Minutes of the Meeting with environmental NGOs called by Minister George Pullicino, Minister of Rural Affairs, at the Ministry in Valletta on 15 May 2006.

Minister George Pullicino called a meeting with the environmental NGOs on Monday 15th May 2006 with the purpose of explaining the criteria that led to the proposal for the revision of boundaries of the Development zones.  The Ramblers’ Association of Malta was represented by Lino Bugeja, Alex Vella and Steven Bonello, president, secretary and Environment Commission chairman respectively

The Minister explained that the criteria for the revision of boundaries fell under three general headings:

1. Correct anomalies and injustices;

2. Pockets and other calls for consideration of inclusion of property that bordered existing boundaries

3. Inclusion of Government-owned land for the purpose of stabilizing prices and raising government funds.
1. Correct anomalies and injustices:  With the coming into force of new regulations intended to stop uncontrolled development in 1988, boundaries were drawn without due consideration to plots that had been sold by the church to first-time buyers and couples, who ended up not being able to go ahead with construction of their house and are still making use of temporary residences in flats at Bugibba and elsewhere.  Other buyers who could afford to construct immediately have been using their houses on their plots ever since quite legally.  This is realized as a social injustice that needs to be rectified. Similarly there existed anomalies in built up areas where plots were refused building permits next to legal residences.

2.  There exist pockets where it is considered unreasonable to continue to restrain construction and where indeed filling up will improve schemes while helping in the infrastructural framework.  Besides there were innumerable calls by individuals who asked for their property to be included in the development zones, especially when it stood on the periphery of development zones lying as waste and unused land.  For such inclusion there was the requirement of the request for consideration by the owner. On some occasions adjoining areas were included too for infrastructural and streamlining purposes.  No further requests will be considered henceforth.

3. Government-owned land was adjoined for the dual purpose of raising public revenue as well as calming down the demand for freehold which was considered to be raising prices of land beyond reach of the average Maltese. 
The Minister then recounted examples of each in turn and explained the difficult situation of trying to reconcile social, political and economical and pressures with least harm possible to the environment. He stressed that irrigated arable land was nowhere considered, let alone included.
The Ramblers’ Association delegates gave account of their first reactions on the spot. 
Firstly it was thought that other remedies were surely obtainable for the correction of anomalies and injustices.  It was considered injudicious that as a general rule the solution for this old problem was found in taking away more of the scarce open land rather than substitute for unused property within existing confines.
On the second count it was thought sensible to fill inordinate pockets in between developed areas and rationalize accordingly.   On the other hand it was rejected as capriciously offensive to yield to pressure from individuals who called for their land on the periphery to be included in the development zones.  This was considered unfair for all others who abided by the law and accepted it as laid down, and heavily biased on the side of them who do not accept rules and regulations but have the cheek to ask for favours.  It defeats the very purpose for which MEPA was created and encourages clientelism. Lastly it will create new peripheries that will bring in newcomers with the same call.
Thirdly the RAM delegates have no doubt that with the additional government land being put on the market there is hardly any chance of influencing price on the property market.  While there may be minimal revenue to the exchequer and some relief to social housing, the cost in environment terms will be exorbitant.

(The above were first reactions expressed by the individual delegates personally and do not represent the official RAM position which will be defined after careful consideration by the Environment Commission and submitted for approval by the committee) 

