
Protecting Employment and 
Businesses in Malta during the 
First Twelve Months of COVID-19:
A CHRONOLOGY OF SUPPORT MEASURES

ABSTRACT
COVID-19 threw Malta into a sudden and unexpected recession and public 
health emergency. The following article describes state support measures 
designed to protect employment and organisations during the first 12 months 
of this pandemic, as well as their impacts. Key amongst these measures was 
the wage supplement which provided workers and self-employed individuals 
within the worst impacted sectors with a source of income. Whilst Malta’s GDP 
dropped by around 7% in 2020 compared with 2019, unemployment remained 
low suggesting that support measures were effective. 

INTRODUCTION
On March 7, 2020, the first case of COVID-19 was confirmed in Malta. The victim 
was a 12-year-old Italian girl who resided in Malta and was in self-quarantine 
at the time of her diagnosis. Later the same day, both her parents also tested 
positive, with all three being isolated within Mater Dei Hospital. Contact 
tracing was resorted to for the first time. Social partners called for the Malta 
Government to support businesses as the effects of COVID-19 started to bite 
(e.g., Costa, 2020).

This article offers a timeline of the consequences of the coronavirus 
pandemic in Malta as they impacted on work, employment and industrial 
relations. It identifies the ongoing consultations and negotiations between 
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the Malta Government and the various social partners, including employer 
associations and trade unions, as different measures were rolled out to respond 
to the many impacts of COVID-19. The bulk of the references are drawn from 
the work that the staff of the Centre for Labour Studies (CLS) at the University 
of Malta perform on contract to the EU’s European Foundation for Living and 
Working Conditions (Eurofound). Through this work, the CLS is the main Malta 
observatory for developments related to the world of work and employment.

INITIAL SUPPORT MEASURES AND A PARTIAL LOCKDOWN
On March 13, childcares, schools, and other educational institutions, from 
primary schools to the University of Malta, closed their doors, with several 
of these institutions moving immediately to on-line provision. Following 
conversations with relevant stakeholders, on March 14, Government announced 
its first set of measures to support affected businesses. Amongst the measures 
were postponements of provisional tax, VAT and social security contributions 
for employers and the self-employed for the months of March and April. 
Refunds for organisations that invested in teleworking agreements were also 
announced. Dissatisfied by the level of support offered, social partners such 
as the Malta Chamber and the Malta Employers Association (MEA) expressed 
their disappointment, particularly criticising the manner in which Government 
had unilaterally decided to burden employers with the cost of quarantine leave 
by means of a legal notice. Consequently, social partners called for discussions 
within the Malta Council for Economic and Social Development (MCESD) and 
the Employment Relations Board (ERB) (MEA, 2020; Vella, 2020). A survey of 
the first week of the pandemic by the Chamber of SMEs found that 35% of 
respondents would be unable to sustain employment levels beyond a few 
weeks, with the rest of the respondents unable to continue beyond a couple 
of months. The Chamber thus called for government to cover two-thirds of 
businesses’ wage bill, for moratoriums from banks for loans and overdrafts, and 
guarantees for those coming to Malta with imports that they will be allowed to 
unload and return (Azzopardi, 2020). 

On March 17, restaurants, bars and other entertainment venues were 
ordered to close. On March 18, Government announced a second package of 
support measures. Apart from pledging €35 million to health authorities to 
fight COVID-19, measures included a battery of economic and social measures. 
These included: a three month moratorium for residential and business loans; 
the provision of loan guarantees by the Government; a grant to employers of 
€350 for every full-time employee that had to quarantine; based on an €800 
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monthly salary, a grant of two days salary per week for enterprises that had 
closed down completely (the same was offered to self-employed individuals 
in such sectors, with self-employed individuals having their own employees 
offered three days salary per week), and a one day salary grant for organisations 
that had reduced operations by at least 25%; a temporary increase in 
unemployment benefit of up to €800 monthly for full-time employees that 
had lost their job since the onset of the pandemic; a grant for parents who 
needed to remain at home with a school-aged child, are unable to telework 
and work in the private sector; a grant for persons with a disability who stayed 
at home and were unable to telework (this and the latter measure were set 
at €166.15 per week for full-time employees); and increased government rent 
subsidies for those eligible who became unemployed during COVID-19 (Fiorini 
& Eurofound, 2020a-g). 

In terms of third country nationals, the Government dictated that 
organisations that made such individuals redundant would not be allowed to 
hire third-country nationals in the future. Furthermore, with the exception of 
those who are highly qualified individuals, the country stopped accepting new 
applications from third-country nationals for work. A new department within 
Jobsplus, the government employment agency, was set up to help third-
country nationals who lost their job to find a new one (PWC, 2020a). 

Despite the improved bundle of support measures, the package was 
again criticised by employers, with the Malta Chamber describing it as “very 
disappointing”. The Chamber’s major issue lay with the level of financial 
support for salaries, which they calculated was “a mere subsidy of 20% of the 
employee’s salary at the level of the minimum wage” and thus concluded that 
this would lead to redundancies. Whilst more positive about the introduction 
of support for quarantine leave, this was also considered to fall short of 
expectations (Malta Chamber, 2020a). Similar criticism was expressed by the 
MEA, the Malta Chamber of SMEs, and the Malta Hotels and Restaurants 
Association (MHRA) (Times of Malta, 2020).

On March 20, all inbound commercial flights were suspended, as were 
outbound Air Malta flights, with only a limited number of ‘lifeline’ flights for 
stranded individuals taking place. By March 23, non-essential shops had been 
ordered to close; by which time many shops had already closed their doors, 
either out of fear or out of a lack of business.

On March 24, the Prime Minister, flanked by trade union and employer 
association members, announced an update to the aforementioned support 
package, with wage subsidies being announced for Malta’s most affected 
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sectors. In sectors most affected by the pandemic, workers would receive 
€800 a month from the government, whilst employers agreed to top up this 
wage with up to a further €400. Employers who were too highly impacted by 
the pandemic and could not afford their portion of the wage had to register 
with the Department of Industrial and Employment Relations (DIER). Lesser 
amounts were given to part-time workers and those in lesser hit sectors. It 
was announced that the package was the result of tripartite consultation, 
and subsequently unions and employer associations alike announced their 
satisfaction with the package (Fiorini & Eurofound, 2020h). 

By March 27, those older than 65 as well as individuals certified as 
medically vulnerable to COVID-19 were ordered to remain home by public 
health authorities; such individuals could however leave home to buy food and 
attend medical appointments, amongst others. Healthcare workers and those 
in leadership positions were exempt from this rule. A government support 
measure of €166.15 per week was announced for such full-time employees who 
were unable to work from home and were not being paid by their employer 
(€103.85 a week was offered to part-time workers) (Fiorini & Eurofound, 2020i). 
On March 30, it was announced that public gatherings of more than three 
people were banned and fines were imposed. By April 3, leisure travel between 
Malta and Gozo was banned, whilst on April 9 the Government announced a 
subsidised voluntary repatriation scheme for foreign nationals who wished to 
return to their home countries. 

MALTA RE-OPENS FOR BUSINESS 
Following a period of negligible new positive cases, and several sectors at a 
standstill, the country slowly re-opened for business. On May 4 unrestricted 
travel between Malta and Gozo was re-commenced whilst certain non-
essential shops were allowed to re-open; these were subject to new health-
related procedures, such as the mandatory wearing of masks. Three days 
later, the government Wage Supplement was renewed for the months of 
May and June. On May 22, hairdressers and restaurants were allowed to re-
open, a decision criticised by unions such as the Medical Association of Malta 
(MAM) and the Malta Union of Midwives and Nurses (MUMN) since COVID-19 
cases increased after the initial re-opening. The spike in new cases was short-
lived, and by June 5, bars, gyms and the law courts were allowed to re-open. 
In view of this re-opening, several support measures designed to protect 
workers ended. On June 5, both the Medical Benefit, a grant for vulnerable 
individuals unable to work from home, and the benefit for persons with a 
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disability, came to an end. The parent benefit, for those that had to stay home 
with a school-age child, and the additional benefit for individuals who lost their 
job during COVID-19, both ended on July 3 (Fiorini & Eurofound, 2020a,d,e,i). 
Simultaneously, summer programmes in state schools opened to support 
those returning to work. 

IMAGE 1: COVID-19 ACTIVE CASES IN MALTA (FROM MARCH 2020 TILL 
MARCH 2021)

On June 8, a new set of support measures were announced during a mini-
budget which aimed to regenerate the Maltese economy. It was announced 
that the tax deferral for companies in the worst hit sectors would be retained 
until August 2020, with organisations able to pay till May 2021 without incurring 
penalties. Other sectors, which benefited from deferrals on social security, 
maternity contributions and taxes would need to commence payments by 
July 1. Also announced was the retention of the Wage Supplement up until 
September 2020. However, whilst this would be retained in full for some sectors 
such as tourism, the amount disbursed decreased from €800 to €600 in 
some other sectors. Furthermore, working students and pensioners who were 
previously excluded from the supplement would now be eligible if impacted by 
COVID-19. Newly announced measures included rent and electricity subsidies 
for those businesses eligible for the Wage Supplement. Additional measures 
that targeted businesses included: a grant of up to €5,000 for organisations 
to re-engineer their business in view of the new business climate; a Skills 
Development Scheme for small businesses to support training; the wavering 
of trade licenses that should have been paid to the Commerce Department 
and Malta Tourism Authority for businesses forced to closed down; refunds 
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for organisations participating in international fairs that had been cancelled 
due to COVID-19; a fund to assist business to promote their products; and the 
conversion of part of a tax credit into cash where business had invested in their 
businesses during 2019. It was also announced that the Malta Development 
Bank would act as an underwriter for private companies where bond roll-overs 
fell due (Fiorini & Eurofound, 2020h, j-n; PWC, 2020b).

The re-development budget also included industry-specific support 
measures such as reductions in tax when transferring residential property, 
refunds of port charges and container discharge fees incurred on import and 
export, a grant for those operating in the construction industry to facilitate the 
modernisation of their machinery and equipment, as well as financial support 
for homes for the elderly and NGOs. Finally, further individual-specific measures 
included the provision of €100 in vouchers for all individuals resident in Malta, 
€80 of which could be spent at hotels, restaurants, bars and €20 in retail outlets. 
Furthermore, a special supplement of €250 was provided for low-income 
working families (via the state’s In-Work Benefit Scheme) (Fiorini & Eurofound, 
2020o-r; PWC, 2020b). 

The reaction of the social partners to the regeneration budget was largely 
positive. They had remained in close contact with the government throughout 
the lockdown, with several having drafted regeneration policies themselves. 
The UHM – Voice of the Workers, Malta’s second largest trade union, however, 
criticised the budget, stating that not enough had been done for workers. In 
particular, it claimed that some workers on the Wage Supplement had never 
received the €400 due from their employers (Malta Independent, 2020a).

COVID-19 CASES RISE AND THE REIMPOSITION OF SOME 
RESTRICTIONS
On July 1, the seaport and airport opened to welcome individuals from countries 
deemed to be safe. On July 15, the flight roster was expanded to include several 
other countries. The timing of these decisions caused disagreement amongst 
the social partners. The health sector unions urged caution; whereas the MHRA, 
which had lobbied strongly for the airport to reopen, felt that the dates were too 
late, having pushed for a June opening. 

Following several mass events in mid-July, COVID-19 cases spiked 
again, causing much consternation, with the MAM issuing industrial action 
demanding that mass events be stopped. As COVID-19 cases continued to rise, 
by August 7 restrictions were reintroduced, with mass events being restricted 
and dancefloors being closed. By August 17, bars and nightclubs were closed 
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(but bars where food is served and restaurants were excluded), wedding 
receptions were restricted, mask wearing was enforced in closed public spaces 
and travellers from certain countries were asked to provide negative COVID-19 
certification (Cuschieri, Balzan, Gauci, Aguis, & Grech, 2020). Schools, however, 
re-opened physically at the end of September.  

During the October 2020 budget, it was announced that the wage 
supplement was to continue until March 2021, with this expected to cost €40 
million a month. Other measures included modifying the threshold of the In-
Work Benefit so that more families would be eligible, and the announcement 
that €100 vouchers for the general population would again be issued, this time 
to be split as €60 for accommodation and restaurants and €40 for retail. No 
date for the re-issuing of vouchers was provided. Social partners, such as the 
Malta Chamber, welcomed these updates but highlighted that more support 
would be needed if the pandemic dragged on. The MEA, also positive about 
these measures, highlighted a lack of long-term vision (Galea, 2020). 

The budget was set against a backdrop of ever-increasing COVID numbers. 
On October 16, the use of masks was made compulsory in almost all places, 
including outdoors and in workplaces (prior to this, masks only had to be worn 
in specific situations only; for example, on public transport). On October 29, 
bars were ordered to close (this excluding snack bars and kiosks, which were 
not allowed to sell alcohol and also had to close between 11pm and 5am), 
with the date of the re-opening constantly being pushed back as COVID-19 
prevalence increased over the Christmas period. 

In January 2021, as the first COVID-19 vaccines were administered, it was 
also announced that the Wage Supplement would be means tested for the 
first time. Businesses which made a profit or only a slight loss in the first six 
months of 2020 when compared to 2019 would no longer be eligible, whereas 
the amount disbursed for those eligible would now depend on the level of 
losses made by the organisation (Malta Enterprise, 2021a). While COVID-19 
cases continued to rise, the re-issuing of government vouchers, as announced 
in the October budget, was delayed; whilst bars and other entertainment 
venues were ordered to remain closed until February 1 2021. This date was 
extended indefinitely as February neared. 

On March 3, almost a year from the first known COVID-19 case in Malta, 
active cases reached and then surpassed 3,000 for the first time. This resulted 
in several groups including Public Health experts, the Malta Union of Midwives 
and Nurses (MUMN), the Medical Association of Malta (MAM) and Forum Unions 
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Maltin (For.U.M), all calling for greater enforcement and measures (Calleja, 2021; 
Times of Malta, 2021). On March 5, restaurants were closed once more (however 
they could continue to provide takeaways). On March 9 it was announced 
that the state’s Wage Supplement scheme would continue until the end of 
2021 (Malta Independent, 2021a), whilst by March 10 greater measures were 
announced, including that schools, non-essential shops and services, places 
of entertainment, and organised sport were to close. Schools moved online 
whilst non-essential travel between Malta and Gozo was restricted once more 
(Malta Independent, 2021b).  

USE AND IMPACT OF SUPPORT MEASURES
A total of €17.5 million was disbursed to 8,360 beneficiaries as part of the four 
schemes designed to protect workers during the initial phase of the pandemic. 
These included benefits for those that had to remain home and could not 
telework, including parents, persons with disability, and medically vulnerable 
individuals, as well as added benefits for individuals who lost their job during 
COVID-19 (Fiorini & Eurofound, 2020a,d,e,i). The negligible number of COVID-19 
cases up until July 2020, by when these measures came to an end (Image 1), 
suggests that they served their purpose. 

The NSO (2021) announced that compared with 2019, Malta’s 2020 Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) decreased by 5.7%. In Volume terms, GPD fell by 
7.0%. By September 2020, €233 million had been distributed to 85,000 workers 
via the state wage supplement, supporting just under 17,000 business units 
(Malta Chamber, 2020). This amount rose to around €360 million by the end of 
2020, with another €200 million expected to be spent on the first nine months 
of 2021 (Cocks, 2021). 

For the months covering July till September, 6,422 applications (covering 
7,274 bills) were received for the Electricity Refund Scheme (Malta Chamber, 
2020). The first payments for verified applicants of this scheme occurred 
during December 2020, with 3,280 companies and 1,860 self-employed 
individuals benefitting. The total expenditure for this scheme is expected to 
be €6 million (Malta Enterprise, 2021b). In terms of the Rent Refund Scheme 
4,405 applications (covering 4,954 lease contracts) were received for the period 
covering July till September (Malta Chamber, 2020). Following a verification 
process, the first tranche of assistance under the Rent Refund scheme was 
distributed in March 2021. 850 organisations and 874 self-employed people 
benefitted. This cost of this first payment was €5.5 million, with the total 
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scheme expected to reach €12 million (Malta Enterprise, 2021c). Furthermore, 
662 applications had been received for the telework scheme, with just under 
€1 million being disbursed (Malta Chamber, 2020).

At the time of writing (March, 2021) it is unclear how many applications 
had been approved by means of the Quarantine Leave scheme. By October 
2020, €1.8 million had been approved for 2,664 applications by means of this 
scheme (Malta Chamber, 2020). During January and February 2021 however, 
intermittent public health updates highlighted that the number of individuals 
in mandatory quarantine regularly exceeded 7,000 individuals. 

In terms of loans, 7,327 were subject to a moratorium by the end of April 
2020, for a value of €1.3 billion (11% of all loans); the vast majority of these were 
household loans. By September 2020, this had increased to 8,335 (total value 
of €1.8 billion), however by the end of 2020 it was reported that the number 
of loans subject to a moratorium had decreased to 2,373 (value of €0.7 billion 
or 6.4% of outstanding loans). During all periods, the greatest number of 
commercial loans subject to a moratorium were in the accommodation and 
food services, wholesale and retail, and real estate sectors (Malta Central Bank, 
2020a,b, 2021). The reducing number of moratoria in all sectors provides an 
indication that business units are recovering. 

Despite the rising number of cases and the re-introduction of partial 
lockdowns, it could be debated that, from an employment point of view, the 
support measures had the desired impact. The unemployment rate rose 
marginally from 3.3% in February 2020 to 4.2% in May and June 2020, dropping 
to 3.9% in September but rising again to 4.8% in November 2020 (NSO, 2020-
2021). The seasonal adjusted unemployment in December 2020 was 4.5% 
(Central Bank, 2021), whilst the unemployment rate had not risen above 3.5% 
during 2019 (NSO, 2020-2021). In fact, 2,765 were unemployed in December 
2020, an increase of 1,123 when compared to December 2019 (Central Bank, 
2021). The Minister of finance noted in March 2021 that around 5,000 workers 
had lost their job because of the pandemic, however only around 400 of these 
had failed to find alternative employment and were registered as unemployed 
(Cocks, 2021). Despite this increase in unemployment when compared to pre-
COVID-19, unemployment in Malta remained amongst the lowest in the EU. 
Labour market slack, which represents an unmet need for work, also rose 
slightly from the beginning of the pandemic: from 6.4% in Q1 2020 (6.4% in 
2019) to 6.9% in Q2 (5.5% in 2019) and 7.5% in Q3 (6.2% in 2019). This remained 
considerably lower than the EU average (14.5%) in Q3 (Eurostat, 2021). 



CENTRE FOR LABOUR STUDIES  |  33

CONCLUSION
COVID-19 had a sudden, unexpected and unprecedented impact upon the 
Maltese economy. The government rolled out several support measures. These 
were initially deemed inadequate by the social partners; but were improved 
upon following tripartite discussion and agreement. Measures initially focused 
on reducing transmission, protecting employment and commercial units; 
by June 2020, the focus had moved away from halting disease transmission 
and shifted to regenerating the economy. Inevitably, as the country opened 
up, COVID-19 cases increased, first spiking due to several mass events, and 
later being driven by increased interaction over the Christmas period as well 
as the introduction of more transmissible COVID-19 variants. The economy 
contracted substantially during the initial phases of the pandemic. However, 
organisations and employment were largely protected. 

Managing the effects of the pandemic continues at the time of writing 
(March 2021). Vaccinations have started, with Malta being the EU country 
with the largest proportion of its citizens being inoculated. If the current rate 
of vaccine administration is maintained, Malta could reach heard immunity, 
where 70% of its eligible population is inoculated, by October 2021 (Farrugia, 
2021). Whilst the impact of the vaccines on the novel COVID-19 variants remains 
unclear, it is hoped that life and work could then return to a state that more 
closely resembles a pre-pandemic way of life, but that preserves the benefits 
and knowhow gained during this uncertain period.
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