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Fossils of the Maltese Islands 

A report and guide compiled by Heritage at Heart, 2022 

 

1. Legislation 

 

First off, it is important to note that according to the Maltese Cultural Heritage Act, it is illegal to 

somehow disturb, extract or take away fossils found on Maltese islands or in Maltese sea. 

Some people argue that it would be impossible to house all the fossils we find in our museums. Others 

argue that some fossils might get washed back into the sea if not collected. While these arguments 

might be true, the law is what it is, and authorities have the right to enforce it. Here’s an extract from 

the Act: 

“Any person who, even accidentally, discovers any object, site or building to which this Act applies in 

accordance with article 3, shall immediately inform the Superintendent…”  (Cultural Heritage Act 2002) 

The law is different in each country, with some countries allowing one to keep (and if they choose to, 

sell) fossils that they find. Importation of fossils found in other countries, into Malta is perfectly legal. 

This allows the Maltese public to have the opportunity to own authentic fossils at home. 

However, whether you are a Maltese citizen, an expat living in Malta, or a visiting tourist, it is intriguing 

to be aware of the fossils that one can encounter on these beautiful islands, the different types and 

how to spot them. The fact that they tell the story of ancient Malta will surely thrill you! 

 

2. Why fossil hunt? 

 

If you are intrigued by nature, the sea, life on earth, biology, earth science, earth history, geology, 

evolution, etc… then fossil hunting will for sure give you pleasure and satisfaction. 

It also makes for an enjoyable educational experience for kids and teenagers alike, as much as it is for 

adults! It can be a family/friends outing, while others prefer to do it alone, and that’s totally fine! 

As already stated, due to legislations, you might not be allowed to take the fossils home with you, but 

you can always build memories and take pictures! 

The fact that you might discover a fossil and be the first person to have ever seen it, is, in itself, a 

magical experience. Who knows, maybe it will develop into a new hobby for you! 

 

3. What to take with you? 

The most important things are a good pair of eyes, comfortable shoes, a camera (which can be your 

mobile phone) and don’t forget a copy this guide! A good magnifying glass might also be useful. 
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4. Maltese Rock Layers 

Around the world there exist 3 different types of rock; sedimentary, igneous, and metamorphic. The 

Maltese islands are sedimentary rocks. 

This means that they began to form, under the sea, around 25 million years ago. They are the remains 

of sea creatures, mixed with sand and silt. As the sediment built up it compacted itself and started to 

harden up. Around 10 million years ago, there were tectonic movements and this sediment moved 

upwards, until it emerged above the surface. These were the Maltese Islands as we know them today. 

Quite a spectacular birth, don’t you think? 

 

The Maltese Islands are made up of 5 layers. Each layer took millions of years to form. Starting from 

the top (youngest) we find (adapted from malteseislandsweather.com): 

 

• Upper Coralline Limestone: The youngest layer of rock in the 

Maltese Islands. This limestone rock is generally exposed on 

hilltops and plateaus. The whole surface of Comino is 

composed of Upper Coralline Limestone. 

 

• Greensands: The Greensands layer is very thin. It has a distinct 

colour, composition, and position. Greensands is most 

abundant on the Ta’ Ġurdan and Ta’ Gelmus hills in Gozo. 

 

• Blue Clay: This is the softest of all five rock types. It can be seen 

exposed in Għajn Tuffieħa and Ġnejna Bay area. Blue Clay is the 

only impermeable layer of rock in the Maltese Islands. Thanks 

to this property, underground water reservoirs are formed. 

 

• Globigerina Limestone: This is a softer yellowish fine-grained 

kind of limestone. The term Globigerina refers to a type of 

microscopically small fossil shells that are found in abundance 

in limestone. The whole eastern side of Malta is covered in this 

rock. 

 

• Lower Coralline Limestone: The oldest layer in the Maltese 

Islands. This can be seen at the two major cliff areas of the 

Maltese Islands; Ta’ Ċenċ in Gozo and Dingli in Malta. It is 

common in the Baħar iċ-Ċagħaq area in Malta and Xlendi in 

Gozo. 
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The map shows the different layers that are exposed at different parts of the Maltese islands.
(Source: Oil Exploration Directorate, 1993). 

 

5. So, is it possible to find fossils in Malta? 

Now we know that the Maltese Islands are sedimentary rocks. The good news is that sedimentary 

rocks are the most favourable in terms of fossils! 

However, since the Maltese islands are relatively young, it is probably impossible to find fossils coming 

from the Triassic (around 200 million years ago), Jurassic (around 145 million years ago), or Cretaceous 

(around 65 million years ago) periods. This explains why for example, dinosaur fossils were never, and 

most probably will never be, found in Malta. 

However, it IS possible in Malta to find fossils coming from the Tertiary period (66 million to 2.6 million 

years ago) and from the Quaternary period (2.6 million years ago to present). However, in order to be 

classified a fossil, a specimen has to be at least 10,000 years old. All the fossils that you find in the 

Maltese islands will date, at most, 66 million years. Also, most fossils found in Malta are of marine 

organisms. 
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6. Which layers of rock of the Maltese islands are expected to contain fossils? 

It is a beautiful fact that, since the different layers were formed in a chronological manner, in each 

layer it would be more probable to find fossils of a certain type than others. The table below gives an 

indication with regards to which types of fossils occur mostly in each layer, however this is not always 

the case. 

 

Lower Coralline Limestone 
 
In this (oldest) layer, one might be 
able to discover bivalve sea shells, 
brachiopods, as well as sea urchin 
fossils. 
 
 
 
Globigerina Limestone 
 
The Globigerina Limestone layer, 
with regards to its fossil record, is 
pretty much similar to the Lower 
Coralline Limestone layer, in that it 
can be home to sea urchin, bivalve 
and brachiopod fossils. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sea Urchin Fossils (Clypeaster echinoids/Scutella subrotunda) 
 
Also known as sand dollars, these are, in essence, fossilised sea 
urchins. They have existed since the Miocene age, i.e. approximately 
20-25 million years ago, and some type of echinoids still exist today! 
 
How do you spot these? At first glance these may seem like normal 
pebbles or small rocks, but on closer examination you might be able 
to see some beautiful patterns! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Bivalve fossil shells 
 
These organisms are molluscs that have a shell that opens in a hinge-
like manner. This concept is very much like today’s scallops and 
muscles. 

 
So as with sea urchins, though these creatures existed around 25 
million years ago when Malta started to form, some types of them still 
exist today! 
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Terebratula brachiopods 
 
These fossils have egg-shaped shells, and they are stationary filter 
feeders that are stuck to the seabed rocks. They are similar to clams. 
Most species of brachiopods died during an extinction event. From the 
30,000 different species of brachiopods that the fossil record shows 
us, only 385 still exist today! 

 

 
 
 
 

Blue Clay 
 
This layer is probably the least 
abundant in its fossil record. 
Fossils in this layer are few. One 
might find however, a fossilised 
fish. 
 
 
Greensand 
 
This layer offers us a substantial 
amount of fossils. Unfortunately 
though, it does not exist 
throughout the Maltese islands. It 
is mostly found in Gozo, and 
appears at its maximum thickness 
at il-Gelmus (around 11m). At 
other places, it is either missing or 
if not, it does not exceed 1m. 

 
The fossils one might find in this 
layer are sea urchins, bivalves, and 
occasionally a fossilised fish. 

 

Fossilised Fish 
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Upper Coralline Limestone  
 
In this top layer one might be lucky 
enough to discover a few fossils. 
This layer reaches its maximum 
height (of 160m) around the 
Bingemma area. Similar to the 
Greensand layer, this layer is found 
exposed mostly in the west and 
north parts of Malta, as well as 
some spots in the east of Gozo. 

 
In this layer, a few shark teeth (the 
largest being from the 
Megalodon!) and whale bones 
(mostly ear bones and teeth) were 
(and can be!) discovered! 
 

Shark (and Megalodon) fossil teeth 
 
You would identify a shark tooth due to its shape. It can range in size 
from millimeters to over 10cm. A tooth the size of which is in the upper 
range might have belonged to the predator who used to dominate the 
seas, the Megalodon! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Whale Teeth 
 
Whale teeth are different in shape from shark teeth (see picture). They 
usually have a tusk-like shape, and like shark teeth, can vary widely in 
size. 
 

 
 
Whale bones 
 
Since whales are mammals (not fish, like sharks), they have bones. And 
bones, unlike cartilage, can be fossilised. Most of the whale bones 
found (apart from teeth) are the vertebrae (bones of the spine). 
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7. What should you do if you think you discovered a fossil? 

If you think you discovered a fossil, first of all remember that in Malta it is prohibited to excavate 

and/or collect such fossil. The ideal thing to do would be to take pictures and leave the fossil as it was. 

Some palaeontologists simply include their finger in the photo to show where exactly the fossil was 

found. 

 

Image from: discoveringfossils.co.uk 

Sometimes it is an amateur who discovers a remarkable fossil, not an experienced palaeontologist. If 

not sure, ask for an opinion from someone with expertise in the area. It is of utmost important that 

fossils that have scientific value are reported, as specified by the Cultural Heritage Act of Malta. 

 

8. Seeing fossils in Malta 

If you want to see a couple of beautiful remains in Malta (without having to look for them!), consider 

visiting the following museums/sites. We’re sure the visit will be entertaining and inspiring. 

Ghar Dalam Cave (and Museum) 

A natural, beautiful, water-worn cave in the Lower Coralline Limestone, in the outskirts of Birzebbugia. 

It consists of 6 layers, and includes remains of several animals, including the dwarf deer, brown bear, 

red fox, wolf, big swans, giant turtles, dwarf elephant and also a hippo! This is all evidence that a long 

time ago the Mediterranean Sea went into almost complete desiccation (drying up), and these animals 

were able to migrate from Africa, across the Mediterranean Basin, into Europe, including Malta.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image from: Times of Malta 
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Natural History Museum 

Located in Mdina, this museum is home to a huge 

number of fossils, all of which were found in the 

Maltese islands. The display areas cover various 

topics, including local biodiversity and ecology, 

geology and palaeontology, mineralogy, human 

evolution, marine fauna, skeletal structures, 

insects, shells, and birds.  

 

Image from: malta.com 

 

Museum of Natural Science, Gozo 

 

Situated in Victoria, Gozo, this museum contains 

exhibits related to geology, minerals, human and 

animal evolution, insects, flora, and marine life of 

Malta and Gozo. The geology section has on display 

marine organisms between 35 and 5 million years 

old. Among the most popular are four tiny 

moonstone particles accompanied by a Maltese 

flag. The moonstone fragments were gathered from 

the moon’s surface by the crew of Apollo II and 

donated to us by American President Richard Nixon. 
(Heritage Malta) 

      Image from: visitgozo.com 

 

 

Want to get in touch with us? 
We hope you enjoyed reading our guide! If you would like to get in touch with us, with any comments, 

suggestions or questions you might have, we’d be very happy to hear from you! Although we are a 

business, the truth is, we love what we do. We respect fossils, see the beauty in them, and especially 

love to share this passion with the general public. 

 

 Visit us: www.heritageatheart.com.mt                       

Follow us: facebook/HeritageatHeart 

Call us:
  

99649390 


