and further by Legal Notice LN47 of 2018. To date, 
some 48,000 EPCs have been logged on the Building Regulation Office (BRO) database.

The EPC "Asset Rating" of non-dwellings compares the building’s rating on projected carbon 
dioxide emissions to a reference building, on the minimum energy performance of buildings.

B.  ARCHITECTURE & STEM
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With the increasing demand for more energy efficient buildings, the construction industry is 
faced with the challenge to ensure that the energy performance predicted during the design 
stage is achieved. 

The scope of this Ph.D. study is to identify the gap between energy performance certificates 
(EPCs) as issued by the nationally-approved software known as the Simplified Building Energy 
Model for Malta (SBEM-mt) and the actual energy consumption of buildings. New, renovated 
and up-for-sale or rent buildings are required by law to have an EPC. However, when the EPC 
does not reflect the actual total energy consumption for space heating and cooling, water 
heating, lighting and ventilation, it causes disruption in the balance between the energy 
efficiency status as implied by the software and the actual operational energy efficiency state 
of the building. It can also jeopardise the overall national energy efficiency state and carbon 
emission levels, given that these EPCs are closely linked to energy efficiency policies, cost-
optimal minimum energy performance levels and nearly-zero energy building benchmarks. As 
such it is important to identify the extent of this gap by studying various local non-residential 
projects with the Energy Performance Certificates (EPCs) as calculated by the national 
software SBEM-mt.

As a first stage, the study will identify any discrepancies and propose the first-approach 
methodology for three types of buildings depending on their built complexities and operation, 
namely a large hospital, a large office building and a number of  schools. This will change or 
enhance the status quo so that the EPC will become more meaningful for our local situation 
and for developing energy efficient policies in the future. The peculiarity of Malta as being 
predominately cooling-demand will be highlighted and contrasted.

The research work disclosed in this presentation is partially funded by the Endeavour Scholarship  
Scheme (Malta). Scholarships are part-financed by the European Union - European Social Fund 
Operational Programme II – Cohesion Policy 2014-2020 “Investing in human capital to create  
more opportunities and promote the well-being of society”.

Sign Language Recognition via Trajectory Space Representation

Mark Borg, Department of Systems and Control Engineering, Faculty of Engineering

Sign Languages (SLs) are the main communication methods used by deaf communities around 
the world. These languages exhibit rich linguistic structure, and primarily convey semantic 
meaning via the spatial location of the hands, the shape of the hands, as well as their motion 
(both hand trajectories as well as handshape changes).  

Apart from these manual gestures, SLs make additional use of other modalities, such as head 
and upper body movements, as well as facial expressions, most often occurring concurrently. 
Automatic sign language recognition (ASLR) is thus quite challenging and despite promising 
results, is still in its infancy. 

This study makes use of normal web cameras for the acquisition of signing videos, and employs 
structure-from-motion techniques in order to represent the spatiotemporal motion of the 
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hands in low-rank trajectory space. It shows how this novel representation lends itself to the 
generation of data-driven phonologically meaningful sub-units which can then serve as input 
to a sign recognition system.  

The system is evaluated with different classifiers, including gradient-boosted decision trees 
and Hidden Markov Models, as well as Recurrent Neural Networks. Results show that the 
proposed trajectory-space representation offers several advantages when compared to the use 
of raw image data, including better interpretability and more efficient processing. In addition 
recognition accuracy is obtained that compares well with the current state-of-the-art methods.

Investigating the Effectiveness of the Maltese Environmental  
Impact Assessment System 

Charlene Smith, Department of Spatial Planning and Infrastructure,  
Faculty for the Built Environment

The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) process is considered an essential tool for both 
spatial planning and environmental management that aids the implementation of sustainable 
development through the proper assessment of impacts arising from a development proposal 
that may possibly have significant environmental effects. Following the formal introduction 
of the concept in the 1960s, through the implementation of the National Environment 
Protection Act (NEPA) in the United States, the use of EIA increased exponentially particularly 
with the coming into force of the EIA Directive in the European Community, with Malta 
following suit in the late 1990s. 

Despite years of implementation of the tool worldwide, and as confirmed by a review of 
literature, the issue of effectiveness of the EIA system can be considered to be one of its 
lesser analysed characteristics. EIA effectiveness can be categorised into four different 
types: procedural, substantive, transactive and normative, with each of these types being 
implemented at different spatial and institutional levels, and at different stages of the 
EIA process. In relation to the latter aspect, EIA follow-up, that is the process that should 
be undertaken following the decision on a development consent application (including 
monitoring, evaluation, management and communication of environmental outcomes), may 
be linked to EIA effectiveness and is considered one of the phases of the EIA process that is 
given relatively little attention. 

This lacuna was also identified in the Maltese context whereby the effectiveness of the 
EIA system in Malta has never been investigated through an in-depth study, particularly at 
post-decision stage. The aim of this research is to carry out a thorough analysis of the EIA 
process in Malta and its effectiveness, with a focus on the EIA follow-up stage. The strengths 
and weaknesses of the process, particularly at post-decision stage, and options that may be 
adopted to improve the system will be discussed in detail. Following an overview of potential 
research approaches, the methodology seen to be most appropriate to the research question 
and objectives is the pragmatist approach, with a qualitative evaluative research approach, 
utilising documentary analysis, in-depth interviews (elite interviewing) and focus groups.
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Ground Obstacle Avoidance Using Multi-Sensor Fusion 
Techniques for Aircraft Operations

Kevin Theuma, Institute of Aerospace Technologies

Nowadays, most phases of flight, such as climb, cruise, descent and landing, are automated. 
However, taxi remains a manual operation in which pilots have to follow the centreline while 
maintaining a safe distance from obstacles. Therefore it is susceptible to pilot error such as 
distractions, lack of situational awareness and misjudgement of separation. These errors may 
result in accidents or incidents, for example, collisions between aircrafts. A potential solution 
would be to detect and track obstacles in the airfield and then display their information onto 
a display so that pilots would be able to visualise their position and distance of separation. 
Such technology would also enable navigation in low visibility conditions. Currently, it is unsafe 
to carry out taxi operations in low visibility conditions such as fog, mist and haze so in these 
circumstances flights have to be rerouted or cancelled. This adds costs to airlines and hence the 
proposed solution would also be beneficial to them.

This doctoral research is investigating the use of sensor fusion techniques to accurately track 
ground obstacles in the airfield. It is expected that these techniques will provide a significant 
contribution to improving the accuracy and reliability of technologies developed in previous 
work. Thus they could eventually make their way into the cockpit. In the research, sensor fusion 
techniques are being applied to data captured by stereo cameras and LIDAR sensors. These 
sensors are used to obtain 3D representations of the surroundings in the form of sets of points 
in 3D space. These are then processed and fused together in order to locate obstacles and 
indicate their area on a display.
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C.  SOCIAL AND BEHAVIOURAL SCIENCES 
& LIFE SCIENCES AND MEDICINE

Argumentation and Social Representation: A Study in Coalitional Psychology

Luke Buhagiar, Department of Psychology, Faculty for Social Wellbeing

Argumentation and social representation are intimately linked. By studying argumentative 
practices, one gains insights into the strategies and representations used by social groups to 
navigate the social world. In coalitional scenarios (e.g. tense native-migrant relations), this 
translates to group-level strategies directed towards managing outgroups. Turning to the local 
context, Eurobarometer studies continuously indicate that immigration remains one of the 
most salient concerns for Maltese citizens when compared to EU average. More specifically, 
qualitative research shows that arguments concerning the integration of Arab migrants in 
Malta are predominantly negative and converge around cultural issues. Quantitative research 
produced similar results, showing that even ethnic minorities converge in their negative 
attitude towards Arabs in Malta. This indicates the need to research further the arguments 
made to substantiate pro- and anti-integrationist views. Accordingly, this Ph.D. research 
seeks to address a lacuna in the literature by studying the arguments of Arabs themselves 
concerning their integration in Malta, through both qualitative and quantitative means, 
namely using interview and survey research methods. In the process, this research seeks to 
fulfil three objectives. Firstly, it aims towards theoretical advancements linking argumentation 
and social representation. Secondly, it seeks to improve the social psychological methods used 
to study argumentation. Thirdly, it seeks to study the arguments used by both the Maltese 
majority and the Arab minority in Malta to shed light on whether a potential spiral of conflict 
is emerging. This can improve understanding of conflict attenuation.

NEETs and Counter-School Subculture in Malta

Andreana Friggieri, Department of Youth and Community Studies,  
Faculty for Social Wellbeing

A war has been waged on ‘Early School Leaving’ as a phenomenon, one that targets the youth of 
our society,  the same society that has made them what they are, as also us, who problematise 
their actions and choices. Those in power impose definitions on young people who deviate 
from the desired norm and engage in moral crusades to save them by providing them with 
the means to achieve a better status. Young people are referred to as  ‘NEETs’ (OECD, 2015) 
when they are going through a phase in their life in which they are ‘idle’ ‒ as in not being in 
education, in employment or training to make themselves ‘employable’.  They are frequently the 
target of attempts aimed at engaging them to become useful to society and thereby reducing 
the exorbitant number of early school leavers that plagues Malta in EU statistical analyses. 
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However, being ‘inactive’, they are often off the radar and therefore largely a mystery. One 
wonders about what it is that made them drop out of school prematurely, what they go through 
at this particular time in their life which is so promising and at the same time so difficult. By 
foregrounding the voices of these young people, this qualitative research aims to investigate 
their focal concerns and experiences, how they look at life, society and their future, what they 
want to accomplish and how they interpret their current situation.

Identifying Pathogenic Variants Causing Idiopathic Hypogonadotropic Hypogonadism 
in the Maltese Population by High-Throughput Sequencing and Bioinformatics

Clayton Axiak, Department of Applied Biomedical Science, Faculty of Health Sciences

Idiopathic Hypogonadotropic Hypogonadism (IHH) is a clinically and genetically 
heterogeneous disorder which is characterised by absent or incomplete sexual maturation 
that leads to infertility. Individuals with IHH do not produce sex steroids that subsequently 
promote the development of secondary sexual characteristics and gamete production and 
maturation in the gonads. 

To date, inactivating variants in more than 25 genes have been associated with the onset 
of IHH. The phenotypic profile of known genes is not consistent with classical Mendelian 
modes of inheritance as it varies in penetrance and variability due to the oligogenicity. Owing 
to this complex genetic architecture, more genes remain to be identified.  Advancements in 
high-throughput sequencing (HTS) and supporting bioinformatic technologies provide new 
opportunities to unravel the missing genetic basis of unsolved IHH cases. This is done by 
extending genetic testing to a genome-wide scale. 

In this project, HTS data will be generated from all identified local IHH cases and will be 
analysed using bioinformatic pipelines to identify causative single or multiple gene variants. 
Data will also be thoroughly investigated for novel genetic loci that may contribute to disease 
heritability. Any identified disease-causing variants will be verified and further characterised 
within the context of in vitro biological systems and their respective carrier frequency in the 
local population determined. 

This study is significant to Malta as the island’s gene pool is distinct from other mainland 
populations. This is, in part, due to the population’s long history of founder effects, reduced 
genetic variation, and genetic bottlenecks shaped by history. This research seeks to explore 
the role of genetic variants and the underlying inheritance patterns that are implicated in 
IHH, and how these are represented in the gene pool of the Maltese population.
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The Perinatal Outcomes of Maltese and Sub-Saharan African Migrant Women

Christie Hili, Department of Midwifery, Faculty of Health Sciences

Sub-Saharan African (SSA) migrant women have specific characteristics that could adversely 
affect obstetric outcomes. A paucity of evidence exists on whether the health and social 
services introduced in Malta for SSA migrants have improved perinatal outcomes. This study 
aims to compare the socio-biological characteristics and obstetric and perinatal outcomes of 
a cohort of SSA migrant women and a cohort of Maltese women giving birth in Malta.  

In this study, a retrospective comparison of the two populations was carried out by utilising 
the national obstetrics database kept by the Medical and Health Department during 2007-
2016. The database had information pertaining to 898 SSA mothers (914 newborns), and 
36,083 Maltese mothers (36,736 newborns). Statistical comparison was carried out using the 
Pearson’s chi-square test.  

The SSA migrants were significantly more likely to be younger, married and poorly educated 
and less likely to smoke cigarettes or abuse illicit drugs. They were also statistically more 
likely to be multiparous and to poorly avail themselves of available antenatal care. Although 
the SSA migrants had a significant increased risk for perinatal complications, the risk for 
perineal trauma was lower in comparison to the Maltese women. Moreover, the neonates of 
the SSA migrants had a significant increased risk for perinatal morbidity and mortality when 
compared to the infants born to the Maltese women. 

Despite the availability of comprehensive free-at-source obstetric healthcare and social 
support services, the perinatal outcomes of the SSA migrants remained substandard when 
compared to those of the Maltese women. These findings require further investigation of the 
adequacy and standard of maternity care offered to SSA migrants.
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