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Background leading to the investigation 

• On Wednesday 28th December, 2022, Ms Sarah Grech shared an Instagram post 

claiming that a live duck had been used during a circus show in Baħar iċ-Ċagħaq on 

the 22nd December, 2022.   (Screenshot 1 attached) 

 

• On the same day Lovin Malta ran a new story based on Ms Grech’s post. (Screenshot 2 

attached) 

 

• On the 29th December 2022,  Lovin Malta ran a follow up story claiming that on the 

22nd December the duck was confiscated by AWD, but was then returned to the 

circus organiser soon after. (Screenshot 3 attached) 

 

• Based on this public information, on the 29th December, 2022, Animal Liberation Malta 

requested an investigation from CAW. (Screenshot 4 attached) 

 

• On the 30th December, 2022, Minister Anton Refalo also requested a CAW 

investigation as per CAP 439 Article 44A(2)(f). 

 

Scope of the investigation 
 
The scope of the investigation was not to ascertain whether Cirkella Circus breached 

CAP439 (31A) (“It shall not be lawful for any person to use animals for 

performances, exhibitions, shows or for the training thereof in circuses.”) but to 

clarify what operations, procedures and reasoning within the Animal Welfare 

Directorate led to the decision to return the duck to the circus organisers. 
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Sources of information 

• CAW contacted Ms Sarah Grech via Instagram for more information about what she 

witnessed on the night of the performance (22-11-22).  On Thursday 29th  December, 

2022 – Sarah Grech sent an official email to CAW with a full report of her experience. 

 

• Saturday 31st, December, 2022 – CAW requested a full report from AWD Director 

Patricia Azzopardi. This was received on the 5th, January 2023. 

 

• On Thursday 5th, January, 2023 – CAW requested a full report from VRD.  Dr Chetcuti 

Ganado immediately acknowledged request and requested some clarifications feom 

CAW. All information was received by CAW by 11th January 2023. 

 

• Thursday 5th, January, 2023 – CAW contacted the farmer from whom the duck was 

purchased for his version of the facts. 

 

• On the 16th, January, 2023, CAW interviewed AWD Officers Jason Azzopardi and 

Raymond Cutajar who were on duty on the night of the 22nd December, 2022 (the 

night of the performance.  Mr Cutajar was also on duty on the 24th, December, 2022 

when the duck was discharged from APH and when instructions were issued by 

Director Patricia Azzopardi to return the duck to the circus organiser. 

 

• On the 17th January, 2023, CAW interviewed AWD Officers Mario Axisa who was on 

duty with Mr Cutajar on the 24th December, 2022  -the day when the duck was 

discharged from APH and returned to the circus organiser. 
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Summary of findings 

• On the 22nd, December, 2022, Ms Sarah Grech attended a circus show in Baħar 

iċ-Ċagħaq.  The show had been advertised to have no animals involved, but to 

her surprise one of the acts involved the use of a live Muscovy duck. 

 

• Ms Grech felt that the duck was handled very roughly and could have easily 

sustained injuries during the performance.  

 

• After the show, Ms Grech confronted the show’s organiser about the matter but 

felt that she was not being taken seriously. Aware that the use of animals in 

circuses is against the law, at around 10:30pm Ms. Grech contacted the Naxxar 

Police Station to report the incident. 

 

• The Naxxar Police Officers contacted AWD, to inform them about the report 

filed by Ms Grech and officers from both entities (Police and AWD) made their 

way to the circus venue in Baħar iċ-Ċagħaq. 

 

• Police and AWD Officers arrived at Baħar iċ-Ċagħaq at around 11:30pm. They 

spoke to the circus organiser who explained that the act in question was an 

improvisation and that he (the organiser) was not aware that a live animal was 

going to be used in one of the acts. The Officers then asked to see the duck. 
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• The circus organser informed the Officers that the duck had been moved to 

one of the performer’s apartments just a few meters away. The AWD Officers, 

were escorted to the apartment where they found the duck. 

 

• At first glance, the duck did not seem injured, and Officers did not think it was 

necessary to confiscate her. They called the reporter (Ms Grech) on her mobile 

to clarify the situation, and Ms Grech insisted that from what she had witnessed 

during the show, the duck could have easily sustained serious injuries. 

 

• Based on Ms Grech’s insistence, and somewhat reluctantly, AWD Officers 

Azzopardi and Cutajar confiscated the duck and took it to APH (animal hospital) 

to be examined. 

 

• Whilst it is normal procedure for AWD Officers to inform Director AWD Patricia 

Azzopardi about any situation requiring the confiscation of an animal, since it 

was very late in the night, Officers Azzopardi and Cutajar did not think it was 

appropriate to disturb the Director to inform her about this situation. 

 

• It is also normal procedure for Officers to write up a manual paper report of all 

the inspections that they go on. Sometimes this is done after their shift or 

during  their next shift which could be a couple of days later. 
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• Post confiscation, the duck was kept at APH overnight and checked by a vet 

the next day (23rd December, 2022).  

 

• APH’s veterinary report (seen by CAW) states that the duck was found to be in 

good health, had sustained no injuries, and was fit to be discharged. 

 

• As per normal daily procedure, on the morning of the 24th, December, 2022, 

Director AWD Ms Patricia Azzopardi was sent a list of animals that ready to be 

discharged from APH.    

 

• It is customary for Ms Azzopardi to go through the list of cases and to issue 

instructions to Officers on duty. Depending on the cases’ circumstances, Ms 

Azzopardi decides whether to return animals to their owners, whether to keep 

them at Animal Welfare, whether to send them to sanctuaries etc. 

 

• AWD standard procedure allows for animals who are uninjured and in good 

condition, and whose owners are willing to take them back, as well as pay the 

hospital bill, to be returned to their owners.   
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• On the 24th, December, 2022 the discharge list from APH included the circus 

Muscovy duck, but there was nothing to indicate that the duck had been 

confiscated from a circus. In addition,  at this point Ms Azzopardi had not yet 

seen the Officer’s written report either. 

 

• Not being aware that the duck had been confiscated from a circus show, Ms 

Azzopardi processed the duck’s discharge as per standard procedure. Since it 

was unharmed, had an owner that was willing to take her back and had agreed 

to pay for the hospital bill, Ms Azzopardi issued instructions for the officers to 

return the duck to its owner. 

 

• Ms Azzopardi explained however that had she known the origins of the duck 

and why it was confiscated in the first place, she would not have agreed to 

return the duck to the circus organiser. 

 

• With the Director’s instructions being to return the duck to its owner, on the 

24th December, 2022, the duck was picked up from APH by AWD Officers 

Raymond Cutajar and Mario Axisa at around 11am.   

 

• Mr Cutajar was also present when the duck was first confiscated from the 

circus and he claims that on the day that the duck was discharged from APH 

(two days after its confiscation) he informed Ms Azzopardi (Director AWD) 

about the origins of the duck when he spoke to her on the phone. However 
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there are no written records that he did, and Mr Axisa who was with Mr Cutajar 

during the mentioned phone call, could not confirm that Mr Cutajar mentioned 

the origins of the duck to Ms Azzopardi. 

 

• Although it cannot be fully verified, it is highly probable and most plausible that 

Ms Azzopardi was in fact unaware of the duck’s origins.   

 

• Ms Azzopardi claims to have learnt the full story and the duck’s origins only 

when news broke on social media on the 28th, December, 2022. 

 

• On the the day that the duck was discharged, the 24th, December, 2022, the 

circus organiser could only meet with AW officers after 1pm. This meant that 

the duck spent 2.5 hours in the AWD ambulance before it was dropped off at 

the circus at around 1:30pm. 

 

• Once back with the circus organiser the duck was returned to the farm where it 

was originally bought from. This was confirmed by AWD who went to the farm 

and checked on the duck as well as by the farmer who confirmed her return 

with CAW. 
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Conclusive remarks 

• Strictly speaking this was a case for the Veterinary Services Directorate 

and not for the Animal Welfare Directorate.  Farm Animals fall within the 

remit of the VRD and not AWD.  Whilst it is commendable that there is a 

working relationship between the two Directorates, VRD should have 

been involved / informed about this case by AWD.  VRD only found out 

about it from the media on the 28th December, 2022. 

 

• It is clear to CAW that AWD Director Patricia Azzopardi would not have 

returned the duck to the circus organisers had she been aware that the 

duck had been confiscated from a circus. 

 

• AWD Director was not aware of the duck’s origins due to the lack of an 

instant, digital and comprehensive communication method that includes 

a case’s details in one place, is updated instantly and is accessible from 

everywhere. 

 

• After being sold from a farm to a circus, used in a circus act, then 

confiscated and recovered in an animal hospital for two days, the duck 

had to spend 2.5 hours in AWD’s ambulance before being returned to 

the circus owner and eventually to the farmer.  For a duck to have to 

spend so much time caged up in an ambulance is tantamount to cruelty 

as grave as being forced to perform in a circus act.   
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• Had Ms Grech not insisted with the AWD Officers to confiscate the duck 

because it could have suffered internal injuries, AWD Officers would not 

have confiscated her.  This means that they did not see the gravity of the 

situation prima facie – the fact that an animal was being used in a circus 

act is enough reason to justify any animal’s confiscation, whether injured 

or not.  
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Commissioner’s Recommendations 

This case has brought to light three main issues that need immediate address: 

1. Communication processes at AWD need to improve and be digitized 

2. The transportation of animals by AWD should adhere to the highest standards 

of care and welfare 

3. AWD Officers should be fully aware and familiar with of all the details of the 

Animal Welfare Act (CAP439) and all its subsidiary legislation. 

 

1. Communication processes need to improve and be digitized 

The Directorate is still working with out-dated means such as paper records, 

email, phone calls and static data-basis. Although an online software has 

started to be utilised recently, this is clearly not meeting the growing needs of 

the Directorate. It is highly recommended therefore, that the Directorate makes 

use of a digital ticketing software that can be updated at every touch point, by 

all members of AWD and which is accessible from mobile devices from 

anywhere and at all times. 

 

2. The transportation of animals by AWD should adhere to the highest 

standards of care and welfare  

It is common knowledge that even in the best circumstances transportation 

stresses all animals. It is therefore unacceptable that a duck that was ‘saved’ by 

AWD is subjected to 2.5 hours at the back of an ambulance to get to its 

destination.  Transportation trips should be optimised to be as short as 
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possible, to avoid stressing an already vulnerable animal. All AWD procedures 

should be designed to accommodate animals over humans. 

 

3. Animal Welfare Officers should be fully aware and familiar with the 

details of the Animal Welfare Act (CAP 439) and all its Subsidiary 

Legislation.  

From this investigation it is clear that had the reporter of this incident (Ms 

Grech) not insisted with the AWD officers to confiscate the duck, based on her 

fear that it had been injured, Officers would not have confiscated the duck 

based solely on the potential breach of CAP439 (31A) : “It shall not be lawful for 

any person to use animals for performances, exhibitions, shows or for the training 

thereof in circuses.”  From CAW’s interviews with the Officers involved it was 

clear that the gravity of such a potential breach of CAP439 (31A) was not 

appreciated by the Officers. 

 

 

 

 

 

Alison Bezzina MA (Lond) 

Commissioner for Animal Welfare 



SCREENSHOT 1 
SARAH GRECH’S INSTAGRAM POST -  28TH DECEMBER, 2022 
 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CmtQzDcIKJ9/?igshid=YmMyMTA2M2Y%3D 
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