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What Goes Around Comes Around:  

Farming and Nitrates in the Water Table 

 

 

Benny Vella owns a conventional farm located at L-Iskorvit, limits of 

Mġarr. He has been working as a full-time farmer since the age of 

fourteen. To increase fertility and nutrients in soil, they spread manure, 

artificial fertilisers and substances to increase crop growth and soil fertility. 

Many people are concerned that these growing practices promote unsafe 

chemical use, even though the level of toxicity is said to be under a safe 

level. In fact, all pesticides used in Malta are 3rd class, which are the least 

harmful. Conventional farmers, including Mr Vella, typically spread 

pesticides to get rid of harmful insects. This contributes to pollution of air, 

water and soil and contamination of other areas due to the pesticides 

being blown away by the wind. Additionally, they may also be harmful to 

other species which do not cause any harm, like ladybirds and bees. 

Some farmers also spread herbicides to kill weeds, fungicides to get rid of 

diseases in crops, while rodenticides kill rodents.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 1: The difference between conventional 

seeds (which are red due to the amount of 

chemicals) and organic seeds (which are 

white since they’re natural). 



2 

 

Due to the small fields in Malta, farmers are growing crops all year round 

without giving the soil time to rest, which leads to over-cultivation. Over-

cultivation reduces the fertility and productivity of the soil, and so farmers 

have to buy more fertilisers to maintain crop growth. This ends in a vicious 

cycle and as Mr Vella commented, will end with having very poor soil, an 

ever increasing need to add chemical substances which in turn cause 

severe pollution.  

 

The over-use of fertilisers 

has brought many negative 

impacts on the 

environment, especially in 

the Maltese aquifer as 

nitrates are soluble and 

can infiltrate through soil 

and rocks. In fact all of 

Malta is considered as a one 

Nitrates Vulnerable Zone. A study carried out by the British Geological 

Survey in 2008 commissioned by the Maltese Resources Authority 

concluded that the main sources of nitrate contamination in the water table 

are farming and leaching from manure. The nitrate levels according to the 

EU parametric standards are of 50mg/l. In 11 out of 15 of groundwater 

bodies this level was exceeded. The highest nitrate concentration was 

recorded at Pwales coastal groundwater body with a value of 488mg/l. 

Żebbuġ had the highest value in the perched aquifer at 213.5mg/l. The 

mean sea level aquifer systems also have high nitrate concentrations. The 

least level recorded of nitrate levels most of Gozo (lowest level 49.9mg/l), 

Fig 2: Nitrate Content Malta Map 
Source: Nitrates Action Programme Malta 
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Kemmuna (35.9mg/l) and il-Miżieb (34.1mg/l).1 High nitrate levels lead to 

a process called eutrophication which promote excessive growth of algae 

which take up oxygen and leading to the death of other species. Drinking 

contaminated water also leads to health problems where the body cannot 

carry any oxygen.2 It is also interesting to note that the US EPA drinking-

water standard for nitrate is (10 mg/l). 

 

Mr Joseph Sciberras owns an organic farm 

at Xagħra l-Ħamra – one of the least 

contaminated areas. . He is a former 

conventional farmer and has been practicing 

organic farming for the last 15 years. To 

increase fertility in his soil, he uses crop 

rotation and manure. In crop rotation, he 

rotates the crops so that they give back the 

nutrients to the soil and give the soil chance to rest. The manure he uses 

has to be organic, which means it has to come from animals which are fed 

organic products. Another method this farmer uses is by applying 

biological fertilisers which are recognisable by the label which says they 

can be used in organic farming. He also uses some minerals such as 

copper, sulphur, potassium and some nitrates for growing crops. Mr 

Sciberras uses this biological control to keep unwanted pests away. For 

example, ladybugs are often used to kill a certain type of worms; insect 

traps are used to catch and kill pests such as fruit flies. He also plants 

pest-repelling plants, such as herbs, which control the insect population, 

such as the whitefly population.  

 

                                                             
1 http://environment.gov.mt/en/documents/downloads/19_nitrates_action_programme_(maltese).pdf  
2 http://psep.cce.cornell.edu/facts-slides-self/facts/nit-heef-grw85.aspx  

Fig 3: Organic products 

http://psep.cce.cornell.edu/facts-slides-self/facts/nit-heef-grw85.aspx
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Is there a link between organic farming and a lower contamination level? 

Probably so, although there are other variables, such as the infiltration 

level, nearby built up area, animal and human sewage and industrial 

waste that affect nitrate levels. It is interesting to note that the nitrates 

levels under Mr Vella’s farm are amongst the lowest in Malta, with the 

mostly farmed areas having a ‘coincidental’ high level. 

 

What can be done? The Malta Competition and Consumer Affairs 

Authority (MCCAA), frequently checks Mr Sciberras’ products for 

pesticides, fertilisers or other harmful chemicals. They also check his 

products in laboratories to see if they contain Genetically Modified 

Organisms (GMO’s). These types of practices are prohibited in organic 

farming and they can be sentenced for up to six months imprisonment. 

The European Union has also set a number of strict regulations for organic 

farmers to follow.  

 

The objective of the National Nitrates Action Plan is to reduce nitrate 

levels from all agricultural aspects. This campaign will provide individual 

training and soil analysis kits to both full-time and part-time farmers, and 

for livestock breeders. This programme is beneficial for the environment 

and will also help farmers save money.3       

 

 

 

Name: Francesca Maria Sant 

Class: 4.8 

School: Maria Regina Girls’ Secondary School 

                                                             
3 https://agriculture.gov.mt/en/agric/Pages/Info%20Nitrates/dproject.aspx 



5 

 

Bibliography 

 

 

PSEP :: Fact sheets :: Nitrate: Health Effects in Drinking Water. (n.d.). 

Retrieved March 04, 2016, from http://psep.cce.cornell.edu/facts-slides-

self/facts/nit-heef-grw85.aspx 

 

The Project – Nitrates Action Programme Malta (n.d.). Retrieved March 

03, 2016, from https://agriculture.gov.mt/en/agric/Pages/Info 

Nitrates/dproject.aspx 

 

Photographs: 
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Figure 3 – taken at Farmer Benny Vella’s farm (original)   
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