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INTRODUCTION

The Centro Studi e Ricerca Ambiente Marino (CE.S.R.A.M.) is a NGO that, since 2010, has dealt with the conservation and protection of endangered species through various
environmental educational programmes that involve both youths and adults. Through courses and nature trips, youths have the opportunity to engage in research programmes both in
Italy and abroad. Within this context, in 2013, an educational programme aimed at youths of between 11 and 20 years of age was launched. Its objective was to raise awareness and
develop a culture on the conservation of Mediterranean cetaceans, with particular reference to the Sicilian Channel. During this project, the C.E.S.R.A.M. became aware of the long-term
Maltese Cetacean Research Project that has been running since 1997, by the Conservation Biology Research Group of the University of Malta (CBRG-UoM) together with the Biological
Conservation Research Foundation (BICREF-NGO). This awareness led to the development of an opportunity allowing Italian volunteers to join in this ongoing research and conservation
work in Malta — precisely at the centre of a region that is considered important for cetacean conservation but is also strongly influenced by human activities. BICREF provides informative
training programmes not only to Maltese entities, such as the Armed Forces of Malta, fishermen, SCUBA divers, various sea-farers, interested members of the general public and NGOs
but has widened its scope to include NGOs and volunteers from abroad, such as CE.S.R.A.M. The involvement of citizens in research programmes allows for better long-term results in
the conservation of protected and endangered animals. Since 2013, during their visits to Malta, Italian youths had the opportunity to participate in educational activities that taught
them about marine life and cetacean conservation programmes in this part of the Mediterranean Sea.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The educational programme, involved groups of 15 Italian volunteer youths taking part at at time. Each group took part in nature trips and surveys on and around the Maltese Islands.
During each visit, the youths had the opportunity to conduct interviews and discussions with University researchers and BICREF collaborators. They carried out sea trips to raise their
awareness on marine life in this area of the Mediterranean and to understand the broad dynamics that govern the management of wildlife as influenced by human activities.

Snorkeling, joining marine boat surveys and identification of marine species (Fig.1) were carried out on the islands of Malta, Gozo and Comino using either a research sailing boat or the
typical Maltese boat, “luzzu”, in order to create a cultural link between the Maltese and Italian traditions, too (Fig.2). Data collection methods and observation skills were also acquired
through this experience. The data will go to join long-term data collection by the Maltese Cetacean and Biodiversity Research Projects initiated by the CBRG-UoM and BICREF. This work
also allows for skills to be applied back at home too. BICREF has also developed interesting educational documentaries on Eco-tourism in the Maltese Islands which were used to
develop critical consideration of both the scientific and natural data collection requirements for future implementation and assessments of this activity in the Mediterranean. Apart from
the various sightings data for each species students also collected data related to human activities.

RESULTS

Cetaceans present in these waters are various and include: the bottlenose dolphin which is spotted close to fishfarms, harbours, marinas, reefs, and fishing villages (Fig.3); the
endangered common dolphin which is observed in less disturbed and often deeper waters like most other cetacean species (Fig.4); the striped dolphins and Risso's dolphins like the rest
of cetaceans of the Mediterranean rarely come closer to the busy and noisy coasts. The Fin Whales do approach the Maltese coasts at certain times of the year giving an unexpected
experience to the observers in these shallower waters. As these cetacean and human activities are studied they may also be compared in close-up regions of the Mediterranean by other
local researchers which may then net-work effectively in the long-term too.

The visits to Malta as part of this educational programme enables youths to contribute to on-going long-term research activities and develop scientific methods for conservation and eco-
tourism. This programme has laid down the groundwork for expanding collaboration between NGOs and educational institutions from different Mediterranean countries, encourage
cetacean research programmes and fosters a much needed collaborative spirit from local to regional level in one of the important Mediterranean regions for marine mammal
conservation. Simultaneously, it is has also marked the importance of finding and involving stakeholders and youths in research programmes. The understanding of and respect for
nature is not solely attained at school or in an academic background, but they are also gained through cultural and social interaction that enables know-how, promotes positive attitudes
and encourages responsible behaviour towards the environment and others.

Fig.1 Caretta caretta — Malta Fig.2 Youths on boat «luzzu» - Malta Fig.3 Tursiops truncatus - Malta Fig.4 Delphinus delphis - Malta

CONCLUSION
Global thinking and respect of local knowledge is the key to a sustainable future and for the
development of suitable management programmes that can maximise the efforts for effective
cetacean conservation in the Mediterranean. This new collaborative project between NGOs and
researchers is only the beginning of similar future projects to be carried out in Malta, Italy and
other European countries, to create effective networking among stakeholders, citizens and
researchers, and to stimulate similar programmes around the Mediterranean basin.




