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EPD’s comments the potential significant environmental impacts of the draft Rural 
Policy and Design Guidance 2014 - SEA Screening  
 
30th July 2014 
 

 
1. Introduction 
 
1.1 The Environment Protection Directorate (EPD) welcomes the opportunity to comment 

on the draft Rural Policy and Design Guidance 2014 at SEA screening stage, in view of 
its potential significant impacts on the environment. EPD’s comments on the first draft 
ODZ policy were provided in December 2013.  

 
1.2 Our comments on the potential significant environmental impacts of the proposed 

Rural Policy 2014 are provided below.  
 
2. General comments 
 
2.1 EPD’s detailed comments on the specific policies are provided below. There have been 

important improvements to the draft policy when compared to the previous draft 
version published in 2013. In particular, EPD notes that the 2014 draft Rural Policy 
includes changes that could help reducing the potential adverse impacts of specific 
types of developments covered by the draft policy.  

 
2.2 Overall, EPD is concerned that the draft Rural Policy 2014 could still result in significant 

adverse impacts on the environment. The significance of these adverse impacts is 
mainly attributed to cumulative / synergistic impacts that the policy could have on the 
rural environment, in view of the combined environmental damage of existing 
scattered developments in the countryside and the significant new developments 
promoted by the draft policy. Different geographical areas across Malta and Gozo are 
expected to be affected differently, depending on the existing situation, the spatial 
distribution and size of land holdings and the landowners’/tenants’ interest in carrying 
out further physical development on their land. These issues are highlighted below in 
relation to the specific policies in the draft document. 

 
2.3 Large-scale buildings for genuine agricultural production and those located on 

relatively large land holdings could also have localised and site-specific adverse 
environmental impacts. However, strategically, EPD is mostly concerned about the 
numerous small- to medium-scale developments, ancillary facilities and formalisation 
of rural land that may be permitted on smaller land holdings. These could result in a 
significant cumulative and synergistic adverse impact on the rural environment. 

 
2.4 These potentially significant cumulative and synergistic adverse impacts need to be 

addressed at policy stage. Cumulative and synergistic impacts are difficult to avoid and 
address on a case-by-case basis since at the time of project-level evaluation, the site-
specific impacts of individual developments may not be considered significant at face 
value. Such impacts would only become evident once they occur. 

 
2.5 The main significant cumulative/synergistic environmental impacts are associated with 

the take up of undeveloped rural land for new physical development and the expected 
adverse impacts on the semi-natural landscape, character and scenic qualities of the 
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rural environment. Significant adverse impacts on nature conservation and sensitive 
environmental areas may also occur since the 2014 draft Rural Policy does not prohibit 
high-impact developments in such sensitive areas outright. Identification of such 
potentially damaging developments would rely on case-by-case assessment, however, 
significant adverse impacts on biodiversity and the natural/semi-natural environment 
could occur indirectly and cumulatively rather than directly from a particular 
development. Such impacts may not be evident at the time of assessment on a case-
by-case basis. 

 
2.6 From a strategic point of view, the potentially significant cumulative and synergistic 

adverse impacts of the 2014 draft Rural Policy could be attributed to the following 
specific policies: 

 Policy 2.2A (new farm dwellings for… livestock farmers);  

 Policy 2.2B (farm dwellings for arable farmers); 

 Policy 2.5A (new or extensions to agricultural stores for arable farming); 

 Policy 2.5B (agric. stores for arable farming established before October 1994); 

 Policy 2.7A (water reservoirs and pump chambers) – mainly pump rooms; 

 Policy 5.1A (animal sanctuaries) – policy is too open ended; 

 Policy 5.1B (animal enclosures) – policy is too open ended; 

 Policy 5.2 (horse stables, etc.); 

 Policy 6.2C (redevelopment and change of use of existing buildings ODZ); 

 Policy 6.3 (extensions to existing dwellings ODZ) – mainly in combination with 
other policies which could increase the number of existing dwellings ODZ; and 

 Policy 6.4 (swimming pools ODZ). 
 
2.7 Other policies could equally have adverse impacts on the environment, particularly 

when considered in the context of the overall expected environmental impacts of the 
2014 Rural Policy. In this regard, EPD provides recommendations on most policies, 
including those listed above, to reduce the associated adverse environmental impacts.  

 
Project-level environmental assessments 

 
2.8 Various possible environmental impacts are unclear at this stage or needs to be 

assessed in detail at project stage, on a case-by-case basis. The significance of these 
impacts will depend on various factors, including: 

 the nature, scale, siting, etc. of the proposed development, including ancillary 
physical interventions; 

 whether the development could affect environmentally sensitive areas and 
other important natural and semi-natural features of the landscape; and 

 the extent of physical changes carried out to the surrounding environment as a 
result of the activity, such as modifications to land form, topography, traditional 
terraced fields and other site-specific characteristics, and/or the more intensive 
use of agro-chemicals in the area, etc.  

 
2.9 Detailed proposals would require project-level environmental assessment. EPD adopts 

a holistic approach to environmental assessment of projects as part of the 
development permitting and/or environmental permitting processes. More detailed 
environmental studies, such as an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) and/or a 
Habitats Directive Assessment (“Appropriate Assessment”) may be required for 
particular projects, depending on the location, scale, nature, etc. of the proposal and 
the envisaged environmental impacts. 
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3. EPD’s detailed comments on the likely environmental impacts of the draft revised Rural Policy and Design Guidance 2014 
 
Policy reference Main environmental issues Additional comments  Recommendations to avoid or reduce 

significant environmental impacts 

General issues 

General policies EPD will assess the potential environmental 
impacts associated with developments 
coming forward under the general policies on 
a case-by-case basis.  

n/a The relevant environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis 
depending on the nature of the projects 
and sensitivity of the affected areas. 

Farm dwellings 

Policy 2.2A (Farm 
dwellings for 
livestock farmers) 

Construction of farm dwellings within 100m 
from the farm is likely to result in additional 
take up of undeveloped rural land. 
 

Adverse impacts on the landscape, character 
and scenic qualities of the rural environment 
could occur as a result of both on-site 
intensification of built development and 
proliferation of new buildings in the 
countryside. The main environmental 
concerns relate to: (i) on- and off-farm 
dwellings for relatively small farms (e.g. 
sheep & goat); and (ii) all off-farm dwellings 
physically detached from the livestock farm 
buildings. Cumulative and synergistic impacts 
could also occur in view of existing and 
potential new developments in the area. 
However, the significance of such impacts will 
depend on various factors, including: the 
number of cases that genuinely require the 

The current policy prohibits the 
construction of farm dwellings in 
sensitive environmental sites such as 
protected areas. However, the 
revised policy puts the onus on case-
by-case assessment at development 
application stage (Policy 2.2A (9) & 
the relevant General Policies) and 
requires the applicant to 
demonstrate that the development 
will not have direct impacts. The 
policy does not recognise that 
physical development is one of the 
main threats to biodiversity, 
ecosystems and the semi-natural 
landscape, and that ecological 
degradation occurs as a result of both 
direct and indirect impacts from 
physical development.  
 

EPD’s recommendations are as follows: 
1. New farm dwellings should not be 

permitted in connection with sheep 
and goat farms.  

2. No new farm dwellings should be 
permitted in connection with 
livestock farms which are relatively 
close to an inhabited area.   

3. New farm dwellings should not be 
permitted in sensitive environmental 
sites. However, farm dwellings 
proposed directly within the 
boundaries of existing and 
operational large farms in 
environmentally sensitive areas 
could be considered on a case-by-
case basis in consultation with ERA. 

4. New farm dwellings outside 
environmentally sensitive sites 
should only be considered if 
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farmer to live directly on the farm for 
continuous supervision of the livestock and 
the site-specific environmental characteristics 
of the affected rural area. Strategically, the 
impact is expected to be insignificant in cases 
where the farm dwelling is accommodated 
directly within the boundaries of large farms.  
 
Development pressures on sensitive 
environmental sites, including protected 
natural sites of International and national 
importance, could increase since 
development is not prohibited outright from 
such areas. These could also include adverse 
impacts on the scenic and intrinsic qualities 
of sensitive environmental sites. Therefore, 
adverse impacts on sensitive environmental 
sites cannot be excluded at this stage.  

The current policy requires farm 
dwellings to be constructed on the 
farm or, where not possible, directly 
contiguous to the farm. The revised 
policy also considers new farm 
dwellings within a distance of 100m 
from the farm. 
 

The current requirement for 
applicants to demonstrate that they 
do not own another dwelling in the 
vicinity of the site has been removed. 
EPD considers that farmers operating 
livestock farms in close proximity to 
inhabited areas do not require an 
additional dwelling in the vicinity of 
their farms. In such cases, farmers 
could live in the nearest inhabited 
areas and still ensure a suitable level 
of farm supervision.  
 

The revised policy extends the 
eligibility for new farm dwellings to 
livestock breeders of sheep and goat. 
No justification has been given why 
sheep and goat farms now require 
the same level of on-farm supervision 
as dairy farm (milking cows). In fact, 
EPD notes that farms with 40 sheep 
or goats may also qualify for a farm 

proposed directly on the farm. If this 
is not possible, dwellings could be 
considered contiguous to the farm. 
Whether the dwelling is best located 
few metres away from the farm or 
not needs to be determined on a 
case-by-case basis depending on 
site-specific characteristics. The 
latter should be the exception and 
needs to be determined through 
consultation with AAC and ERA.   
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dwelling under this policy. 

Policy 2.2B (Farm 
dwellings for 
arable farmers) 

Additional take up of undeveloped rural land 
for dwellings, as a result of redevelopment 
and extension to existing buildings. 
 

Adverse impacts on the landscape, character 
and scenic qualities of the rural environment 
are likely to occur as a result of the expected 
increase in demand for conversion, 
redevelopment and extension of existing 
structures in the countryside. The impact 
could be significant if such development is 
also permitted on small- to medium-size 
holdings. EPD considers that the potential 
cumulative impact of this policy could be 
significant in view of: (i) the various existing 
structures scattered in the countryside; (ii) 
Malta’s small and fragmented agricultural 
land holdings; and (iii) other permitted new 
and expanded buildings under this and other 
policies. The conversion / redevelopment of 
existing buildings into dwellings could also 
result in subsequent pressures for the 
construction of replacement agricultural 
structures elsewhere (e.g. storage buildings 
for arable farming). Site specific issues will 
depend on the characteristics of the affected 
area. However, the potential significant 
environmental impacts of this policy, 
including cumulative impacts, will depend on 

The current policy allows, in very 
limited circumstances, the 
construction of new farm dwellings 
by full-time farmers managing large 
and viable arable farm holdings. The 
ownership and use of such dwelling is 
required to be tied to that of the 
arable farm. The revised policy does 
not allow the construction of new 
dwellings for arable farming. 
However, it allows the conversion or 
redevelopment of existing buildings 
for such use (see Policy 6.2C) without 
specifying the size and condition of 
the existing buildings that may be 
eligible. These could include 
structures intended for other 
agricultural purposes (e.g. storage) 
on small land holdings. Also, there is 
no requirement for the existing 
building to be in a structurally sound 
condition and therefore, it is unclear 
whether ruins of a structure or visible 
stone foundations would also qualify 
for such development.  
 
Taking into account the structure of 
arable farmland in Malta (see 
Agriculture Census, 2010), EPD is 

EPD recommends that the policy should 
adopt a general presumption against 
farm dwellings for arable farming, 
irrespective whether these consist of new 
buildings or conversions/redevelopment 
of existing structures. The AAC should 
advise on a case by case basis whether 
there are any genuine and exceptional 
cases where large and productive arable 
farms require the farmer to live on the 
farm. A sound/valid justification should 
be provided. 
 
The dwellings should be limited to the 
basic, minimum necessities and should 
not be construed as an entitlement for 
any ancillary facilities (e.g. swimming 
pools). 
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the number of proposals considered genuine 
by the AAC. 
 
Development pressures on sensitive 
environmental sites, including protected 
natural sites of International and national 
importance, could increase since new farm 
dwellings are not prohibited outright from 
such areas. These could also include adverse 
impacts on the scenic and intrinsic qualities 
of sensitive environmental sites. In fact, 
various existing structures are already 
located in sensitive environments. These 
structures may qualify for further physical 
development, including redevelopment, 
extension and ancillary facilities, under this 
policy. Therefore, adverse impacts on 
sensitive environmental sites cannot be 
excluded at this stage. 
 
 
 
 

concerned that pressures for the 
conversion or redevelopment of 
existing structures into dwellings ODZ 
would increase. In fact, subsequent 
applications for extensions to such 
dwellings could also be considered 
favourably under Policy 6.3, with a 
possible additional increase in size by 
10% as per paragraph 0.23 of the 
policy. 
 
The revised policy makes no 
connection between agricultural 
production, the size of the holding, 
the employment status of the farmer 
and the genuine need for the farmer 
to live on the arable farm. Instead, 
the revised policy relies on the 
recommendation of the Agriculture 
Advisory Committee (AAC). At this 
stage, it is important to note that the 
Department of Agriculture always 
advised that in the context of Malta’s 
arable farming, farmers do not need 
to live on their farms. In this regard, 
EPD also makes reference to the 
findings of the Agriculture Census 
(2010). Most people engaged in 
arable farming manage fragmented 
and small holdings and most arable 
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land is actually used for forage. 
Kitchen gardens are the predominant 
use of holdings measuring less than 
0.5ha in size (economic size class I); 
over 1,120 hectares are used as 
kitchen gardens and these are mainly 
consumed by the holding. There is 
also a clear distinction between full-
time and part-time farmers. 61.7% of 
full timers work in large holdings 
(economic size greater than class V, 
generating over 15,000 euros), 
whereas 64.2% of all part timers 
(11,067) work in small holdings 
(economic size class I, generating less 
than 2,000 euros). It is evident that in 
most cases, there is no need for 
arable farmers to live on or close to 
their farms. In fact, EPD is also 
concerned that irrespective of 
agricultural production and size of 
the arable land holding, any person 
engaged in some form of crop 
cultivation is regarded as having a 
farming title and, in turn, could 
qualify under this policy for the 
conversion / redevelopment of 
existing structures into dwellings. At 
this stage, it is also important to note 
that the AAC’s future advisory role is 
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uncertain since the committee is not 
set up as yet. 
 
Moreover, the revised policy 
removed the current requirement to 
tie the ownership and occupation of 
the farm dwelling to that of the 
arable farm, meaning that the farmer 
will be allowed to transfer and 
dispose of the new dwelling without 
obligations. 
 
No environmental safeguards have 
been specified in the revised policy 
and therefore, avoidance of potential 
adverse impacts on sensitive 
environmental sites will rely mainly 
on case-by-case assessment.   

Livestock farms  

Policy 2.3A 
(Existing livestock 
farm units) 

The main environmental issues associated 
with existing operational livestock farms 
focus mainly on water pollution, 
inappropriate management of waste, 
possible site-specific impacts and in some 
instances, visual impact. Physical expansion 
of existing livestock farms could have result 
in adverse impacts on biodiversity, 
ecosystems and the landscape depending on 
the particular case. 

n/a 
 

Development under this policy, the 
possible environmental impacts and 
other site-specific considerations need to 
be assessed on a case-by-case basis.  
 
Certain farm operations need to comply 
with environmental regulations (e.g. 
waste management). At development 
applications stage, it is important to 
ensure that the infrastructural 
requirements associated with 
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environmental requirements have the 
potential to be implemented up to the 
required standards.  

Policy 2.3B (New 
or relocated 
livestock farms) 

The main environmental issues associated 
with new and/or relocated livestock farms 
are similar to those associated with existing 
operational farms. However, new livestock 
farm structures are likely to result in take up 
of further undeveloped rural land in the 
countryside and in particular areas could also 
increase pressures on the water 
environment.  
 
Adverse impacts on the landscape, character 
and scenic qualities of the rural environment 
are likely to occur as a result of the expected 
increase in demand for new or relocated 
livestock farm buildings. Taking into account 
the various existing structures scattered in 
the countryside, including existing livestock 
farms, and other permitted new and 
expanded buildings under this and other 
policies, the cumulative and synergistic 
adverse impacts on the environment could 
be significant. This will depend on the 
number of proposals for such new/relocated 
farms, the environmental carrying capacity of 
the affected rural areas, the successful reuse 
of disused farm buildings and other site-
specific considerations.  

The current policy does not allow 
construction of new or relocated 
livestock farms in environmentally 
sensitive areas in view of their high-
risk of environmental damage and 
incompatibility. The revised policy 
does not include environmental 
safeguards and therefore, avoidance 
of potential adverse impacts on 
sensitive environmental areas relies 
mainly on a case-by-case assessment.  
 
Moreover, the revised policy does 
not adopt a locational strategy for 
new/relocated livestock farms and 
therefore, there is no clear 
requirement to accommodate such 
buildings in Intensive Agricultural 
Zones and/or to make use of disused 
livestock farm buildings. EPD is 
concerned that whilst there is still a 
need for livestock farm buildings, the 
revised policy considers favourably 
proposals for the conversion and 
redevelopment of disused livestock 
farms into other uses, including 
dwellings (see Policy 6.2C).   

EPD recommends that the revised policy 
should adopt a locational strategy to 
direct new livestock farm buildings to 
areas designated for intensive agriculture 
and to encourage the reuse of 
abandoned livestock farm buildings for 
such purpose outside sensitive 
environmental areas. The latter may not 
be solely implemented through the 
development planning mechanism and 
could require intervention directly from 
the Government, through the 
introduction of favourable schemes to 
encourage the transfer of abandoned 
livestock farm buildings to other farmers, 
especially young farmers, interested in 
continuing or taking up livestock farming.  
 
Certain farm operations need to comply 
with environmental regulations (e.g. 
waste management). At development 
applications stage, it is important to 
ensure that the infrastructural 
requirements associated with 
environmental requirements have the 
potential to be implemented up to the 
required standards. 
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Development pressures on sensitive 
environmental sites, including protected 
natural sites of International and national 
importance, could increase since new farm 
buildings are not prohibited outright from 
such areas even if it is well known that such 
land use is in principle incompatible with 
these sensitive sites. These could include 
adverse impacts on the scenic and intrinsic 
qualities of sensitive environmental sites. 
Therefore, adverse impacts on sensitive 
environmental sites cannot be excluded at 
this stage. 

 
 

 
Various other environmental issues 
normally associated with the 
construction of new large-scale physical 
development in the countryside and 
other site-specific considerations need to 
be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 

Policy 2.4 
(Slaughterhouse 
development, 
etc.) 

Most of the possible environmental impacts 
are likely to be site-specific and the 
successful implementation of relevant 
environmental standards.  

n/a Development under this policy, the 
possible environmental impacts and 
other site-specific considerations need to 
be assessed on a case-by-case basis.  
 
Certain farm operations need to comply 
with environmental regulations (e.g. 
waste management). At development 
applications stage, it is important to 
ensure that the infrastructural 
requirements associated with 
environmental requirements have the 
potential to be implemented up to the 
required standards. 

Agricultural stores 

Policy 2.5A (New See comments in Annex 1 See comments in Annex 1 See comments in Annex 1 
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or extensions to 
agricultural stores 
for arable 
farming) 

 
  

Policy 2.5B 
(Agricultural 
stores for arable 
farming 
established 
before October 
1994) 

See comments in Annex 1 See comments in Annex 1 
 
  

See comments in Annex 1 

Greenhouses 

Policy 2.6 
(Greenhouses) 

Most of the possible environmental impacts 
are likely to be site-specific. 

n/a Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 

Water reservoirs and pump chambers  

Policy 2.7A 
(Water reservoirs 
and pump 
chambers) 

The main environmental impact associated 
with this policy relates to the potential 
cumulative effect that such structures could 
have, in terms of land take up and visual 
impact, in combination with other possible 
developments such as agricultural stores. The 
increase of the height of pump chambers to 
2m above ground level could also result in 
visual obstruction of open country views, 
since such structures would exceed the 
height of a typical rubble wall (1.2m). 
However, the significance of such potential 
impacts will depend on various area- and 
site-specific considerations, including land 
form, topography, actual height of rubble 

The revised policy addresses specific 
developments in isolation from each 
other. In practice, separate policies 
will be applied to the same parcels of 
land and therefore, the cumulative 
environmental impact could become 
significant.  
 
The revised policy increases the 
height of pump chamber from 1.1m 
to 2m above ground level.   

EPD recommends comprehensive 
analysis of all policies related to small 
scale agricultural structures (e.g. pump 
chambers, agricultural stores, etc.) 
together with an evaluation of their 
possible cumulative environmental 
impacts. The revised policy needs to 
ensure that risks of such cumulative 
impact are reduced.  
 
The revised policy should encourage the 
use of submersible pumps in lieu of a 
pump  room, especially in sites where the 
introduction of services may give rise to 
environmental concerns. 
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walls in the area, existing structures in the 
area, amongst other factors.  

 
Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 

Other general policies 

Policy 2.7B 
(Traditional wind-
driven pumps) 

No specific comments from EPD’s point of 
view at this stage.  

n/a Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 

Policy 2.8 (Land 
for agricultural 
use) 

Most of the possible environmental impacts 
are likely to be site-specific. 

n/a Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 

Policy 2.9 (Land 
demarcation, 
walls and gates) 

Most of the possible environmental impacts 
are likely to be site-specific. 

n/a Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 

Policy 2.10 
(Access to arable 
farm holdings) 

Concrete is an alien material which does not 
blend with the typical rural characteristics 
and the landscape. It also increases surface 
water runoff. The extent of illegal concrete 
access paths constructed by May 2004 is 
unknown although it is commonly 
encountered during case-specific assessment 
of individual projects.   

The revised policy adopts a blanket 
policy in favour of such concreted 
access paths.  

EPD considers that the policy should seek 
to replace existing concrete access paths 
by more suitable materials that respect 
the rural character wherever possible. 
The possibility of rationalising concrete 
paths needs to be considered on a case-
by-case basis depending on site context 
and physical constraints affecting access 
to arable land, rather than adopting a 
blanket policy in favour of regularising 
such interventions.   
 
Moreover, EPD considers that the policy 
needs to be more specific since at 
present it could be interpreted to include 
concrete hard surfaces within the 
holding. The latter is considered over and 
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above the need to provide access to a 
holding. 

Policy 2.11 (Small 
scale photo 
voltaic panels) 

Apart from visual impact, installation of PVs 
could also result in wider environmental 
impacts in cases where such installations are 
connected to the electricity grid. Such 
impacts are likely to be site-specific. 

The revised policy only includes a 
condition regarding avoidance of 
visual impact. 

EPD recommends that the policy should 
also seek to avoid unacceptable site-
specific environmental impacts resulting 
from ancillary facilities (e.g. meter room 
and associated trenching works) and 
interventions. 
 
Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis 

Value added activities 

Policy 3.2A (New 
boutique 
wineries) 

Additional take up of undeveloped rural land 
for new winery buildings. The number of 
proposals for this type of development is 
uncertain but strategically this is unlikely to 
be significant given that the applicant needs 
to have 20 tumoli of vineyards in the region 
(10 tumoli in case of organic vineyards). 
However, cumulative adverse impacts could 
result from the construction of new winery 
buildings in combination with other existing 
and new buildings in the area.  
 

Adverse impacts on the landscape, character 
and scenic qualities of the rural environment 
could also occur in particular rural areas, 
depending on site context and the extent of 
existing/new buildings and structures in the 
affected area.  

There is no definition of a region. 
  

It is recommended that eligible vineyards 
within sensitive environmental areas 
should be organic.   
 
Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis.  
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Moreover, the possible increased use of agro-
chemicals for viticulture in sensitive 
environmental areas could be an issue. The 
report Plant Protection Products Usage on 
Crops in Malta highlights that vines are 
extensively treated with agro-chemicals 
(NSO, 2007). 
 
Site specific issues will depend on the 
characteristics of the affected area. However, 
the potential environmental impacts of this 
policy, including cumulative impacts, will 
depend on the number of proposals coming 
forward under this policy. 
 
Development pressures on sensitive 
environmental sites, including protected 
natural sites of International and national 
importance, could increase since new winery 
buildings are not prohibited outright from 
such areas. These could also include adverse 
impacts on the scenic and intrinsic qualities 
of sensitive environmental sites.  

Policy 3.2B 
(Redevelopment / 
conversion of 
buildings for 
boutique 
wineries) 

Most of the possible environmental impacts 
are likely to be site-specific. It is important to 
highlight that the possible increased use of 
agro-chemicals for viticulture in sensitive 
environmental areas could be an issue. The 
report Plant Protection Products Usage on 

n/a It is recommended that eligible vineyards 
within sensitive environmental areas 
should be organic. 
 
Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 
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Crops in Malta highlights that vines are 
extensively treated with agro-chemicals 
(NSO, 2007). 

Policy 3.3A (New 
buildings for olive 
oil production) 

The main environmental issues are similar to 
those identified for new winery buildings, 
although to a lesser extent. In particular, the 
main concern relates to the potential 
cumulative adverse impacts resulting from 
the construction of new buildings for olive oil 
production in combination with other existing 
and new buildings in the affected rural area. 

There is no definition of a region. It is recommended that eligible olive 
groves within sensitive environmental 
areas should be organic.   
 
Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis.  
 

Policy 3.3B 
(Redevelopment / 
conversion of 
buildings for olive 
oil production) 

Most of the possible environmental impacts 
are likely to be site-specific. 

n/a It is recommended that eligible olive 
groves within sensitive environmental 
areas should be organic. 
 
Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 

Policy 3.4A (New 
buildings for bee 
keeping and 
honey 
production) 

The contribution of such additional new 
buildings to the potential cumulative 
environmental impact expected from the 
implementation of the revised policy is 
uncertain. In policy terms, such impact could 
be more significant than that associated with 
the current policy. In fact, the revised policy 
could result in a relatively larger number of 
new structures for bee keeping and honey 
production which are smaller in scale. 
However, the Apiculture Census (NSO, 2004) 
highlights that “there are only 6 holdings that 
have more than 50 beehives each” and 

The current policy focuses on the 
major beekeeping and honey 
production activities in the Maltese 
Islands, since to qualify for a new 
building with a maximum floorspace 
of 50m2, the applicant needs to have 
at least 150 bee colonies. In order to 
prevent the mushrooming of new 
buildings for such use and ensure 
proper plantation of dense plantation 
of trees and shrubs, the current 
policy also requires the applicant to 
have a consolidated land holding of 2 

EPD recommends that new structures 
should not be located on land supporting 
important natural habitats and/or 
features.  
 
Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis.  
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therefore, strategically, the risk of such 
impact is unlikely to be significant.  
 
Various other site specific issues will depend 
on the characteristics of the affected area. 

tumoli. The revised policy has 
reduced the number of bee colonies 
required for such development from 
150 to 50 bee colonies and removed 
the need to have a minimum of 2 
tumoli of consolidated land. On the 
other hand, the revised policy 
reduced the maximum floorspace of 
the permitted building from 50m2 to 
25m2.  

Policy 3.4B 
(Redevelopment / 
conversion of 
buildings for 
beekeeping and 
honey processing) 

Most of the possible environmental impacts 
are likely to be site-specific. 

n/a Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 

Farm diversification 

Policy 4.2 (New 
farm retail 
outlets) 

The contribution of such additional new 
buildings to the potential cumulative 
environmental impact expected from the 
implementation of the revised policy is 
uncertain. In policy terms, such impact could 
be more important than that associated with 
the current policy. However, considering the 
criteria that need to be met to qualify for a 
new farm shop building of 15m2 on arable 
farms, strategically, the potential impact is 
unlikely to be significant.  
 
Various other site specific issues will depend 

The current policy does not allow 
construction of new buildings for 
farm retail outlets but supports the 
conversion of existing buildings for 
such use. The revised policy allows 
the construction of farm shops either 
within the curtilage of exiting 
livestock farms or on arable farms of 
at least 10 tumoli of consolidated 
land. Moreover, the permitted 
buildings cannot exceed a floorspace 
of 15m2. Only local agricultural 
produce produced on the farm can 

Retails outlets should not be used as a 
pretext for the introduction of food / 
dining / restaurants / bars. 
 
Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 
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on the characteristics of the affected area. be sold from such shops.  

Policy 4.3A 
(Conversions to 
visitor attractions) 

Most of the possible environmental impacts 
are likely to be site-specific. 

n/a Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 

Policy 4.3B (New 
visitor attractions) 

No specific comments from EPD’s point of 
view at this stage. 

n/a Policy to be retained as proposed. 

Policy 4.4 (Agro-
tourism 
accommodation) 

The main environmental issues associated 
with this policy are similar to those 
highlighted in relation to the construction of 
new boutique wineries.  

New buildings with a maximum 
floorspace of 400m2 may be 
considered for agro-tourism 
accommodation on 60 tumoli of 
contiguous/consolidated land. It is 
unclear whether this condition also 
applies in relation to proposals from 
farmers-entrepreneur partnership, or 
a company. 

The policy should clearly state that the 
need for having 60 tumoli of consolidated 
/ contiguous land also applies to 
proposals from farmers-entrepreneur 
partnership, or a company.  
 
Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 

Animal sanctuaries, stables, etc. 

Policy 5.1A 
(Animal 
sanctuaries) 

Additional take up of undeveloped rural land 
for conversion into animal sanctuaries, 
including supporting facilities. 
 
These proposals are likely to introduce 
significant hardsurfacing. 
 
Adverse impacts on the landscape, character 
and scenic qualities of the rural environment 
are also likely to occur as a result of the 
expected increase in demand for new animal 
sanctuary facilities in the countryside. 
 
Development pressures on sensitive 

Policy is too open-ended.  The potential cumulative environmental 
impacts associated with this type of 
development, in combination with 
existing and new buildings in the 
countryside, need to be avoid or 
minimised significantly.  
 
EPD recommends that priority should be 
given to the reuse, conversion and/or 
redevelopment of disused livestock farm 
buildings that are located away from 
sensitive environmental areas. This may 
require intervention from the 
Government, e.g. through the 
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environmental sites and their scenic/intrinsic 
value, including protected natural sites of 
International and national importance, could 
increase since this type of development is not 
prohibited outright from such areas.  
 
Given that the policy is too open-ended and 
there is no limit on the number of proposals 
that could come forward under this policy, 
the significance of the impacts above is 
uncertain and could vary from localised 
impacts to wider impacts affecting various 
rural areas. The maximum allowable scale of 
these proposals is also undefined.  
 
Various other site specific issues will depend 
on the characteristics of the affected area. 
 
Waste and water management are also 
important considerations that need to be 
taken into consideration at project stage.  

introduction of favourable schemes to 
encourage the transfer or lease of 
disused livestock farm buildings to 
registered NGOs for use as animal 
sanctuaries.  
 
Moreover, criterion (b) of this policy 
needs to be replaced by criterion (d) of 
Policy 5.1B since there could be instances 
where such animal sanctuaries would not 
create any nuisance if located closer that 
200m from the development zone. This 
would also reduce the need to travel 
from the main urban areas to these 
animal sanctuaries.  
 
Certain operations need to comply with 
environmental regulations (e.g. waste 
management). At development 
applications stage, it is important to 
ensure that the infrastructural 
requirements associated with 
environmental requirements have the 
potential to be implemented up to the 
required standards. 
 
Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 

Policy 5.1B 
(Animal 

The main environmental issues associated 
with this policy are similar to those 

Policy is too open-ended. The potential cumulative environmental 
impacts associated with this type of 
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enclosures) highlighted in relation to animal sanctuaries. 
However, the extent of such impacts could be 
more important since such proposals are not 
limited to Government organisations and 
registered NGOs.  
 
These proposals are likely to introduce 
significant hardsurfacing. 
 
Depending on the types of animal species 
kept in these enclosures, there could also be 
some threats to local biodiversity due to the 
possible escape, release or similar of exotic 
species into the rural environment. This risk 
needs to be assessed on a case-by-case basis 
together with other site-specific 
considerations.  
 

development, in combination with 
existing and new buildings in the 
countryside, need to be avoid or 
minimised significantly.  
 
EPD recommends that priority should be 
given to the reuse of brownfield sites 
(e.g. disused livestock farm buildings, 
exhausted quarries) for this type of 
development. Such proposals could be 
limited to those cases providing 
visitor/public access to such attractions, 
as opposed to proposals intended for 
exclusive enjoyment of the activity by the 
applicant/owner. Structures should be 
temporary, demountable and 
constructed of lightweight material, etc.  
 
Certain operations need to comply with 
environmental regulations (e.g. waste 
management). At development 
applications stage, it is important to 
ensure that the infrastructural 
requirements associated with 
environmental requirements have the 
potential to be implemented up to the 
required standards. 
 
Site-specific environmental issues, 
including the likely risks to local 
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biodiversity and the natural environment, 
need to be assessed on a case-by-case 
basis. 

Policy 5.2 (Horse 
stables, etc.) 

The main environmental issues associated 
with this policy are similar to those 
highlighted in relation to animal sanctuaries 
and animal enclosures. However, the 
expected number of proposals for horse 
stables is likely to be greater than that for 
animal sanctuaries and animal enclosures, 
since such activities are mostly intended for 
the exclusive use by the proponent. 
Therefore, the extent of the associated 
environmental impacts is expected to be 
more significant.  

The policy allows various possible 
options for the construction of horse-
stables, varying from new stables 
within the curtilage of existing 
dwellings to larger horse riding 
establishments. In fact, in all 
scenarios provided by the policy, 
proposals for both horse stables and 
horse riding establishments could 
include 6 or more horses @ 25m2 per 
stable (i.e. a total of 150m2 and over).  
If this development is combined with 
a dwelling having a floorspace of 
200m2, the total combined floorspace 
of the development on a specific site 
could be over 350m2. The policy does 
not set any maximum threshold for 
stables intended for personal use, 
does not provide a locational strategy 
to direct medium- to large-scale 
stables to intensive agricultural zones 
and in the case of business-oriented 
stables and horse riding 
establishment does not require proof 
of continuous employment in such 
activity. Experience has shown that 
due to the lack of a suitable register 

The potential cumulative environmental 
impacts associated with this type of 
development, in combination with 
existing and new buildings in the 
countryside, need to be avoided or 
minimised significantly.  
 
The risk of abuses due to the lack of a 
suitable register of horses / horse owners 
/ horse breeders in Malta needs to be 
addressed and suitable proof of 
continuous horse ownership needs to be 
established.  
 
EPD recommends that in relation to new 
horse stables within the curtilage of 
legally-established dwellings ODZ, the 
revised policy needs to establish a limited 
maximum number of stables that could 
be considered to ensure that the total 
floorspace dedicated to stables is not out 
of proportion when combined together 
with the floorspace of the existing 
dwelling. Moreover, it is recommended 
that medium to larger proposals for new 
horse stables should be directed to: (i) 
disused livestock farms outside 
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of horses / horse owners / horse 
breeders in Malta, sieving of genuine 
cases from other proposals under the 
title of horse stabling is very difficult.   

environmentally sensitive areas; and/or 
(ii) intensive agricultural zones, most of 
which are intended for the keeping of 
larger number of animals. With respect 
to business-oriented proposals, including 
horse riding establishments, the policy 
should require proof of continuous 
employment of a minimum number of 
employees on the activity, similar to that 
established in relation to new boutique 
wineries (see criterion 6 of policy 3.2A.  
 
Certain operations need to comply with 
environmental regulations (e.g. waste 
management). At development 
applications stage, it is important to 
ensure that the infrastructural 
requirements associated with 
environmental requirements have the 
potential to be implemented up to the 
required standards. 
 
Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 

Other forms of development ODZ 

Policy 6.2A 
(Rehabilitation 
and change of use 
of existing 
buildings of 

Most of the possible environmental impacts 
are likely to be site-specific. 

n/a Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis, 
mainly in relation to additional ancillary 
physical interventions proposed together 
with the rehabilitation and change of use 
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architectural, etc 
significance ODZ) 

of such buildings. 

Policy 6.2B 
(Rehabilitation 
and change of use 
of scheduled 
buildings ODZ) 

Most of the possible environmental impacts 
are likely to be site-specific. 

n/a Site-specific environmental issues need 
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis, 
mainly in relation to additional ancillary 
physical interventions proposed together 
with the rehabilitation and change of use 
of such buildings. 

Policy 6.2C 
(Redevelopment 
and change of use 
of existing 
buildings ODZ) 

Strategically, the significance of the likely 
environmental impacts of this policy (see 
below), including cumulative impacts, would 
depend mainly on: (i) the scale and number 
of existing buildings and structures that could 
qualify for conversion/redevelopment, taking 
also into account the small-scale and 
fragmented nature of rural land holdings; and 
(ii) the implementation of this policy in 
combination with other policies in the 
document, whether coming forward through 
the same development application or 
through subsequent applications on the same 
site. However, the number of proposals for 
this type of development is expected to be 
high considering the significant flexibility 
allowed by the policy. This gives too much 
open-ended leeway for consideration of 
various development-led options that could 
increase the significance of its environmental 
impacts both strategically and localised in 
particular rural locations.  

The policy allows the conversion or 
redevelopment of existing buildings 
without specifying the size and 
condition of the existing buildings 
that may be eligible. These could 
include small structures intended for 
other agricultural purposes on small 
land holdings. Also, there is no 
requirement for the existing building 
to be in a structurally sound 
condition and therefore, it is unclear 
whether ruins of a structure or visible 
stone foundations would also qualify 
for such development. 
 
The policy allows the conversion and 
redevelopment of any existing 
building into a dwelling for arable 
farming (see comments on Policy 
2.2B).   
 
Moreover, this policy allows the 

The potential cumulative environmental 
impacts associated with this type of 
development, in combination with 
existing and new buildings in the 
countryside, need to be avoid or 
minimised significantly. 
 
Moreover, existing and new agricultural 
developments, e.g. new or extended 
agricultural stores, should be subject to a 
condition requiring the continued use of 
such buildings for the permitted purpose.  
 
The revised policy needs to specify that 
the existing building needs to be in a 
structurally sound condition.  
 
EPD also recommends that the policy 
should require that the replacement 
building should be sited on the same 
footprint of the previous building. 
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Additional take up of undeveloped rural land 
including the possible fragmentation of the 
new built footprint/floorspace within the 
same site; subsequent development 
applications for extensions to buildings within 
the same site; and/or formalisation of 
adjacent undeveloped land for the creation 
of internal access, formally paved areas, etc. 
There could also be a further indirect loss of 
undeveloped land, resulting from subsequent 
demand for the replacement of converted / 
redeveloped agricultural structures by new 
buildings.  
 
Adverse impacts on the landscape, character 
and scenic qualities of the rural environment 
are likely to occur as a result of the expected 
increase in demand for conversion and 
redevelopment of existing buildings in the 
countryside, particularly those for arable 
farm dwellings and redevelopment of disused 
livestock farms into dwellings. EPD considers 
that the potential cumulative impact of this 
policy could also be significant in view of: (i) 
the various existing structures scattered in 
the countryside; (ii) Malta’s small and 
fragmented agricultural land holdings; and 
(iii) other permitted new and expanded 
buildings under this and other policies. The 

redevelopment of disused livestock 
farm buildings into dwellings, 
whereas Policy 2.3B allows the 
construction of new buildings for 
livestock farming. This suggests that 
there is a continuing need for the use 
of livestock farm buildings even 
though the person interested in 
continuing or taking up such 
agricultural activity is different. 
Moreover, EPD considers that 
disused livestock farm buildings could 
be used more efficiently for other 
agricultural, farm diversification and 
animal-related developments.  
 
No environmental safeguards have 
been specified in the policy regarding 
avoidance of potential adverse 
impacts on sensitive environmental 
sites.  
 
 

With respect to disused/abandoned 
livestock farms, the policy should 
encourage their reuse, conversion and 
redevelopment for more appropriate 
uses identified in the policy document, 
mainly livestock farming, added value 
projects, farm diversification and other 
animal-related developments in line with 
the relevant policy conditions, rather 
than allowing conversion into dwellings. 
The most appropriate use needs to be 
determined on a case-by-case basis 
depending on the sensitivity of the 
affected area and other site-specific 
characteristics. The development 
planning mechanism alone may not be 
sufficient to implement such strategy and 
could require Government intervention 
to introduce favourable schemes for its 
implementation (e.g. to help NGOs 
acquire or rent disused livestock farm 
buildings for animal sanctuaries, to help 
young farmers to engage in livestock 
farming, etc.). 
 
Also see EPD comments in relation to 
Policy 2.2B regarding farm dwellings for 
arable farming.  
 
Site-specific environmental issues need 
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conversion / redevelopment of existing 
buildings could also result in subsequent 
pressures for the construction of 
replacement agricultural buildings elsewhere 
(e.g. new livestock farm building and/or 
agricultural storage).  
 
Site specific issues will depend on the 
characteristics of the affected area and the 
nature, scale and number of proposals in 
particular rural locations coming forward 
under this policy. For example, rural locations 
characterised by various existing buildings 
per land area, such as disused livestock farm 
buildings, are likely to be more affected than 
others.  
 
Development pressures on sensitive 
environmental sites and their scenic and 
intrinsic value, including protected natural 
sites of International and national 
importance, could increase since high-impact 
proposals for conversion and redevelopment 
are not prohibited outright from such areas. 
In fact, various existing structures are already 
located in sensitive environments. These 
structures may qualify for further physical 
development, including redevelopment, 
extension and ancillary facilities, under this 
policy document. Therefore, adverse impacts 

to be assessed on a case-by-case basis, 
mainly in relation to the proposed use, 
the proposed physical interventions and 
site context. 
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on sensitive environmental sites cannot be 
excluded at this stage. 

Policy 6.3 
(Extensions to 
existing dwellings 
ODZ) 

Extensions are likely to involve lateral 
expansion of dwellings, thereby resulting in 
the additional take up of undeveloped rural 
land. The significance of this potential impact 
will depend on the number of existing and 
new dwellings established in the countryside. 
This will also determine the extent of the 
potential cumulative/synergistic impact of 
such physical extensions, in combination with 
other existing and new developments, on the 
landscape, character and scenic qualities of 
the rural environment. Depending on the 
location of such dwellings, the cumulative 
adverse impact could affect large expenses of 
the countryside or specific localised areas. 
Formalisation of the affected rural areas, as a 
result of ancillary facilities such as 
hardsurfacing, formal gardens and/or pool 
areas, is also likely to occur. 

Development pressures on sensitive 
environmental sites, including protected 
natural sites of International and national 
importance, could increase depending on the 
specific location of existing dwellings. These 
could also include adverse impacts on the 
scenic and intrinsic qualities of sensitive 
environmental sites.  
 

The Policy does not specify the 
minimum required floorspace and 
footprint of the existing dwelling to 
qualify for such an extension. This 
raises significant environmental 
concerns, particularly if this policy is 
used together with Policy 2.2B which 
allows conversion/redevelopment of 
existing buildings into arable farm 
dwellings. At this stage, EPD is not 
aware of the parameters/criteria that 
will be used to determine whether a 
building was genuinely used as a 
residential dwelling.  
 
Criterion (6) of the revised policy is 
intended to regularise extensions to 
existing dwellings ODZ made prior to 
October 1994. This criterion leaves 
too much leeway for interpretation 
and could serve as a loophole to 
regularise entire buildings used as a 
dwelling without permission.  
 

EPD recommends comprehensive 
analysis of all policies that could 
potentially increase the total number of 
dwellings in the countryside together 
with an evaluation of their possible 
cumulative environmental impacts. The 
revised policy needs to ensure that risks 
of such cumulative impact are reduced, 
especially noting that in various cases 
such extensions will entail further uptake 
of undeveloped rural land.  
 
The revised policy should specify the 
minimum required floorspace and 
footprint of the existing dwelling to 
qualify for such an extension.  
 
Moreover, EPD considers that Criterion 
(6) of this policy should specifically 
require that the dwelling is question is a 
legally established dwelling and that the 
total floorspace of the dwelling does not 
exceed 200m2. The regularisation of such 
extensions should be conditional to all 
criteria of the same policy.   
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Other site specific issues will depend on the 
characteristics of the affected area.  

Policy 6.4 
(Swimming pools 
ODZ) 

Additional take up of undeveloped rural land 
for swimming pools and ancillary facilities.  
 
Formalisation of the countryside, as a result 
of take up of undeveloped rural land for the 
construction of pools and deck areas 
measuring 75m2 or more with the addition of 
6m2 floorspace for toilets, showers and/or 
changing rooms.  
 
The cumulative adverse impacts on the 
landscape, character and scenic qualities of 
the rural environment are likely to be 
significant as a result of the increasing 
pressures for swimming pool developments 
in the countryside. Such developments are 
also likely to be accompanied by proposals 
for the replacement of traditional rubble 
walls with higher boundary walls to maintain 
privacy. The significant cumulative impact of 
swimming pool developments are likely to 
occur in view of Malta’s small and 
fragmented land holdings and due to the 
following: 
(i) there are various existing legally 

established accommodations located 
within the development zone, having 
their back yard, garden, etc. outside the 

Same as main environmental issues.  EPD recommends that the policy needs 
to adopt a more rigorous approach when 
considering applications for swimming 
pools and ancillary facilities in the 
countryside, in order to focus on those 
cases where such developments could 
add value to genuine rural development 
activities (as opposed to all legally 
established accommodations) and 
therefore, reduce the potential 
significant cumulative adverse impact of 
such developments on the rural 
environment and its character, and 
possibly impacts on sensitive 
environmental areas and other important 
natural and semi-natural features.  
 
With respect to legally-established 
accommodation, the policy should only 
consider the construction of such pools 
on rooftops, similar to some examples 
within the development zone. This would 
ensure containment of urban uses in the 
countryside and therefore, avoid the 
unnecessary take up of undeveloped 
rural land.  
 
Site-specific environmental issues need 
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development zone. This scenario is more 
evident in Gozo; 

(ii) there are various existing legally 
established accommodations in the 
countryside, including individual and 
small groups of dwellings as well as rural 
settlements; 

(iii) the potential increase in legally 
established accommodations in the 
countryside as a result of the revised 
policy, mainly those that may be 
permitted to arable farmers; agro-
tourism accommodation; the 
rehabilitation of buildings of 
architectural, etc. significance;  and the 
redevelopment of disused livestock 
farms.  

 
The potential significant cumulative adverse 
impact of swimming pools and ancillary 
facilities in the countryside could be 
concluded with certainty in view of the 
above. 
 
Proposals for swimming pool and ancillary 
facilities may also have site-specific adverse 
impacts on various important natural and 
semi-natural features of the landscape, 
including encroachment onto natural and 
semi-natural areas, geological and 

to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 
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geomorphological features and construction 
of high boundary walls on valley sides.  
 
Development pressures on sensitive 
environmental sites, including protected 
natural sites of International and national 
importance, could increase since proposals 
for swimming pool developments are 
expected to be numerous, and some of these 
are likely to be located in sensitive areas. This 
would include adverse impacts on the scenic 
and intrinsic qualities of sensitive 
environmental sites. Therefore, adverse 
impacts on sensitive environmental sites 
cannot be excluded at this stage. 
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Annex 1: EPD’s assessment of the proposed policies for agricultural stores 
 
1. Policy review 
 

Policy & Design Guidance – 
Farmhouses and Agricultural 
Buildings (1994) and 
Structure Plan Explanatory 
Memorandum (1990) 

Policy and Design Guidance 
on Agriculture, Farm 
Diversification and Stables 
(2008) 

Draft Rural Policy and 
Design Guidance (2014) 

The 1994 Policy & Design 
Guidance stated that “On 
occasion needs may arise for 
a small building in which to 
store farm machinery or 
equipment…” and that 
“rooms must be no more 
than 9 courses in height and 
up to 15 square metres in 
size”. The policy included 
various environmental 
safeguards. 
 
The Explanatory 
Memorandum states that to 
qualify for an agricultural 
building, the applicant needs 
to be a bona fide full time 
registered farmer tilling at 
least 20 tumoli of dry 
agricultural land (irrigated 
land counts four times as 
much). 

The 2008 Policy & Design 
Guidance removed reference 
to full time farmers, but tied 
the need for an agricultural 
store to agricultural 
production and the viability 
of the farm enterprise. It also 
excluded land used for the 
production of fodder and 
included various safeguards, 
such as: the need to have 
relatively consolidated 
holdings; the exclusion of 
store rooms from protected 
areas; restrictions on the 
transfer of arable farms and 
stores; etc.  
 
The dimensions which may 
be permitted under the 
current policy are as follows: 

 arable farms less than 5 
tumoli = no structure; 

 arable farms between 5 
and 10 tumoli = 15m2; 

 arable farms between 10 
and 20 tumoli = 20m2; 
and 

 arable farms larger than 
20 tumoli = 40m2. 

The draft revised policy 
(2014) removes most of the 
current policy safeguards 
regarding the exclusion of 
stores in environmentally 
sensitive areas, restrictions 
regarding transfer of the 
arable farm and store and 
makes no connection 
between the need for the 
store and agricultural 
production. Moreover, it 
allows larger stores and 
considers all holdings, as 
follows: 

 holdings in the region of 
4 to 10 tumoli = 15m2; 

 holdings in the region of 
10 to 20 tumoli = 20m2; 

 holdings in the region of 
20 to 46 tumoli = 40m2; 
and 

 holdings more than 46 
tumoli = 60m2. 

 
Stores with larger 
dimensions (i.e. more than 
the allowance of 10% as per 
paragraph 0.23) will also be 
considered. 
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2. Agriculture statistics (NSO census) 
 

Declared land (2001) Declared land (2010) 

Total land Utilised 
agricultural 
area (UAA) 

Irrigated 
land 

Total land Utilised 
agricultural 
area (UAA) 

Irrigated 
land 

11,620 ha* 9,657 ha 1,509 ha 12,940 ha* 11,453 ha 3,498 ha 

Registered farmers (2001) Registered farmers (2010) 

Full time Part time Full time Part time 

1,524 12,589 1,301 17,238 
* Land holdings registered under the name of farmers still include expanses of garrigue and other 
natural habitats. 

 
Notes:  

 In a period of around 10 years, the total amount of registered land by farmers 
increased by around 11%, whilst land utilised for agriculture increased by 
almost 19%. Therefore, more land has been registered for agricultural 
purposes.  

 There was a significant increase in irrigated land. Areas under vegetables, 
potatoes and kitchen gardens made up 73.6% of all irrigated land in 2010. 
Just over half of all irrigated land holdings were located in the Northern and 
Western districts. 

 Employment in full-time agriculture continued to decrease, whilst registered 
part-timers increased by 37% to just over 17,000 by 2010.  

 In 2010, 61.7% of full timers worked in large holdings of an economic size 
greater than class V (output greater than 15,000 euros). 

 In 2010, 64.2% of part timers, equivalent to 11,067, worked in small holdings 
of an economic size class I (output less than 2,000 euros). 

 
Number of land holdings and size class of UAA (2010) 

 0-<0.5 0.5-<1 1-<2 2-<5 5-<10 ≥10 Total 

No. of holdings 6,291 2,572 1,931 1,120 323 43 12,529 

UAA (ha) 1,492 1,814 2,667 3,287 1,540 654 11,453 

Average area (ha) 
per holding 

0.24 0.7 1.4 2.9 4.8 15 0.9 

 
Notes:  

 Agricultural land continues to be characterised by small and fragmented 
holdings. In 2010, around half of all holdings measured less than 0.5 ha in 
size.  

 8,863 holdings, equivalent to 70% of all holdings, were less than 1ha in size 
and covered only 29% of all registered utilised agricultural area (see Figure 1). 
Therefore, most of the utilised agricultural area (i.e. 71%) is managed by 
fewer and larger holdings. The larger holdings are found in the Northern and 
Western districts, followed by Gozo. 

 The 2010 Agriculture Census highlights that 5.7% of all holdings produced 
69% of the total standard agricultural output, equivalent to 66.2 million 
euros, and these holdings have an economic size class VI or greater (i.e. 
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output exceeding 25,000 euros). On the other hand, 65.8% of all holdings 
were economic size class I (output less than 2,000 euros). 

 Due to the large number of small and fragmented holdings, most of the 
utilised agricultural area is served by small machinery such as cultivators. 

 Most of the utilised agricultural area is used for the production of forage 
crops irrespective of the size of the holding. However, kitchen gardens are 
the next predominant use on agricultural areas measuring less than 1 ha in 
size (see Figure 2). The Agriculture Census (2010) notes that kitchen gardens 
are mainly intended for consumption by the agricultural holding.  

 
Figure 1: Agricultural holdings in the Maltese Islands by size 

Distribution of agricultural holdings by size
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Source: NSO, 2010 

 
Figure 2: Utilised agricultural area in the Maltese Islands by type of land cover and size 

Distribution of Utilised Agricultural Area by type of land cover and size (ha)
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3. EPD’s assessment of cumulative environmental impacts 
 
The main environmental impacts associated with the construction of agricultural 
stores are as follows: 

 significant take up of undeveloped rural land for built development, mainly 
due to the small and fragmented nature of Malta’s land holdings. The 
Northern and Western districts, followed by Gozo, are likely to become 
characterised mainly by medium- to large-scale agricultural stores 
intertwined with other small- to medium-sized agricultural stores. The other 
districts are likely to become characterised by a significantly larger number of 
small- to medium-sized stores on small land holdings; 

 in turn, this risks having a significant cumulative and synergistic impact on the 
landscape, character and scenic qualities of the rural environment which is 
also important for other economic sectors such as tourism; 

 depending on their specific location, such buildings could also have an 
adverse impact on sensitive environmental areas, including protected areas 
and watercourses, since natural habitats (e.g. garrigue) are still registered as 
land holdings in the name of farmers. This includes impacts on the scenic and 
intrinsic qualities of sensitive sites; and  

 buildings genuinely used for the storage of agricultural machinery and 
equipment, coupled with intensive irrigation systems, could also be an 
indication of farmers’ intention to use their agricultural land more 
intensively, also involving more intensive and frequent use of agro-chemicals 
per tumolo. This could have an adverse impact on the local biodiversity 
including farmland biodiversity. 

 
The potential adverse impacts on biodiversity, resulting from the intensive use of 
agro-chemicals per tumolo need to be addressed through relevant environmental 
and agricultural regulations and standards, including the relevant management plans 
for Natura 2000 sites. However, intervention is required at policy stage to avoid or 
minimise the adverse cumulative environmental impacts which are very likely to 
result from the proliferation of additional new and extended agricultural stores in 
the landscape.  
 
Most of these environmental concerns were already highlighted in MEPA’s Rural 
Strategy Topic Paper (2003) which examined the possible environmental implications 
of permitting agricultural stores for part-time farming. The Strategy recommended 
various safeguards to minimise the identified environmental impacts and to ensure 
that particular agricultural holdings genuinely required storage facilities on the farm.  
 
Moreover, as part of the preparation of the 2008 Policy & Design Guidance on 
Agriculture, Farm Diversification and Stables, EPD had advised on the potentially 
significant adverse environmental impacts of permitting new agricultural stores on 
land holdings measuring less than 10 tumoli, as presented in the various Figures 
below. These issues continue to be relevant in relation to the 2014 draft revised 
policy. EPD considers that the potential adverse environmental impacts of Policies 
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2.5A and 2.5B of the 2014 draft policy are likely to be even more significant than 
those forecasted in relation to the current policy since: 

 land fragmentation in the countryside continues to take place and most land 
holdings measure less than 1ha in size. Most of these small holdings are used 
either for forage production or kitchen gardening; 

 whilst the number of full-time farmers continues to decrease, the number of 
part-timers increased drastically from 2001 to 2010 by an additional 4,600. 
Most part-timers have small land holdings; 

 the minimum size of the applicant’s land holding, required to qualify for an 
agricultural store, will be reduced from 5 tumoli to 4 tumoli. Therefore, more 
landowners/tenants will become eligible for a new storage building. This is 
expected to result in a significant increase in new buildings scattered on small 
land holdings around the countryside. Most of these holdings are classified as 
economic size class I (generating less than 2,000 euros) and therefore, make 
an insignificant to a marginal contribution to Malta’s agricultural production; 

 any type of land holding which measures at least 4 tumoli, irrespective of its 
location, contribution to agricultural production and land use will be eligible. 
EPD notes that various expanses of natural habitats (e.g. maquis or garrigue) 
are still being registered in the name of farmers;  

 the permitted floorspace for new agricultural stores will be increased for 
larger holdings; 

 illegal buildings/rooms are likely to become regularised through Policy 2.5B;  
 some of the existing agricultural stores will probably be extended or 

redeveloped up to the new permitted floorspace, including those seeking a 
10% (or more) increase of the built-up area of such rooms in line with 
paragraph 0.23 and/or criterion (7) of Policy 2.5A of the draft document; 

 the revised policy does not require that all of the eligible land of the applicant 
should be located in close proximity to the site of the proposed building; 

 the revised policy puts no obligations on the applicant to ensure that the 
eligible land holding and the permitted store continue to be used together for 
genuine arable farming purposes; and 

 Policies 2.5A and 2.5B could result in further proliferation of new and/or 
regularised buildings within or close to sensitive environmental areas. 
Indirect and cumulative adverse impacts on these sensitive areas are 
expected to increase, including impacts on their scenic and intrinsic values, 
even though individually the site-specific environmental impacts of specific 
proposals may not seem significant at face value. These potential adverse 
impacts could become even more significant if proposals for new or extended 
agricultural stores are combined with existing structures on-site and/or 
proposals for other built structures permitted under the revised policy, such 
as pump chambers.  
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3D GIS modelling of the implications of Policy 2.4A of the current Policy & Design Guidance on Agriculture, etc (2008) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

View shed 1 - Agricultural storage buildings on holdings measuring 5 tumoli in size 

View shed 1 - Agricultural storage buildings on holdings measuring 10 tumoli in size 
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View shed 2 - Agricultural storage buildings on holdings measuring 5 tumoli in size 

View shed 2 - Agricultural storage buildings on holdings measuring 10 tumoli in size 



 36 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

View shed 3 - Agricultural storage buildings on holdings measuring 5 tumoli in size 

View shed 3 - Agricultural storage buildings on holdings measuring 10 tumoli in size 


