
Introduction 

Since its introduction in 2014, the Rural Policy Design Guidance has proven controversial. 
The original document was supposed to regulate the use of land in Outside Development 
Zones (ODZ) and assist the agricultural industry. Instead, it has enabled the destruction of the 
countryside through a variety of loopholes allowing dilapidated rural buildings to expand into 
large villas with swimming pools.  

The original policy was not effective in regulating ODZ areas. A number of the policies are 
intentionally ambiguous to provide legal loopholes, and at times these policies are blatantly 
ignored, with developments being permitted on protected sites or around archaeological 
remains. 

It is vital that the any updates to the Rural Policy Design Guidance are done in line with the 
Strategic Plan for the Environment and Development (SPED) and any national environment 
objectives. The Rural Area is supposed to be an escape from urban life with less buildings and 
dereliction, and a number of the policies in the 2014 document act counter to these values. 

With regards to the proposed objectives guiding the policy revision, the first objective is 
unnecessary - the current policy did not allow for the regulation of land use in ODZ, and 
therefore did not have the intended effect. The provisions which are outdated, confusing or 
require further clarification are highlighted below in our policy recommendations. It is highly 
important that these policies are amended to avoid future loopholes for development on ODZ 
land. 

-Policy 0.2. Proposals Assessed on Own Merits 

Proposals which are not addressed this Policy document may be considered on their own 
merits by the relative entities if it is felt that the proposal will generate an improvement or 
positive effect to the area where it is located. 

Recommendation: Proposals which are not addressed by the policy should not be 
considered as they would not form part of a holistic and comprehensive plan controlling 
development in ODZ, thereby running counter to objectives of SPED. As such this policy 
should be repealed. 

Policy 0.10. Archaeological Studies  

Where there is reason to believe that archaeological remains exist on a development site, but 
where their extent and importance are uncertain, it will normally be appropriate for the 
developer to arrange for a field evaluation to be carried out to furnish the information on which 
to base a planning decision. Consultation with the Superintendent of Cultural Heritage will be 
required. 

Recommendation: Over the past five years we have seen that this provision has failed to 
ensure the protection of such sites. It is being maintained that in cases where ‘there is reason 
to believe that archaeological remains exist on a development site, but where their extent and 
importance are uncertain’ the precautionary approach should be applied. No development 
should be permitted in cases where archaeological remains may exist.  

Furthermore, where sites of archaeological importance are known and defined, a boundary 
should be applied, within which no development will be permitted.  The extent of this boundary 
should be clearly stated in the policy.  

Additionally, in order to ensure that there is no conflict of interest with respect to the 
commissioning of studies forming part of a development application, the study for 
archaeological remains should be commissioned by the Planning Authority and be paid for by 
the developer.  



Policy 0.23.10% Tolerance 

A 10% tolerance, as a flexibility extension, may be allowable only where fully justified. The 
extension, in case of floor space, shall however, not exceed 15m². 

Recommendation: This tolerance weakens the standing of specific parameters set in this 
document and encourages a laxness that may lead to further discrepancies in the processing 
of development applications. For this reason, there should be no such tolerance and this policy 
should be repealed. 

Policy 1.2A. National Policy Projects 

Any project of national interest arising from National Government Policies which departs from 
the policies formulated in this document shall be assessed on its own merits subject to 
consultation with the Departments/Authorities/Committees concerned. 

Recommendation: As it stands, the term “national importance” is highly ambiguous and 
deserves detailed clarifications on the type of projects that would fall under this category.   
 
Moreover, in effect this policy means that Government can avoid being bound by planning law 
by defining certain projects as ones of national importance. Large public projects that will likely 
have a greater impact on the environment should be held to a higher level of scrutiny. It is 
therefore being maintained that the Government should not be exempt from having to abide 
by regulations that are meant to serve the public interest and ensure the protection and 
safeguarding of the rural areas.  
 

Policy 1.2B. Research and Innovation 

Any specific project, undertaken by a stakeholder, farmer, rural business or any individual, 
which is supported by a Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO) and which is required for 
research and innovation may be permitted subject to: 

(1) consultation with the AAC and any other department regulating such a proposal; and 

(2) the project shall last for a maximum period of 5 years and the land can be reinstated to its 
original state without any reimbursement. 

Recommendation: It is not clear what kind of activities this policy intends to permit. This 
should be more clearly delineated. In addition, the project should be endorsed by a bona fide 
local NGO which has been established for a period of 7 years in the field of research. 

Policy 1.2G. Protected Areas, Special Areas of Conservation and Special 
Protected Areas 

Proposed developments which would have an unacceptable adverse environment, landscape, 
cultural or archaeological impact will not be permitted. 

Recommendation: Sites listed for their protection are designated as such to ensure they are 
safeguarded. Unfortunately, despite this designation several applications for development 
were approved in such areas. Development being allowed on a protected site, defeats the 
purpose of the site being protected in the first place. 
 
Absolutely no development should be permitted in such areas. Furthermore, an objection by 
a consultee should not be necessary for this prohibition to be applied. 

Policy 2.2A. New Farm Dwellings for Dairy or Swine Livestock Farmers 

Permission may be granted for the construction of a single dwelling unit for a livestock farmer, 
within the boundary of an operational dairy or swine livestock farm only, provided that all of 



the following criteria are satisfied: 

(1) subject to consultation with the AAC and ERA; 

(2) the applicant’s livestock farm has a minimum of:   

         - 40 sows (i.e. female breeding pigs, but excluding piglets) or 400 fattening units; or 

         - 40 milking cows, sheep or goats,   

(3). the proposed building, in terms of design, scale, form and massing, is compatible with the 
character of the surrounding rural area.  A separate entrance to the dwelling may be permitted;            

(4) a full basement level, not extending beyond the footprint of the dwelling may be permitted. 
Where the site is located within an archaeological area/site or is within its buffer zone  the 
proposal shall be subject to consultation with the Superintendence of Cultural Heritage; 

(5) apertures shall be in painted galvanised steel or hard wearing timber (painted or varnished) 
or any other material which is visually acceptable; 

(6) the proposed building has a maximum floor space of 250m2. 

Permission may be granted for the construction of a single dwelling unit outside the boundary 
of an operational dairy or swine livestock farm but within a distance of not more than 100m 
away from the boundary of the farm, provided that the dwelling cannot be located inside the 
farm, and provided that all of the following criteria are satisfied:   

(7) subject to consultation with the AAC and ERA; 

(8) the applicant’s livestock farm has a minimum of: - 40 sows (i.e. female breeding pigs, but 
excluding piglets) or 400 fattening units; or - 40 milking cows, sheep or goats, Rural Policy 
and Design Guidance. 

(9) the proposed development is of a high quality rural design and must respect the rural 
context. Scheduled locations (Class A or Class B Area/Site of Archaeological Importance, 
and/or Level 1 or 2 Area of Ecological Importance/Site of Scientific Importance and scheduled 
AHLV) are in principle considered inappropriate locations; unless it can be duly demonstrated 
through the necessary assessment that the development does not compromise the site 
scheduling characteristics; 

(10) the proposed building has a maximum floor space of 200m2 and is compatible with the 
character of the surrounding rural area; 

(11) a full basement level, not extending beyond the footprint of the dwelling, may be permitted; 
In all cases new farm dwellings for dairy or swine livestock farmers, shall allow a 100m 
exclusion zone around public groundwater abstraction sources, unless connected to the public 
sewer. All cesspit located within the groundwater protected zones have to adopt leak proofing 
measures. 

In all cases the applicant will be required to enter into a planning obligation through a public 
deed, to be duly registered both at the Public Registry and at the Lands Registry, tying the 
ownership and occupation of the dwelling to that of the farm, so that the residential building is 
not sold or transferred to third parties, unless in conjunction with the animal farm and, in that 
case, the farm continues with the same level of original operation and output. 

Recommendation: Article (6) allows a new dwelling with a floor space of up to 250m2, within 
the curtilage of the farm. Article (10) allows a new dwelling of up to 200m2, 100m away from 
the boundary of the farm.  
 
In either case the floor space should be limited to 150m2, which must be within the boundary 
of the farm. Only one dwelling per farm should be permitted. If a dwelling pertaining to the 
farm already exists, the addition of a new dwelling will not be permitted. Provisions must be 
included to ensure this policy is not abused and its application highly restricted, such that it is 



only applied in the very few necessary genuine cases that may arise.  
  

Policy 2.2B. Farm Dwellings for Arable Farmers 

Permission may be granted for the conversion or the redevelopment of an existing building/s 
to a single dwelling unit for an arable farmer, subject to the criteria of part 6 of this policy 
document, particularly with regards to the legality of the building, dwelling size, and design. A 
recommendation by the AAC based on the genuine need would be required. 

Recommendation: This clause refers to part (6) of the policy document. Please refer to policy 
6.2C of this document for the corresponding recommendations. 
 

Policy 2.5A. New, or Extensions to, Agricultural Stores for Arable Farming 

Permission may be granted for the construction of a building (or an extension to an existing 
building) for farming facilities intended for sustainable farming and to comply with rules and 
regulations related to the EU’s Common Agriculture Policy and National Agricultural Policy. 
Farming facilities may include storage of farm machinery, agricultural equipment and inputs, 
produce, grading, cold storage, health and safety and sanitary facilities, provided that all of 
the following criteria are satisfied: 

(1) subject to consultation with the AAC and ERA; 

(2) the proposal shall be located on land registered in the name of the farmer, located within 
the region containing the agricultural land registered on the farmer; 

(3) the store (or extension) is proposed on registered land, but shall not be located on land 
supporting important natural habitats; 

(4) the proposed development is of a high quality rural design and must respect the rural 
context. Scheduled locations (Class A or Class B Area/Site of Archaeological Importance, 
and/or Level 1 or 2 Area of Ecological Importance/Site of Scientific Importance and scheduled 
AHLV) are in principle considered inappropriate locations, unless it can be duly demonstrated 
through the necessary assessment that the development does not compromise the site 
scheduling characteristics; and/or 

(5) the proposed development is not located within a distance of 30m from public groundwater 
abstraction sources; 

(6) the general maximum storage entitlement for farmers are as follows: 

 

Size of holding Storage room entitlement 

4  to 10 tumoli 15 m² 

10 to 20 tumoli 20 m² 

20 to 46 tumoli 40 m² 

> 46 tumoli 60 m² 

 

An internally connected full basement level not extending beyond the footprint of the room, 
may be constructed below ground level; 

(7) on the basis of an assessment and recommendation by the AAC, permission may be 
granted for additional storage requirement (i.e. more than the 10% as per para.0.23) for 
farmers, on the basis of the type, nature, the number of years in operation and the annual 
turnover. Such additional storage requirements shall have the form of light/demountable 
structures that are made of recyclable material such as timber that blends with the 



environment. This structure shall have an area of 5m2 per tumolo, capped at a maximum of 
60m2 ; 

(8) the proposed building does not exceed a height of 3.2 metres (measured externally) 
unless, in exceptional cases, the applicant demonstrates, to the satisfaction of the Authority 
that (when measured externally) a height exceeding 3.2m (even in addition to the 10% 
tolerance set out in para. 0.23) is essential, to store agricultural machinery necessitating such 
height; and 

(9) where available, the proposed building is located adjacent to existing buildings; and 

(10) the proposed building shall not detract from the landscape and the rural character of the 
area (the building shall be located so as to be the least intrusive within the site) and shall be 
finished in recycled stone. Upon issue of a permit, the Authority shall map and link the 
registered land with the store, to ensure that such land is not subsequently used for additional 
storage requirements. 

Recommendation: This policy is poorly observed; there have been several cases were new 
stores have been permitted even though the related land farmed is far below the threshold set 
by this policy. There is absolutely no justification for the laxness in the approach taken in its 
application. 
 
There have also been several instances where the legitimacy of the request was highly 
dubious. 
 
Further provisions must be included; 

(1) to ensure that at no instance are storage rooms to be permitted unless the land farmed 
is of the required some 

(2) to ensure that all cases are genuine and absolutely necessary for maintaining the 
associated farmed land 
 

Furthermore, new storage rooms should be prohibited in all sensitive sites. 
Also, the sizes of the store rooms with respect to the land farmed are excessive for the '20 to 
46 tumoli' and for the '> 46 tumoli' categories and so should be reduced.  
 

Policy 2.6. Greenhouses   

Permission may be granted for the construction of greenhouses, provided that all of the 
following criteria are satisfied: 

(1) the applicant is a registered farmer; 

(2) the proposed greenhouses are located on legally-established agricultural land; 

(3) subject to consultation with the AAC and ERA; 

(4) the proposed development is not located within: 

(a) a distance of 50 metres from a ridge; and/or 

(b) a distance of 30m from public groundwater abstraction sources; and/or 

(c) scheduled locations (Class A or Class B Area/Site of Archaeological Importance, and/or 
Level 1 or 2 Area of Ecological Importance/Site of Scientific Importance and scheduled AHLV) 
are in principle considered inappropriate locations, unless it can be duly demonstrated through 
the necessary assessment that the development does not compromise the site scheduling 
characteristics; 

(5) where the structure is not screened by existing vegetation, landscape features or buildings, 
landscaping will be required on a case-by-case basis. Adequate space for 



circulation/landscaping should be allowed. The location of the greenhouses within the site 
should ensure that the visual impact of the greenhouses is acceptable in the context of the 
surrounding rural landscape; 

(6) there shall be no more than one-course franka stone above soil level along any point 
around the perimeter of the greenhouse(s); 

(7) concrete or other types of solid floors are not permitted and all proposed structures shall 
be fully demountable, thus allowing for reversion to agricultural land. In the case of soil-less 
cultivation, impermeable material (e.g., thick plastic sheeting) may be allowed; 

(8) and unless already available in the vicinity of the site, the greenhouses shall be 
accompanied by a reservoir. The next review of the Development Notification Order should 
favourably consider the inclusion of the setting up of demountable tunnels less than 2.55m 
above soil level on legally established arable land. 

Recommendation: (4)(a) should be 200m from a ridge and not 50m. (4)(c) should prohibit 
greenhouses in sensitive sites completely, which would include level 2, 3 and 4 protected sites 
as well. (8) DNOs should not apply for greenhouses in the future. 
 

Policy 2.8. Land for Agricultural Use 

The conversion of non-agricultural land, including backfilled quarries, and the reinstatement 
of or derelict agricultural land for agriculture may be permitted, provided that:   

(1) the Authority is satisfied that the proposal would not lead or has not led to adverse 
environmental, topographical and hydrological impacts (the latter subject to prior consultation 
with ERA); 

(2) scheduled locations (Class A or Class B Area/Site of Archaeological Importance, and/or 
Level 1 Area of Ecological Importance/Site of Scientific Importance) are in principle considered 
inappropriate locations, unless it can be duly demonstrated through the necessary 
assessment, that the proposal does not compromise the site scheduling characteristics. 

There will be a presumption in favour of the conversion to agricultural land prior to October 
1994, subject to consultation with the AAC and ERA. 

Recommendation: (2) should include level 2, 3 and 4 protected sites as well, and as such 
ensure that such protection is not effectively frivolous. 

Policy 2.10. Access to Arable Farm Holdings 

There will be a presumption in favour of concrete access paths from roads to arable land 
holdings built prior to May 2004 and which are visible on the 2004 aerial photographs.  New 
access to arable land shall be:    

(1) proposed in a suitable material respecting the rural character; 

(2) proposed in resurfacing over a country lane from an established road leading to a number 
of fields, provided that the pathway will prevent water run-off, and allow controlled water 
collection and does not lead to soil sealing; 

(3) subject to consultation with the AAC and ERA. 

Footpaths in compacted soil may be created to facilitate access to the public. 

Temporary vehicular access for tillage of soil by agricultural machinery, does not require the 
creation of a dedicated access route. 

Recommendation: Concrete paths leading to existing arable holdings should be a last resort. 
Gravel should be used if possible.  

Recent asphalting of country pathways is having an adverse impact on the state of rural sites, 



many of which are ecologically sensitive.  

Provisions must be included such that widening and asphalting of country paths is not 
permitted.  

Policy 3.2A. New Boutique Wineries 

Permission for the construction of a new winery may only be granted, provided that all of the 
following criteria are satisfied: 

(1) subject to consultation with the AAC which shall ensure that in all cases the applicant is a 
bona fide farmer, ERA, and the Department of Health; 

(2) the proposed development is of a high quality rural design and must respect the rural 
context.  Scheduled locations (Class A or Class B Area/Site of Archaeological Importance, 
and/or Level 1 or 2 Area of Ecological Importance/Site of Scientific Importance and scheduled 
AHLV) are in principle considered inappropriate locations, unless it can be duly demonstrated 
through the necessary assessment, that the development does not compromise the site 
scheduling characteristics; 

(3) the proposed winery is located on any of the applicant’s planted and established vineyard 
holdings consisting of 20 tumoli located within the region, or 10 tumoli, in the case of vineyards 
forming part of a holding certified as organic; 

(4) there is no disused building on the vineyard holding that could be used or converted for 
this purpose; 

(5) the proposed winery finished in recycled stone shall have a maximum floor space of 
200m2. In the case of organic wineries, the maximum floor space shall be of 100m²; and 

(6) there shall be a minimum of 3 registered full-time employees, and a confirmation of their 
employment shall be submitted to the Authority on a yearly basis, to ensure that the winery is 
being used as permitted; 

A basement level shall be permitted (the basement will not count as part of the total floor area); 
no external ramps leading to the basement shall be permitted.   

The Authority will impose a condition on development permissions granted for new winery 
buildings to tie the use and operation of the winery to the operation of the applicant’s vineyard 
holdings, so that these remain complementary and operate as one unit. The applicant will be 
required to enter into a planning obligation through a public deed, to be duly registered both 
at the Public Registry and at the Lands Registry, tying the ownership of the winery and 
vineyard holdings, so that these are not sold, rented or transferred separately. 

Recommendation: This policy ought to be repealed completely given that article (5) allows 
new ODZ buildings of up to 200m2. 

Policy 3.2B. Redevelopment and Conversion of Buildings for Boutique 
Wineries 

Permission may be granted for the redevelopment or conversion of a legally-
established/permitted building located ODZ, for the processing and production of wine 
(boutique winery), provided that all of the following criteria are satisfied: 

(1) subject to consultation with the AAC, ERA and the Department of Health; 

(2) the vineyard is located within legally-established arable land; 

(3) the existing building is located in the region of the permitted vineyard, which it is intended 
to serve; 

(4) existing buildings of architectural, historical, vernacular or other significance, or scheduled 
property, may only be converted provided the intervention does not harm their conservation 



value;   

(5) if the building is not worthy of retention redevelopment may be permitted subject to the 
following criteria: 

(a) the replacement building shall be limited to the same floor space as the previous building 
and shall be compatible with the character of the surrounding rural area; and 

(b) the replacement building shall be of a high quality rural design, finished in recycled stone 
and shall fully respect the wider context in which it is located.  Scheduled locations (Level 1 or 
2 Area of Ecological Importance/Site of Scientific Importance and scheduled AHLV) are in 
principle considered inappropriate locations, unless it can be duly demonstrated through the 
necessary assessment, that the development does not compromise the site scheduling 
characteristics. 

A full basement may be permitted provided the overall height in metres of the existing building 
is not exceeded and is limited to the area beneath the footprint of the existing building (the 
basement will not count as part of the total floor area); no external ramps leading to the 
basement shall be permitted. 

Recommendation: Such policy should not be applicable to sites within level 3 and 4 protected 
sites, in addition to those cited above, to ensure that such protection is not effectively frivolous. 
 
 

Policy 4.4.  Agro-Tourism Accommodation 

Permission for agro-tourism accommodation may be granted in the following circumstances:   

(1) conversion/change of use or redevelopment/consolidation of a permitted building/s within 
an established and continuing farming enterprise (livestock and/or arable), provided that all of 
the following criteria are satisfied: 

(a) the total floor space dedicated for accommodation and ancillary facilities shall not be less 
than 150m² and not more than 200m2, consisting of guest rooms, breakfast/dining area, 
reception and sanitary facilities; 

(b) no independent food and beverage retail outlets shall be permitted. 

(2) conversion/change of use or redevelopment/consolidation of a permitted building/s within 
a proposed farming enterprise and agro-tourism component, subject that the project is phased 
out as follows: 

(a) Phase 1 (setting up of farming enterprise): The proposed farming enterprise shall be 
subject to consultation with the relevant Department/Authority in order to determine the 
minimum amount of years before the farming enterprise is fully operational (i.e. the period 
before Phase 2 can commence); and 

(b) Phase 2 (agro-tourism accommodation component): Conversion/change of 
use/redevelopment of the building into agro-tourism, subject to Criterion 1 above. 

(3) existing buildings of architectural, historical, vernacular or other significance, or scheduled 
property, may only be converted, provided the intervention does not harm their conservation 
value and provided that an acceptable restoration method statement is submitted. 

For (1), (2) and (3) above, the applicant must be either a registered farmer, or a farmer-
entrepreneur partnership, or company, duly registered with the MFSA; 

(4) a new building for agro-tourism accommodation may be considered, provided that all of 
the following criteria are satisfied: 

(a) the proposed development is of a high quality rural design and must respect the rural 
context.  Scheduled locations (Class A or Class B Area/Site of Archaeological Importance, 



and/or Level 1 or 2 Area of Ecological Importance/Site of Scientific Importance) are in principle 
considered inappropriate locations, unless it can be duly demonstrated through the necessary 
assessment that the development does not compromise the site scheduling characteristics;   

(b) the applicant is a registered farmer(s) tilling 60 tumoli of contiguous/consolidated land OR, 
in the event that the applicant  is not a registered farmer, the agro-tourism project shall be 
subject to a legally-binding farmer-entrepreneur partnership, or company, duly registered with 
the MFSA to ensure that the agro-tourism project forms part of an established and continuing 
agricultural enterprise, in the form of an uninterrupted lease; 

(c) the farming activity has been in operation for five years prior to the application; 

(d) the proposed building shall accommodate 7 to 10 guest rooms  with ancillary facilities 
which may include a swimming pool area.  The building shall not exceed a total floor space of 
400m²; 

(e) the proposed building, in terms of design, scale, form and massing, is compatible with the 
character of the surrounding rural area and is not intrusive in the landscape; 

(f) a condition shall be imposed requiring that, on operation, there shall be a minimum of 3 
registered full-time employees, and a confirmation of their employment shall be submitted to 
the Authority on a yearly basis, to ensure that the building is being used as permitted. 

A basement level may be permitted (the basement will not count as part of the total floor area); 
no external ramps leading to the basement shall be permitted; 

ADDITIONAL CRITERIA FOR ALL AGRO-TOURISM ACCOMODATION PROPOSALS 

All applications for agro-tourism, including any farmer–entrepreneur     partnership/project, are 
subject to consultation with the Malta Tourism Authority, the AAC, ERA and the Department of 
Health. Consultation with the AAC shall also specify that the farming enterprise can continue 
without the need for a replacement building.  The permitted uses shall be ancillary and 
complementary to the farming activity.   The proposal shall demonstrate to the satisfaction of 
the Authority how the provision of services, including those for electricity and water supply, 
drainage and sewage disposal can be carried out, without adverse environmental impacts. 

Similarly, the proposal shall demonstrate to the satisfaction of the Authority, that the existing 
road network serving the site is capable of dealing satisfactorily with the traffic which will be 
generated by the development. The vehicular access to the site shall be appropriately located 
and does not cause a traffic hazard, to the satisfaction of the competent authority. The 
proposed conversion shall also accommodate the additional parking needs on site without 
causing adverse impacts. The use of grass blocks for parking spaces will be considered 
instead of concrete. 

The agro-tourism project and the farming enterprise shall remain complementary and continue 
to operate as one functional unit. The applicant will be required to enter into a planning 
obligation through a public deed, to be duly registered both at the Public Registry and at the 
Lands Registry, tying the agro-tourism project with the operation of the farming enterprise, so 
that the agro-tourism accommodation and the farming enterprise are not sold or transferred 
separately. 

Recommendation: (1) allows redevelopment for existing farming enterprise with a floor space 
of up to 200m2. (2) allows redevelopment for a new farming enterprise. (4) allows new agro-
tourism developments of up to 400m2.  In (1), (2) redevelopment should be possible as long 
as same footprint and floorspace is maintained. (4) should be repealed. In addition, the site 
should be already serviced by a road.  
 

Policy 5.1B.  Animal Enclosures 

Permission may be granted for the erection of enclosures with adequate fencing for animals, 



intended for research, educational, sport, leisure and exhibition purposes, other than animal 
sanctuaries, stables or horse riding facilities, provided that all of the following criteria are 
satisfied: 

(a) Subject to consultation with the AAC, ERA, and Department of Health; 

(b) the proposal shall include all those measures meant to eliminate any possible ill-treatment 
to the animals within the enclosure; 

(c) the proposed animal enclosures are to be of a high quality rural design and must respect 
the rural context.  Scheduled locations (Class A or Class B Area/Site of Archaeological 
Importance, and/or Level 1 or 2 Area of Ecological Importance/Site of Scientific Importance) 
are in principle considered inappropriate locations, unless it can be duly demonstrated through 
the necessary assessment that the development does not compromise the site scheduling 
characteristics; 

(d) the site shall not be located within 200m from the development zone boundary, unless the 
applicant proves to the satisfaction of the relevant authorities and the Authority, that the 
proposal will not create an adverse impact on the amenity of the area within the development 
zone by virtue of noise, odours or visual intrusion; 

(e) proper access and parking can be provided without any significant impacts on the site and 
its environment.  Widening of country lanes or pathways, especially proposals which would 
adversely affect existing rubble walls, will be resisted; 

(f) the enclosures are constructed of lightweight and visually permeable materials and shall 
not exceed the minimum size required to ensure safety and adequate welfare for the 
respective species; 

(g) any existing trees and shrubs within and around the site shall be cared for and retained, 
and if no such vegetation exists, soft landscaping shall contain a number of trees and shrubs 
of at least three different indigenous species, planted in clusters; 

Any related amenities and supporting facilities shall be preferably constructed in lightweight 
reversible materials and of a scale to accommodate the minimum space required.  In all cases 
such facilities are not to be visually intrusive. 

Recommendation: This policy lacks clear provisions required to ensure it does not lead to 
abusive developments. Parameters limiting its impact and further limiting possible locations 
for such use must be applied.  
 
It is critical that the keeping of exotic animals which has now mushroomed into unregulated 
zoos across the rural areas, is prohibited. 
 

Policy 6.2C. Redevelopment and Change of Use of Existing Buildings ODZ 

Permission may be granted for the total redevelopment of an existing building, or the 
consolidation of buildings, located outside development zone, provided that all of the following 
criteria are satisfied: 

(1) the applicant can sufficiently prove that the building/s is covered by development 
permission (other than those specifically permitted for agricultural use after the coming into 
force of this policy document), or that it is/are/was a pre-1978 building/s;   

(2) the building/s does not merit inclusion in the list of scheduled property and/or is not of 
historical, architectural, vernacular or other significance; 

(3) the replacement building does not exceed the total floor area of the previous building/s; 

(4) the replacement building is of a high quality rural design and shall fully respect the wider 
context in which it is located; 



(5) the replacement building shall be limited to: 

(a) a use already legally established and/or covered by a development permission; or 

(b) new uses permitted by this policy document subject to the respective criteria.  Except for 
dwellings referred to in Policy 2.2B, this policy excludes dwellings which dwellings can only 
be permitted in terms of policies 6.2A and 6.2B; 

(c) disused livestock farms which have ceased operation for at least 10 years (prior to the 
coming into force of this policy document) and which are creating a negative environmental 
impact on the site and its surroundings.  These may be redeveloped into 1 single dwelling unit 
which is not to exceed 200m2 floor space; 

(d) any other use that would result in a wider environmental benefit, provided the site is already 
serviced by a road network that would adequately cater for the proposed new use;   

(6) the use of the building shall be subject to prior consultation with the 
Departments/Authorities responsible for regulating such use; and 

(7) any existing trees and shrubs within and around the site shall be fully cared for and 
retained, and if no such vegetation exists, soft landscaping around the redeveloped building 
shall contain a number of trees and shrubs of at least three different indigenous species, 
planted in clusters. A full basement may be permitted and is limited to the footprint of the 
existing building (the basement will not count as part of the total floor area). 

Where no legally-established peripheral boundary walls exist around the building to be 
redeveloped, the Authority may allow the construction of walls built in random-sized irregularly 
shaped rough dressed stones (recycled from demolition) using the same traditional 
construction methodology of rubble walling to define the curtilage of the building, provided this 
does not lead to visual or environmental impacts (including the demolition of existing rubble 
walls). 

Recommendation: This policy is possibly the most exploited of all in this entire policy 
document and has alone resulted in several thousands of square meters of land in the rural 
area being urbanized. 

This particular policy has led to the construction of dozens of new villas in ODZ, many of which 
were built on sites that for many years contained nothing more than a pile of rubble. The policy 
is consistently abused, with innovative means of proving prior residency being put forward in 
a bid to develop rooms without roofs into villas with pools, in some cases (as was the case in 
Tal-Muxi, Qala) on sites designated as AHLV and SACs. The abusive application and 
interpretation of this policy has resulted in the piecemeal urbanization of the rural landscape.  

It is being maintained that new residential dwelling in rural areas as have arisen through this 
policy, cannot be deemed as a necessary justifiable use.  

The policy as is, must be drastically amended such that any development permitted through it 
is highly restricted, and does not lead to the increase in formalization of the rural area. To 
ensure this, the following provisions are being proposed; 

 Redevelopment of existing vernacular structures should not be permitted. These 
structures form an integral part of the rural landscape. Their demolition and subsequent 
redevelopment should not be permitted – SCH’s confirmation or otherwise on their 
historic value should not even be required.   

 Redevelopment of any other legally established building that is not vernacular or of 
value, should only be permitted if the replacement building does not exceed the 
footprint, volume and floorspace of the existing building. 

 No extensions to any existing legally established building should be permitted, both in 
terms of floor space, and in terms of external formalized floor space.  



 Legally established buildings for farming purposes are limited. Any existing buildings 
serving the agricultural industry should therefore be protected for such use. For that 
reason, the change of use of a building serving the farming industry, to one used for 
residential purposes or other commercial purposes unrelated to agriculture, should be 
prohibited. 

Policy 6.3.  Extensions to Existing Dwellings ODZ 

Permission may be granted for a limited extension to an existing dwelling outside development 
zone, provided that all of the following criteria are satisfied: 

(1) the building is not of architectural, historical, vernacular or other significance, and/or is not 
scheduled, in which case it shall be assessed on the basis of Policy 6.2A and 6.2B; 

(2) the proposed extension is of a compatible design and must respect the rural context.  
Scheduled locations (Class A or Class B Area/Site of Archaeological Importance, and/or Level 
1 or 2 Area of Ecological Importance/Site of Scientific Importance) are in principle considered 
inappropriate locations, unless it can be duly demonstrated through the necessary 
assessment, that the development does not compromise the site scheduling characteristics;   

(3) the applicant can sufficiently proof that:   

(a) the property in question has been used as a residence prior to 1992 or 

(b) the dwelling is covered by a development permission, or dates back to pre-1978; (4) the 
dwelling can be extended up to a maximum floor space of 200m2; and 

(5) the scale, massing and design of the extension shall: 

(a) not visually dominate the existing dwelling; and   

(b) be acceptable in the wider landscape setting of the site; 

(6) extensions to existing dwellings ODZ made prior to October 1994 may be regularised, 
provided that all the conditions of paragraph (5) are respected. 

A basement completely below ground level may be permitted provided it does not extend 
beyond the footprint of the building and is accessible internally. 

Recommendation: There is no justification for the increasing in urbanization of the rural area 
for such purposes. For that reason, this policy should be repealed. 

Policy 6.4. Swimming Pools ODZ 

Permission may be granted for the construction of a swimming pool outside development 
zone, provided that all of the following criteria are satisfied: 

(1) the proposed pool and any ancillary facilities are located within the curtilage of a legally-
established accommodation;   

(2) the proposed pool and any ancillary facilities are of a compatible design and must respect 
the rural context.  Scheduled locations (Class A or Class B Area/Site of Archaeological 
Importance, and/or Level 1 or 2 Area of Ecological Importance/Site of Scientific Importance) 
are in principle considered inappropriate locations, unless it can be duly demonstrated through 
the necessary assessment, that the development does not compromise the site scheduling 
characteristics;   

(3) within the curtilage of a legally-established accommodation the pool and the deck area 
shall not exceed a footprint of 75m².  In the case of multiple accommodations, the said 
maximum size of 75m2 may be increased up to a maximum of 5m2 per additional 
accommodation; 

(4) any existing trees and shrubs within the curtilage of the site shall be retained and 



incorporated as part of a proposed soft landscaping scheme, which shall contain a number of 
trees and shrubs of at least three different indigenous species, planted in clusters around the 
pool area; and 

(5) any ancillary facilities shall consist solely of toilets, showers and/or changing rooms, 
adequately screened and shall not exceed a height of 2.5m and a combined floor space of not 
more than 6m². The design shall be appropriate to their setting and the use of timber may be 
considered. Structures such as pump rooms should be located completely underground. 

Recommendation: To be repealed. 

Conclusion 

The 2014 Rural Policy Design Guidance was flawed from the beginning and has largely aided 
in the continuous destruction of the Maltese countryside. When the policy is under review, we 
propose the additional following objectives: 

 To remove the above legal loopholes that allow for the urbanization or abusive 
development of rural land. 

 To ensure all provisions are precise and transparent so that there is no ambiguity 
surrounding the permissibility of any developments.  

We further emphasize the importance of having a new Rural Policy Design Guidance that is 
in line with the SPED and National Rural Development Programme, among other rural 
objectives. 


