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KEY MESSAGES 

 The construction sector share of Gross Value Added (GVA) in GDP marginally decreased in 2014. 

Nevertheless, non-dwellings construction expenditure in 2014 increased by 36.7 % over 2013 

figures; whilst dwelling investments fell. The number of MEPA development permits also 

increased by 8.6 % in 2014 and continued to increase in 2015, reversing the decline recorded in 

the previous years. Around 75 % of total development permits issued during the review period 

pertain to apartments.  

 The present data for 2005-2011, indicate a proportional increase in both the actual dwelling stock 

and the vacant dwellings. In 2011, 18.4 % of the total dwelling stock in the Maltese Islands were 

permanently vacant (this excludes the 13.3 % seasonal or secondary use dwellings). To date, 

there exists no comprehensive information which takes stock of the quality of vacant dwellings 

and which quantifiably describes the issues that hinder them from being readily available on the 

market. A more detailed assessment of residential supply vis-à-vis demographics and the vacant 

dwellings issue is warranted.  

 2008-2014 figures show increasing preference for the development of brownfield sites for 

dwelling units in lieu of greenfield sites. 2015 figures show a possible slowing down or reversal of 

this trend. The 2008-2012 decline in the number of dwelling units approved ODZ also reversed in 

2013-2015, albeit not reaching 2008 numbers.  

 The largest proportion of non-dwelling total approved floor space in Malta pertains to 

environmental leisure (30 %), followed by office (13 %), warehousing (13 %), and leisure 

development (10 %); of which 39 %, 9 %, 30 %, and 56 % respectively were approvals outside the 

development zone (ODZ). Environmental leisure uses include nature parks, afforestation sites and 

informal recreation spaces; whilst leisure uses include formal public gardens and other 

recreational and sports related facilities. Other dominant non-dwelling approvals ODZ pertain to 

health (mainly the Mater Dei Hospital), education, and ‘others’ (which includes for example the 

development of cemeteries, community care services, and services ancillary to other non-

dwelling categories). The bulk of these figures are inclusive of projects that are located within 

planned category rural settlements; or areas of industrial containment; or Development Brief 

areas not located within the development zone (DZ).  

 The cultivation of forage crops remains predominant (45.3 % of the total utilised agricultural area 

(UAA) in 2013). Land used for permanent crops (excluding vineyards) was stable between 2007 

and 2013, whilst an 11 % increase in vineyard land area from 2010 to 2013 was recorded. 

Potatoes remain an important cash crop; nevertheless, a decrease is cultivation is recorded. Olive 

production on the other hand is an emerging industry; land used for olive plantations increased 

6 fold between 2003 and 2010. Efforts to promote organic farming are ongoing. In 2010, only 

0.23 % of the total UAA was dedicated to organic farming.  

 The annual soil loss of 19.3 % indicates that Malta is at risk of moderate (10 to 25 tonnes per 

hectare per year) to severe (> 75t per hectare per year) soil erosion. Maltese north-western and 

Gozitan areas are characterised by a large range in erosion rates. The highest estimated erosion 

rates occur in steeply inclined arable land where poor management and conservation practices 

are applied. Land fragmentation reduces the economic viability of the land whereby 74 % (9,203 

ha) of all agricultural holdings cover less than one hectare, in turn contributing to land 

abandonment, and reduced rubble wall maintenance. The yearly cost incurred by the average 

agricultural farmer to replace eroded soils and artificially maintain soil quality in erosion affected 
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areas amounts to 1,164.24 EUR/0.01km2/yr, over 65 % of the average yearly economic revenue 

from Maltese UAA. Knowledge about the status of Maltese soils has been increased through a 

study of soil chemical and physical properties, whereby increased bulk density, reduced soil 

electrical conductivity, increased soil organic carbon, increased soil acidity, and increased soil 

moisture were recorded.  

 Improved countryside management was pursued through the designation of protected areas; the 

establishment of Natura 2000 site management plans; continued afforestation initiatives 

together with initiatives to promote rare local tree species; identifying 30 Tree Protection Areas 

(TPAs); and seeking to improve the Trees and Woodlands Protection Regulations. An action plan 

that distributes the development of Gozo on four priority areas - economy, environment, society, 

and identity - was introduced. There are also efforts to improve the environmental management 

of quarries through the environmental permitting system, and instituting a Guidance Document 

for Vibration Monitoring of Quarry Blasting.  

 The scheduling of buildings, monuments, and areas of cultural value is an on-going process, with 

the number of scheduled properties reaching the 2,500 bracket in 2012. Heritage remains under 

threat from factors such as inappropriate design or use of new and restored buildings and 

demolition. Both types of interventions could undermine the street character. 1,079 

development permission applications were granted for the conversion of existing buildings (477) 

or the redevelopment (602) of buildings within Urban Conservation Areas (UCAs), resulting in a 

net increase in the number of residential units within UCAs. Maintenance and restoration 

incentives for owners of heritage buildings, such as the ‘Investi f’Darek’ (Invest in your Home) and 

Restoration of Timber Balconies Schemes were made available.  

 During 2008 – 2014 previously unrecorded archaeological sites were discovered through third 

party reports or reported by the owners, at an average rate of 22 per year. The archaeological 

features discovered varied from cart-ruts, rock-cut silos, ancient and Classical quarrying, tombs, 

catacombs, ancient structural remains, and private and public Second World War shelters. 

 212 projects received assistance through the Urban Improvement Fund (UIF) to finance various 

works associated with the improvements in urban areas between 2008 and 2015. 

Comprehensively the total sum allocated for these projects was EUR 9.6 million. A total 61 

localities, 49 in Malta and 12 in Gozo respectively, benefited directly from these funds. 

 The most dominant contributors to the total floor-space approved in the predominantly urban 

coast are cultural (18.1 %), warehouse (17.7 %), and leisure projects (13.5 %). The Grand Harbour 

Local plan area is the most affected, absorbing 40 % of the total approved floor space, followed 

by the North West (16.8 %), Marsaxlokk Bay (14.7 %), South Malta (14.3 %), and North Harbours 

(13.1 %) Local Plan areas. Approved floor space in the Grand Harbour, and North Harbours mainly 

pertains to cultural, leisure, food & drink, and office projects. Marsaxlokk Bay, and South Malta 

are mostly affected by warehousing and industrial projects; whilst the North West area is largely 

affected by environmental leisure, cultural, leisure, and food & drink projects.  

 Environmental leisure is the prevalent contributor to the total floor space approved in the 

predominantly rural coast, making up 91.5 % of the total approved floor space, and mostly 

affecting the North West Local Plan area (59.1 %), Marsaxlokk Bay (24.4 %), and Gozo and Comino 

(15.6 %). The period 2008-2015 saw the issue of 4 permits relating to informal recreation: the 

rehabilitation of the former landfill site at Qortin (Xagħra) and of a quarry in Nadur, Gozo, and 

the Għadira (Mellieħa) and Xrobb l-Għaġin (Marsaxlokk) afforestation projects. Increases in 
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industrial floor space pertain to quarry extensions, whilst extensions to hotels in Mellieħa and 

Naxxar account for the increase in tourism floor space.   
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4.1 INTRODUCTION 

This Chapter describes the main developments on the Land and Coast within the Maltese Islands 

between 2008 and 2015. The Chapter commences with a Section on Key Messages that includes 

summarised main findings and data related to Land and Coast. This is followed by a more detailed 

description of the individual topics that cover Land (Land Cover, Countryside, Urban Areas and Cultural 

Heritage) and Coast (Predominantly Urban Coast and Predominantly Rural Coast). 

The Land Cover Section of this Chapter covers all the land area of the Maltese Islands. This implies that 

both the areas covered by the development zone (DZ) and the areas classified as outside the 

development zone (ODZ) are taken into account. On the Other hand, the Section of Countryside 

relates only to areas Outside the Development Zone. 

Furthermore, for the purpose of this Chapter, it is pertinent to recall that since the review period (2009 

– 2015), to the time of publishing, the Malta Environment and Planning Authority (MEPA) has 

undergone a demerger in 2016. This has led to the creation of two separate entities, the Environment 

and Resources Authority (ERA) and the Planning Authority (PA). 

As a result, the new authorities are now regulated by the Environment Protection Act, 2016 (Cap. 549) 

and Development Planning Act, 2016 (Cap. 552) respectively, which replaced the then Environment 

and Development Planning Act, 2010 (Cap. 504).  

In 2015, government approved the Strategic Plan for Environment and Development (SPED, 2015) 

which strategically guides the use of both Land and Sea within the Maltese Islands towards sustainable 

development. 

4.2 POLICY CONTEXT 

4.2.1 Land and soil 

Human activity affects the natural and built environment; hence land use and its designations will 

continuously be under the scrutiny of various stakeholders. Land use is reflected in the Maltese Islands 

in the urban environment within the designated development areas, that is, the DZ; and the rural 

environment – ODZ - which includes areas predominantly dedicated to agricultural land uses, limited 

urban developments ODZ including housing, natural and cultural heritage and, resource and 

recreational management and transport, water and energy infrastructure. This land use is subject to 

the legislation followed by the MEPA.  

Following the State of the Environment Report (SOER) of 2008, various environment and planning 

policies and legislation have come into effect. The most significant of these legislations was the 

Environment and Development Planning Act (EDPA) 2010, which was approved in July 2010, and in 

force during the review period. This Act guided towards the management of the environment in a 

sustainable manner by integrating and giving due consideration to environmental concerns in 

decisions and in socio-economic and other policies in the light of the common heritage and common 

concerns for the future of mankind. In addition, the EDPA, 2010 established the duty of the 

Government to employ the necessary remedial and preventive measures to abate the problems of 
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pollution and environmental degradation, to safeguard biological diversity and to ensure the 

sustainable management of water, soil and wastes and the proper use, reuse and recovery of matter 

and energy. This legislation also gave the MEPA the authority to disseminate information on the 

environment and to facilitate the participation of the public in decisions that affect the environment, 

to apply scientific and technical knowledge and resources in determining matters concerning the 

environment and to collaborate with other governments and entities to ensure that the global 

environment is safeguarded.1 

In 2009, the MEPA and the Austrian Environment Agency compiled tailored guidelines on the rights 

and obligations related to the Aarhus Convention with the purpose of strengthening environmental 

democracy and improving the implementation of the environmental rights of the public. This 12 

month project aimed to support the Maltese Government in improving the implementation of the 

three ‘pillars’ of the Aarhus Convention, namely public access to environmental information, public 

participation in environmental decision-making and access to justice in environmental matters.2  

During the last quarter of 2010, prior to the commencement of the latest revised planning application 

procedures, the MEPA conducted an awareness campaign informing the public that illegal 

development typologies in more sensitive areas will not be sanctionable and that new daily fines and 

penalties would be introduced. S.L.549.72, which relates to ‘Daily Penalties Regulations’ in cases of 

new enforcement notices against illegal development carried out after November 2012, was 

subsequently introduced. Such illegal development must first be demolished or removed prior to the 

submission of a new development application, even if the development could be deemed acceptable 

in principle.  

During the period between 2008 and 2015 the total number of enforcement notices issued by the 

Enforcement Directorate within MEPA was 4,735 of which 3,812 where for illegal development in 

Malta and 923 in Gozo (Table 4.1 refers). From the total number of cases between 2008 and 2015, an 

average of 46 % or almost half of the cases of the enforcement notices issued were for illegalities 

located ODZ. The percentage of enforcement notices issued on infringements located ODZ has 

experienced a constant increase apart from during 2013 where the percentage went down to the 

same level of 2011 and peaked to 58 % in 2015. 
  

                                                           
1 PA 2017a; Act No. X of 2010 (Cap. 504) 
2 MEPA, EU & umweltbundesamtu 2009. 
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Table 4.1: Number of enforcement notices issued by the Enforcement Directorate 
within MEPA between 2008 and 2015 

 

 

Year 

 

 

Total 

Enforcements Issued 
 

 

%ODZ 

Malta Gozo 

Within 
Scheme 

ODZ 
Within 

Scheme 
ODZ 

2008 878 401 267 122 88 40 

2009 1120 478 401 141 100 45 

2010 628 238 275 54 61 53 

2011 610 288 184 88 50 38 

2012 415 200 166 25 24 46 

2013 347 201 103 13 30 38 

2014 425 169 183 35 38 52 

2015 312 112 146 20 34 58 

TOTAL 4735 2087 1725 498 425  

Source: MEPA Enforcement (unpublished data) 

In July 2015, Parliament approved the Strategic Plan for the Environment and Planning (SPED, 2015). 

The document has been subjected to consultation from the early stages of its formulation in 2011 

until its approval. The SPED is the latest national strategic document to be approved by government 

and which addresses the spatial issues for the Maltese Islands in the coming years through a thematic 

policy framework. The Plan regulates towards the sustainable management of land and sea resources 

within a framework of protection of the environment and provides a long term spatial strategy for the 

environment and development with 2020 as the first milestone for review. Constituting the first 

national maritime spatial plan, the SPED also covers the marine waters up to the 25 nautical mile limit 

of the Fisheries Management Conservation Zone (adopted by Council Regulation EC No. 1967/2006 

under the EU Accession Treaty, 2003).  

The SPED, 2015 document replaces the previous ‘Structure Plan for the Maltese Islands (1990)’ that 

had guided the Maltese Planning System for over two decades. The SPED introduces innovative ways 

of following the planning and environmental conservation and protection processes by establishing a 

thematic spatial approach rather than a policy framework that was solely based on the previous 

segmented approach based on specific sectors (i.e. Housing, Industry, Transport etc.) within the 

Structure Plan, 1990. The Strategic Plan sets out policies for land and sea development illustrated 

through specific strategic planning maps. The document makes proposals for the future spatial 

distribution of development and environment protection. The SPED is also supported by the 

preparation of lower hierarchy Subsidiary Plans (Local Plans, Subject Plans and Development Briefs). 

The policy guidance followed through the SPED focuses on the four main spatial themes namely: the 

Urban Area (DZ), the Rural Area (ODZ), the Coastal Zone (up to 12 nautical miles) and the Marine Area 

(between 12 and 25 nautical miles) and Gozo as distinct spatial areas within the Maltese Islands.  
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In July 2013, the Authority started the comprehensive revision of the approved Local Plans. During the 

period between July and September 2013, the Forward Planning Division (FPD) within MEPA 

undertook a public consultation exercise aimed at gathering information and suggestions that would 

guide the revision. A series of meetings with all the Local Councils in Malta and Gozo as well as six 

public meetings, one in each local plan area, were organised. By the end of the public consultation 

period the Forward Planning Directorate had received 2,890 individual submissions. By the end of 

2015 an additional 880 submissions were also received. A total of about 6,000 public submissions were 

received by the last stage of this public consultation period in 2015. 

The MEPA was also responsible for drafting and issuing subsidiary plans, including action plans, 

development briefs and subsidiary planning guidelines to facilitate and guide the planning process for 

the relevant areas. During the period 2009 and 2015, the development briefs of the Birżebbuġa area 

of Il-Għirgħien and the Fort St. Elmo & Environs were approved in 2010 and 2011 respectively. For 

matters pertaining to environment related legislation on land, these are covered in the Biodiversity 

and Fresh and Marine Waters Chapters. Other supplementary planning guidance documents that 

were issued during this same period include: 

 Planning Guidance for Micro-Wind Turbines (2010); 

 Way Forward - Areas of Containment Approved Document (2012); 

 Partial Review of Subsidiary Plans: General Policy relating to Regeneration/Consolidation 

Initiatives (2013); 

 Height Limitation Adjustment Policy for Hotels in Tourism Areas (2013); 

 A Planning Policy Guide on the Use and Applicability of the Floor Area Ratio (FAR) (2014); 

 Height Limitation Adjustment Policy for Hotels (2015); 

 Rural Policy and Design Guidance (2014); 

 Fireworks Factory Complexes Policy (2014); 

 Child Day Care Facilities (2015); 

 Cemeteries Policy (2015); 

 Fuel Service Stations Policy (2015); 

 Development Control Design Policy, Guidance and Standards, 2015 (DC15); and 

 Best Practice Guide - Visual Simulations (2015). 

Governmental, parastatal or external (for example EU) institutions other than the MEPA, also 

contribute to the safeguarding of the environment and thus affect land-use. In line with EU policy, the 

agricultural sector is guided by the Rural Development Programme (RDP) for 2007-2013 and the Rural 

Development Plan Programme (RDP) for 2014-2020, and the recently adopted National Agricultural 

Policy for the Maltese Islands 2018 – 2028.3 4 The key aims of the RDP 2014-2020 are the restoration, 

conservation and enhancement of ecosystems, resource efficiency and climate, as well as the 

                                                           
3 A strategic review on the agricultural sector entitled ‘Towards a new agricultural policy for Malta’ was carried out in 2013. 
The review was based on detailed economic analysis of the existing data as well as the involvement of key sector and 
government representatives, and supported the drafting of the new National Agricultural Policy for the Maltese Islands 2018-
2028.  
4 MESDC 2018. 
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improvement of the competitiveness of the agricultural sector, a major local contributor to the 

conservation of the rural landscape and character. Examples of projects planned by the new RDP 

include the following: 

 Management contracts for 12 % of agricultural land, to support biodiversity, improve water 

or soil management.  

 Around EUR 10 million public and private investment in renewable energy production and 

transformation of 57ha of irrigated land to a more efficient irrigation system. 

 Investments in livestock management for 16 % of livestock units, in order to reduce 

greenhouse gas and ammonia emissions resulting from agriculture.  

 Support of 5.3 % of agricultural land in projects for carbon conservation and sequestration. 

 Improve the competitiveness of farms by supporting 116 farms to restructure or modernise 

and granting business start-up aid to 60 young farmers. In this regard, particular emphasis is 

placed on innovation when selecting operations and almost 14 % of RDP public expenditure is 

earmarked for actions that foster innovation, cooperation and the development of the 

knowledge base.5  

The EU Habitats and Birds Directives and the related national environmental legislation provide 

guidance for nature conservation policy.6 The Natura 2000 management planning project for Malta 

and Gozo was co-financed by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) under 

Measure 323 of the Rural Development Programme for Malta 2007-2013. The aim of this project was 

to establish management plans and legal provisions for all terrestrial Natura 2000 sites in the Maltese 

Islands and to increase awareness of the Natura 2000 Project amongst the general public and relevant 

stakeholders. The project aimed to provide management plans targeted to counteract the loss of 

biodiversity, natural and heritage assets, degradation in the socio-economic value, conflicts amongst 

land users and other pressures which are ultimately a burden on the Maltese economy and society. 

Hence, the project aims to improve the quality of rural areas, whilst ensuring sustainable rural 

development through the use of methods which are compatible with environment protection and 

conservation.7 

Water issues in Malta are subject to the Water Framework Directive (WFD) and its related national 

legislation. During the review period, the WFD was subject to the Acts of the EPDA, 2010 and Malta 

Resources Authority (Cap. 423). With respect to land issues, the implementation of activities on land, 

which might adversely affect the ground surface, transitional or coastal water quality, such as 

industrial and animal husbandry activities, and waste water discharge, are followed by means of the 

Water Catchment Management Plan.8  

There are various factors that exacerbate soil erosion pressures including agricultural land 

fragmentation and abandonment, unsustainable agricultural practices and rapid urbanisation. Soil 

erosion in the Maltese Islands has been identified as a predominant land degradation process and a 

major threat to the sustainability of the agricultural sector. Soil erosion is triggered by a combination 

of natural and anthropogenic factors that include steep slope gradients, intense precipitation, low 

                                                           
5 EC 2015. 
6 MEPA and NSO 2010. 
7 ERA 2017. 
8 MEPA and MRA 2011. 
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vegetation cover and inappropriate land use.9 Prolonged erosion leads to an irreversible loss of 

ecological and agricultural soil function and associated ecosystems services. The aspect of soil erosion 

that causes most concern is the loss of topsoil, the most fertile part of the soil profile.10 The principle 

drivers of soil erosion in the European Union are unsustainable agricultural practices, overgrazing, 

deforestation and construction activities. Growth in global population and standards of living as well 

as climate change also put pressure on soil. These factors have significantly increased the global 

demand for food and have led to a widespread process of land use intensification. It is also estimated 

12 % (115 million hectares) of Europe’s total land area is affected by water erosion, a major threat to 

agricultural soil quality.11  

Maltese agricultural practices have significant control on agricultural land susceptibility to degradation 

and soil erosion. Retaining rubble walls in terraced fields are identified as the most important water 

and soil erosion control method structures in the Maltese Islands.12 The protection and rehabilitation 

of rubble walls (S.L. 552.01) and contour ploughing were also identified as a key erosion mitigation 

practices.  

Thus, the dynamic relationship between human activities and resulting soil erosion requires that 

erosion be monitored. From a multilateral standpoint, the United Nations Convention to Combat 

Desertification (UNCCD) is one of the three environment conventions developed at the Rio Summit 

1992, and is aimed to address desertification, land degradation and drought. In the implementation 

of the Convention, affected Country Parties shall, as appropriate, prepare, make public and implement 

National Action Programs (NAPs). The aim of the NAPs is to identify the problems leading to soil 

degradation and to identify measures to combat and conserve the soil from irreversible damage by 

implementing a number of action points.13 Further information of the baseline studies as part of 

Malta’s NAP can be found in Section 4.4.2. 

The Rio+20 Conference recognised that land and soil degradation are a global problem, and proposed 

to strive for ‘a land degradation neutral world in the context of sustainable development’.14 On a 

regional level, reference is, however, made to the EU Action Plan: the Roadmap for a Resource 

Efficient Europe (COM(2011)571). This Roadmap (adopted on September 2011) addresses, amongst 

other, the following societal challenges related to soil as natural capital: land take, land recycling and 

land/soil degradation. On a thematic level, this document established two important milestones for 

soil protection.  

Firstly, by 2020, EU policies should respect their direct and indirect impact on land use in the EU and 

globally and the rate of an increase of artificial land should be compatible with the goal of no increase 

in net land take (i.e. artificial land creation) by 2050. At the EU level, annual land-take (i.e. the increase 

of artificial land) should not exceed 800km² per year by 2020. Thematic Priority Objective 1 of the 

Seventh Environment Action Programme (7EAP) of the EU, established in November 2013, 

complements the above goal and EU-wide target in that it calls for further efforts ‘to enhance the 

integration of land use aspects into coordinated decision-making involving all relevant levels of 

                                                           
9 Renscler et al. 1999; Wischmeier & Smith 1978. 
10 Gobin et al. 2004. 
11 Kurukulasuriya & Robinson 2006. 
12 Tanti et al. 2002. 
13 UNCCD 1994. 
14 UN 2013. 
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government supported by the adoption of targets on soil and on land as a resource, and land planning 

objectives’.15  

Secondly, soil erosion should be reduced and the soil organic matter increased, and work on 

contaminated sites should be well underway. Furthermore, the area of land in the EU that is subject 

to soil erosion exceeding ten tonnes per hectare per year should be reduced by at least a quarter by 

2020. Finally, soil organic matter levels should not decrease but increase for soils with a current 

organic matter of less than 3.5 % (and soil organic carbon of less than 2 %) by 2020.  

The EIA Regulations, 2007 (S.L. 549.46) require that an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) is 

requested for development proposals likely to have a significant effect on the environment. A proposal 

falling under Category I would need an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), whereas a proposal 

falling under Category II would qualify for an Environmental Planning Statement (EPS) if the proposal 

is likely to have a significant effect on the environment. Screening for Category II projects is based on 

the criteria set out in Schedule IB of the EIA Regulations to determine the likely impact significance on 

the environment. 

4.2.2 Coast 

The coastal zone of the Maltese Islands is defined in the SPED (2015) Coastal and Marine Area Section 

and related SPED 2015 Marine Map 3. The landward side of the coastal zone boundary was identified 

on the basis of ecological, geographic, physical and administrative criteria. A distinction was made 

between the Predominantly Urban and Predominantly Rural coast sub-divisions to reflect and 

safeguard the distinctive quality of the terrestrial part of the coast and guide development therein 

accordingly. The predominantly urban coast is limited to the first road aligning the coast while for the 

predominantly rural coast the boundary is predominantly characterised by ecological systems present 

and extends further inland. In effect, the landward side of the coastal zone incorporates a land area 

of approximately 58.5km², making up 18.5 % of the total land area of the Maltese Islands, which is 

approximately 315.4km². The seaward limit of 12Nm is being followed since national sovereignty 

extends to its territorial sea. This is the same as defined in Article 3 of the Protocol on Integrated 

Coastal Zone Management in the Mediterranean under the United Nations Environment Programme’s 

Mediterranean Action Plan, which Malta signed in 2008.16 Throughout the review period, the MEPA 

had the jurisdiction to promote the proper planning for the sustainable development of land and at 

sea, under the Environment and Development Planning Act, 2010 (Cap. 504).  

The coast consists of an environmentally sensitive integration of the land and the sea which requires 

a holistic management approach in order to address the existing physical, biological and socio-cultural 

characteristics which define both the land and sea. The coastal area is affected by legal and 

administrative systems which control the degree of development along the coast in the light of the 

natural and human processes of erosion and accretion that occur. The legal and administrative 

systems include policy co-ordination, and as such, the consideration of these policies forms the 

platform for strategic management mechanisms that ensure the integration of socio-economic and 

environmental issues for this environmentally sensitive geographical area. Integrated Coastal Zone 

Management (ICZM) is therefore best defined in this perspective as the holistic process that seeks to 

                                                           
15 EC 2014. 
16 MEPA 2011. 
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promote and maintain the sustainable development of a defined coastal area. Examples of the 

integration of policy co-ordination exercises concerned with socio-economic and environmental issues 

which affect coastal areas are the establishment of strategic plans (e.g. for port development) and 

site-specific plans (e.g. a management plan for a particular marine related area).  

The strategic direction towards coastal zone management was given by the planning system, hence, 

the legal provisions governing the spatial planning system concerning plan preparation, public 

participation and stakeholder involvement under the Environment and Development Planning Act, 

2010 (Cap. 504). A series of strategic and localised policies defined in the SPED (2015) and the Local 

Plans for the Maltese Islands form the basis for the Coastal Zone and Marine Area. In order to 

safeguard the coastal resources from development and to ensure public access to the coast, the land 

use plans adopted in Malta and Gozo include provisions that direct development in certain coastal 

areas, whilst safeguarding other parts of the coast from development.17  

Malta is also a signatory to the Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment and the 

Coastal Region of the Mediterranean (the Barcelona Convention), which is an initiative of the UN 

Environment Programme. The protocols of this Convention aim to reduce pollution in the 

Mediterranean Sea and protect and improve the marine environment in the area (refer to marine and 

freshwaters chapter).  

With respect to specific coastal ecosystems and landscapes, marine habitats and wetlands that have 

been designated as Special Areas of Conservation (SACs), these are legally protected through the Flora, 

Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations, 2006 (S.L. 549.44). Furthermore, in order to 

protect the cultural heritage of landscapes, the MEPA has established Areas of High Landscape 

Sensitivity which are designated as Scheduled Property. Scheduling is a development control tool 

which prohibits or places strict limitations on development within the scheduled areas, according to 

the specific level of scheduling applied. Similarly, areas with underwater cultural heritage are also 

identified as Scheduled Property of Archaeological Importance through Government Notices. 

Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) are required for public and private projects likely to have 

significant environmental effects on the coastal zones in accordance with the Environment Impact 

Assessment Regulations (S.L. 549.46). Strategic Environmental Assessments (SEAs) are also required 

for plans and programmes affecting the coastal zone, as stipulated in the EU Strategic Environmental 

Assessment Regulations (S.L. 549.61). 

On a more localised administrative level, Local Councils play an important role in activating public 

participation in the management of coastal zones. The large changes in population levels, especially 

during the peak tourist season (July to September), along coastal areas put a strain on the amenities, 

infrastructure and general environment of coastal areas. One also has to consider that a large number 

of people residing in Malta migrate to a summer residence on the coast during summer months; hence 

the transitional population is comprised of increases in coastal locations of both foreign and local 

‘tourists’.  

                                                           
17 Ibid. 



 

13 

The Disposal of Government Land Act 1977 (Cap. 268, as amended) controls the acquisition, cession, 

donation or transfer of land to the public domain and the institution of easements on properties in 

the coastal zone. It should be noted that coastal areas of natural importance are owned by the 

Government and that in some cases, management was entrusted to non-governmental organisations 

through ad hoc management agreements.18  

4.3 LAND COVER 

Agricultural land accounts for 51.3 % of the total area of the Islands. This contrasts with the low 

concentration of forest and natural areas which only equate to 0.7 % and 18 % respectively. Artificial 

areas in Malta account for 29.3 % of the total land mass and other areas 0.6 %.19 

Further to the above, no significant changes in the land cover of the Maltese Islands has been 

recorded, hence, for the purposes of this report, the types of development permits issued will form a 

basis for the developed surface of Malta. The approved 7 local plans issued in 1995, 2002 and 2006 by 

Government guide the development control processing of development applications through the 

revised DZ and relevant policies. It is important to appreciate that the number of development permits 

issued by the MEPA for specific building types is not necessarily a reflection of the actual 

developments completed: whilst permits may be issued, they may not necessarily be implemented. 

For this reason, an assessment of the issued permits does not necessarily reflect the actual property 

market and the actual land uses for the period 2008 - 2014, but it provides a general picture of the 

investment and demand/supply trends of various stakeholders such as developers, commercial 

investors and owners of property. 

Over 2014, output in the construction sector reversed its declining trend as it rose by 1.4 % in nominal 

terms compared with a drop of 3.2 % in the previous year. The Gross Value Added (GVA) of the 

construction industry rose by 1.6 % compared with a decline of 2.0 % in 2013. This notwithstanding, 

in 2014 the sector’s share in nominal GDP marginally decreased to 3.6 % from 3.7 % in 2013.20  

The more buoyant activity in the construction industry was evident by developments in Gross Fixed 

Capital Formation (GFCG). The construction industry component of the GFCG surged to 21 % in 

nominal terms during 2014, compared to the 1.3 % decline in the previous year. This sustainable 

increase was due to developments in non-dwellings construction, as dwelling investments fell for the 

third consecutive year.21  

Outlays on non-dwellings construction increased strongly, rising by 36.7 % over the previous year. This 

mainly reflected additional government investment, although private sector non-dwellings 

construction also increased.22  

The number of permits issued by MEPA rose by 232, or 8.6 % in 2014, reversing some of the decline 

recorded in the previous years. This increase was mostly driven by the rise in the largest residential 

                                                           
18 MEPA 2011. 
19 EEA 2017. 
20 Central Bank of Malta 2015. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
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category, namely apartments which account for just over three-fourths of total permits issued. 

Permits for this type of property went up by 159, or 7.7 % in 2014. On the other hand, permits for 

construction of the remaining categories rose by 73 on aggregate.23  

4.3.1 Dwellings 

The Dwellings Database published annually by the MEPA indicates that between 2008 and 2015, the 

total number of approved dwelling units within the DZ and ODZ experienced a decline until 2013, 

however from 2014 it started increasing again: in 2008, the total number of approved dwelling units 

stood at 6,836, while in 2015, 3,947 units were approved. 

Figure 4.1: Number of dwelling units approved by the MEPA between 2008 and 201524 

 
Source: MEPA 

Apartments still continue to be the favoured form of dwelling and are the largest residential category: 

the approved apartment units exceed the approved permits for maisonettes, terraced houses and 

‘others’ (bungalows, farmhouses, villas, semi-detached villas). This results from price and affordability 

factors that affect demand for housing, for example changes to the capital gains tax and tax on rental 

income, as well as the reduction of stamp duty paid by first-time buyers.25 The number of apartment 

units approved by the MEPA rose steadily over the period from 2000 to 2007, reaching a maximum of 

10,252 approved apartment units in 2007. There was a sharp drop in the number of approved 

apartment units by the MEPA from 10,252 in 2007 to 6,184 in 2008. Following 2008, the number of 

approved apartment units continued to decline steadily to 2,062 in 2013. During 2014 and 2015, the 

number of apartments increased again, reaching 3,019 units in 2015. 

It is interesting to note that the number of approved terraced houses increased from 2008 to 2015 

with 164 and 342 approved units respectively. The dwelling type development of choice has in the 

                                                           
23 Ibid. 
24 MEPA 2016. 
25 Central Bank of Malta 2016. 
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past been mainly for apartments and flats resulting from the trend of an increasing number of units 

developed. In general, although this is a more efficient use of available land in terms of housing 

number, still building at higher densities has led to greater probability of lower quality dwelling 

development and related urban pressures e.g. parking and access issues, increasing residential noise 

and degrading urban quality. Latest figures indicate that this trend may be changing. The decline 

observed in the percentage of apartments/ flats during the review period, from over 90 % in 2007 to 

76 % in 2015, indicates this changing trend from the smaller dwelling type apartment as a primary 

development choice to lower density and larger sized dwelling developments. The Dwellings Database 

furthermore indicates that the demand for all dwelling types except apartments has remained 

relatively constant throughout the review period, whereas approved apartment figures have 

fluctuated substantially. 

4.3.1.1 Vacant dwellings 

In 2011, 18.4 % of all residential dwellings within the Development Zone and Outside Development 

Zone were permanently vacant (this excludes the 13.3 % seasonal or secondary use dwellings).26 In 

2011, the total dwelling stock in the Maltese Islands stood at 223,850, of which 41,232 were 

permanently vacant. The total dwelling stock in 2005 stood at 192,314 with 53,136 being vacant.27 

These figures indicate a proportional increase in both the actual dwelling stock and the vacant 

dwellings over the period 2005-2011. To date, there exists no comprehensive information which takes 

stock of the quality of vacant dwellings and which quantifiably describes the issues that hinder them 

from being readily available on the market apart from the general trend towards price stickiness in a 

downward direction. A careful assessment of residential supply vis-à-vis demographics, and the vacant 

dwellings issue is warranted. Residential vacancy risks inefficient use of land, mineral and other 

resources, which could have been more productively employed elsewhere. The highest vacant 

dwelling concentration was registered in the Gozo and Comino District with 53.6 % unoccupied 

(including permanent and temporary vacant) with 23.9 % being completely vacant. The second largest 

unoccupancy rate was observed in the Northern District with 25.9% of all dwellings being seasonally 

vacant and 16.0% being completely vacant (Figure 4.2 refers). The least vacancy rate was recorded in 

the Western District with 20.5 %.28 32.3 % of the existing dwelling stock in Valletta (a World Heritage 

City) was completely vacant. Mdina, a World Heritage City and the old capital, registered the greatest 

number of vacant dwellings which has increased by 12.5 %. Between 2005 and 2011, the dwelling 

stock in Mdina decreased by 2 units. The rise in the number of vacant dwellings in Valletta and Mdina 

implies a most likely reason for the deterioration in the aesthetic, architectural and structural fabric 

of buildings in these important heritage cities, whereby there is an apparent correlation between 

dwelling occupancy and state of repair (Figure 4.3 refers).  

 
  

                                                           
26 NSO 2016b. 
27 NSO 2016c. 
28 Ibid. 
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Figure 4.2: Total number of unoccupied dwellings (completely vacant plus seasonal or secondary use) by 
census district 

 

Source: NSO 2014 

Figure 4.3 shows the dwelling occupancy status, and the state of repair of the dwellings in the different 
districts. The state of repair of a dwelling generally is indicative of whether that dwelling is being used 
or not. 

Figure 4.3: Dwelling stock, occupancy and state of repair 

 

 Source: NSO 2014 
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4.3.1.2 Development of dwellings on greenfield and brownfield sites 

The development on greenfield and brownfield land looks at trends in permitting from source land 

analysis. Greenfield land is defined as land which has had no previous development commitments, 

and can therefore be classified as ‘new’ fresh land. As such, greenfield land can be located both within 

and outside the Development Zone. Brownfield land, on the other hand, is land which has had a 

development history.  

The data in Table 4.2 indicates the changes in preference to develop within the current physical fabric 

as against new land for dwelling units. While the proportion of development on greenfield and 

brownfield land in 2008 was equal, at 50 % each, during the following years there was a steady 

increase in development on brownfield land until 2015. In 2015, development on greenfield land was 

36 % and on brownfield land 64 %.29 

The above analysis indicates that greenfield development is steadily on the decrease apart from 2015.  

Table 4.2: Land type categorisations (greenfield and brownfield land) for dwelling units 

Year 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Virgin land (Greenfield) 3456 2947 2044 1884 1472 1275 1067 1407 

Previously developed land 
(Brownfield) 

3380 2351 2400 2071 1592 1432 1870 2540 

TOTAL 6836 5298 4444 3955 3064 2707 2937 3947 

Source: MEPA Dwelling Approvals 2000-201530 

Figure 4.4: Land type development for dwelling units31 

 

Source: MEPA 2016 

                                                           
29 MEPA 2016. 
30 MEPA 2016. 
31 Ibid. 
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4.3.2 Non-dwelling uses 

Non-dwelling uses make up another significant proportion of the built up land. The following Table 

4.3 summarises the distribution of the floor space granted by the MEPA during 2008-2015 for such 

non-dwelling uses. Some of the sectors are described in more detail in the following sections. 

Table 4.3: Total approved floor space 2008-2015 in m2 by sector 

Sector 
Floor space 

(sq.m) 
Sector 

Floor space 

(sq.m) 

Leisure 311,276 Tourism 136,178 

Env. Leisure 912,997 Education 125,498 

Office 408,570 Health 47,497 

Retail 256,605 Warehousing 407,471 

Food & Drink 90,123 Other 187,376 

Industrial 187,376  

3,070,967 Total 

Source: MEPA (unpublished data) 

4.3.2.1 Industrial activity 

Industrial activity is defined as any activity concerned with the processing of raw materials, and/or 

manufacturing of goods such as workshops, garages, quarrying and small scale industry. Over the 

period 2008-2015, a total of 397 permits related to industrial activity were granted by the MEPA. It 

should be noted that the trends observed during this period are not representative of the total 

industrial activities completed during this period, but rather it is representative of the floor space 

derived from the actual permits issued for the introduction of industrial floor space or the completion 

of alterations, either of which may or may not have been actually implemented.  

The total industrial space area fluctuated substantially throughout the review period, peaking in 2008, 

2012 and again in 2014. Of particular interest, the highest industrial floor space was related to permits 

located in the Central Malta Local Plan with around 72,000m², while the lowest floor space was 

registered for the Grand Harbour Local Plan with around 5,700m² for the period 2008-2015 (Table 4.4 

refers). 

In addition, the highest annual approved floor space area derived from approved permits was in the 

South Malta Local Plan during 2008 with almost 23,000m², mainly as a result of the issue of permits 

for several large-scale projects, including the redevelopment of a large factory in Bulebel, Żejtun, as 

well as a new Small and Medium Entreprise (SME) Park in Għaxaq. Additional SME parks were also 

introduced in Żabbar and Xgħajra, which also generated an increase in the floor space area for 

industrial activity during the period under review. Gozo also saw an increase in industrial floor space 

area in 2008 of about 19,300m², relative to the rest of the period under review, partially due to the 

extension of a quarry in San Lawrenz (Table 4.4 refers). 
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Table 4.4: Total approved floor space area for industry in sq. m. by local plan 

 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 TOTAL 

Central Malta 4,078 13,385 6,628 2,070 17,110 8,136 10,801 10,186 72,394 

Gozo & Comino 19,271 5,597 753 0 305 298 990 227 27,441 

Grand Harbour 0 1,383 715 1,721 1,828 0 34 60 5,741 

Marsaxlokk Bay 20 523 6,368 4,279 2,869 1,031 28 0 15,118 

North Harbours 9,004 1,200 0 71 36 1,773 113 150 12,347 

North West 0 248 444 400 127 0 5,554 844 7,617 

South Malta 22,826 2,839 4,856 2,251 3,420 2,007 5,850 2,669 46,718 

TOTAL 55,199 25,175 19,764 10,792 25,695 13,245 23,370 14,136 187,376 

Source: MEPA (unpublished data) 

4.3.2.2 Retail activity 

Retail activity is defined as the sale of goods/services directly to consumers such as shops, 

supermarkets, showrooms, retail space of confectionaries and pharmacies. Retail activity peaked in 

2008, decreased in 2009, but rose again during 2010 and sharply in 2014 and levelled off during 2015. 

Between 2008 and 2015, the total floor space permitted by the MEPA for retail activity amounted to 

around 260,000m² whilst the annual average approved floor space for this period is approximately 

32,000m² (Table 4.5 refers). Of particular interest, between the years 2008 and 2015, the highest 

permitted floor space for retail activity pertained to developments within the Central Malta Local Plan 

with almost 86,000m², whilst retail activity in the Marsaxlokk Bay Local Plan recorded the least floor 

space permitted by the MEPA, with around 1,350m². The highest annual floor space area approved 

for retail activity was located within the Central Malta Local Plan during 2015, with around 16,000m² 

(Table 4.5 refers).  

Table 4.5: Total approved floor space area for retail in sq. m. by local plan 

 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 TOTAL 

Central Malta 10,850 11,616 12,660 8,928 8,126 6,854 10,853 16,443 86,330 

Gozo & Comino 7,514 1,535 3,901 2,927 1,503 2,433 1,849 2,219 23,881 

Grand Harbour 4,172 1206 2,143 3,697 2,911 761 371 887 16,148 

Marsaxlokk Bay 346 391 179 64 179 190 69 303 1,349 

North Harbours 8,005 6,705 5,917 6,333 8,307 5,805 12,984 6,871 60,927 

North West 2,696 3,607 2,384 2036 1482 1,655 5,038 1,339 13,860 

South Malta 7,004 5,941 7,355 4,982 4,188 6,249 5,254 6,388 47,361 

TOTAL 40,587 31,001 34,539 28,967 26,696 23,947 36,418 34,450 256,605 

Source: MEPA (unpublished data) 
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4.3.2.3 Office developments 

Offices are defined as premises wherein business, clerical or professional activities are conducted such 

as banks and insurance offices but exclude clinics and embassies. A total of 1,707 permits that included 

an office component were granted by the MEPA during the period 2008 to 2015. The total office space 

area peaked in 2011 and 2014 and was marked by the lowest readings in 2009 and 2013 (Table 4.6 

refers). 

Between 2008 and 2015, the highest approved floor space area for offices was in the North Harbours 

Local Plan and amounted to about 170,000m², whilst the Marsaxlokk Bay Local Plan registered an 

office floor space area of only about 4,000m² (Table 4.6 refers). Several large scale projects, including 

large scale projects in the North Harbours area contributed significantly to the high floor space 

approved.  

Table 4.6: Total approved floor space area for offices in sq. m. by local plan 

 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 TOTAL 

Central Malta 8,369 8,800 14,437 26,072 15,923 15,205 10,729 22,199 121,734 

Gozo & Comino 3,869 695 667 1,667 835 238 1,433 694 10,098 

Grand Harbour 1,682 2,666 6,794 14,510 2,972 1,740 2,937 6,606 39,907 

Marsaxlokk Bay 710 0 760 1,155 898 177 225 138 4,063 

North Harbours 18,826 18,838 10,434 29,921 22,004 11,138 47,671 11,690 170,522 

North West 731 509 450 1,249 1,077 1,086 999 947 7,048 

South Malta 15,867 3,787 13,043 3,211 2,065 5,206 6,699 5,320 55,198 

TOTAL 50,054 35,295 46,585 77,785 45,774 34,790 70,693 47,594 408,570 

Source: MEPA (unpublished data) 

4.4 COUNTRYSIDE 

The Maltese countryside is defined by small-sized and fragmented agricultural land parcels and a rich 

diversity of semi-natural habitats including characteristic Mediterranean landscape typologies. 

Centuries of farming practices, including extensive terracing and moulding of the land has contributed 

immensely to shape the rural landscape with its topographic characteristics including the traditional 

protected rubble walling around soil areas.32 The countryside is a major contributor to the landscape 

character of the Maltese Islands, which is characterised by karstic rock and typical Mediterranean 

vegetation and fauna with ancient woodland remnants surviving in a few locations, including maquis 

and garrigue areas. Since the Maltese landscape is heavily influenced by human activity, particularly 

its settlement patterns and agricultural practices, it may be defined as a cultural landscape with a 

combination of elements that give it a distinctive character, which is an important element of Malta’s 

national Mediterranean identity. The Maltese countryside also embraces the EU Natura 2000 network 

of protected areas including v-shaped valley areas and is also the setting for developments outside 

the development zone (ODZ).33 With respect to this extensive definition of the Maltese countryside, 

                                                           
32 MEAIM 2015. 
33 MTEC 2012. 
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this section focuses on the main human interventions which inevitably contribute to the changing face 

of the countryside, namely: agriculture and other developments ODZ.  

The role of the Maltese countryside extends beyond that of providing clean air, soil and ground and 

surface waters especially considering that it accounts for a large percentage (approximately 70 %) of 

the land area of the Islands, including multiple watercourses and valleys. The Maltese countryside 

provides a striking and important context to the natural and cultural identity of the Maltese national 

heritage: this is of particular importance as the setting of any particular cultural asset contributes to 

its merit. In addition, the Maltese countryside contributes to the economic advancement of the Islands 

through agricultural produce, tourism related investments and activities, mineral extractions and 

recreational activities. The Maltese countryside has also experienced interventions to facilitate its use 

for informal recreational activities, facilities and outdoor sports. A number of small rural settlements 

are also located in the countryside.34 

A significant proportion of countryside areas are subject to protective legislation, with the majority of 

this land being part of the EU Natura 2000 network of protected areas. The National Environment 

Policy (NEP) of 2012 sought to make these areas the subject of management arrangements.35 

Furthermore, the SPED, 2015 document requires for the Rural Area that only those developments 

which specifically require a countryside location such as agricultural land uses, or those where no 

alternatives can be found such as projects of national importance including water and energy projects, 

will be permitted outside the development zone (ODZ).  

4.4.1 Pressures on the countryside 

Agriculture and land development contribute to pressures faced by the Maltese countryside. It is 

human intervention resulting from these sectors that determines the sustainability of the countryside, 

rather than the abandonment of agricultural land.36 For this reason, these sectors will be considered 

separately in this report. 

4.4.1.1 Agriculture 

The utilised agricultural area is categorised into three land uses which are namely arable area, kitchen 

gardens and land under permanent crop.37  

There are a number of constraints which restrict the competitiveness of Malta in agriculture and agro-

industry. The most significant constraint is the opportunity cost of land, which equates to a high 

economic rental value of land when compared to that of other countries, where land scarcity is less 

of a problem due to a higher abundance of supply of land. Another constraint is the scarcity and high 

cost of water. Lastly, labour costs are also high as the labour supply for agriculture continues to face 

a decline with employment being mostly based on part-time workers.38  

                                                           
34 MEPA and NSO 2010. 
35 MTEC 2012. 
36 Attard & Meli 2008. 
37 MEAIM 2015. 
38 Ibid. 
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The rural environment remains largely dominated by agriculture, however, it is still vulnerable to 

threats from human interventions such as dumping and fly-tipping, blocking of countryside accesses, 

inappropriate design of rural buildings, land abandonment, dismantling of rubble retaining walls that 

contribute to water retention and agricultural land reclamation.  

Certain agricultural activities can conflict with the conservation of biota and their habitats, mainly as 

a result of competition for natural resources. For instance, the deliberate introduction of alien species, 

biological pest control agents, especially for use in greenhouses and orchards, the accidental 

importation of crop seeds and live animals are examples. Furthermore, ‘widien’ (valleys) watercourses 

which are the commonest type of freshwater habitat in the Maltese Islands, are intensively exploited 

for agriculture due to the more abundant water supply during the wet season. There have been cases 

where many ‘wied’ (valley) watercourses have been converted into agricultural use. This has also been 

the case for karstland pools, which are common on coralline limestone karstland rock. Finally, scarp-

foot springs present at the foot of ‘rdum’ locally where the Blue Clay/Upper Coralline geological 

junction is exposed are tapped for irrigation purposes.39  

Additional pressures and impacts on the environment are associated with individual agricultural 

developments and include habitat destruction as a result of siting within non-agricultural land: for 

example, farm complexes on garrigue, overspills of slurry and other agricultural effluents into nearby 

watercourses and the opening of undesirable vehicular access to remote rural sites, such as vulnerable 

clay slopes. Garrigue, often considered as barren ‘wasteland’ has often been reclaimed for agricultural 

use by the dumping of rubble, levelling of land and subsequent topping with soil.40 Yet the endemic 

species Maltese Shrubby Kidney Vetch (ħatba sewda) and the Maltese Spurge (tengħud tax-xagħri) 

along with Mediterranean Thyme (sagħtar) can all be found as garrigue vegetation and are threatened 

by such dumping.41 Agriculture has also been the reason for the destruction of habitat types such as 

one of the copses of the only surviving traces of the Mediterranean sclerophyll forest, which was 

mostly destroyed by its tenant through a combination of felling and burning to make way for the 

planting of orange trees.42 

Utilised agricultural land: 

The following trends in agriculture are noted (Figure 4.5 and Table 4.7 also refer):43 

 The Utilised Agricultural Area (UAA) experienced an upward trend: in 2005, it stood at 10,254 

hectares, increasing to 11,690 ha in 2013.  

 The cultivation of forage crops, covering 5,290 hectares or 45.3 %, is predominant. A total of 

1,458 hectares are used for kitchen gardens. This reflects the high number of small agricultural 

holders. 

 Of particular note is that olive production has experienced an increase throughout the years, 

whereby land used for olive plantations has increased drastically from 21 hectares in 2003 to 

140 hectares in 2010.44 Olive production is an emerging industry for the Maltese Islands.45  

                                                           
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Annex - MEPA Publication: OUTLOOK August 2010. 
42 MEAIM 2015. 
43 NSO 2016a. 
44 NSO 2012. 
45 MESDC 2018. 
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 Land allocated for potato cultivation is gradually on the decrease: in 2005, 820 hectares were 

cultivated which contrasts with the 689 hectares cultivated in 2013. Nevertheless, potatoes 

remain the leading crop and an important cash crop due to the significant quantities exported 

annually in European markets.46  

 The land used for permanent crops increased between 2005 and 2007, then remained 

relatively stable until 2013. Permanent crops include fruit and berry, citrus, olive growing and 

vineyards. Of these, land used for vineyards remains the greatest agricultural contributor to 

the economy. The area covered by vines in 2013 was 683 hectares, an increase by 69 hectares 

or 11 % from 2010.47 This is a positive trend since permanent crops, provide a vegetative cover 

that decreases the risk of soil erosion.  

 The UAA dedicated to organic farming is very low: in 2010 it stood at 26.1 hectares or 0.23 % 

of the total UAA.48 Effort to promote organic production was complemented with an agri-

environmental scheme introduced through the predecessor Rural Development Programme 

(RDP).49  

 Non irrigated land decreased from 8,864 ha in 2003 to 7,949 ha in 2010. 

 Irrigated land increased from 1,930 ha in 2003 to 3,504 ha in 2010.50 51 

Figure 4.5: Utilised agricultural land area (ha) by type 

 
Source: NSO 2016 

                                                           
46 MEAIM 2015. 
47 NSO 2016a. 
48 NSO 2012. 
49 MEAIM 2015. 
50 NSO 2012. 
51 Chapter 1 Driving Forces also refers.  
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Table 4.7: Definitions of agricultural land 

 Definitions 

Utilised agricultural area (UAA) All the land used by the holding for agricultural production, whether 
rented or family owned. 

Arable land Land which is worked regularly, generally under a system of crop 
rotation such as potatoes, vegetables, fodder and fallow land.  

Permanent crops Land cultivated with crops that occupy the land for long periods and 
need not be replanted after each harvest. E.g. vines and fruit trees. 

Kitchen gardens Areas devoted to the cultivation of agricultural products mainly 
intended for consumption by the holder and his household. 

Other areas Land that cannot be ploughed because of scarcity of soil and/or 
predominantly of a rocky feature. Other areas include land occupied 
by buildings. The area under greenhouses is included under this 
heading. 

Fallow land Land that is normally used for farming but that is left with no crops 
on it for a season in order to let it recover its fertility. 

Source: NSO 2016 

4.4.1.2 Outside Development Zone (ODZ) permits 

Urbanisation is defined as the creation of new built-up areas containing the majority of urban uses 

such as housing, shops, offices and factories. Areas which fall outside the established urban 

development areas, as defined in the various local plans, are referred to as Outside Development Zone 

(ODZ) areas. The type of development in both urban and non-urban areas is strategically guided by 

the SPED (2015) and the relevant local plans pertaining to the area in question as presented in the 

Section 4.2 of this Chapter. 

The character of the non-urban environment is changing with the changing demands of the non-urban 

environment, and the development of ancillary infrastructure. Development Brief areas not located 

within the DZ, Rural Settlements and Areas of Containment (specified areas containing 

industrial/commercial and other land uses located ODZ as defined in the approved Local Plans) are 

considered legitimate ODZ development, and therefore permits falling within these zones are included 

in the data presented in the following section even though these are planned specific areas. 
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Dwelling units: 

Table 4.8: Number of dwelling units approved ODZ, and the equivalent percentage of the total number of 
dwelling units approved for the same year 

Year 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Units approved within ODZ areas 154 204 165 96 42 81 68 71 

Percentage of total units approved 2.3 3.9 3.7 2.4 1.4 3.0 2.3 1.8 

TOTAL approved units (DZ + ODZ) 6836 5298 4444 3955 3064 2707 2937 3947 

Source: MEPA Dwelling Approvals 2000-201552 

Figure 4.6: Dwelling units approved ODZ as a percentage of the total number of  
dwelling units approved for the same year 

 

Source: MEPA Dwelling Approvals 2000-201553 

The number of dwelling units approved ODZ in 2008 was 154 units. This went up to 204 in 2009 and 

back to the 2008 level in 2010. During the following period between 2011 and 2015, the number of 

granted units remained below 100, with the lowest being 42 units in 2012. The bulk of these units 

refer mainly to development within planned ODZ rural settlements and other housing ODZ, e.g. 

residences for farmers, the extension/redevelopment of existing dwellings, the redevelopment of 

existing non-dwellings, end-of-scheme development (end of scheme plots), development relating to 

previous permits and plots that are partially within scheme and partially ODZ resulting from 

considerations of standardized plot depths (25m [Malta] - 30m [Gozo] standard plot depth at the edge 

of scheme). It can be surmised, excluding actual extent, that in principle these are units that are 

acceptable development ODZ through the existing policy framework.  

 
  

                                                           
52 MEPA 2016. 
53 Ibid. 
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Non-dwelling uses: 

Table 4.9 lists the total floor spaces approved for non-dwelling uses between 2008 and 2015. Use 

categories are grouped by recreational uses, which include mainly outdoor space, and the built floor 

space of the other use types. It is important to note that permits falling within Areas of Containment 

are included in this section, while the coastal zone permits are included in the section related to the 

Rural Coast. The built fabric for non-dwelling uses amounted to 44.35 % of the total approved floor 

space in the countryside and 55.65 % was related to recreational use.  

 

Table 4.9: List of the total floor spaces approved for non-dwelling uses ODZ 
between 2008 and 2015 

Sector 
Recreational Uses 

Floor Space (sq. m.) 
Percentage 

Built Floor Space 
(sq. m.) 

Percentage 

Leisure 175,701 33 %   

Env. Leisure 357,630 67 %   

Office   37,635 9 % 

Retail   24,649 6 % 

Food & Drink   6,925 1 % 

Industrial   49,850 12 % 

Tourism   29,828 7 % 

Education   44,865 10 % 

Clinic (Health)   37,544 9 % 

Warehouse   122,632 29 % 

Other   71,148 17 % 

TOTAL 533,331 100 % 425,076 100 % 

Source: MEPA (unpublished data) 

Leisure and environmental leisure: 

 The leisure and environmental leisure sectors relate mainly to recreational uses. Leisure uses 

include formal public gardens and other recreational and sports related facilities. Major 

developments for leisure include recreational facilities at Ta’ Qali, and the Marsascala Family 

Park. Environmental leisure includes Nature Parks, afforestation sites and informal recreation 

spaces, such as the rehabilitation of the former landfill site at Magħtab (Naxxar) and the 

Nature Park and Sustainable Development Centre at Xrobb l-Għagin (Marsaxlokk).  

 Most of the environmental leisure floor space was granted in the Central Malta area (290,000 

sq. m.) followed by the South Malta area (60,000 sq. m.). 

 The leisure floor space granted peaked in the North West area (71,000 sq. m.) followed by the 

Marsaxlokk Bay area (48,000 sq. m.).  
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Industry and warehousing: 

 Most of the industrial floor space was granted within the Central Malta area (30,600 sq.m.) 

and the North West area (10,300 sq.m.) areas. This included two permits in the Central Malta 

area, consisting of farm redevelopments. Most of the floor space of the North West area was 

due to one permit for the reuse of an operational quarry at Siġġiewi. 

 During the period between 2008 and 2015, three large scale storage facilities were granted 

within the Industrial Areas of Containment of Ħandaq (Qormi) and Żebbuġ (Malta). 

Additionally, two waste management related facilities within Naxxar (Għallis) Malta and 

Xewkija (Gozo), were approved.  

Education, health facilities and ‘Others’: 

 Investment in the education sector is reflected in the number of permits issued which either 

contribute to the creation of new educational complexes, or enhance existing educational 

facilities. In particular, the North West region saw the greatest number of education facilities 

being approved outside the development zone (11 permits), followed closely by the Central 

Malta and South Malta regions (9 permits each), relating to the need for additional school 

expansion and modernization, including school ancillary facilities required to update school 

standards to modern requirements, such as the introduction of required sports facilities. The 

Maltese Islands in effect inherited a number of older schools within the Development Zone 

that are today inadequate and substandard and which are horizontally restricted due to 

lacking space. In this respect, the total increase in floor space for new educational facilities 

across all local plans in ODZ equates to about 44,865m². The largest of these was a new 

secondary boys’ school built to modern school standards in Ta’ Żokrija, Mosta. 

 In the Health sector, the major part of the floor space appertains to extensions to the Mater 

Dei Hospital, the primary national hospital, approved during 2009, 2011 and 2014.  

 The category ‘Others’ mainly includes further social and community facilities, development 

related to cultural activities, as well as ancillary uses to other non-dwellings categories. Major 

projects grouped with this category also cases in the ODZ area during 2008-2015, including 

the development of cemeteries, homes for the elderly and an open air museum. 

Offices and retail: 

 For the period 2008-2015, the bulk of development permissions for office development 

outside the development zone was in the Central Malta area with about 18,000 sq. m., 

followed by the South Malta area with about 17,000 sq. m. Similarly, most floor space for 

retail was approved in the South Malta and Central Malta regions with around 9,000 sq. m. of 

floor space each. 

 An analysis of the location of office development ODZ reveals that this type of development 

consists mostly of ancillary offices to other permitted uses and is mainly related to major 

projects including industrial, commercial, educational (schools), infrastructural (LPG Plant), 

institutional (Foreign Embassy, Police Sites) and heritage sites (Heritage Parks). The major 

development relating to the Malta International Airport (Skypark) at Luqa, which also includes 

a large retail component, is also accounted for in the analysis of ODZ data but falls within the 

specific boundary of the Malta International Airport Master Plan. 
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 The above mentioned major projects and developments are designated in subsidiary plans for 

non-rural development and planned development areas. These are therefore not categorized 

as greenfield ODZ sites, but are related mainly to planned development areas within the 

approved subsidiary plans.  

 Major retail projects located ODZ include mainly conversions from other uses as well as 

redevelopment. 

 

4.4.2  Soil 

While agriculture is the predominant land cover in the countryside, poor agricultural practices (among 

other environmental disturbances), may exacerbate soil erosion pressures. In turn, soil erosion is 

considered as a major threat to the sustainability of the agricultural sector. The evaluation of soil 

properties and the management of soil are thus essential in view of the soil’s vital role in sustaining 

agriculture. 

As already indicated in Section 4.2.1, as part of Malta’s efforts in the implementation of the UNCCD, 

and also in preparation of the NAP, a number of studies have been carried out. One of these studies 

aimed to provide quantitative estimates of soil erosion by water in Malta for the year 2013, using 

Geographic Information Systems and the Revised Universal Soil Loss Equation (RUSLE).54 

The erosion map (Figure 4.7 refers) shows the spatial distribution of soil loss in the Maltese Islands 

expressed as annual average soil loss in tonnes per hectare in 2013. The values should however be 

considered in a comparative manner rather than absolute values. This is due to the generalisation of 

the used input data as well as the nature of the model. In order to obtain a better general 

understanding and be able to carry out a National comparison, the quantitative output of soil loss 

prediction was classified in eight categories of increasing soil loss severity: < 1 (none), 1 to 2, 2 to 5 

(very low), 5 to 10 (low), 10 to 25 (moderate), 25 to 45 (high), 45 to 75 (very high), > 75t per hectare 

per year (severe). The Calculated National annual soil loss (Figure 4.7 and 4.8 refer) indicates that 

61.01km2, 19.33 % of total National land area, are at risk of moderate (10 to 25t per hectare per year) 

to severe (> 75t per hectare per year) soil erosion. 
  

                                                           
54 Sultana 2015. 
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Figure 4.7: Average annual soil loss (t ha-1 yr-1) in the Maltese Islands following RUSLE equation 

 
Source: Sultana 2015 

Figure 4.8: Soil loss potential histogram. X-axis number of cells (2500m2) showing erosion values that fall 
within erosion rate categories, Y-axis soil erosion rate categories 

 
Source: Sultana 2015 

As noted from Figure 4.7, Maltese central and north-eastern areas show the lowest erosion risk. These 

areas are characterised by relatively flat topographies, good land management and erosion control 

measures. Maltese north-western and Gozitan areas are characterised by a large range in erosion 

rates. Within this area, low erosion risk occurs in plateaus comprising low topographic gradients, and 

the application of good land management and erosion control measures. Plateau flanks typically 

consist of exceptionally high erosion rates, characterised by high topographic gradients, inappropriate 
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cultivation practices and poor erosion control measures. Steeply inclined plateau flanks 

demonstrating low erosion risk are associated with areas demonstrating adequate vegetation cover, 

and effective management and conservation practices.55 

The highest estimates of quantitatively measured and predicted erosion rates occur in steeply inclined 

arable land where poor management and conservation practices are applied. A large portion of 

Maltese arable soils are exposed, all vegetation cover is removed and deep-ploughed in anticipation 

of the first torrential September rains. This agricultural practice intensifies water erosion, which may, 

may be reduced by strip contour ploughing, where vegetation cover is retained between ploughed 

areas.56 Field evidence also clearly identifies agriculture retaining rubble walls as a key soil erosion 

control method in steeply inclined agriculture areas. The following sections provide a brief overview 

of the reasons leading to inappropriate agricultural practices, and consequent soil erosion. These are 

closely tied to the National socio-economic situation, often characteristic of the Mediterranean 

region, and include: agricultural land ownership, increased international agricultural product cost, 

agricultural holding size and land fragmentation and constrain net farm income.57  

4.4.2.1 Agricultural land ownership 

Two thirds of the agricultural land is owned by the State and the remaining one-third by the private 

sector. Eighty percent of cultivated agricultural land is rented and twenty percent is occupied by 

owners or under a freehold basis.58 

Should leased agricultural land not provide a significant source of income, the arable land may be 

disused or used for other purposes. This process leads to accelerated land degradation and reduces 

the economies of scale potential, reduced production, of the Maltese agricultural sector.59  

4.4.2.2 Land fragmentation 

Statistical results from the 2010 census indicate that seventy four percent (9,203 ha) of all agricultural 

holdings cover less than one hectare.60 Land fragmentation generally brought about by inheritance 

and parcel sale further contributes to the small area of the agricultural holding. This process 

significantly reduces the total exploitable land and thus diminishes economic viability of agriculture 

production. As a consequence, landowners may have to sustain net income through alternative 

employment, leading to reduced land management and land degradation. 

 

                                                           
55 Sultana 2015. 
56 Sultana 2015. 
57 Sultana 2015. 
58 NSO 2012. 
59 MEAIM 2015. 
60 NSO 2012. 
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4.4.2.3 Land abandonment 

For the Mediterranean regions, the trend towards land abandonment is accentuated by increasing 

competition with the highly productive agriculture of north-western Europe.61 Agricultural activity 

survived in the Maltese Islands in the past fifty years as a result of protective measures, namely price 

guarantees and quota restrictions on imports, aimed at encouraging production by ensuring a regular 

income flow for local farmers. Maltese entry to the EU (2004) led to the dismantling of various 

protective levies and extensive sector restructuring to adhere to EU legislation.62 These developments 

adversely influenced net farmer income. The effects of land abandonment on soil quality and soil 

erosion may be either positive or negative. The key control on soil regenerative capacity is vegetation 

cover, controlled by climatic conditions and soil quality. Runoff and sediment loss decrease 

exponentially as the percentage of vegetation cover increases, is documented to apply to a wide range 

of environments. Should the applied agricultural management practices have been unfavourable, the 

re-establishment of natural vegetation cover may reduce soil erosion.  

The degradation of soil retaining rubble walls is another key parameter, significantly contributing to 

soil erosion in terraced fields. The Maltese National survey carried out in 2013, concludes that the 

majority of agricultural terraces on inclined surfaces are disused and retaining rubble walls in a derelict 

state.63 These steeply inclined agricultural fields show the highest national soil erosion rates. These 

areas are also subject to the various aforementioned socio-economic conditions, which together with 

an insufficient agricultural land ownership legislation, constrain net farm income.  

There is thus an urgent need for an update of national legislation to alleviate the adverse effects socio-

economic parameters have on agricultural practices, whereby the amelioration of net farmer income 

is likely to directly increase agricultural land use, reversing the current abandonment trend. This 

mechanism will indirectly increase the maintenance of key soil erosion control structures, the terraced 

field rubble walls, and reduce the current alarming rate of soil erosion.64 

The costs of land degradation and the benefits of preserving ecosystems services, have been 

estimated using an economic-based approach termed economics of land degradation. Agricultural 

land use covers approximately 50 % of the Maltese islands and is its predominant land use. In 2015, 

the primary productive agriculture and fisheries sectors produced 1.1 % of the National gross domestic 

product (GDP) and in 2015 the agricultural sector employed 1.7 % of the financially active Maltese 

population. Agriculture is therefore a key economic production centre and plays a key role in Malta's 

long-term food-provision.65  

As already indicated, having lost their economic potential, marginally profitable agricultural land is 

abandoned (such as in view of various socio-economic conditions). In Malta, such areas are common 

in valley margin terraced slopes which contain soil retaining rubble walls. These structures require 

regular maintenance, which is no longer carried out when agricultural land is abandoned. 

Consequently, soils retained by these structures are rapidly eroded, transported and deposited 

                                                           
61 Pinto Correia 1993. 
62 MEAIM 2015. 
63 Sultana 2015. 
64 Sultana 2015. 
65 NSO 2017a; NSO 2017b. 
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downslope. This dynamic is eroding the thin soils artificially deposited in the flanks of valleys, and over 

time reducing the agricultural capacity of such areas. Eroded soil can be deposited downslope, either 

in low gradient areas or in valleys, particularly where water retaining structures are present. Soil 

deposited in dams and reservoirs reduces water retention capacity and requires dredging. These 

activities incur a cost; termed off-site cost. To ensure continued sustainable agricultural land use, 

eroded soils need to be replaced. This process increases farming costs and reduces net agricultural 

earnings. This dynamic demonstrates the importance and need for continued agricultural land 

management. The calculated total soil volume eroded annually in National agricultural areas amounts 

to 766,278 m3. Applying the 10.42 EUR/m3 soil prices, the national cost for replacing eroded soil in 

agricultural areas is 7.98 million EUR/yr.66 The yearly cost incurred by the average agricultural farmer 

to replace eroded soils and artificially maintain soil quality in erosion affected areas amounts to 

1164.24 EUR/0.01km2/yr. The average yearly economic revenue from Maltese UAA is 

1719.65 EUR/0.01km2. In view of this cost and benefit imbalance, various agricultural land owners 

may consider the price tied to replacing eroded soils in areas subject to soil erosion too high in relation 

to economic revenue. As a result, the owners of agricultural land in erosion prone areas may choose 

not to replace soil lost through erosion. Over time, dependent on soil erosion rate and soil depth 

present, the agricultural area may be degraded to such an extent as to no longer be suitable for 

agricultural purposes.67  

Figure 4.9 indicates the areas which will become unsuitable for agriculture (marked as black areas), 

should this trend of soil erosion continue and provided no soil is added. Three time scales were 

assessed; 50, 100 and 500 years. Over 50 years, 1.53 km2 (0.5 % of Maltese area) of agricultural land 

is depleted of soil, incurring a loss of national agricultural potential amounting to 0.263 million EUR/yr; 

over 100 years, 4.9 km2 (1.6 % of Maltese area) of agricultural land is depleted of soil, incurring a 

national agricultural loss of 0.843 million EUR/yr and over 500 years, 35.28 km2 (11.2 % of Maltese 

area) of agricultural land is depleted of soil, incurring a national agricultural loss of 6.067 million 

EUR/yr .68 

 
  

                                                           
66 Sultana 2016. 
67 Sultana 2016. 
68 Sultana 2016. 
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Figure 4.9: 50, 100, 500 year (top to bottom) erosion maps showing % (of total) soil depth eroded. 
Area in black marks agricultural land with 95 % + soil eroded; considered as containing insufficient soil 
depth to support agricultural practices. Tables to the right of images indicate the total National land 

area affected by the soil loss percentage category 

 

 50 Year  
% soil depth removed Area (km2) 

0 - 10 % 41.32 

10 - 20 % 17.19 

20 - 30  % 6.66 

30 - 40 % 3.20 

40 - 50 % 1.81 

50 - 60 % 1.14 

60 - 70 % 0.74 

70 - 80 % 0.52 

80 - 90 % 0.42 

90 - 94 % 0.10 

95 %+ 1.53 
% of MT agric. area 

lost 
0.5 

 

 

100 Year 
% soil depth removed Area (km2) 

0 - 10 % 19.62 

10 - 20 % 21.75 

20 - 30  % 10.83 

30 - 40 % 6.35 

40 - 50 % 3.97 

50 - 60 % 2.67 

60 - 70 % 1.97 

70 - 80 % 1.23 

80 - 90 % 1.05 

90 - 94 % 0.29 

95 %+ 4.90 
% of MT agric. area 

lost 
1.6 

 

 

500 Year 
% soil depth removed Area (km2) 

0 - 10 % 0.10 

10 - 20 % 1.82 

20 - 30  % 5.19 

30 - 40 % 6.10 

40 - 50 % 6.41 

50 - 60 % 5.58 

60 - 70 % 5.02 

70 - 80 % 4.34 

80 - 90 % 3.43 

90 - 94 % 1.36 

95 %+ 35.28 
% of MT agric. area 

lost 
11.2 

 

Source: Sultana 2016 
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Soil erosion rates, and associated economic implications, can be mitigated with cost effective 

agricultural cover and management practices. Two cost-effective agricultural management methods 

to reduce soil erosion, maintain soil quality and preserve agriculture associated ecosystem services 

are recommended. The first involves conservation tillage and no-till farming techniques, which seek 

to minimise soil disruption and retain at least 30 % of the previous crop residues. This process protects 

soil from erosion and promotes soil productivity and also provides farmers with various direct 

economic incentives. The second is the restoration and maintenance of soil retaining rubble walls. 

Terraced fields and associated rubble walls must be perceived as a necessary soil conservation method 

essential for the sustained production of agricultural capital in areas subject to soil erosion. 

Investment in rubble wall restoration may initially be considered significant, however, in the longer 

term it will reduce an agricultural farmer’s average yearly expense (in agricultural areas affected by 

soil erosion) by 1169.24 EUR/0.01km2/yr. These reduced costs are associated with spared costs to 

replace eroded soils and artificially maintain soil quality. Also, on longer time scales, the investment 

in rubble wall restorations will also preserve agricultural areas subject to erosion for long term 

sustainable use.69 

In another study carried out in 2013, the soil chemical properties, namely organic carbon, pH, 

electrical conductivity; and the soil physical properties: bulk density, moisture and depth, were 

measured.70 These are indicators of soil quality. The 280 sampling locations identified for this study 

are the same as those studied in MALSIS (2003)71 and are based on a 1km spaced grid distribution 

across Malta and Gozo. The results obtained through the 2013 study (Malsis 2) have been compared 

with those obtained in the MALSIS study (Malsis 1), so as to achieve a 10-year assessment is soil 

quality. 

4.4.2.4 Bulk density 

Bulk density has been calculated in 97 sites. Results indicate that the average soil bulk density for the 

sites assessed in both 2003 and 2013 (97 sites in total) was of 1.12g cm3 and 1.17g cm3 respectively, 

suggesting that 59 % of the locations assessed in 2013 had a greater average bulk soil density than the 

same locations in 2003 (Figure 4.10 refers). An increase in soil bulk density over time signifies soil 

compaction. This leads to a decrease in total soil porosity (macro-porosity in particularly) and hydraulic 

conductivity which influences the water release curve. Various chemical and biological parameters, 

namely soil organic carbon and mineralisable nitrogen, are also influenced by a change in soil bulk 

density. Increased soil bulk density may result in lower crop yields and reduced vegetative cover 

available to protect soil from erosion. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
69 Sultana 2015. 
70 Sultana 2017. 
71 MALSIS 2004. 
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Figure 4.10: (A) Top figure displays average bulk density values for M1 (2003) as the smaller 
circles, and M2 (2013) values as the larger circles surrounding the smaller (M1) circles. (B) 

Bottom figure displays change in bulk density between 2003 and 2013 (M2-M1) 

 

 
Source: Sultana 2015 

A 
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4.4.2.5 Electrical conductivity 

Lower soil electrical conductivity was recorded in 67 % of the 141 locations assessed in 2013. Electrical 

conductivity is a measure of salinity, and is also influenced by soil nitrate levels.72 Maltese aquifers are 

subject to seawater intrusion that results in high levels of chloride concentrations in aquifers.73 

Thirteen of the fifteen aquifers have also been reported as being heavily polluted by nitrates, sourced 

primarily from the excessive use of natural and artificial fertilisers in arable agricultural practices 

(Figure 4.11 refers).74  

In view of the threat to aquifer water quality, various programmes were established with the aim of 

achieving good water quality status. Key amongst these programmes is the Nitrates Action Programme 

(2011), which proposes various measures that seek to govern the period during which fertilisers are 

applied and reduce the quantity of fertilisers used in the agricultural sector. Such initiatives may, in 

part, be an explanation for lower soil electrical conductivity recorded in 2013.75 

Figure 4.11: (A) Top figure displays average electrical conductivity values for M1 (2003) as the 
smaller circles, and M2 (2013) values as the larger circles surrounding the smaller (M1) circles. 
(B) Bottom figure displays change in electrical conductivity between 2003 and 2013 (M2-M1) 

 

                                                           
72 Lewandowski et al. 1999. 
73 MRA 2005. 
74 MEPA 2011. 
75 Sultana 2017. 
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Source: Sultana 2017 

4.4.2.6 Organic carbon 

The average for soil organic carbon content for the sites assessed in both 2003 and 2013 (70 sites in 

total) was of 2.11 % for 2003 and 2.30 % for 2013, suggesting that 59 % of the locations assessed in 

2013 had higher organic carbon content than the same locations in 2003. The increase in soil organic 

carbon strongly and positively influences most of the functions associated with soil quality. The Rural 

Development Programme for Malta76 proposes a number of measures that aim to combat soil 

degradation, especially in terms of the decline of organic matter, and to reduce the level of input of 

chemical fertiliser. The observed increase in soil organic matter may in part be the result of such 

initiatives. An additional benefit of an increase in soil organic carbon is that, through carbon 

sequestration, soil represents a significant sink for atmospheric carbon dioxide (CO2). Climate change 

mitigation may be enhanced by storing carbon in plant biomass and soils and by reducing emissions 

from agriculture (Figure 4.12 refers).77  
  

                                                           
76 MEAIM 2015; MEAIM 2016. 
77 Jenkinson and Johnston 1977; Schlesinger 1990. 
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Figure 4.12: (A) Top figure displays average organic carbon values for M1 (2003) as the smaller 
circles, and M2 (2013) values as the larger circles surrounding the smaller (M1) circles. (B) 

Bottom figure displays change in organic carbon between 2003 and 2013 (M2-M1) 

 

 
Source: Sultana 2017 
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4.4.2.7 pH 

Results (from 40 sites) suggest that 65 % of the locations assessed in 2013 were more acidic than the 

same locations in 2003. The average pH (1.5) of all the sites assessed in 2003 is 8.02. The pH (1:5) for 

the sites assessed in both 2003 and 2013 (40 sites in total) was of 8.01 for 2003 and 7.92 for 2013 

(Figure 4.13 refers). 

Figure 4.13: (A) Top figure displays average pH values for M1 (2003) as the smaller circles, and 
M2 (2013) values as the larger circles surrounding the smaller (M1) circles. (B) Bottom figure 

displays change in pH between 2003 and 2013 (M2-M1) 

 

A 
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Source: Sultana 2017 
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4.4.2.8 Change in soil moisture content 

The soil moisture for the sites assessed in both 2003 and 2013 (148 sites in total) was of 3.97 % for 

2003 and 4.50 % for 2013, reflecting that 61 % of the locations assessed in 2013 had higher soil 

moisture content than the same locations in 2003 (Figure 4.14 refers). The average soil moisture of all 

the sites assessed in 2003 is 3.77 %.  

Figure 4.14: (A) Top figure displays average moisture content values for M1 (2003) as the 
smaller circles, and M2 (2013) values as the larger circles surrounding the smaller (M1) circles. 

(B) Bottom figure displays change in moisture content between 2003 and 2013 (M2-M1) 

 

A 
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Source: Sultana 2017 

  

B 



 

43 

4.4.2.9 Soil depth 

This property was not measured in Maltese Soil Information System, 2003 (MALSIS 1). In view of the 

significant lack of systematic quantitative National soil depth data, soil depth was assessed in 343 sites 

in 2013 (MALSIS 2). Average National soil depth in areas where soil was recorded, and did not exceed 

200cm, was of 47.76cm. Shallow soils, less than 10cm in depth, are often associated with plateaus and 

surfaces subject to soil erosion (e.g. inclined valley sides). Deeper soils, ranging from 10 to 100cm 

depth, are typically associated with agricultural areas on relatively flat and moderately include 

surfaces. Agricultural areas containing soil within the aforementioned depth range, located in included 

valley sides, often retain soil through the construction and maintenance of soil retaining rubble walls. 

(Figure 4.15 refers). 

Figure 4.15: Top figure displays average soil depth values established in M2 
(soil depth not calculated in M1) 

 
Source: Sultana 2017 

The results and analysis obtained from the before mentioned studies, and similar, such as assessment 

of the natural and anthropogenic factors, and socio-economic conditions, which pose a threat to soil 

resources, monitoring and measurement of the present and predicted erosion rates, rubble wall state 

survey, assessment of the costs incurred to replenish lost soil and soil chemical measurement, as well 

as the proposed measures for improved soil management, should be taken into account in the 

preparation of national action plans and policies, in the protection of this most valuable resource – 

soil, before a non-reversible degradation is reached.  
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4.4.3 Activities undertaken to improve the rural environment 

4.4.3.1 Designation of protected areas 

The Maltese Islands support a number of habitats, which have local and sometimes also wider regional 

importance. To ensure protection and sustainable management of important natural habitat types 

and habitats of species, such sites are designated as protected areas, including Areas of Ecological 

Importance, Sites of Scientific Importance, Special Areas of Conservation, Special Protection Areas, 

Nature Reserves, Tree Protection Area, Bird Sanctuaries and Protected Beaches. In February 2010, the 

European Commission accepted Malta’s proposal to include a number of new Natura 2000 sites. Data 

concerning wetland habitats and species in valleys and watercourses, rock pools and specifically 

requested sites was collected in order to identify and map their species in connection with potential 

designation of the site as a Natura 2000 site. A Management Plan was compiled for most of the sites 

forming part of the terrestrial Natura 2000 Network, while a Conservation Order was considered to 

be a more appropriate tool for the smaller sites.  

The biggest challenge for the management and protection of Terrestrial Protected Areas is the 

reconciliation of human influence with the conservation objectives of the site, the preservation of 

resources and features of scientific, cultural and aesthetic interest. The objectives of the management 

plans include the maintenance and restoration of the conditions necessary to protect significant 

species, biotic communities, habitats or physical features of the environment; to facilitate scientific 

research and environmental monitoring; to develop limited areas for public education; to eliminate 

and prevent exploitation of the area and to ensure that other relevant issues arising in the 

management of the Special Areas of Conservation are clearly addressed in a sustainable manner. More 

details with regard to Protected Areas, can be found in the Biodiversity Chapter. 

4.4.3.2 The Eco-Gozo strategy 

Eco-Gozo, or the Eco-Island vision for Gozo was introduced as sustainable development strategy for 

the island that was adopted by Government in 2009 and is covered by SPED 2015 Gozo Objective 1. 

The strategy adopts a holistic approach that seeks to achieve environmental improvement while 

fostering economic development and social progress on Gozo.  

The Eco-Gozo vision document proposed a very extensive plan of action both in terms of time and 

scope. It basically touches on all aspects of life and activity on the island. Therefore, it emphasises 

priorities, together with ensuring that no sector is overlooked through overshadowing by other 

sectors. Action on the Eco-Gozo implementation was therefore distributed into four main priority 

areas for Gozo, namely Economy, Environment, Society and Identity.78  

4.4.3.4 Afforestation 

In Malta, tree cover is low and woodland cover is less than 5 % of the area of the Maltese Islands. 

During the review period, there were a total of sixty tree species considered indigenous and these 

included the Aleppo Pine (iż-żnuber), the Carob (il-ħarruba) and the Olive (iż-żebbuġa) as well as the 

                                                           
78 MFIN 2012; Eco-Gozo. 
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rare and endangered Mock Privet (l-olivastru), the Common Sumach (xumakk tal-konz), the Willows 

(is-safsaf il-kbira or is-safsafa ż-żgħira) and the Christ’s Thorn Tree (ix-xewk tal-kuruna).79 

Sixty-six per cent of the approximately 60 native tree species are rare or endangered.80 Thus it is 

important to promote and support tree planting and the conservation of the existing tree cover. The 

Ministry for Sustainable Development, the Environment and Climate Change encouraged 

afforestation schemes such as the ‘Tree For You’ (34U) campaign which was launched in 2004. The 

objective of such an initiative focused on creating awareness among the public and the private sector 

on the importance of trees. This campaign led to the creation of a number of green areas and parks, 

such as the Xrobb l-Għaġin, Wied Għollieqa, il-Għadira area and Foresta 2000 sites.  

In addition, there have also been a number of initiatives which seek to cultivate trees in public areas. 

For instance, a number of rare and protected trees are cultivated in the Planning Authority gardens in 

Floriana. These trees include the White Willow (is-safsafa l-kbira) and the Mediterranean Willow (is-

safsafa ż-żgħira). The initiative to plant rare species has had encouraging results as reflected in the 

case of the once very rare Mediterranean Buckthorn (l-alaternu) which was previously only found in 

Il-Bosk and Il-Ballut (l/o Wardija). It has now been integrated back into the environment of different 

valleys such as at the localities of St. Julians, Madliena, Ħal Għargħur and Mellieħa. Willows had 

disappeared from many localities between the 1980s and early 1990s, but through a collective effort 

between the MEPA and other Government institutions, cuttings from the only original male white 

willow tree were planted within the areas where it used to exist, such as at Il-Fiddien, Wied il-Qlejgħa 

and the MEPA official premises green landscaped areas.81  

Table 4.10: Number of trees planted in afforestation initiatives82 

 Govt. 34U Foresta 2000 Nature Trust Malta The GAIA Foundation 

2008 20,000 179 219 720 

2009 16,820 438 315 699 

2010 7,900 484 198 518 

2011 3,000 167 160 519 

2012 3,000 28 481 484 

2013 2,240 48 850 162 

2014 3,240 556 380 ** 

2015 2,543 27 315 32 

TOTAL 58,743 1,927 2,918 3,134 

*Foresta 2000 is a joint Birdlife Malta, Din l-Art Ħelwa and the PARC Department (ex-MRAE) venture. 

** Though no trees were planted by GAIA for the year 2014, a number of shrubs, herbs and grass were 

planted during the years 2013, 2014 and 2015 - 261 shrubs, 23 herb plants, 1267 grass. 

Source: Ministry, Din l-Art Ħelwa, The GAIA Foundation, Nature Trust (Malta) 

                                                           
79 Annex - MEPA publication: OUTLOOK June 2010. 
80 ERA 2018. 
81 Annex - MEPA publication: OUTLOOK June 2010. 
82 Table for Tree Planting excludes other afforestation activities followed by Environmental Landscapes Consortium Limited 
(ELC) and Din l-Art Ħelwa.  
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Moreover, wherever it is possible the MEPA recommended that mature trees situated within the 

urban public spaces are retained, even when no specific permit is legally required for their uprooting 

and this in line with the National Environment Policy. Additionally, the MEPA in countless occasions 

(both within and outside urban areas) has during the processing of development planning applications 

insisted on the implementation of landscaping, transplanting and/or retention of trees as a planning 

gain. A case in point is the road upgrading project at Kennedy Drive in Salina, Naxxar, where the line 

of mature trees along that road was retained following MEPA’s’ recommendations.  

Trees in the Maltese Islands are protected under various sets of legislation, the latest being the Trees 

and Woodlands Protection Regulations, 2011.83 These regulations provide strict protection on a 

number of tree species due to their rarity. A group of trees are protected only when they are located 

in protected areas and areas ODZ. All trees of over 50 years of age are protected within protected 

areas, ODZs and Urban Conservation Areas (UCAs).  

These regulations also make reference to Tree Protection Areas (TPAs), which are characterised by 

different types of woodland communities, especially those which are rare, threatened or critical to 

Maltese biodiversity. In 2011, thirty sites in Malta and Gozo have been designated as TPAs. Examples 

of TPAs are located at Il-Wied tal-Fiddien and Ta’ San Blas, both of which are in the limits of Rabat, 

Malta and Wied il-Faħam limits of Ħal Għargħur.  

4.4.3.5 Improvement in permitting system and control of environmental effects of quarries 

In 2012, a Guidance and Terms of Reference Document for blast monitoring of quarries that extract 

mineral by means of explosives was issued by the MEPA in accordance with the latest international 

standards and provided quarry operators with details concerning the monitoring of vibrations and air 

overpressure from blasting operations. 

In 2010, a review to assess the current state of the industry of existing quarry operations was 

completed by the Authority. This exercise involved 56 quarries in Malta and 11 in Gozo. The object of 

this environmental permitting programme was to improve the environmental management of 

quarries and to achieve compliance with environmental legislation. Issues which are predominant with 

quarries are noise, dust, vibrations, and traffic generation due to an increasing number of trucks 

frequenting the site and the operation of the quarries themselves. The environmental management 

aims are achieved through a set of operational conditions as part of the Environmental Permit. The 

standards of environment compliance within the industry are stipulated in the S.L.549.50 Waste 

Management (Management of Waste from Extractive Industries and Backfilling) Regulations, 2009 

and S.L.549.63 The Waste Regulations, 2001 and its subsequent amendments. In 2010, a total of 12 

quarries were licensed to accept inert waste for backfilling and restoration purposes. Another 15 

quarries had pending Environment Permit applications for various quarry related operations.84 By 

2015, the number of quarries permitted for inert backfilling was 20. Another 14 quarries had their 

Environment Permit issued for other various operations related to the construction and quarrying 

industry. 

                                                           
83 During the time of writing of this Chapter, the revised Trees and Woodlands Protection Regulations 2018 were referred 
to for Public Consultation. 
84 MEPA 2010. 
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One of the main problems resulting from quarries is the dust levels generated,85 whereby not all 

quarries generate the same quantity of dust. This depends on the operations being carried out. 

Operations can vary from one of the following activities, or from a combination of a number of them: 

mineral extraction, brick plants, concrete ready-mix plants, tarmac plants, inert waste recycling, 

crushing and sieving and quarry void restoration through backfilling. Residential areas close to quarry 

sites may experience problems due to vibrations, dust levels generated,86 aesthetics, noise and heavy 

vehicle traffic.  

In 2010, a new permitting system to address the quarrying industry was implemented whereby the 

quarries in Malta and Gozo were grouped into 12 different clusters, differentiated on the basis of 

location and operational similarities such as mineral extraction methods. Blasting operations to 

extract hardstone is a technique that is used in certain hardstone quarries such as those in Naxxar, 

Mellieħa, Mosta, Siġġiewi, Żurrieq, Marsascala and Qala (Gozo). Other techniques are used in other 

hardstone quarries, whereby mineral is extracted by means of the pneumatic hammer, such as in 

quarries at Ħal-Far, Attard and Naxxar. Softstone extraction is primarily carried out by means of 

rotating saws for the cutting of dimension blocks, in softstone quarries which are primarily found at 

the Mqabba, Qrendi, Siġġiewi, Ħal Għargħur and Iklin areas in Malta. In Gozo, softstone quarrying is 

particularly concentrated at the San Lawrenz area.  

The Guidance and Terms of Reference Document for blast monitoring of quarries that extract mineral 

by means of explosives was published by the Authority following a public consultation period involving 

quarry operators, service providers, residents living in nearby areas and independent consultants. 

Vibrations from blasting operations may cause environmental impacts such as seismic waves, air 

overpressure, noise, dust and fly rock. However, vibrations transmitted through the ground and 

pressure waves through the air are the most common side effects of blasting operations.87 The 

vibration thresholds that were introduced limit ground vibration to a Peak Particle Velocity (PPV) of 

4mm/s at a distance of 200m from the blast and should be measured at a frequency between 20Hz to 

40Hz. The Air Overpressure limit value is 120dB. The guidelines also provide quarry operators 

specifications related to the location of the monitoring points, and the specifications, design and 

sensitivity of the monitoring equipment. Furthermore, the guidance documents stipulate that all 

operators are obliged to submit all documentations to the Authority, for the Authority’s approval, 

prior to the commencement of blasting operations, namely a Blast Monitoring Method Statement. 

Upon completion of each blasting operation, a blast monitoring report is also submitted for the 

Authority’s review.88  

4.5 URBAN AREAS AND CULTURAL HERITAGE 

4.5.1 Pressures on areas of cultural importance 

Since the scheduling of buildings/monuments/areas is an on-going and time-consuming process, it can 

easily be appreciated that there are such properties which are as yet unprotected, although the 

number of scheduled properties continued to rise per year to reach the 2,500 bracket in 2012. 

                                                           
85 Vella & Camilleri 2005. 
86 Vella & Camilleri 2005. 
87 MEPA 2012. 
88 Annex – MEPA Publication: OUTLOOK February 2012. 
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Heritage remains under threat from factors such as inappropriate design or use of new and restored 

buildings and demolition, both interventions which could undermine the street character.  

4.5.1.1 Conversions and redevelopments of dwelling units within Urban Conservation Areas 

Projects for the conversion and redevelopment of buildings located within Urban Conservation Areas 

(UCAs), are carefully assessed by the MEPA during the development planning application stage in 

order to safeguard buildings and features of heritage and cultural value. In addition, for 

redevelopments, conditions such as retaining and restoring the façade are frequently imposed subject 

to bank guarantees to ensure that these conditions are observed. Applications for conversions and 

redevelopments are more likely to be favourably considered if they enhance their urban setting and 

respect any architectural/historical features of the building or site in question.  

During the period between 2008 and 2015, within UCAs, a total of 1,079 development planning 

applications either for conversion of existing buildings or the redevelopment of buildings within these 

areas, were granted. The number of permits for conversions was 477 while that for redevelopment 

was 602.  

It is important to note that, the permits for conversions also include permits for the subdivision of 

property into multiple units, the converging of a number of units into a single unit and changes of use 

from a residential use to a non-residential use. The 447 approved development applications for 

conversion comprehensively were on a total of 701 existing units. The determination of these 

applications resulted in a total of 584 residential units being rehabilitated and reused for habitation 

purposes. However, this has also resulted in a net decrease of 117 in the number of units due to 

converging of units and change of use.  

The 602 permits for redevelopment were on a total of 581 existing units. The determination of these 

applications resulted in 1,499 new residential units, a net increase of 918 new units within the UCAs. 

The overall increase in residential units located within UCAs, as a result of conversions and 

redevelopments was 801 units. Although redevelopment appears to be favoured over conversion, the 

increase in number of new units indicates that there is renewed interest to reside within older urban 

cores mostly due to their central location in the locality and reinvestment in the older fabric.  

4.5.2 Activities undertaken to improve urban areas and cultural heritage 

4.5.2.1 Built heritage 

Table 4.11 below provides an inventory of the scheduled properties/areas pertaining to the 

built/archaeological heritage for 2008-2015.  

The fluctuations in annual numbers depend on other scheduling related tasks such as collecting 

information for new scheduling, notifying owners, fixing site notices, publishing scheduling, processing 

requests for reconsiderations, defending appeals and court cases, contributing to raising awareness, 

giving advice on applications, enforcement and queries when consulted both internally (within the 

MEPA) and externally (other interested stakeholders).  
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Table 4.11: Scheduled items/areas by year and category 

Scheduling 
Categories 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 Total 

Archaeology – Sites 
of Archaeological 
Importance (Inc 
Buffer Zones) 

7 29 6 15 0 7 2 0 66 

Architecture – 
Individual Items 

195 56 15 145 107 43 1 1 563 

Engineering – 
Individual Items 

8 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 8 

Cultural Landscapes - 
Area of High 
Landscape Value, 
Visual link, 
Streetscapes 

1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Urban Conservation 
Areas 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

TOTAL 211 85 21 160 107 50 3 1 638 

Cumulative Total 211 296 317 477 584 634 637 638  

Source: PA 2017b 

Although UCAs and cultural landscapes can be quantified in terms of area, as provided in the above 

table, archaeological sites, engineering and architectural items are quantified mainly in numbers. 

Considering the amount of the individual items alone, it is evident that the urban environment is 

characterised by a significant number of scheduled property and areas (Table 4.11 refers). Any 

strategic policies concerning scheduled properties and protected areas such as UCAs, should also 

provide precautionary measures for any property yet to be scheduled. More resources need to be 

allocated to the scheduling process to collect data faster and to better deal with the unavoidable 

related legal bureaucracy. Maintenance and restoration incentives for owners of heritage buildings, 

such as the ‘Investi f’Darek’ (Invest in your Home) and Restoration of Timber Balconies Schemes, 

should be available annually (refer further below).  

The Urban Improvement Fund: 

The Urban Improvement Fund (UIF) has been running since 2001. This fund mainly caters for the 

improvements in urban areas, such as landscaping, traffic management (including green transport 

modes) and other embellishment works such as street lighting and street furniture, facilities for the 

disabled, public conveniences and playing fields. In addition, the UIF also benefit projects which use 

methods of sustainable construction such as energy efficient buildings, which aim at decreasing 

carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions.  

The Development Planning Act (Art. 40) provides for the levy of a community gain in any particular 

development. A project first needs to be proposed by the local council or by the government in order 

to be eligible. In order to apply for the funds, the local council (or central government) must submit a 
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detailed estimate of costs of the project, stating how much funding is expected from the UIF. Where 

the UIF for that particular locality is not enough to cover the total cost of the project, it must be 

demonstrated clearly where the rest of the funds will be obtained in order to ensure that a genuine 

effort is made to implement the project. All the necessary development permits must be obtained for 

the projects submitted.  

During the period between 2008 and 2015, a total of 212 projects were granted funds to finance 

various works associated with the improvements in urban areas. Comprehensively the total sum 

allocated for these projects was EUR 9.6 million. A total 61 localities, 49 in Malta and 12 in Gozo 

respectively, benefited directly from these funds.  

4.5.2.2 Cultural heritage 

Archaeological discoveries: 

During 2008 - 2014, a number of previously unrecorded archaeological sites were discovered through 

third party reports or reported by the owners. Data from monitoring of development within 

archaeologically sensitive sites is available at the Superintendence of Cultural Heritage (SCH) and 

therefore the number of discoveries indicated in the Table 4.12 below is only partial. Some of the sites 

included a number of features which date from different periods, mainly: Prehistoric, Punico-Roman 

(Classical), Medieval, Baroque, and Second World War periods. The archaeological features discovered 

varied from cart-ruts, rock-cut silos, ancient and Classical quarrying, tombs, catacombs, ancient 

structural remains, and private and public Second World War shelters. 

Table 4.12: Number of new archaeological sites and corresponding number of archaeological 
features discovered per site. These numbers do not include other discoveries made during 

development which were monitored by the Superintendence of Cultural Heritage 

Year Number of new archaeological sites 

discovered 

Number of archaeology features recorded 

within the newly discovered sites 

2007 19 48 

2008 29 48 

2009 27 28 

2010 30 56 

2011 21 40 

2012 18 35 

2013 8 8 

2014 26 39 

Source: Heritage Planning Unit, MEPA 
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Traditional Maltese wooden balcony restoration grant scheme: 

In 1996, a grant scheme was established by the Planning Authority to enable residents to apply for 

funds in order to restore or replace their current balcony with a wooden one.89 By April 2010, the 

MEPA had provided close to EUR 1,000,000 for the restoration of traditional Maltese wooden 

balconies under a scheme to conserve these important cultural elements of the traditional Urban 

Conservation Areas (UCAs). By enhancing the quality of the streetscapes through this scheme, the 

traditional craftsmanship and methods of construction of wooden balconies have been safeguarded.90 

In 2010, various road shows were organised on a regular basis in different localities in Malta and Gozo 

to raise awareness and promote the schemes. The participating localities in Malta were Balzan, St. 

Paul’s Bay, Safi, Cospicua, Xagħra, Vittoriosa, Kirkop, Senglea, Siġġiewi, Ħamrun, Sliema, Pembroke, 

Mqabba, St.Julian’s and Kalkara. The participating localities in Gozo were Victoria, Għarb, Żebbuġ, 

Fontana and Nadur.91  

Restoration of buildings – restoration grant schemes ‘Investi f’Darek’: 

In 2010, the Heritage Planning Unit of the MEPA in conjunction with the Ministry for Finance launched 

a grant scheme for Grade 1 and 2 Scheduled Buildings and all buildings in UCAs.  

The property renovation scheme ‘Investi f’Darek’ (Invest in your Home) was launched in February 2012 

and expired in September 2012 for residential properties within an established UCA or any property 

scheduled Grades 1 or 2.92 This scheme identified that the historic cores of towns and villages and 

buildings scheduled for protection due to their architectural and/or historical significance are costly 

and difficult to maintain. Furthermore, it has been recognized that many of these properties are co-

owned by several stakeholders and are very difficult to divide or sell. 

Hence, financial incentives under the ‘Investi f’Darek’ scheme were launched which grouped the 

eligible expenditures that qualified for this grant into separate categories.  

These incentives, which are aimed at promoting sustainable urban regeneration and reducing the 

number of vacant dwellings, dilapidation and urban decay included: 

Incentive 1: Grant for the restoration, conservation and maintenance of a privately owned residential 

property located in UCAs or scheduled in Grades 1 or 2.  

Incentive 2: Exemption from payment of the Duty on Documents on the transfers between heirs of a 

privately owned residential property located in UCAs or scheduled in Grades 1 or 2.  

Incentive 3: Tax concession scheme to stimulate investment in restoration and conservation of 

privately owned residential and commercial Grade 1 and Grade 2 scheduled buildings and buildings 

within Urban Conservation Areas (UCAs) for the purpose of selling or renting.  

                                                           
89 MEPA 2002. 
90 Annex - MEPA Publication: OUTLOOK April 2010a. 
91 Annex - MEPA Publication: OUTLOOK April 2010b. 
92 Government of Malta 2012. 
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Incentive 4: Restoration of Commercial Property (Tax Credits). This scheme aims to promote the 

restoration, conservation and maintenance of Grade 1 and Grade 2 scheduled buildings and buildings 

within Urban Conservation Areas (UCAs) that are or shall be used as commercial premises.93 

Hence, the eligible expenditure that qualified for this grant included restoration costs, cleaning and 

maintenance of the façade, the repair or replacement of fenestration, the consolidation and 

restoration of the internal building structure (including the repair or replacement of ‘xorok’ and 

timber/steel beams, arches and ‘kilep’ and the reconstruction or maintenance of roofs and wells). 

Furthermore, the costs of materials, labour, hire of equipment, professional fees (the latter include 

architect's fees, specialist consultancy and project management costs capped at maximum rate of 5 % 

of the total restoration costs), as well as the MEPA permit fees and other government charges that 

are directly related to restoration were also eligible for the grant.94 

4.6 THE COAST 

The increased development of coastal areas has affected the natural processes of coastal erosion and 

accretion and may have led to accelerated erosion and shoaling of sand, to the detriment of the 

existing coastal habitats as well as coastal uses, which could result in further threats to livelihoods and 

assets.  

The MEPA has been active in protecting the coast and its biodiversity, particularly against contraveners 

and in order to address this aim, the relevant legislation outlined in the beginning of this chapter is 

adhered to.  

4.6.1 Pressures on the coast 

The following section refers to the Coastal Zone as defined by SPED (2015), including the sub-division 

into Predominantly Urban and Predominantly Rural coast.  

4.6.1.1 Development along the predominantly urban coast 

The predominantly urban coast area refers to that part of the coast that is mainly developed for urban 

and/or marine related purposes. The construction of wharves, quays, breakwaters, jetties and 

seawalls amongst other coastal infrastructure has modified the coastline for urban and/or marine 

related purposes. The natural element is very limited in this type of coastal environment. Urban 

waterfronts and marine related waterfronts reflect the historical development of urban settlements 

and harbours. They also, however, provide an element of open space in densely developed areas 

through coastal waterfront access.95 Despite its urban characteristics, the present natural coast still 

serves important functions, mainly as a natural barrier to wave action and for recreation. 

It should be appreciated that the figures pertaining to the approved floor space for any particular 

development type which is presented in this section do not necessarily reflect the actual 

                                                           
93 Government Gazzette Notice of 17 February 2012; G.N. 1260 of 2012; G.N. 550 of 2012. 
94 Government of Malta 2012. 
95 PA 2002. 
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developments since the actual works described in the issued permits may or may not have been 

implemented. These figures are an indication of the developments which may be followed, since they 

are backed by a legal permit (Figure 4.13 refers).  

Table 4.13: Total floor space approved in the predominantly urban coast 
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Central 
Malta 

0 0 173 0 0 0 0 0 239 55 467 

Gozo & 
Comino 

0 0 0 0 15 0 0 0 0 0 15 

Grand 
Harbour 

4535 0 3810 2353 4610 440 1542 10182 2659 1212 31343 

Marsaxlokk 
Bay 

1456 0 1061 67 753 2149 0 0 5553 422 11461 

North 
Harbours 

2195 0 2165 3939 1205 0 0 15 694 16 10229 

North West 2090 3819 322 215 2073 0 0 3909 537 112 13077 

South 
Malta 

240 0 1673 0 13 4721 0 0 4107 378 11132 

TOTAL 10516 3819 9204 6574 8669 7310 1542 14106 13789 2195 77724 

Source: MEPA (unpublished data) 

Cultural projects: 

During the period 2008-2015 the use category with the largest floor space approved along the Urban 

Coast (around 14,000m2 in total) was for cultural projects. These were mainly concentrated in the 

Grand Harbour Local Plan (2002) area and included rehabilitation and reuse projects at Fort St. Elmo, 

Fort St. Angelo, Caraffa Enceinte (Valletta) and the National Interactive Science Centre (Bighi, Kalkara). 

Another permit with significant floor space was for changes to the National Aquarium at Qawra.  

Office development: 

An analysis of the permits issued by the MEPA along the predominantly urban coast of the Maltese 

Islands for the period 2008-2015 reveals that permits for office development were particularly 

concentrated in regions pertaining to the Inner Harbour area and South Malta. The total floor space 

area for office developments issued for the Grand Harbour and North Harbour areas, both part of the 

Inner Harbour region were about 3,800m² and 2,200 m², with the former mainly relating to new offices 

at the Valletta Waterfront.  

Retail development: 

An analysis of the permits issued by the MEPA along the predominantly urban coast of the Maltese 

Islands for the period 2008-2015 reveals that 18 retail development projects were approved for the 
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period, which equated to a floor space area of around 6,600m². Permits for retail development were 

particularly concentrated in the North Harbour area, wherein a total of 5 retail development projects 

were approved with a total floor space of around 4,000m2. A significant retail development permit 

within the predominantly urban coast includes the construction of a retail mall at the Valletta 

Waterfront in 2010 which equated to a floor space area of around 1,400m².  

'Food and Drink’ development: 

These types of development permits involve the preparation of food or beverages for immediate 

consumption such as cafés, restaurants and kiosks.  

An analysis of the permits issued by the MEPA along the predominantly urban coast of the Maltese 

Islands for the period 2008-2015 reveals that permits for 'food and drink' development were 

particularly concentrated in regions pertaining to the Grand Harbour area, wherein 15 development 

projects were approved, with a total floor space of 4,600m2. Developments in the North West area 

follow with around 2,100m2 of floor space approved, of which 1,100m2 is located at the National 

Aquarium in Qawra. There were 19 'food and drink' development projects along the predominantly 

urban coast of the North Harbours area, totalling 1,200m2 of floor space.  

An analysis of the ‘Food and Drink’ development has revealed that such developments are located 

mainly around coastal locations and waterfront areas in the localities of Buġibba, Qawra, Gżira, Sliema, 

Valletta (Waterfront) and Marsaxlokk. 

The total floor space of all the approved 'food and drink' development projects along the 

predominantly urban coast during the period 2008-2015 reveals that the greatest floor space was 

approved in 2012 with a total of around 3,400m², followed by 1,600m2 in 2010. The year 2009 

registered the least approved floor space with around 130m².  

Industrial and warehousing development: 

An analysis of the industrial permits issued during the period under review 2008-2015 for the 

predominantly urban coast reveals that the main industrial activity is located in the southern part of 

Malta, in particular, in the Ħal Far Enterprise Hub and Freeport area, Birżebbuġa. Approved permits 

for industrial activity in Birżebbuġa account for 8 of the 10 approved development permissions during 

the review period. The other locality where industrial activity was permitted is in Marsa. The total 

approved industrial floor space amounts to about around 7,310m². The total floor space approved at 

the Ħal Far Enterprise Hub in Birżebbuġa amounts to around 4,700m² and the relocation of a gas 

storage and bottling facility (LPG plant) from Qajjenza to Bengħajsa, Marsaxlokk Bay with a floor space 

of 2,150m2.  

For warehousing developments, which include large warehousing as well as ancillary storage for 

industry as well as other uses, a total of around 13,800m2 was approved along the Urban Coast during 

the review period. This was mainly concentrated in the Marsaxlokk Bay and South Malta areas and 

included the LPG plant at Bengħajsa and factories at Ħal Far, Birżebbuġa. 
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Tourism development: 

An analysis of the permits issued by the MEPA along the predominantly urban coast of the Maltese 

Islands for the period 2008-2015 reveals that only two permits for tourism development along the 

urban coast with a total floor space of 1,550m2 were approved, both of them located the Grand 

Harbour area. These included the tourism component of the Fort St. Angelo rehabilitation project in 

Birgu, as well as the conversion of an existing building located in Bormla into a hostel for yacht crew 

members. 

Leisure development: 

In total, 14 projects involving works along the predominantly urban coast which provide leisure 

activities were approved during the period 2008-2015. Major projects which increased the leisure 

floor space in the predominantly urban coast included a landscaping project of a 1,700m² area located 

at Birgu waterfront in 2013 and the marine aquarium in Qawra in 2012 which contributed a floor space 

of around 1,300m² to the total of around 10,500m² approved for other leisure related projects in the 

same year. The highest floor space for leisure was within the Grand Harbour area (4,500m²). 

4.6.1.2 Developments along the predominantly rural coast 

The Rural Development Programme (June 2012) applied the definition of rural proposed in the 

National Strategy Plan (NSP) since an international definition of rural would not be compatible with 

the distinct characteristics of a small island nation. Rural areas are therefore being defined as having 

a population density lower than 5,000 persons per square kilometre (this is also compatible with the 

RDP of 2004-2006), a minimum of 10 % of the locality used as agricultural land and a minimum of 35 % 

of the locality outside the development zone (ODZ). Following these criteria, a total of 47 localities 

were classified as rural of which 33 are found in Malta and 14 are in Gozo.  

With respect to the above, the predominantly rural coast incorporates those areas along the coast 

which to date, have very limited structural development and interventions, if any, and where natural 

ecological and/or geomorphologic features dominate the coastal stretch and any uses undertaken 

within it. Whilst agriculture is the main form of development in the immediate hinterland within these 

areas, other types of development are related to specific uses within specific geographical pockets, 

such as tourism along sandy beaches, recreational/urban areas designated for dwellings, and quarries 

where mineral resources are present.96  
  

                                                           
96 PA 2002. 
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Table 4.14: Total floor space approved in the predominantly rural coast97 
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Central 
Malta 

238 0 0 208 952 0 2250 1095 178 4921 

Gozo & 
Comino 

32 66778 155 120 718 20815 71 1221 1346 91256 

Marsaxlokk 
Bay 

0 141821 122 0 0 20 175 51 544 142733 

North West 7182 325991 747 197 2186 28 5586 778 2575 345270 

South 
Malta 

34 0 0 0 45 0 0 32 18 129 

TOTAL 
7,486 

534,59
0 

1,024 525 3,901 20,863 8,082 3,177 4,661 584,309 

Source: MEPA (unpublished data) 

The land uses within the predominantly rural coast are different from those within the predominantly 

urban coast, apart from hotel developments and refer mainly to environmental leisure which includes 

nature parks for the larger floor spaces (Table 4.14 refers). The period 2008-2015 saw the issue of 4 

permits in the predominantly rural coast related to informal recreation (physical intervention into 

natural or semi natural areas that aims at enhancing the landscape as well as providing informal 

recreational spaces without creating adverse impacts on the environment). These included the 

rehabilitation of the former landfill site at Qortin (Xagħra) and of a quarry in Nadur Gozo, as well as 

two afforestation projects in Malta, located at Għadira (Mellieħa) and Xrobb l-Għaġin (Marsaxlokk), 

respectively. The issue of these permits equate to an increase of around 67,000m² to the 

environmental leisure area of Gozo and an increase of 468,000m² for that in Malta. 

During the review period, a substantial amount of floor space (21,000m2 in total) was approved for 

industrial activities in the rural coast, almost all of which due to two quarry extensions at Dwejra, San 

Lawrenz in Gozo. Apart from these quarries, the increase in industrial floor space was negligible. 

Moreover, 8 leisure and 6 tourism projects have also been approved during 2008-2015 within the 

Rural Coast. As regards leisure projects, 75 % of the total approved floor space of 7,500m2 was for an 

extension to the Marfa Camp Site at Mellieħa approved in 2010. For the tourism sector, the main bulk 

of the floor space (97 % of a total of 8,100m2) was due to four extensions to existing hotels being 

approved in Mellieħa and Naxxar areas. 

 

                                                           
97 Land uses here are different in nature from those within the predominantly urban coast apart from hotel developments 
and refer mainly to environmental leisure which includes nature parks for the larger floor spaces. 
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4.6.2 Activities undertaken to improve the coast 

Transport Malta (TM) was responsible for a number of maritime projects to refurbish and upgrade the 

existing port infrastructure between 2000 and 2013. These projects include the refurbishments of the 

Marsaxlokk and Valletta Breakwaters, the Ċirkewwa Ferry Terminal, the refurbishment and upgrading 

of the Deep Water Quay and the Grand Harbour Passenger Infrastructure which includes the 

development of quays at Boiler Wharf, Lascaris Wharf and Barriera Wharf within the Port of Valletta.98 

Furthermore, in order to improve maritime accessibility (including inter-island accessibility) the main 

direction for investment projects by Transport Malta is to upgrade ports and supporting infrastructure. 

Hence, within the port sector, the strategy will focus on improving capacity and access limitations at 

the different facilities such as the following studies: 

 Studies on the viability of having LNG port facilities. Development of LNG as Marine Fuel in 

Malta Technical Study and Cost-Benefit Analysis for the Development of LNG as a Marine Fuel 

in Malta. 

 

 Studies on developing greener ports Greening the Maritime Port - PORT-PVEV (Transport 

Malta).99 

 

4.7 CONCLUSION 

As a non-renewable resource, sustainable use of land is necessary, and it must be ensured that the 

various human activities and interventions which affect the natural and built environment are not 

detrimental to each other or to the natural and built environment. To this effect, a number activities 

or initiatives have been undertaken, as reflected in this Chapter as well in the other various Chapters 

dealing with specific environmental issues, and discussing how Malta is responding to the driving 

forces and pressures exerted on the environment to improve the state of the environment and related 

impacts. 

Whilst no significant changes to the land cover were observed, the information provided in the 

sections of this Chapter demonstrate that there is room for improvement, and that more efficient use 

of land is necessary due to various competing land-uses. The oversupply of housing must be evaluated 

into further detail and monitored, as well as the cumulative effect of the development in the 

countryside, including the net increase of uptake of fresh land of development which needs to be 

located or is justified ODZ. Such and similar information is essential in guiding policy makers and for 

taking informed decisions.  

Drive should be more towards rehabilitation or redevelopment of vacant structures, to move away 

from pressures to develop fresh land. More efforts should be made to limit the uptake of undeveloped 

land in the countryside, through for example the identification of alternative siting on brownfield land. 

The relevant authorities need to consider developing a framework which identifies, understands and 

manages the dwelling stock available, exploring possibilities of opening it up to other uses. Monitoring 

                                                           
98 TM 2017a. 
99 TM 2017a; TM 2017b. 
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of development to ensure that it is limited to the approved footprint and to avoid overspills is also 

required.  

The promotion and/or creating incentives for the re-use of non-hazardous construction and 

demolition material, by encouraging the dismantling/’de-construction’ of buildings and structures as 

opposed to indiscriminate demolition, or adopting other construction-phase methodologies that 

facilitate reuse of extracted material, e.g. the use of appropriate machinery that minimises wastage 

of inert material and allow for its re-use; will also be beneficial for the sustainable use of land 

resources. 

Section 4.4.2 identified the major causes, and the need to monitor soil erosion, as well as promoted 

good agricultural practices, such as strip contour ploughing, and maintenance of agriculture retaining 

rubble walls, as a key soil erosion control method. 

The importance of planting of trees and conserving the existing tree cover should continue to be 

promoted, not only for the benefits of their microclimate and landscape enhancement, but also 

because of their role in erosion control.  

The MEPA has been active in protecting the coast and its biodiversity, which faces increased 

development pressures, which could result in further threats to livelihoods and assets.  

Existing practices and initiatives should be maintained and supported, such as assessment of projects 

and plans, processing and issuing of environmental permits and subsequent post-permit inspections 

and audits, preparation of environment legislation and policy, monitoring to ensure compliance, and 

enforcement action.  

Finally, the protection of Malta’s natural and cultural/built heritage and resources should not rest 

entirely on the competent authorities. Maximisation of the use of the land (including the coastal zone) 

for the benefit of the country should be a responsibility shared by all.  
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ANNEX: MEPA OUTLOOK BACK ISSUES REFERRED TO IN THE TEXT, WHICH ARE NO LONGER AVAILABLE 

ONLINE 

OUTLOOK April 2010a: Restoration of Traditional Wooden Balconies: 

Over the past 15 years MEPA has provided close to EUR 1,000,000 for the restoration of traditional 

Maltese wooden balconies. This scheme, which has received wide-spread public interest, has helped 

conserve the historical and cultural elements of our Urban Conservation Areas (UCAs) and has 

enhanced our streetscapes. Moreover, MEPA is managing to safeguard the traditional craftsmanship 

and methods of construction of the balcony. 

OUTLOOK April 2010b: Roadshow to Promote Wooden Balconies: 

Traditional Maltese balconies are enjoying their ‘15 minutes of fame’ during roadshows being 

organised regularly throughout 2010, aimed at promoting the conservation of timber balconies. The 

traditional, closed balcony is a cultural icon that forms an integral part of the islands’ architectural 

heritage and cultural identity. Aesthetically distinctive, these quaint wooden balconies also define 

and enhance the streetscape and traditional town scape. The roadshows, which kicked off just a few 

weeks ago, are being held at various localities across Malta and Gozo: 

Balzan Local Council: Żebbuġ (Gozo) Local Council: Ħamrun Local Council: 

March 8 - 14 April 26 - May 2 June 14 - 20 

Victoria Local Council: Birgu Local Council: Sliema Local Council: 

March 17 - 21 May 3 - 9 June 21 - 27 

Għarb Local Council: Fontana Local Council: Pembroke Local Council: 

March 22 - 28 May 10 - 16 June 28 - July 4 

St. Paul's Bay Local Council: Nadur Local Council: Mqabba Local Council: 

March 29 - April 4 May 17 - 23 July 5 - 11 

Safi Local Council: Kirkop Local Council: Mellieħa Local Council: 

April 5 - 11 May 24 - 30 July 12 - 18 

Bormla Local Council: Isla Local Council: St. Julians Local Council: 

April 12 - 18 June 4 - 7 July 19 - 25 

Xagħra Local Council: Siġġiewi Local Council: Kalkara Local Council: 

April 22 - 25 June 12 - 13 July 26 - August 1 

OUTLOOK June 2010: Rare Trees Cultivated at MEPA Gardens: 

A number of rare and protected trees can be found at the MEPA gardens in Floriana, including the 

White Willow (is-safsafa l-kbira) and the Mediterranean Willow (is-safsafa ż-żgħira). The gardens 

provide one of the best locations in Malta where one can observe a collection of rare trees in one 

location not in the wild. 

Although tree-cover in Malta is very low, with woodland cover being less than 5 percent of our area, 

Malta is very species diverse in terms of trees, and about 60 Maltese tree species are considered as 

native to the Maltese islands. Among these 60 Maltese tree species we find the familiar trees such as 

the Aleppo Pine (iż-żnuber), the Carob (il-ħarruba) and the Olive (iż-żebbuġa), but also rare and 



 

66 

endangered species such as the Mock Privet (l-olivastru), the Common Sumach (xumakk tal-konz), the 

Willows (is-safsaf il-kbira or is-safsaf iż-żgħira) and the Christ’s Thorn Tree (ix-xewk tal-kuruna). 

While the great majority of Maltese trees, about 77 %, are rare and threatened, thankfully, this trend 

is improving and a number of formerly rare tree species are increasing in numbers, some at 

astonishing rates, as is the case of the once very rare Mediterranean Buckthorn (l-alaternu). This 

species, once confined to few localities, mostly within oak forest remnants at Il-Bosk and Il-Ballut (l/o 

Wardija), is now found in other areas of the Maltese islands, includes valleys in St Julians, Madliena, 

Għargħur and Mellieħa, amongst others. 

Conservation Measures Most Maltese tree species have been protected since 2001, following the 

enactment of regulations administered by MEPA and the Department of Agriculture. Various 

conservation measures have also been carried out, copied with ecological rehabilitation and 

afforestation projects. 

One interesting aspect relates to the trees that can be seen at the MEPA Gardens in Floriana, which 

provides perhaps one of the best locations in Malta where one can observe a collection of rare trees 

in one location not in the wild. 

Perhaps, the most interesting trees at MEPA are the willows: the White Willow (is-safsafa l-kbira) and 

the Mediterranean Willow (is-safsafa ż-żgħira). These trees are perhaps, together with the Holm Oak 

(Il-balluta), the emblem for tree conservation in Malta. Willows are trees typical of ‘riparian 

woodlands’, which are woods found in areas with adequate all-year round supply of water, and is 

therefore mostly know from areas with perennial water springs (known in Maltese as għejun, singular: 

għajn). 

By the 1980s to the early 1990s, willows had disappeared from many localities from where they were 

reported, often due to intentional felling, fire or a combination of both as a result of lack of awareness 

or negligence. Only one original male white willow tree remained in the wild, in an undisclosed locality 

in the Rabat (Malta) area. Luckily, through a concerted action by MEPA and other Government 

institutions, as well as the contribution of environmental NGOs, cuttings taken from this tree led to 

new trees, which were planted in areas where this tree used to occur, such as Il-Fiddien and Wied il-

Qlejgħa, but also the MEPA Gardens. 

Other rare trees found at the MEPA Gardens include the Narrow-Leaved Ash (il-fraxxnu) – known from 

one original locality in the wild, the Hoary Elm (l-ulmu/ in-nemmiesa), the White Poplar (il-luqa), the 

Chaste Tree (il-virgi/l-għadiba), the Laurustinus (il-meruna/ il-viburnum), and the Myrtle (ir-riħan), 

amongst others. 

Of interest is also the single specimen of the Oriental Plane Tree (id-dorf/id-dolf), which is possibly 

native but absent from the wild, and which although frequent in other parts of Europe as an 

ornamental tree, probably only a handful of specimens are known to occur in Malta. 

OUTLOOK August 2010: A New Endemic Sub-Species for the Maltese Islands: 

It is always fascinating to discover a new species, or subspecies, more so if this is confined to a 

particular place! It was only a while ago that a new subspecies of the Shrubby Kidney Vetch was 

recognised as being confined to the Maltese Islands – hence we have the Maltese Shrubby Kidney 

Vetch, which we should be particularly proud of. 

The Maltese Shrubby Kidney Vetch is endemic to the Maltese Islands, meaning that it is unique for us, 

since it is only found on our archipelago.  
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It is known by the scientific name Anthyllis hermanniae subsp. melitensis, where ‘melitensis’ is derived 

from the word ‘melita’ - the ancient name for ‘Malta’. This has only been a recent discovery by Brullo 

and Giusso del Galdo, who recognised that there are seven different subspecies of the Shrubby Kidney 

Vetch in the Mediterranean region, including a Maltese subspecies. It is thought that the different 

subspecies evolved due to the geographic isolation of the different populations from each other.  

The Maltese Shrubby Kidney Vetch is known in Maltese as Ħatba Sewda and is a dense, small perennial 

shrub usually reaching a height of around 50cm and has twisted and woody branches which terminate 

in a spine. It has small, dark greyish green leaves. In early spring it is covered with golden yellow 

flowers. These may be solitary or in clusters of three to six flowers. The petals are imbricate, that is, 

have parts which overlap each other, similar to the tiles on a slopping roof. 

The Maltese Shrubby Kidney Vetch is found growing frequently along our rocky coastline and in the 

garrigue areas. Garrigue vegetation is then the most common natural vegetation type present in 

Malta. One of the subtypes of garrigue habitats is that which is dominated by this endemic subspecies. 

This habitat is of such importance that Malta is obliged by EU legislation to select protected areas to 

safeguard this habitat type. Indeed, various Special Areas of Conservation across the Islands support 

such habitat.  

Apart from this, the Ħatba Sewda is also important since it occurs with other important species for 

Malta, such as the Mediterranean Thyme (Sagħtar) and the endemic Maltese Spurge (Tengħud tax-

Xagħri). In effect, the latter endemic species is also a dominant species of another endemic garrigue 

subtype. Further to this, both these endemic garrigue habitat types.  

OUTLOOK February 2012: MEPA Sets Higher Thresholds for Quarry Blasting Operations: 

A set of guidance documents and terms of reference for vibration monitoring for quarries that extract 

mineral by means of explosives has been published by MEPA following a public consultation period 

with service providers, residents living in nearby quarries and independent consultants.  

Through these new terms of reference and guidance documents, MEPA will ensure that higher 

thresholds, in accordance with the latest international standards will be adhered to for vibration 

resulting from quarry blasting operations. The purpose of these guidance documents is to improve 

environmental performance by providing quarry operators with details as to how and what is require 

in order to monitor vibrations from blasting operations. Vibrations from blasting operations may cause 

environmental impacts including seismic waves, air overpressure, noise, dust and flyrock. Vibrations 

transmitted through the ground and pressure waves through the air are the most common side effects 

of blasting operations.  

Ms Aimee Brincat, Senior Environment Protection Officer within the Environment Permitting and 

Industry Unit said: ‘One of the problems associated with the operations of certain quarries is the 

blasting operations which can create a major inconvenience for residents living in the nearby areas. 

These new guidelines seek to address and mitigate the effect that these operations have on 

neighbourhoods while increase the standards of environment compliance within the industry’.  

These documents specify maximum vibration levels that are considered acceptable and provide 

details on the parameters that need to be monitored according to the latest published standards. The 

thresholds that are being introduced limit ground vibration, which shall not exceed a peak particle 

velocity (ppv) of 4mm/s at a distance of 200m from the blast and shall be measured at a frequency 

between 20Hz to 40Hz, whereby air overpressure shall not exceed 115dB. 
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The guidelines also clarify responsibilities of the operators and determine other specifications related 

to location, design and sensitivity of the monitoring equipment. All operators are obliged to submit all 

documentations to the Authority prior to the commencement and upon completion of the blasting 

operations. 

In 2010, MEPA initiated a new environmental permitting programme for all the quarries in Malta and 

Gozo to address environmental shortcomings and to assist quarry owners in achieving the full legal 

compliance according to the environmental regulations.  

The guidance documents and terms of reference can be viewed from on the MEPA website: 

www.mepa.org/blastmonitoring 

 

 

 

 


