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a b s t r a c t
Conservation conﬂicts often involve tensions between human stakeholders. One highly topical conﬂict is that
around migratory bird hunting in the Mediterranean, particularly in Malta. Here, tensions between hunters
and anti-hunting groups have escalated to include rural surveillance operations by anti-hunting groups, physical
scufﬂes with hunters, retaliatory poaching and measures unheard of in Europe, such as the use of drones or army
interventions. We describe the historical and political background to the Maltese conﬂict and use social network
analysis to map the institutional relationships between governmental and non-governmental stakeholders
inﬂuencing hunting in Malta. Our analysis conﬁrms that the institutional landscape is highly polarised with
two distinctive sides with few links between them. Nonetheless there are links between organisations in opposite sides of the spectrum and these could be explored to improve dialogue between the hunting and antihunting lobby. We also uncover that the ORNIS committee, the state's single hunting consultative platform
lacks brokering power, the ability to connect otherwise unconnected groups within a network, which is likely
why those opposed to spring hunting have recently started campaigning for a national referendum on the
issue. Although independent monitoring is urgently needed around the Mediterranean, if science is to contribute
to the management of this conﬂict, it will only be useful if the current stakeholder polarisation is overcome. Important steps towards conﬂict resolution include anti-hunting groups improving their ability to distinguish clearly between species conservation and animal welfare, and the ability of hunting groups to co-ordinate themselves
better to ensure compliance with the law amongst their membership.
© 2015 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
Conﬂicts related to the management of wildlife present conservation with one of its toughest challenges (Dickman, 2010; Redpath
et al., 2013; Woodroffe et al., 2005). Although traditionally framed as
human–wildlife conﬂict, this framing has been increasingly criticised
for masking the underlying human dimensions that make these conﬂicts essentially between stakeholders over wildlife (Marshall et al.,
2007; Peterson et al., 2013; Young et al., 2010). Following Redpath
et al. (2014) we thus deﬁne conservation conﬂicts as “situations that
arise when two or more parties have strongly held views over biodiversity objectives and one of those parties is attempting to assert its interests at the expense of the other”.
These conﬂicts are often costly and destructive affairs that not only
undermine effective conservation but also hinder economic development and disrupt social order (Goldman et al., 2013). Conﬂict tends to
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be particularly intense around practices that require the direct use of
biodiversity (e.g. hunting), and in regions such as Europe and North
America, where non-governmental organisations (NGOs) are particularly active and risk fuelling a conﬂict that they could be instead mitigating (Douglas and Veríssimo, 2013; Redpath et al., 2013).
In Europe, one of the highest-proﬁle cases of stakeholder conﬂict
involves tensions between hunters, state, European Union (EU) institutions and environmental NGOs over the shooting and trapping of migratory birds. These conﬂicts are particularly pronounced along the shores
of the Mediterranean (Gaston and Evans, 2004), where hunting is deeply rooted in local culture (Falzon, 2008; Fenech, 2010). It is estimated
that at least 4.5 million hunters populate Mediterranean countries
(FACE, 2010; International, 2007), with some estimates putting the
total number of birds hunted annually at about 1000 million (Magnin,
1991). Nevertheless, the absence of robust statistics, particularly from
North African and Middle Eastern countries, creates great uncertainty
around both these ﬁgures.
It is in Malta, however, that this conﬂict has received most media attention (Youth, 2003). Despite being an archipelago of three islands
covering only 315 km2, Malta has 14,000 licensed hunters (FKNK,
2012), by far the highest density of hunters per km2 of any country in
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Europe (FACE, 2010). Conﬂict between hunters and anti-hunting groups
has escalated rapidly in recent years. Environmental NGOs have started
to organise increasingly complex ﬁeld-operations, deploying patrols
and piloting unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) — commonly known as
drones — to curb illegal hunting. Hunters responded by denying
environmentalists access to their hunting grounds and deliberately
targeting protected species out of protest (Lia, 2011). Meanwhile the
police has requested army support to prevent illegalities (both illegal
shooting and trespassing) and maintain order when the tension escalates into violence between stakeholders (Boissevain, 2006). It is in
this context that Malta has been dubbed a bird hunting “black spot”
within the Mediterranean region (Raine, 2007).
As is the case with the majority of conservation conﬂicts, the situation in Malta has mostly been approached from a strictly ecological
perspective, with little effort to take into consideration the complex
inter-relationships between stakeholders (Dickman, 2010; Redpath
et al., 2013; White et al., 2009). As such there is currently little published
information about stakeholder relationships, information exchange,
institutional co-operation, the nature of the rivalries, hopes, fears
and aspirations as well as the availability of effective spaces through
which reconciliation and conversation can occur (see Briguglio, 2012;
Campbell and Veríssimo, 2015).
In this study we provide the historical and political background to
the issue of bird hunting in Malta. Additionally, we use social network
analysis to map out and analyse the institutional relationships between
governmental and NGO stakeholders. Scholars studying natural resource management are increasingly realising that social networks
matter (Prell et al., 2009). The networks stakeholders belong to can
have signiﬁcant impact on how resources are mobilised and allocated
(Carlsson and Sandström, 2008), knowledge generated and shared
(Isaac et al., 2007), rules and policies are agreed upon and
communication facilitated (Scholz and Wang, 2006). This makes the existence and the structure of social networks crucial in determining the
ability of stakeholders to work together and effectively deal with conﬂicts around natural resource management (Bodin and Crona, 2009).
This way, social network analysis can help us reframe conservation conﬂicts by placing human stakeholder ﬁrmly at the centre of the issue and
ensuring that relationships between human stakeholders are taken into
account (Prell et al., 2009). In this research we demonstrate how social
network analysis can be used to study conservation conﬂicts from an institutional perspective. This approach facilitates the making of policyrelevant recommendations not only for Malta but also for other similar
conﬂicts within the European Union (e.g. Aaltola and Oksanen, 2002;
Jenkins, 2013; Young et al., 2005, 2007).
2. The historical and political background
Malta joined the European Union in 2004. Pressure by Malta's four
Hunting Associations, notably the Federazzjoni Kaċċaturi u Nassaba
Konservazzjonisti (FKNK), who claimed that its 9000 members could
swing an election, forced the Maltese government to negotiate an EU
entry package that allowed for the opening of the spring hunting season
and the continuation of ﬁnch trapping until the end of 2008. This was
granted in the form of a derogation from the EU Birds Directive,
allowing the shooting of two species (quail Coturnix coturnix and turtle
dove Streptopelia turtur) in spring and the trapping of seven species of
ﬁnches. However, widespread reports that Maltese hunters were breaking the terms of the derogation lead to legal action against Malta. This
legal process lead to interim measures that prevented the opening of
the spring hunting season in 2008 and 2009. That same year, the
European Court of Justice (ECJ) ruled that the Maltese spring hunting
seasons of 2004 to 2007 were in breach of European Union law but
acknowledged that the number of quail and turtle dove during the
autumn was not enough to provide an alternative. This ruling thus provided a legal pathway through which the Maltese government could
apply for a derogation.

Also in 2009, frustrated by the state's consistent failure to take a
stand against hunting, and emboldened by the ECJ's ruling, BirdLife
Malta, the Maltese environmental NGO with the largest membership,
and the Committee Against Bird Slaughter (CABS), a German animal
welfare NGO, intensiﬁed their ﬁeld-operations to monitor hunting
activities, seek out illegalities and report them to the police. Violence
between NGO volunteers and hunters became regularly reported
(CABS, 2010; Raine and Temuge, 2009).
In 2010, despite ﬁnding Malta guilty, the ECJ allowed Malta to
continue to apply a derogation to the EU Birds Directive and reopen
a more limited spring hunting season. Angered, the environmental
NGOs responded by deploying more volunteers and in 2012 even a
drone to monitor the landscape, although the device was allegedly
shot down by hunters in just a few days (CABS, 2012). From 2013,
the Army and another drone were used by the state to assist the
police in keeping order in the countryside (Times of Malta, 2014b).
This increase in enforcement in turn lead some hunters to retaliate
by shooting at protected birds out of frustration and protest (Lia,
2011).
In summer 2013, Alternattiva Demokratika (AD), Malta's small green
party, encouraged Malta's environmental NGOs to band together and
employ a different tactic. Baptised the ‘Coalition Against Spring Hunting’
(CASH), the goal of this alliance was to by-pass political negotiation and
use a recently enacted law that allowed the Maltese public to push for a
referendum if at least 10% of the Maltese voting population was in
favour of it. CASH claimed it had enough support from the general
Maltese population to collect the 35,000 signatures required to call a
referendum, and to subsequently win the contest to abolish spring
hunting. Following the formation of CASH, the situation kept evolving
rapidly. In April 2014, CASH handed in about 40,000 signatures, which
after being processed by Maltese authorities led to the scheduling of
the referendum for April 2015. After a very heated lead-up to the referendum, the hunters won with 50.4% of the votes. This led to the opening
of a spring hunting season for 2015, which was afterwards cut short by a
few days when a shot kestrel fell into a school yard (Times of Malta,
2015).
3. Understanding the stakeholders
In order to understand this complex institutional landscape we
started by conducting a review of limited literature available on the
topic (Fenech, 1992; FKNK, 2012; Lia, 2011; Raine, 2007; Wild
Birds Regulation Unit, 2013) which initially identiﬁed the CASH
and the Federazzjoni Kaċċaturi Nassaba Konservazzjonisti (Federation for Hunting and Conservation Malta — FKNK) as the major
players. We then used snowball sampling to identify other relevant
stakeholders.
Our ﬁnal dataset was obtained through semi-structured interviews
with 25 representatives of both state and Maltese NGO institutions active in the hunting arena between October and November 2013. This included representatives of two hunting associations, the Ministry of
Environment of Malta (in particular the Wild Birds Regulation Unit),
the Administrative Law Enforcement Section of the Maltese police,
one political party and 20 Maltese NGOs largely focused on the environment and animal rights. Interviews were personally conducted by both
authors in English (exceptions were one interview conducted mostly in
Maltese, one phone interview and two instances where the questions
were sent via email). Interviews ranged from 12 to 59 min, with a
mean of 30 min. Interviews were digitally recorded using a Sony ICDPX312 recorder. Consent for participation and audio recording was obtained before each interview.
Our semi-structured interview guide was based on previous research on natural resource governance and social network analysis
(Cohen et al., 2012; Vance‐Borland and Holley, 2011) and included a
set of topics to be discussed with the interviewees. We divided the
interview into four sections, slightly tailoring each interview for each
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organisation targeted. We additionally followed-up the answers with
further questions as to ensure no important data was missed even if
outside the scope of the guide. The ﬁrst section focused on the
interviewee's current and historical role within the organisation. The
second focused on the internal structure of the organisation, namely
its membership size and internal decision-making processes, and the informal and formal relationships with other institutions. The third section focused on hunting, particularly on hunting related projects that
the organisation is or had been involved in, any partnerships developed
with other institutions and the sources of information on hunting used
by each organisation. In the last section we asked interviewees which
were, from their perspective, the key organisations on hunting and requested advice as to what other organisations we should contact on
this topic.
Secondary sources, such as institutional press releases or interviews
by NGO representatives to reputable media channels, were used to
identify the inter-institutional ties of those organisations whose representatives could not be reached (an issue mainly for smaller organisations). Additionally, these sources allowed us to triangulate and verify
the information obtained in the stakeholder interviews. These relationships were subsequently ordered into three classes of increasing
strength, ranging from those relating only to information exchange, to
those suggesting joint activities and ﬁnally to ties of coalition, where
allies act as a single entity (e.g. CASH). This data representing symmetric
and valued institutional ties was then used to create the visual representations of the networks using Ucinet 6.232, a software package for
analysing social network data. We then used ORA-NetScenes 3.0.9.9d,
to calculate metrics such as the total degree centrality or between
centrality of each organisation within the network.
3.1. The institutional landscape
In relation to the anti-hunting movement we found that the CASH
had a heterogeneous membership including different organisation
types (political parties and NGOs) of varying sizes (from less than 10
to about 2650 members) and agendas (from animal welfare, to maritime conservation, to the protection of historic heritage). A particularly
complex aspect of the internal structure of the CASH was that it lists the
Coalition for Animal Rights (CAR), another coalition of NGOs, as one of
its members (Fig. 1). In CASH's committee meetings, the CAR is represented by a single delegate and is considered a single member. However, some of the CAR's members are also direct members of the CASH
with individual representation in committee meetings. It was also
clear from our interviews that the membership of the CAR was rather
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ﬂuid with organisations regularly entering and exiting the coalition,
for that reason we represent only those members that are either active
or which have been part of the CAR for several years.
CASH's institutional structure is divided into three tiers (Fig. 1),
linked to the weight of particular institutions in the coalition. CASH is
largely run by a committee of four organisations (red on) that
includes BirdLife Malta and AD. The Coalition has other less frequent
general gatherings attended by CASH's direct members (orange on ﬁgure). Members of the CAR (yellow on ﬁgure) do not generally directly
participate in the CASH's meetings, and are represented by a delegate.
Our results also show that most of CASH's direct members (red and
orange on Fig. 1) are connected by strong ties outside CASH and CAR.
These links are the product of previous collaborative projects around
other issues (e.g. illegal urban development) (Fig. 1). By contrast CAR
members have fewer and weaker ties with other institutions, perhaps
because their narrower focus, more limited resources and reduced
manpower provides them less scope to venture into larger projects.
In relation to the wider institutional landscape, only ﬁve members of
CASH were found to have connections with other organisations active in
the hunting scene (Fig. 2). This landscape is dominated by two large factions (orange and blue) of roughly equal membership. Both are inward
looking, in the sense that the strongest connections are with institutions
that share their view of the conﬂict. It should be noted that although all
four hunting organisations came together to defend hunting rights
around the time of entry to the EU, two of them have subsequently disappeared from the public sphere, currently serving only as hunting insurance providers. The anti-hunting lobby (orange) is more complex.
As a coalition, CASH (diamond) does not directly interact with other institutions. Some of its members (orange circles), however, do. Yet their
strongest ties remain with members of the anti-hunting lobby, including CABS which, being a foreign organisation, is not part of CASH.
The high interconnectedness of the anti-hunting lobby is demonstrated by looking at the normalised number of direct connections
that each institution has in the network (total degree centrality). Stakeholders with a high degree centrality can play a crucial role in bringing
other stakeholders together. However, given the amount of effort
related to maintaining a large number of ties, these are often weak
(Prell et al., 2009). Thus, although stakeholders with high degree
centrality can often be relied upon to diffuse information, there is no
guarantee that they are able to signiﬁcantly inﬂuence and effectively
mobilise those to whom they are tied (Prell et al., 2009). The nine organisations with the highest number of institutional connections all belong to the anti-hunting lobby, with BirdLife placing ﬁrst (0.237). The
most connected organisation outside this group was the FKNK which

Fig. 1. Internal structure of the Coalition to Abolish Spring Hunting (CASH). Circles symbolise NGOs while triangles symbolise political parties. Yellow represents the members of Coalition
for Animal Rights, orange and red the direct members of CASH, while red represents the members of the executive committee of CASH. Three types of institutional links are presented with
the darker thicker lines representing stronger ties. The size of each symbol is proportional to the size of the membership of each institution. (For interpretation of the references to colour in
this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
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Fig. 2. Institutional links between environmental NGOs, the Maltese state and hunting organisations. The diamond symbolises the CASH Coalition, the circle NGOs, the square state institutions and the circle within a square the ORNIS committee. Three types of institutional links are presented with the darker thicker lines representing stronger ties. The size of each symbol
is proportional to the size of the membership of each institution. (For interpretation of the references to colour in this ﬁgure, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

ranked only 10th (0.07). As expected, ORNIS placed 16th (0.032), although one must keep in mind that this platform was designed to include only a very restricted number of stakeholders.
Analysing the structure of the entire institutional network around
bird hunting in Malta (which combines Figs. 1 & 2) also allows us to
better understand why the efforts by the Maltese government to broker
the conﬂict have so far been largely ineffective. This effort has been
spearheaded by the ORNIS committee, a consultative platform chaired
by the state that brings together representatives from BirdLife Malta
and FKNK, and is the only channel for regular, mediated dialogue between the two factions. This brokering role, that is the power to connect
otherwise unconnected groups within a network, is often associated
with the metric of betweenness centrality, the normalised number of
times an organisation acts as a bridge along the shortest path between
two other organisations. Stakeholders with high betweenness centrality
are important for long-term resource management planning; as they act
as brokers, bringing together disconnected parts of the network.
However, it should also be noted that in their role as “brokers” these
stakeholders may feel torn between the different members of the
network and feel forced to take sides, particularly when conﬂict arises
(Prell et al., 2009).
When analysing the betweenness centrality of different organisations, it was revealed that BirdLife Malta is by far the organisation
with the highest brokering power (0.254), followed by ORNIS (0.097)
in second place and with the FKNK in 6th place (0.047). This means
that although the few connections of the ORNIS are indeed strategic,
the platform still has less brokering power than one of its main two
members. This might explain the readiness of BirdLife Malta to pursue
an abrogative referendum that effectively by-passes governmental
channels as the solution to the spring hunting issue. It also may account
for BirdLife Malta's unwillingness to participate in recent attempts to
build consensus. A case in point is the “Joint Communiqué on our common
resolve to eradicate illegal killing, trapping and trade in wild birds in Malta”
drafted by the Parliamentary Secretariat for Agriculture, Fisheries and
Animal Rights in March 2014. This declaration focused largely on illegal
hunting and asked for both hunting and anti-hunting groups to endorse
it as a demonstration of their opposition to these practices. However, it
was only endorsed by the FKNK.
4. Managing conﬂict
Successful conﬂict management should move parties away from
zero-sum games by ﬁnding common ground between competing
factions, seeking solutions favourable to all, and fostering trust between
stakeholders (Redpath et al., 2013). The Maltese case, by contrast, is
marked by ever-mounting tensions between hunters and the anti-

hunting lobby, resulting in damage to property, physical violence, the
intensiﬁcation of surveillance in the form of drones and army deployment, and the retaliatory killing of protected birds (Campbell and
Veríssimo, 2015). It is thus not surprising that our results show a greatly
polarised institutional landscape, with few links between both sides of
the hunting issue.
In this context, a deeper understanding of the stakeholders and how
they relate to each other is essential. Knowing where the different
groups stand in relation to the different aspects of the hunting issue
marks the ﬁrst, crucial step (Marshall et al., 2007). In Malta, although
the NGOs are gradually moving towards two polarised world-views,
there is an institutional landscape composed of a rich spectrum of
organisations with unique ideologies, values and aspirations. One key
result of our network analysis is that despite the progressive
polarisation, there are activities where there is an overlap between the
aims of the two sides (Fig. 2). Being open to, and publicly fostering
such diversity can be one path towards successful management of
conservation conﬂict (Thirgood and Redpath, 2008).
Another key result stems from the lack of involvement of two of the
four hunting associations in the political and public sphere (thus their
absence in Fig. 2). Even a small number of infractions can demolish
any attempt to mitigate this conﬂict. While the FKNK and the KSU
have taken a public stance against poaching (Times of Malta, 2014a),
they need to seek ways to encourage the other two hunting organisations, who have completely kept away from current debates, to become
involved and take an active stance against poaching (Lia, 2011). The
current role of these institutions as mere providers of insurance for
hunters is damaging to the policy process as it provides potential
offenders with alternative options should they receive a lifetime ban
from FKNK. These organisations disconnect a proportion of the hunting
population from the negotiation process. Cooperation between the four
organisations would also counter accusations that FKNK's leaders are
using the high emotions generated through the conﬂict to mobilise a
strong political backing that could win them lucrative positions in local
Maltese or European bureaucratic structures (Times of Malta, 2012).
Previous research has argued that the military metaphors used by
the anti-hunting lobby move the issue of bird hunting from a biodiversity conservation arena to an animal welfare arena, making hunting in
its entirety morally reproachable and driving further polarisation
(Campbell and Veríssimo, 2015). Our network analysis hints that this
may be in part driven by the large number of animal welfare NGOs
that are part of CASH (Fig. 1). This also means that a future change
towards less polarizing ways of communicating is unlikely. Nonetheless,
changes in the way the issue is communicated by both sides should be
explored as a way to generate some mutual trust and eventually enlist
the help of hunters to both monitor their peers and lead by example.
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The latter is especially important, as most poachers tend to be young
hunters (Lia, 2011).
Regarding the role of the Maltese state, our analysis suggests (Fig. 2)
that it currently does not have the brokering power needed to mediate
this conﬂict, with the strongest interaction between the state and other
stakeholders being the links between a few anti-hunting NGOs and the
police. In this context, the expansion of the ORNIS committee into a
platform that includes a broader range of stakeholders should be
considered. This would increase its scope and authority, consolidating
it as the main channel through which opinions and complaints regarding the hunting issue are voiced and debated. This push for inclusivity
needs however to be strategic (Hemmati, 2002), as efforts to include
all stakeholders can lead to costly and protracted processes (Young
et al., 2012). Another key issue that has surely hampered the credibility
of the ORNIS committee is the current vote distribution where the
Maltese state effectively has more votes than all other stakeholders
together. This is despite the purely consultative nature of the committee
and the fact that, historically, stakeholders have not voted in a coordinated fashion. Clearly there is little will from the Maltese state to give
stakeholders any meaningful power to inﬂuence decision making.
Without the ability to perform the role of broker between the two
sides, the state and its recently created ‘Wild Birds Regulation Unit’
will not be able to effectively impact policy or implement credible scientiﬁc monitoring of hunting activities. For example, in the spring hunting
season of 2013, 67% of quails and 66% of turtle doves were ofﬁcially
reported to be shot in the last 2 days of the season, even if these were
working days when hunters are less likely to be out in the ﬁelds (Wild
Birds Regulation Unit, 2013). These results already reﬂect at best distrust and at worst open hostility towards the state. Another monitoring
conundrum relates to the estimates of the number of birds shot in
Malta. Ofﬁcial reports estimate this number to be on average around
150,000, yet this ﬁgure only takes into account the legally hunted
birds reported by the hunters themselves (MEPA, 2010, MEPA, 2011,
MEPA, 2012). On the other extreme, ﬁgures of up to 6,000,000
(Fenech, 1992) have been suggested, although this number has been
criticised by Maltese hunting organisations as a gross exaggeration
based on extrapolations from a small sample of hunters (Fenech,
2010; FKNK, 2012). While these estimates, and the polarised disputes
they subsequently generate, are themselves part of the conﬂict around
bird hunting in Malta, the colossal variation between them demonstrates the need for a better understanding of the ecological context.
This will however be no easy task given that the migratory nature of
the species in question creates wide natural variation in population
size, even at the national level, and exposes the birds to multiple sources
of mortality spread unevenly across their large range (Wild Birds
Regulation Unit, 2015). It should nonetheless be noted that although
this knowledge might help in sustainably managing hunting practices
it may become irrelevant when it comes to conﬂict resolution given
how polarised the different sides currently are (McCool et al., 2000;
Wynne, 1992). One important step in ensuring support for monitoring
efforts is likely to be the integration of different types of knowledge
and the use of methodologies selected with the agreement of all key
stakeholders (Raymond et al., 2010).
5. Moving the Mediterranean forward
Conservation conﬂicts often involve “deeply held values, high stakes,
power imbalances and a sense of moral superiority” that can drive
parties to maintain a conﬂict they know they cannot win (Madden
and McQuinn, 2014). This is why conﬂicts that may appear on the
surface to be negotiable can easily spiral out of control, particularly if
their complexity is underestimated.
As is often the case, when faced with a threat to species and conﬂict,
conservationists' main response has been to assert their ecologicallyinformed policies through legalisation and enforcement (Brechin et al.,
2002; Redpath et al., 2013). Such strategies inevitably draw conservation
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scientists into being part of the social conﬂicts they could be mitigating. In
Malta, poaching is claimed to have decreased in recent years (Fenech,
2010), perhaps as a result of the increase in surveillance by both the
Maltese state and NGOs. Yet, the anti-hunting lobby continues to demand
increased law enforcement and has stopped engaging with the other
stakeholders, opting instead for an abrogative referendum that would
completely close down the spring hunting season (Campbell and
Veríssimo, 2015).
It is hard to understand why the anti-hunting lobby believes that
this confrontational approach will resolve current conﬂicts instead of
further alienating hunting stakeholders, without whose support conservation goals are unlikely be achieved (Redpath et al., 2004; Thirgood
and Redpath, 2008). Similarly, NGOs have recently done little to dispel
hunters' fears that conservationists want the abolition of all forms of
hunting. This has led hunting and government representatives to cynically remark that conservation NGOs beneﬁt from the publicity conﬂict
generates, and cannot be trusted to strive towards reconciliation (Times
of Malta, 2011). Hunters have also been slow to understand that killing
protected species is unacceptable in a society that increasingly values
species conservation. Clearly, any attempts to reverse such a situation
will need to proceed carefully, or they might backﬁre and further
increase distrust between stakeholders.
It is clear that the tangential referendum victory enjoyed by the
hunters is not a step towards conﬂict resolution but merely another
episode that will undoubtedly add meaning to future incidents and
perhaps deepen both sides' negative views of each other (Madden and
McQuinn, 2014, 2015). As showcased by the early and unexpected
closure of the spring hunting season, conﬂict remains unabated and
those involved will use (or create) opportunities to redress perceived
injustices (Madden and McQuinn, 2014). Simultaneously, there are
important signs, such as the persistent retaliatory killing of protected
birds, that the situation is perceived as intractable and hopeless, leading
disputants to destroy what they value if that ensures their opponent
will also not win (Atran and Axelrod, 2008).
There is thus the need for a new overarching framework on how to
identify, understand and manage this conﬂict. One innovative approach
is conservation conﬂict transformation (CCT), which uses principles and
processes from the peacebuilding ﬁeld to address social conﬂicts and
improve the effectiveness of conservation efforts (Lederach, 1995).
Unlike traditional conﬂict management approaches that focus on the
explicit and concrete manifestations of conﬂict, CCT strives to focus on
the social, psychological and systemic root causes (Lederach, 1995).
Furthermore, CCT advocates for long-term and sustained engagement
with the parties in conﬂict, something essential in conﬂicts with a rich
historical background but rarely offered by traditional approaches
which most often to focus on episodic periods of engagement around
speciﬁc and time bound conﬂict episodes.
In addition, CCT also recognises that deep-rooted conﬂicts such as
the one around bird hunting in Malta often have conﬂict both within
groups (intragroup) and between groups (intergroup), where internal
conﬂict can be central in perpetuating the external conﬂict (Deutsch
and Coleman, 2012). This is a valuable insight into the Maltese hunting
context where hunters, while often lumped together as single group,
are actually constituted by several conﬂicting sub-groups. This internal
conﬂict is visible in the way different hunting associations have dealt
with reports of poaching. Whereas FKNK and KSU have been publicly
vocal in condemning this behaviour and revoked the membership of
any members involved the other two organisations have so far been
silent on the issue. Yet, this dissonance between hunting groups has
not been recognised by anti-hunting associations which divide the
blame across all hunters. This has led to frustrations amongst FKNK
and KSU who at the same time cannot publicly readily admit their
inability to control their members or even represent hunters in general
for fear of losing face.
While the media attention around bird hunting in Malta continues to
increase, little research has been conducted around this issue. As is the
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case with most so-called human–wildlife conﬂicts, the limited research
around bird hunting the Mediterranean has focused on bird ecology and
behaviour. This study complements such research by broadening the
concept of conﬂict to include tensions between human stakeholders.
We still require more information on how polarised factions are likely
to form, how they manoeuvre politically, recruit support, and acquire
values that encourage or prevent them from negotiating with their opponents. Such knowledge will enable those trying to enable dialogue
between stakeholders to identify not only how, but also when collaboration can occur. In sum, the conservationist must not only be versed
in ecology, but also master the art of political participation, and learn
to manage the complex weave of ambitions, hopes and fears of the
stakeholders at hand (Madden and McQuinn, 2014). Equally important
will be an understanding of how stakeholders perceive each other, how
perceptions might differ within an institution, and how they change
over time (Marshall et al., 2007). Obtaining this information is likely
to require not only a more extensive adoption of social science tools
such as game theory and choice experiments, which are becoming
more widely used (Colyvan et al., 2011; White and Ward, 2011), but
also the use of more qualitative approaches of ﬁelds such as anthropology and history (Falzon, 2008).
While much remains to be understood around the issue of bird hunting in Malta, the situation in Northern Africa and the Middle East, where
governance is weaker and monitoring virtually absent, remains practically unstudied. Given the transboundary nature of bird migration,
effective conservation will depend on a more holistic understanding of
hunting across disciplines, geographical areas and political regions.
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