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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 
1.1.1 The Malta Developers Association (MDA) has, since its inception, argued that the Floor Area Policy (FAR) 
policy should not be left dormant. A well-formulated and implemented FAR policy has substantial potential to 
contribute towards the upgrading the quality of urban spaces and skylines in manners that are acceptable to a wide 
range of stakeholders. 

1.1.2 The debate concerning the quality of urban environments and the substantial number of vacant 
properties reported in official statistics, together with the launch of the public consultation on the FAR policy leads 
the MDA to submit a set of proposals for the consideration of the Malta Environment and Planning Authority (MEPA) 
and the Government. 

1.1.3 These proposals are intended to address the problems connected with the undesirable features, such as 
the ones listed below, that characterise the manner in which several streetscapes have developed over the years: 

1. front gardens are often fully paved or sparsely planted, a feature which has resulted in 'shadeless' 
arid looking spaces between buildings, which are dominated by concrete and asphalt surfacing and 
parked vehicles. The avenue-like appearance of the street as envisaged in the early-1960s, by the 
promoters of the 'front garden', has not materialised; 

2. dangerous ramps linking basement/semi-basement garages to carriageways. The gradients of some 
of these ramps are such that exiting vehicles may hit either pedestrians or passing vehicles because 
of poor visibilities. This feature, together with the irrational installation of obstacles  (such as poles) 
on already narrow footways, have undermined the quality of pedestrian  facilities in many areas; 

3. the untidy ways in which new buildings or modifications thereof are connected with adjacent 
buildings, especially in cases where architectural styles are different; 
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4. the adverse visual impact of party walls in cases where new buildings or additional floors to existing 
ones are higher than adjacent buildings; and 

5. the creation of new public spaces, mostly in left-over spaces, the maintenance of which cannot be 
afforded by central or local authorities. 

1.2 Objectives 
1.2.1 The MDA proposals are described from section 2 below onwards of this document. These proposals 
indicate that provisions in the forthcoming generation of Local Plans should require new buildings in specific 
locations to be designed in manners that contribute towards the gradual attainment of the following urban space 
features: 

1. the greening of all or parts of streetscapes, through the taking over by developers of the 
responsibility for the landscaping and maintenance of the parts of their [i.e. the developers'] 
properties which would be designated for public use under a revised FAR policy; 

2. the reduction of the number of garage doors per street and the design of safe connections between 
garages and carriageways; 

3. the improvement of the quality of pedestrian facilities, with respect to safety, convenience, and 
aesthetics; 

4. the proper detailing of the 'joints' between different buildings in manners that are clean and make 
possible the co-existence of different architectural styles; and 

5. the mitigation of the effects of exposed party-wall in cases where new buildings or additions to 
existing buildings are higher than adjacent ones. It should be stressed that different building heights 
may actually render skylines and streetscapes more interesting than ones where building heights 
are uniform. Such aesthetic effects can however only be attained through appropriate urban design 
guidelines and well-detailed architectural designs. 

1.2.2 The MDA submits that the above objectives can be attained if developers are given the incentive to 
construct buildings through the application of a revised FAR policy. The upgraded FAR would be applicable in areas 
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within the development zones, which would be identified in the forthcoming generation of Local Plans. Under the 
MDA proposals, development zones would be categorised into three types, as follows: 

 Low Rise Zones 

 Medium Rise Zones 

 High Rise  Zones 
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2 LOW RISE ZONES 

2.1 Low rise zones would be areas within designated development zones where maximum building heights 
would be between two or three storeys, depending on the locality, for one or more of the following reasons: 

 a specific locality is a designated an Urban Conservation Area (UCA); 

 a specific locality is designated a Residential Priority Area (RPA); 

 neighbourhoods or streets or parts thereof where major buildings/monuments of cultural heritage 
value are located; and 

 areas where building heights may have to be controlled in cases where some form of protection of 
views, buildings or monuments, or skylines are required. 

In such zones, the FAR principle would not be applicable.  

2.2 It should be noted that statistics indicate that a substantial proportion of the so called vacant properties 
are located in UCAs. This may be the outcome of factors such as the following: 

 legal complications that characterise fragmented property ownership;  

 the high cost of maintaining old buildings;  

 the out-migration of households from UCAs, the members of which consider 'newer' development 
areas (i.e. the recently emergent suburbs) and the dwellings in such areas more suitable for their 
families; and 

 changes in aspirations and trends. 

It is evident that this issue needs to be investigated in depth in order to enable the formulation of policies and 
incentives schemes through which it can be dealt with effectively. It is known that Building Industry Consultative 
Council (BICC) plans to investigate the vacant properties problem in detail. 
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3 MEDIUM RISE ZONES 

3.1 Medium-rise zones would be areas within development schemes, which do not fall under the definitions 
described in the previous section, and which are/would be designated Residential Areas (RAs) or Commercial Areas 
(CAs). In such zones particular screening is required to justify the impact on the skyline vis-à-vis the open space 
acquired and the improvement in design and quality of the new building, Thus he MDA proposes the application of a 
FAR policy which would be characterised by the following: 

1. The minimum area of property allocated for development under a FAR policy would be 2,500m2; 
smaller sites would also be considered as long as a minimum of 875m2 open space is retained. 

2. The maximum site coverage in such sites would be 65%. 

a. A minimum of 60% of the unbuilt part of the site would be allocated for public use and 
landscaped. This public open space would need to be easily accessible for pedestrians. The 
administrator of the development would have the option to close the open space at times 
(mainly during the night) at times that would be agreed with the Local Council. 

Developers, in their capacity as administrators of the public open space would be bound to fund 
or carry out both the landscaping scheme in spaces located in their properties, and the required 
maintenance work. 

b. A maximum of 40% of the open space of the site would be allocated for the use of the occupiers 
of the building in question. 

c. In the case of a tourism project covering not less than 40% of the resulting building volume the 
public open space can be reduced to a minimum of 30% of the total open space given that more 
facilities need to be provided for clients. 

6. The maximum numbers of floors permitted through the FAR policy would not exceed double the 
maximum building height as stipulated in the Local Plan plus penthouse level. 
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7. The maximum permissible floor space would be worked out at a ratio of 1:1 of the existing site area 
without deductions except for the part of the plot allocated for the front garden. Such ratio is the 
minimum possible, which would enable developers to fund the maintenance of the public open 
space over the lifetime of the development. 

8. The building or buildings in such sites would need to be designed in manners that preclude any 
blank party walls from being visible from anywhere.  

The MDA suggests that contrary to current practice, unsightly features should be refused not only 
when visible from the street but when visible from any terrestrial view point. 

9. The quality of the architectural design would need to be deemed by the planning authority to be of a 
high quality. Although the skyline will be without doubt affected by such projects, good architectural 
design can ultimately create landmarks which render skylines that more interesting. 

10. There would be no more than one vehicular entry/exit point per site (as long as local access traffic 
arrangements do not require otherwise), and the link between such points and the carriageway 
would need to be designed with priority to safety requirements which would be worked out with 
Transport Malta. 

11. Parking spaces for the occupiers/users of a specific development would be provided underground. 
Overprovision should be incentivised if the site in question permits this. The extra spaces could be 
funded through the Commuted Parking Payment Scheme (CPPS) or the Urban Improvement Fund 
(UIF).  

12. The computation of parking space requirements should be streamlined through the revocation of 
the present difference internal developments and developments abutting on official roads. 

13. In the case of residential developments parking space requirements can be worked out at the rate 
of 1 parking space for every bedroom or every 75m2 whichever is higher.  

14. In the case of sites where the needed number of parking spaces cannot be provided in underground 
parking facilities, upper floors can be allocated for parking. Alternatively, the developer would need 
to provide the required spaces elsewhere in the neighbourhood within a 500m radius of the site in 
question. This approach is more effective than the making of contributions to the CPPS or the UIF. 
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15. Internal roads should be avoided as much as possible. MDA submits that open spaces should be 
created for people and not for vehicles.  

16. In cases where a new building or an addition to an existing building is higher than adjacent buildings 
the distance between the side walls of the higher building and the adjacent buildings would be a 
minimum of 1/3 of the height over and above the adjacent buildings. This principle would be applied 
only for height differentials of the first 10 floors. A minimum distance of 5m would be applicable. 

17. In the case of skylines worth preserving, the development in question must be designed in a way to 
avoid sharp changes to the existing roofscape. This could be done through the terracing of the 
'extra' storeys. 
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4 HIGH RISE ZONES 

4.1 High Rise zones would be high density areas within development schemes where four or more floors are 
permitted in the present or future Local Plans. The MDA submits that it would be more important for these areas to 
acquire badly needed open spaces and improved building design, rather than patched-up buildings. Contrary to the 
perceptions of many, well-designed and constructed/finished high-rises can contribute towards the attainment of 
interesting skylines. 

4.2 Furthermore, these areas include particular streets or neighbourhoods which are in dire need of 
regeneration. Buildings in such locations would often be sub-standard and it goes without saying that they have an 
adverse impact on the aesthetics of the streetscape and the quality of urban spaces (e.g. through the opportunities 
provided for anti-social and criminal activity). Developers who may be interested in such areas need good incentives 
in order to contribute to the resolution of problems engendered by urban design and badly designed/constructed 
buildings.  

4.3 It should be noted that the recent trend for developers to improve the quality of their product has resulted 
in substandard buildings being edged out of the property market. In other words, the 'real' supply-side of the market 
may not be as substantial as implied in statistics on vacant properties. This trend has the potential to result in a 
vicious spiral [in certain locations] where the environmental degradation caused by unsellable properties renders 
neighbouring properties [which may be of a better standard] equally unsellable. 

4.4 This state-of-affairs implies that areas dominated by sub-standard properties should be considered ripe 
for redevelopment. Any attempts to patch-up sub-standard buildings can be overly expensive and the value-added of 
the 'upgrades' would be minimal or insignificant. In other words, the 'upgraded' [i.e. patched up] property would still 
not be competitive in the property market.  

4.5 MDA therefore proposes the application of a FAR policy which would be characterised by the following 
requirements: 
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1. Minimum area of property allocated for development under a revised FAR policy is to be 1,000m2 

a. The ideal site for the application of the FAR would be a whole 'block' surrounded by 'four streets'. 
But the intelligent design of exposed third party walls and open spaces can make all sites good 
candidates for high-rise development, especially when one keeps in mind that the neighbouring 
properties will need to be rebuilt too. The need for open spaces in such areas is such that it is 
not possible to exclude the large majority of potential sites simply because they are not 
completely surrounded by streets.  

b. The maximum site coverage in such sites would be 50%. 
c. 60% of the unbuilt part of the site would be allocated for public use and landscaped. This public 

open space would need to be easily accessible for pedestrians. The administrator of the 
development would have the option to close the open space at times (mainly during the night) at 
times that would be agreed with the Local Council. 

Developers, in their capacity as administrators of the public open space would be bound to fund 
or carry out both the landscaping scheme in spaces located in their properties, and the required 
maintenance work. 

d. A maximum of 40% of the open space of the site would be allocated for the use of the occupiers 
of the building in question. 

e. In the case of a tourism project covering not less than 40% of the resulting building volume the 
public open space can be reduced to a minimum of 30% of the total open space in view that 
more facilities need to be provided for clients. 

2. There will be no prescribed limitations on building heights. Such heights would be determined by the 
application of an FAR policy as described below: 

3. The maximum permissible floor space is to be worked out at a ratio of 1:1.25 on the existing site 
area without deductions except for front gardens. Such ratio is the minimum possible to financially 
sustain the maintenance of the public open space over the lifetime of the development. 

4. As an extra incentive to regenerate specific areas identified by the planning authority, the ratio 
would need to be increased to 1:2.5 in cases where it is proven that site is being bought from 
various owners of existing run-down buildings or units. 
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5. The building or buildings in such sites would need to be designed in manners that preclude any 
blank party walls from being visible from anywhere. The MDA suggests that contrary to current 
practice, unsightly features should be refused not only when visible from the street but when visible 
from any terrestrial view point. 

6. The quality of the architectural design would need to be deemed by the planning authority to be of a 
high quality. Although the skyline will be without doubt affected by such projects, good architectural 
design can ultimately create landmarks which render skylines that more interesting. 

7. There would be no more than one vehicular entry/exit point per site (as long as local access traffic 
arrangements do not require otherwise), and the link between such points and the carriageway 
would need to be designed with priority to safety requirements which would be worked out with 
Transport Malta. 

8. Parking spaces for the occupiers/users of a specific development would be provided underground. 
Overprovision should be incentivised if the site in question permits this. The extra spaces could be 
funded through the Commuted Parking Payment Scheme (CPPS) or the Urban Improvement Fund 
(UIF).  

9. The computation of parking space requirements should be streamlined through the revocation of 
the present difference internal developments and developments abutting on official roads. 

10. In the case of residential developments parking space requirements can be worked out at the rate 
of 1 parking space for every bedroom or every 75m2 whichever is higher.  

11. Internal roads should be avoided as much as possible. MDA submits that open spaces should be 
created for people and not for vehicles.  
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5 OTHER MATTERS 

5.1 In addition to the attainment of the objectives listed in section 0, the approach which the MDA promotes 
has the potential to enhance the quality of the street through the clear distinction that would be made between 
different buildings. The requirements that no blank party walls would be permissible in cases where developments 
on adjacent sites are not of the same heights, implies that new developments which fall under the FAR would need 
to be detached. This means that  

 it would be easier for different architectural styles to co-exist harmoniously within the same street, 
and  

 the streets would themselves be better ventilated. The relaxation of buildings heights policies have 
the potential to produce canyons in which polluted air would be trapped for relatively long periods. 

 The MDA also suggests that the MEPA and the Government consider seriously the introduction of a 
scheme through which developers can buy and sell development rights. A Transfer of Development 
Rights (TDR) scheme can be used in order to introduce an element of fairness in the regulation of 
property markets through land use planning.  

In cases where development plans or policies do not permit certain land uses or building heights, the 
owners of the affected properties would be encouraged to sell the developments rights that they 
would otherwise have been granted, to property owners where such rights can be exercised under 
the prevalent development plans or policies. 

The MDA stresses that while such a scheme is desirable as it introduces an element of fairness in 
the regulation of property development, it would need to be studied in depth before being launched 
in order to ensure a positive impact on both the property development sector and the quality of urban 
space and form. 
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6 LEGAL ISSUES 

6.1 As is noted above, the attainment of the full benefit of an appropriately implemented FAR policy, the 
larger the site that a developer or consortium of developers submit for consideration under the proposed policy 
measures, the better the quality of the end product. For this reason, developers need the backing of legislation 
designed to empower the planning authority to implement the Government's urban development policies as 
proposed in this document, without being subject to the legal complexities of fragmented property ownership.  

6.2 It is well known that several European countries have adopted approaches through which property rights 
can be realigned and sites made available for development as envisaged in development plans. 

6.3 It should be noted that the authors of the Marsaxlokk Bay Local Plan (1995) had thought about such 
issues and in the approved plan, the then Planning Authority advised the Government to address the problem of 
fragmentation of property ownership as follows: 

(i) An independent estate valuer assesses the current value of land of each of the owners. 

(ii) A plan for the area is to be drawn up including all commercial and non-commercial uses based on 
requirements of the community in the area. 

(iii) An independent estate valuer is called in once more to assess the value of the land as subdivided in the 
plan. 

(iv) Plots/areas of land are redistributed to landowners such that the ratio of current value of land held by one 
owner to the total land value of the site covered by the development brief remains the same after 
redistribution. 

An alternative is for a development company to be set up with the landowners being assigned a number of 
shares on the basis of value of land owned. The share owners will recover the value of their assets when the 
plan of the area is completed and the land sold or developed. Owners will be inclined to cooperate if the 
proposed land distribution is the only means for them to realise the value of their assets. The process may 
however, be blocked by one (or more landowners) who contest the value assigned to their land or who are 
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unwilling to part with their particular plot. In extreme cases, government may have to use its powers of 
expropriation. 

Another alternative is for government to expropriate the land at full market value and recoup the costs by 
selling plots at market values. 

6.4 The MDA submits that this piece of advice should be revisited and studied in detail. Without the powers 
to deal effectively with fragmented land ownership, it would be difficult for the benefits of a development strategy of 
the type under consideration to be attained. 


