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OUR ENVIRONMENT FOR TOMORROW

Perit Alan Saliba

Commissioner for Environment and Planning

FOREWORD

The State of the Environment Report should present updated and 
essential information for better management of our environment 
and resources and in order to streamline policy and decision making 
in this regard.

The quick developments we are experiencing today, although positive, 
with regards to our standard of living and those who succeed us from 
the economical aspect, also has a negative side when it comes to the 
environment, as the environment, or rather the level of protection of 
the environment, does not grow at the same rate as our economy.  It is 
our nature as human beings that the more mature we grow the more 
we appreciate our health rather than the size of our financial portfolio.  
The same applies for this country of ours, the more it develops in 
time, the more it has to appreciate its health.  Environment advances 
should, at least, be at par with the economic development.

In this opinion, I dared proposing suggestions that could change the 
way we look at local construction projects and that could also change 
the way in which we commute around this minute country.  These 
proposals are being forwarded within my limitations and could be 
altered or even disregarded following extensive studies and serious 
debates.  However, I felt that these should be made, at this stage, to 
gain from this opportunity and since in this fast-moving pace we are 
living in, we cannot continue postponing and action should be taken 
as soon as possible.  Similar proposals might also instigate the local 
intelligent population to come up with new ideas or other proposals.

The first proposal concerns the protection of our countryside, in other 
words, the outside development zone (ODZ).  It no longer makes 
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sense that the authority responsible for planning decides on ODZ 
proposals.  ODZ should be protected and not planned and hence the 
Environment and Resources Authority should obviously take this role, 
after it becomes well equipped for this eventuality.  It is illogical that 
for certain ODZ proposals the Environment and Resources Authority 
objects and the Planning Authority approves.

The second proposal relates to the construction industry, which is 
experiencing a fast phase signaling the need for micro-planning.  
Rather than macro-planning where for example with one single policy 
the height limitation around the islands is raised by at least one floor, 
the authorities shall come to citizen level and specify a master plan 
for each area, or even for each block surrounded by four roads in 
order to provide for buildings that make the most efficient use of 
land, eliminate the huge number of garage doors on our roads whilst 
providing a substantial level roof for the collection of solar energy.

The third proposal relates to transport.  There is an immediate 
need for an underground mass transportation system.  When one 
considers that the distance from Pembroke to Kalkara is merely half 
the length of the tunnel from Malta to Gozo, as well as the fact that 
this zone covers the main part of the Maltese population and work 
places, it is sensible to think about this idea in the short-term so 
that as the Gozo tunnel is embarked upon, we embark also on the 
immediate construction of this underground system.  Maybe one day 
we will start giving open spaces back to who wants to walk, ride the 
bicycle or practice sport whilst breathing clean air and enjoying the 
environment.

There is a lot that can be done, but we have to stop postponing and 
as this Report is based on information from the years 2009 to 2015, 
that in my opinion is outdated when one considers the development 
that occurred in the last three years, we have to start acting as soon 
as possible before it is too late.



Our success depends on our ability to 
provide equitable access to environmental 
resources to all, creating a fair 
competition field. 

As we witness increased economic 
growth, we should work to strengthen 
the bond between development and the 
environment. 



OUR ENVIRONMENT
OUR SUCCESS
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OUR ENVIRONMENT
OUR SUCCESS

When we speak about our environment and how our 
survival and success as humans is intimately linked to, 
and intricately dependent on, the quality of this habitat 
we often tend to forget to factor in the strong influence 
of human nature, constantly driven by a desire to 
accumulate as many resources as possible from its 
very own environment to gain competitive advantage 
over other individuals. In essence, what we face as 
humans is an economic problem, where resources are 
finite and the solution is a model that guarantees the 
best use of available materials and fair sharing by all 
users, in a way that does not compromise the ability 
of future generations to continue to do the same – a 
model of equitable management of our environmental 
resources embedded in sound sustainability principles, 
that gives the reassurance that the environment that 
serves as the source of our precious resources and 
our means to add value to what we have is protected 
rather than destroyed.  

This is why we should be working towards strengthening 
the bond between economic development and 
environmental protection, and that, the collaboration 
between environmental scientists as guardians of the 
habitat and policy makers as translators of the scientific 
evidence into motivational instruments that drive 
socio-economic improvement, is an ongoing venture 
and a perfect example of working ‘hand-in-hand with 
nature’. 

INTRODUCTION
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The State of the Environment Report 2018

The State of the Environment Report, prepared and 
published by the Environment and Resources Authority 
as the competent authority for environmental affairs, 
is a precious tool, intended to ‘measure’ the state of 
our environmental resources, much in the same way 
that a medical specialist uses instruments to read 
vital functions and make a more reliable diagnosis 
to guide his treatment. For this reason, the timing 
and the frequency of the Report, at intervals of not 
more than four years, as dictated by Section 8(3)(g) of 
the Environment Protection Act – Chapter 549 of the 
laws of Malta, have been designed to fulfil the need 
for a timely, reliable and effective evidence-based 
supporting mechanism that guides positive behavior 
such as citizen action and policy decisions that aim to 
address key environmental problems. 

The Opinion of the Commissioner

This Opinion, which stems from the provision embedded 
in Section 57(3) of the Environment Protection Act, 
stipulating that the Commissioner for Environment 
and Planning within the Office of the Ombudsman shall 
deliver his opinion on the Report to the Speaker of the 
House within eight weeks from when the said Report 
was passed on to him, on the 27th August 2018, is the 
first of its kind. In line with the function of this Office, 
as the autonomous representative with the mandate 
to safeguard the rights of individuals, to promote 
fairness, justice and equity in administrative action, 
and to improve relationships between instruments of 
government at all levels, and the people, our review 
and judgement of the Report rest upon a detailed 
examination using criteria of conformity that determine 
to what extent, the right of the public to receive relevant 
and valid environmental information that is held by 
public authorities, is being safeguarded. 

Scrutiny across all Government

Before I proceed with the details of our investigation, 
I shall use this opportunity to propose that such a 
review should be extended and made obligatory in the 
case of other similarly important statements made by 

THE VALUABLE REPORT THAT TELLS US A LOT KEY MESSAGES

THE STATE OF THE 
ENVIRONMENT REPORT

The State of the Environment 
Report, published by the 
Environment and Resources 
Authority every four years, is 
a tool to measure the state of 
our environmental resources. 

Our opinion on the Report, 
delivered to the Speaker of 
the House, is a judgement 
of the conformity of the 
Report to its purpose, and 
an opportunity to call for 
action to address pressing 
environmental problems.
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Government entities and public institutions, even more 
so now that we have established new agencies and new 
authorities in the pipeline such as the Construction and 
Building Authority. 

Information when we need it

The 2018 State of the Environment Report is also a 
first for the newly set up ERA following its demerger, in 
2016, from what was one unique authority responsible 
for environmental protection and development 
planning. This Report comes a full ten years after the 
publication of the last Report in 2008, and is based on 
measurement and monitoring data collected between 
2009 and 2015. Considering the context of events and 
the huge effort channeled into such a task, the massive 
body of knowledge that this Report integrates into a 
single document is seen to be remarkable. Yet, in light 
of the fact that what we now have on our tables is 
information that is outdated at best, we must comment 
on the deficiencies of a system that fails to deliver this 
type of essential information timely enough to enable 
the right action. 

Unfortunately, the Report is also speckled with some 
inconsistency when it comes to the timeframe of 
reporting, since although the period 2009 to 2015 is 
being taken as a reference base for reporting, in some 
cases more recent information has been included, 
whereas for others, this is not reported. For example, 
we note with satisfaction that when it comes to the 
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marine environment, we now have more than 35% 
of our waters that are afforded protection through 
designation, and that this is the result of studies that 
have been only recently concluded. When it comes 
to other developments, such as major projects and 
proposals that could have an extraordinary impact on 
the state of our environment – the state of our roads 
and transport infrastructure, the waste-to-energy 
plant, the Malta-Gozo tunnel, and the possibility of land 
reclamation; important indicators, such as population 
density; important statistics such as those relating to 
the construction sector and planning decisions; and the 
state of implementation of key action plans, such as the 
Waste Management Plan, the National Environment 
Policy, the Local Plans, etc., a number of gaps can be 
observed. 

A detailed review

Our analysis, supported by specialist consultants in the 
field, shows that the Report is factual and accurate, and 
that, in general, the statements are based on scientific 
evidence, and where this is lacking, it is stated that the 
phenomenon is either poorly understood or still under 
study. It is to be said, however, that the Report could 
be more complete in its presentation of the underlying 
data and/or studies, also in cases where there are 
substantial gaps in our knowledge of the issue. I mention 
two examples. The very good news that pesticides are 
not a concern in our groundwaters is ideally supported 
by information on the type of monitoring programmes 

KEY MESSAGES

It is our opinion that this type 
of scrutiny should be made 
obligatory for all important 
statements by Government 
bodies. 

The State of the Environment 
Report 2018 comes a full ten 
years after the publication of 
the last Report in 2008. 

It is our opinion that we need 
to address, without further 
delay, the deficiencies of a 
system that fails to deliver 
timely information for timely 
action. 

The reporting period for the 
State of the Environment 
Report 2018 is 2009 to 2015. 

It is our Opinion that 
reporting of developments 
in environment should be 
more consistent, allowing for 
comparison and correlation 
of phenomena, also in cases 
where recent developments 
have had an impact.
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that are employed for this aim, giving the public the 
peace of mind that the chemicals that are being tested 
for, correspond to those being used in the agricultural 
sector (not merely those listed in the Schedules to the 
legislation, or those substances that are being imported) 
and that the conclusion that our groundwaters are ‘free’ 
of pesticides is scientifically robust. The other example 
relates to the rather alarming claim that the yearly cost 
incurred by the average farmer to replace eroded soils 
amounts to over 65% of the average yearly economic 
revenue from utilised agricultural land, a claim that 
has apparently been built on values that, as the Report 
cautions, should be considered in a comparative 
manner due to the generalisation of the input data as 
well as the nature of the model used.

It is noted that the Authority makes a distinction 
between data that it collects and transforms directly, 
and that which comes through other agencies. In 
instances where the ERA is not the lead entity for 
gathering this data, there are noticeable gaps in the 
information presented, especially with respect to recent 
developments, which, although falling outside of the 
window of reporting for the current report, are deemed 
indispensable for an accurate picture of the state of 
our environment, more so in view of the extraordinary 
rate of population increase and economic growth that 
Malta is now witnessing. I mention developments in 
transport and waste management, but these are but 
examples. 

We have analysed the Report in detail, and have 
compiled a list of questions and observations that 
would inform our Opinion better. These were passed 
on to ERA. For future Reports, we call for a document 
that is more consistent in approach, and that, because 
it is sufficiently timely, is relevant as a tool for providing 
access to information on the environment to the public, 
and for policy making, with particular reference to the 
planned National Strategy for the Environment. 

I now turn my attention to more specific thematic 
issues, and start with a topic that is close to my heart 
and at the core of our environmental problems as a 
nation, the use of land. 

02

KEY MESSAGES

In general, the State of the 
Environment Report 2018 is 
factual and based on scientific 
evidence. 

It is our opinion that the 
public would greatly benefit 
from further information 
on the quality of the data 
and monitoring systems in 
support of credibility. 
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THE AUTHORITY THAT BECAME TWO

Notwithstanding the very good intentions to free 
two distinct authorities from the cumbersome 
arrangements in which they were operating under 
a single legal framework, the establishment of ERA 
in 2016 following the demerger from MEPA resulted 
in ERA having a secondary role in the management 
of the rural and marine environment because the 
environment authority now acts merely as a consultee 
rather than as a decision-making body on applications 
for development. It is our opinion that the rural and 
marine environment, located in outside development 
zones, should primarily be protected rather than 
planned for development. The existing scenario in 
which the Planning Authority decides on all proposals, 
including those for development in ODZ to which ERA 
could have objected in the first place, and following its 
approval, other entities are expected to also give their 
go-ahead, including the issue of an environmental 
permit by the ERA is counter-productive to say the least, 
especially in instances where ERA had good grounds 
for objection.  

Protecting rather than planning the environment

In fact, following MEPA’s demerger my predecessor had 
proposed that ERA should be given veto powers in similar 
applications. Experience showed us that we should go 
further and that applications for development in ODZ 
that touch the rural and marine environments should 
be referred to and decided by ERA, giving the authority 
for the environment the power to take decisions 
over matters that coincide with its mission to protect 
the environment whilst only consulting the Planning 
Authority on any national planning matters, and not 
the other way around. This same logic should also be 
applied in relation to enforcement procedures.  Even if 
we concede that the existing regularisation procedures 
whereby illegal development is sanctioned and any 
enforcement action is, in the meantime, suspended, 
do in some way make sense in development zones 
where the damage is usually internal, localised and 
reversible, these same procedures cannot and should 
not be adopted in outside development zones because 
here the damage done by illegal developments is 
usually irreversible in nature and in the public domain. 
Therefore, when it comes to outside development 
zones, as the name implies, the ERA should be the lead 

KEY MESSAGES

THE ENVIRONMENT 
AND RESOURCES 
AUTHORITY

It is our opinion that the 
Environment and Resources 
Authority should take a 
more active role and assume 
overall responsibility for 
collection and interpretation 
of information about our 
environment, irrespective 
of whether the Authority is 
generating that data.

OUTSIDE 
DEVELOPMENT ZONES

It is our opinion that the rural 
and marine environment, 
located in outside 
development zones, should 
primarily be protected 
rather than planned for 
development.

It is the Environment and 
Resources Authority rather 
than the Planning Authority 
that should decide on all 
applications for development 
in Outside Development 
Zones. This is in the best 
interest of our environment, 
in line with the Authority’s 
mission to protect, not 
plan for development, 
undeveloped land, and the 
only way to safeguard our 
natural environment.
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authority making decisions over planning permits and 
also taking enforcement actions. This should not be 
taken to mean that by next month these applications 
should start flowing to ERA as ERA has first to be well 
equipped to process similar applications.  However, 
this proposal opens debates that could lead to a better 
decision process for the sake of our environment and 
that of future generations.

I believe we are being quite sensible when we call for 
greenfield land and brownfield land to be considered 
as ERA-land and PA-land, meaning that each authority 
shall have, separately, the influence and responsibility 
to act in the best interest of the public according to its 
mission – to protect the state of land that is still in a 
relatively unmodified state of environment in the case 
of ERA and to plan development in already built-up 
areas in the case of the PA. 

Funding environmental management

This is very much in line with what is already envisaged 
by the Environment Protection Act, in that the Authority 
should have the powers and the means to protect and 
manage the environment. This means that the ERA 
should be leading key processes for the protection 
and management of our environment, such as 
designations and scheduling of rural landscapes and 
assets of importance including elements essential for 
the general well-being and health of the environment. 
The same applies to the receipt of funds related to 
environmental gains, whilst the same way forward 
should be exploited when it comes to cultural heritage. 
The existing inventory of 3,000 scheduled sites leaves 
much to be desired for such a rich cultural heritage. It 
is not justified to prolong any further the scheduling 
of architectural treasures that have been built decades 
and even centuries ago. In the case of architectural 
heritage, it should be the Superintendence for Cultural 
Heritage to receive funds that can then be channeled 
so that it is adequately equipped to manage successful 
schemes such as ‘irrestawra darek’ supplemented 
through tax rebates when buying buildings in Urban 
Conservation Areas.

As regards environmental health, regularisation fines 
related to sanitary considerations in buildings should 
also be re-distributed to the relative department so 
as to be used for related means rather than all funds 
being collected and managed by the PA.  This will lead 
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to an equilibrium that is currently lacking for the sake 
of our environment.

The existing inventory of 3,000 scheduled sites leaves 
much to be desired for such a rich cultural heritage. It 
is not justified to prolong any further the scheduling 
of architectural treasures that have been built decades 
and even centuries ago. In the case of architectural 
heritage, it should be the Superintendence for Cultural 
Heritage to receive funds that can then be channeled 
so that it is adequately equipped to manage successful 
schemes such as ‘irrestawra darek’ supplemented 
through tax rebates when buying buildings in Urban 
Conservation Areas.

As regards environmental health, regularisation fines 
related to sanitary considerations in buildings should 
also be re-distributed to the relative department so 
as to be used for related means rather than all funds 
being collected and managed by the PA.  This will lead 
to an equilibrium that is currently lacking for the sake 
of our environment.

KEY MESSAGES

The Environment and 
Resources Authority shall 
lead all processes for the 
protection and management 
of this environment, including 
designations, scheduling, and 
receipt of funds. 

THE STRATEGIC PLAN 
FOR ENVIRONMENT 
AND DEVELOPMENT

The Strategic Plan 
for Environment and 
Development should be a 
binding document for all 
Government entities and 
guide all major projects. 
We cannot have a situation 
where the valuable principles 
enshrined in the strategic 
plan are completely by-
passed.
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A SPATIAL PLAN FOR ALL

The Strategic Plan for Environment and development 
(SPED) which was approved in 2015 and replaced 
the 1990 Structure Plan, should serve as the binding 
document for all Government entities alike, be it 
Infrastructure Malta, Transport Malta, the Lands 
Authority and any other public body whose actions 
shape the environment we live in, irrespective of 
whether a development permit is required or not. 
This will avoid situations whereby the principles and 
provisions of the SPED, and its good intentions to 
direct sustainable development, are by-passed in large 
projects executed by Government. 

02
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OUR LAND AND HOW WE USE IT

Significant land use policies

The year 2005 introduced penthouses on three 
storey-buildings and the FAR (Floor-Area-Ratio) policy 
whereby the height limitation for the area was allowed 
to be exceeded in exchange for providing public open 
space within the site. This penthouse introduction 
saw a shift from constructing terraced houses and 
maisonettes to constructing apartment blocks as this 
additional floor could not be used as an independent 
maisonette and also since now it became more viable 
to install a passenger lift. This scenario had significant 
impact on the housing stock of the Maltese islands 
and consequently construction waste, since all of a 
sudden, we started seeing houses that were only a few 
decades old being demolished to make way for new 
apartment blocks. The Development Control Design 
Policy, Guidance and Standards 2015 (DC2015) gave a 
further impetus to development as this policy virtually 
added the height limitation of all areas by at least 
another floor where developments are now considered 
in terms of height in metres rather than by the number 
of floors.  This led to another spike in the number of 
dwellings approved during the last two years, where 
we are back to the high figures of 2007. Similarly, 
the policy allowing additional stories for hotels and 
retirement homes introduced in 2014 and 2017, whilst 
undoubtedly serving to boost certain sectors of the 
economy, might be having a number of impacts on 
our environment that we have not considered before 
the change in policy and that we might not necessarily 
be monitoring. One of the functions that the Report 
should have is that of presenting information on the 

KEY MESSAGES

DEVELOPMENT 
POLICIES

A number of decisions and 
policies introduced in the past 
years have left a significant 
impact on land use. With the 
introduction of penthouses, 
the Floor-Area-Ratio policy, 
and the Development Control 
Design Policy, Guidance and 
Standards of 2015, we have 
witnessed radical changes to 
the Maltese housing stock, 
increase in the generation of 
construction waste, pressure 
on infrastructure, ongoing 
nuisance and possibly 
environmental hazard to 
residents, and an unhealthy 
divide in the housing 
spectrum limiting the choice 
and availability of residential 
space to the public.
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cost-benefit analysis of these policies, in the context of 
their environmental and wider socio-economic impact 
on our society. 

Although it is to be said that these land use policies do not 
result in the generation of significant construction waste, 
other than affecting the skyline and the proportions 
of urban roads, the associated developments do 
increase demand on existing infrastructure, which 
in turn, as most residents are witnessing, give rise to 
significant construction works in inhabited areas and, 
worse still, in existing inhabited buildings, with serious 
negative effects on environmental health with respect 
to dust, noise generation, and higher accident risk. 
With this type of development occurring in various 
localities, we cannot say, as the Report implies, that 
noise pollution is becoming an equity issue in Malta, 
and that it is more the poor, the old and those living 
in crowded places that are the most affected. This 
calls for adequate long-term planning and protection 
of existing streetscapes in order to provide adequate 
forms of dwellings for a range of inhabitants and not 
only the two extremes consisting solely of apartments 
on one side and detached villas on the other side of the 
housing spectrum. 

Affordable housing

The quite recent hike in housing rental prices is also 
putting pressure on the provision of affordable housing.  
Utilising public property or outside development areas 
should not be considered as a solution since public 
property is not for free and outside development 
zones are already under pressure within the context 
of the existing policies that are in place.  Resolving the 
issue by increasing the density that is already one of 
the highest in Europe already proved futile through 
DC2015 that did not suppress the rental market. 
Hence, any interventions with regards to affordable 
housing should be economical through tax regimes 
and incentives rather than physical in nature.



THE RURAL ENVIRONMENT

Legitimate development only 

Agriculture is the dominant land user, occupying more 
than a third of the country’s total land area. In view of 
its importance at least as a green space, we should be 
frantic to explore ways and means to protect it from 
development. Having said that, we need to be aware 
of a reality in which unless we provide the means for 
owners and managers of agricultural land to derive 
value from their land through legitimate ways, they will 
be tempted to try other routes to improve their financial 
position, and thus incur a loss of a precious resource to 
the nation. What we speak about here is a very delicate 
balance, and rather than rush any further movements 
in the rural guidance policy, we urge extreme caution 
and call for detailed information on how the current 
policy has driven changes in the rural environment. It 
is also imperative that we continue to utilise dedicated 
funds for rural development in order to provide 
incentives for land owners and managers to hold on to 
their land, for as long as they can, not because they are 
out of more financially attractive options, but because 
they have the financial motivation to do so. 

Although the Report mentions the figure of around 
40% of developments on so called virgin land, one 
has to consider that these developments include 
farm buildings, sports and leisure facilities, and waste 
management plants that occupy significant amounts 
of land and that cannot be located inside development 
zones.  In fact, the number of dwellings approved in 
ODZ are only a few hundreds, whilst undeveloped 
lands within committed schemes cannot actually be 
considered as virgin land.

02

KEY MESSAGES

HOUSING

It is our opinion that the 
issue of affordable housing 
can only be addressed 
through fiscal and economic 
incentives and that further 
development in ODZ should 
not be contemplated. 

THE RURAL 
ENVIRONMENT

When it comes to the rural 
environment, I reiterate my 
previous statement that this 
should be protected not 
planned for development. 

Even when it comes to 
legitimate development, 
intended to increase the value 
of the agricultural land as an 
asset that can be enjoyed 
also by the public, we urge 
extreme caution with regards 
to any further movements in 
the respective policy.  

Let us step up our efforts 
in finding new ways of 
financing sustainable land 
management, especially as 
we look upon the smarter 
possibilities offered by 
the post-2020 Common 
Agricultural Policy.
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GETTING FROM A TO B

Transport is the major air pollutant

It is locally widely acknowledged that transport has 
overtaken energy production as the main culprit in air 
quality degradation. The shift from manufacturing to 
services, advances in the way of life and the increase 
in the population, led to significant increases in the 
number of vehicles on our roads and multiplication of 
commuting times, all affecting our air quality negatively.  
Although the recent setting up of an agency that is 
embarking on widening certain arterial roads might 
reduce the commuting times and hence aim to reduce 
pollution, past experiences have taught us that any 
interventions in such a small island are easily short-
lived as traffic tends to revert to a standstill within a 
few years from when the intervention was carried out. 
Similar examples include the Santa Venera Regional 
road tunnels, most of Triq Buqana, tal-Barrani and 
Mdina Road, Żebbuġ.  Widening the arterial roads alone 
is insufficient and much like medical treatment, needs 
to be addressed through other forms of more effective 
solutions, including mass-transportation systems, 
heftily subsidised electric cars and safe pedestrian and 
cycle lanes that are possibly screened or partly isolated 
from the main carriage-ways especially when designing 
new thoroughfares and junctions.

Sustainable connections

Malta’s environmental concerns are not yet as evident 
in Gozo especially when it comes to densities and traffic 
congestions. In this context, other forms of a direct 
link between the two islands, including the Malta-Gozo 
tunnel, should seriously take into consideration the 
entire feasibility spectrum, including the repercussions 
on the transformation of an island that is relatively less 
developed and also less polluted. Even in Malta, there 
is great demand for an underground transportation 
system that would service the densely populated 
and traffic congested areas (where the population 
density reaches between 4,000 and 5,000 inhabitants 
per square kilometre when compared to the average 
1,325 per square kilometre) that encompasses a mere 
four kilometre radius on the North-East of Malta 
from Pembroke to Kalkara with interconnections to 
the hospital and the airport. A similar underground 



transportation system can possibly be constructed to 
include stations in and link the underground parts of 
mega projects that are in the pipeline such as those 
at the airport, Manoel Island, Sliema, Tigné Point and 
Pembroke and to underground parts of other existing 
mega developments at St Julians, Mater Dei and Kalkara 
with links to Valletta and Vittoriosa rather than taking 
up public open spaces to make way for stations.

Safe passage

Local roads are already dangerous being used by 
motorbikes, cars and heavy vehicles alike and hence 
the introduction of cycle lanes and pedestrian areas 
should be prioritised both in terms of use and safety. 
Thus, rather than lanes on the road shoulder separated 
from the main thoroughfare by simple road markings 
or the use of any form of shared lanes, new roads 
should include distinct cycle lanes and pedestrian 
footpaths that are protected from the carriageway 
by bollards and barriers. It has become an ordeal to 
walk on pavements navigating through hurdles such as 
signposts, service poles, utilities service boxes, broken 
service manholes, gutters, steep drops, garage ramps, 
bins, steps and overhanging shrubs. Hence, whilst any 
exercise in easing the flow of traffic is welcome as this 
reduces the travelling time and hence the pollution, 
similar interventions that give priority to cyclists and 
pedestrians, as an eco-friendly way to travel in such a 

02KEY MESSAGES

TRANSPORT

Whether we choose to 
regard transport congestion 
as simply an environmental 
problem, or a much 
wider national issue that 
threatens to undermine our 
productivity and cripple a 
growing economy, we can 
agree that this problem calls 
for aggressive and innovative 
solutions. 

Short-term solutions, much 
like widening or creating a 
by-pass for arteries that have 
become blocked with years 
of an unhealthy diet without 
changing drastically the 
eating habits and the lifestyle 
of a patient, will not work. 

Even if the cost-benefit 
analysis of extraordinary 
projects, such as the Malta-
Gozo tunnel, that are bound 
to change the dynamics of our 
islands prove positive, we are 
duty bound to contemplate 
the sustainability impacts of 
these projects which promise 
to transform the fabric of a 
nation.
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small country, besides promoting a healthy life-style, 
are urgently needed. 

Another aspect related to transport defining the state of 
our environment is the number of un-opened projected 
roads within urban areas.  Many of these roads have 
been planned for over thirty years and opening them 
up will ease the flow and distribute lacking open spaces 
to the public.

The environment is one whole

Consistent with our belief that the environment is 
one whole and cannot be seen in discrete parcels, our 
opinion is meant to cut across all facets of activity that 
have an impact on the quality of our environment, 
at a national level.  Therefore, scanning the Report 
chapter by chapter within such a restricted time-
frame, although we must and have indeed remarked 
on specific issues, our emphasis remains on that which 
must be given priority, since ultimately, this is the vision 
that we subscribe to: being part of the motor that drives 
a better environment, in service of the public interest 
and the right of citizens to not only know about their 
environment, but to have the reassurance that those 
with the power are doing what they can to safeguard it 
for themselves and for their children.



LIVING THINGS

Increasing our knowledge

The Report identifies several positive trends for habitats 
and species between 2007 and 2013. For example, it 
is positively noted that 40% of species of Community 
interest found in the Maltese Islands had a favourable 
conservation status in 2013, up from 20% in 2007, while 
for habitats, this status increased to 43% in 2013 up 
from 6% in 2007. Most of the changes, we are informed, 
emanate from the attainment of new knowledge and 
improved interpretation. It is also positively noted 
that most local breeding birds, analysed as part of EU 
reporting obligations, have shown an increase in their 
population and range. 

Where are we with our plans?

Monitoring is essential to inform management 
practices. It would be interesting to know the state of 
implementation of the 22 Natura 2000 management 
plans, which have set monitoring objectives, measures 
and targets for the conservation of species and habitats 
and the management of threats and pressures. 

The implementation of research and outreach activities 
that improve our understanding of our local biodiversity 
is fundamental for an effective conservation regime. 
The important efforts done by the authorities, and 
recently the ERA, together with educational institutions 
and NGOs are recognised as being critical for fostering 
environmental education, and are already having 
an impact on Maltese society. In fact, Malta was the 
Member State most likely (68%) to consider the decline 
and disappearance of animal and plant species to be a 
serious issue. 

The loss of ecosystems, or their degradation and 
fragmentation, undermines any socio-economic 
benefits, and as rightly recognised by the Report, 
important questions arise from these observations, such 
as what is the role of different species and ecosystems 
in the delivery of ecosystem services leading to benefits 
to people and the economy, and whether these 
ecosystems are protected and sustainably managed for 
improved human well-being. It is therefore critical to 
answer these questions to develop an understanding 
of the impact of biodiversity loss and gains on human 
well-being, including the impacts on human health and 
on Malta’s economy, and to ensure that management 
actions are based on a sound evidence-base. 
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BIODIVERSITY

It is interesting to note that 
an increase in the favourable 
status of species and habitats 
has been registered. 

It is our opinion, however, 
that more needs to be done 
to inform our strategies for 
the protection of biodiversity 
and their habitats, which we 
share. 

Having invested funds 
and efforts, the public 
needs to know the state of 
implementation and progress 
achieved in managed sites, 
such as the Natura 2000 
areas. 

We also need to understand, 
and the sooner the better, 
the impacts of biodiversity 
loss and gains on the well-
being of the individual, and of 
the country as a whole. 

The present economic 
climate provides the right 
opportunity for integrating 
and investing in green 
infrastructure for this aim.
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Investing in green infrastructure

The Report also recognises the important contributions 
of biodiversity, amongst other, in agricultural and urban 
environments, where green infrastructure elements 
help to reap multiple social and environmental benefits. 
In many cases this urban or agricultural biodiversity 
may not be afforded legal protection. It has become 
critical to integrate biodiversity, and its benefits to 
people and the economy, in planning and decision-
making across government and society and to finance 
investments in the green infrastructure as a means to 
enhance the health and wellbeing of Malta’s citizens, 
as well as to provide green jobs and other economic 
benefits that are critical for sustainable growth.



A LITTLE FRESH WATER

And how it is consumed

It is noteworthy, for example, that while we do not 
seem to be afflicted with major problems when it 
comes to the quality of our waters, at least, on the 
basis of the evidence that we have been collecting so 
far, we do have a problem of water scarcity that puts us 
on a whole different level of vulnerability. If the claim 
that our crops and livestock are consuming nearly the 
same amount of water as the domestic sector is based 
on robust science (37% of the local water production 
is being absorbed by agriculture and 40% goes for 
domestic use) and can be challenged and confirmed, 
then it is equally important to investigate the reasons 
behind this phenomenon and propose adequate action. 
Also, as pointed out earlier, with the current evidence 
of the presence of pesticide residues that go beyond 
the permissible levels in our crops, notwithstanding 
efforts in training farmers, more detailed information 
on whether the groundwater monitoring programmes 
address the full spectrum of chemicals used by farmers, 
irrespective of whether these are imported through 
the EU’s system or otherwise, would be welcome in 
order to reassure the public that we are not missing 
pesticides in our water tests when we claim that these 
are not a concern. 

The 2015 launch of the multi-million sewage water 
polishing project for industry and agriculture is a positive 
development and serious investments and incentives 
directed to rainwater collectors both for industrial 
and agricultural activities and for domestic purposes 
will help both to decrease the demand on fresh water 
and to alleviate flooding. Examples include: monetary 
compensations or tax rebates for owners of properties 
who grant servitudes in favour of overlying third-parties 
for the construction of a water cistern underlying their 
property (where the monetary compensations can be 
acquired from the water bill saved by the overlying 
third-party), subsidies (and smoother pathways) for 
the construction of reservoirs on agricultural land 
and ascertaining that private owners benefiting from 
grant schemes such as ‘irrestawra darek’ include the 
construction of a cistern whenever this is possible and 
for which an additional grant is provided.
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WATER

Our water scarcity problem 
is a major component of our 
vulnerability as a nation. 

If we can claim with some 
degree of confidence that 
the agricultural sector is 
consuming nearly as much 
freshwater as the domestic 
sector, then we need to 
investigate and address the 
reasons. 

Positive developments 
such as the sewage water 
treatment and polishing 
plant that will serve both 
industry and agriculture 
need to be aided by serious 
incentives for the harvesting 
and collection of rainwater, 
in private properties and on 
agricultural land.
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RESOURCES AND WASTE AND VICE-VERSA

Consumption is unlikely to decrease

When it comes to waste, although we acknowledge the 
validity of the principle that prevention is the first port 
of call, we need to accept the reality that, especially in 
today’s economic climate, we cannot continue to rely on 
people’s willingness to cut down on consumption. This 
applies equally to food that comes heavily packaged 
in convenience, as it does to new property that comes 
with a hefty construction and demolition cost to our 
environment. If we know that reality dictates that we 
need to turn to incineration as an end-of-pipe solution 
to some of our waste problems, then at least we should 
be sufficiently armed with the knowledge of what this 
development implies, in terms of our environment, 
and in terms of influencing people’s behavior as they 
feel relieved of their responsibility. 

One stone for another

The years under review saw the virtual extinction 
of the use of globigerina limestone in local buildings 
with concrete and steel taking the lead.  Other than 
having effect on the serviceability limit period since 
traditional limestone buildings tend to last longer, 
concrete structures, especially reinforced ones are 
relatively short-lived and are more difficult to recycle 
thus increasing construction waste generation.

Paperless, paperless

Paperless bureaucratic procedures adopted in 
particular by Government entities (as already in place 
at the PA), paperless commercials rather than door-
to-door junk mail and incentives to reduce plastic 
bottles through household filtration systems are some 
examples of how incentives could be put in place to 
reduce waste at source.

New collections

Waste collectors that are not yet available locally should 
also be introduced especially now that food waste 
will be separated. Underground skips that are only 
one fourth in size aboveground and six times larger 
underground should be introduced together with 
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WASTE

It is our opinion that we 
cannot rely on people’s 
willingness to cut down on 
consumption, and that we 
must accept that reality. 

We do, however, need to 
consider the impact of 
extreme solutions such as 
incineration on people’s 
behavior in the future. 

The switch from the use of 
Globigerina limestone to 
concrete and steel comes at 
a cost to the environment. 

We need to adopt 
technological solutions to 
reduce waste, and having a 
paperless administration is 
one example of where we 
should begin. 

There are other innovative 
solutions for waste separation 
and management that we 
need to look at in the context 
of urban development.



02

intelligent bins that are able to compact the collected 
waste and inform the collector when the same bin is 
full. Underground skips are also ideal for the collection 
of smelly food waste especially in the local climate that 
at times can be extremely hot and humid.

Focusing on risk

The Report mentions the fire incident at Sant’ Antnin 
Waste Treatment Plant and the damage to Malta’s 
waste infrastructure. A few months later we have 
again witnessed another fire, this time at the Magħtab 
waste facility. We need to shift the focus of our risk 
assessment and risk control strategies on the impact 
of such incidents on the health and safety of people 
and the environment, rather than on the state of our 
infrastructure and our readiness to respond. This is 
one of the areas where prevention takes precedence. 

CLEAN ENERGY

Although we have seen great advances in the provision 
of clean energy through grants for photovoltaic 
systems, PA policies allowing higher buildings that act 
as shading devices are proving to be counter-productive 
in this regard. Furthermore, the shift from traditional 
houses to apartment blocks with condominiums 
lacking owned roof space makes it virtually impossible 
to provide for individual PV systems. Local legislation is 
quite lacking when it comes to solar rights and owners 
of PV installations should at least be protected for a 
number of years from any nearby development.

Existing PA permits are normally issued for a period 
of five years extendible for further periods with the 
start date commencing on the issue of the relative 
permit. The Authorities permitting developments 
should embark for a long-term plan defining individual 
time windows for different areas during which certain 
types of developments can be carried out. Whilst this 
promotes grouping developments and has significant 
advantages on construction logistics and equipment 
mobility, underground excavations, common basement 
accesses and circulation and the relocation of affected 
neighbours from the developers’ point of view, the 
no-construction period will give citizens a clean no-
construction phase coupled with an adequate period 
of protected solar rights.
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The hazards of poor waste 
management infrastructures 
extend to people’s health 
and exposure to unwanted 
chemicals, as in the case of 
fires. 

ENERGY

Our efforts to invest in 
clean energy need to be 
complemented with planning 
policies that safeguard 
people’s solar rights. 

Development permitting 
should be sensitive to the 
needs of the public. Long-
term planning and grouping 
into time-windows help ease 
these impacts and guarantee 
a period of protection of solar 
rights.
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THE AIR WE BREATHE

An issue of health
 
Rightly so, the Chapter on ambient air opens with 
the factual statement that “poor air quality can have a 
dramatic effect on our health and well-being, as well as 
on our environment”. Further on, in Chapter 9, we hear 
that “air pollution is synonymous with high environmental 
health risks, contributing to premature mortality and 
an increase in the incidence of disease”. It is even more 
alarming to know that some of our children are inhaling 
higher levels of air pollutants than others, while sitting 
in their classrooms to improve their level of education. 
Beyond the data coming out of our ambient air quality 
monitoring and surveillance network systems, and the 
exceedances that can be explained and those that can 
be inferred, the public is witnessing a deterioration 
in the quality of the air that can be inhaled day after 
day. For this we need to be bold enough to invest in 
policies and instruments that change, in a drastic way, 
the manner in which we go along with our everyday 
business, tagging our vehicles with us wherever we 
go. In parallel, and before it is too late, we need to 
invest in cleaner air remediation technology, going as 
far as conditioning indoor air in public buildings to a 
safe level, and erecting pollutant barriers in outdoor 
environments. We can take example from recent 
major road projects that have employed noise barriers 
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to mitigate the impacts of this type of environmental 
issue. 

The effects of a smoking ban

On a similar note, the 2010 introduction of a smoking 
ban in enclosed public spaces has put great pressures 
on public open spaces with the introduction of a 
specific policy in 2016 that saw the proliferation of 
outside catering areas invading roads and pavements. 
Apart from the fact that serious doubts arise whether 
these areas are adequate for smoking since many are 
enclosed from more than one side, it is inconceivable 
how public open space is being sacrificed for the sake of 
providing an unhealthy smoking environment annexed 
to existing commercial activities. 
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AIR

It is alarming to hear that 
air pollution can have such 
a dramatic effect on human 
health. 

It is our opinion that we cannot 
continue to report evidence of 
the correlation between poor 
air quality and health hazards 
without rushing to install the 
necessary infrastructure to 
mitigate these effects, as 
soon as possible. 

The situation whereby 
parts of the public outdoor 
environment are being 
sacrificed for an unhealthy 
smoking area, is ridiculous. 

OVERCROWDING

We must acknowledge a new 
reality in which we are facing 
the challenge of overcrowding, 
with associated problems 
in housing, congestion, air 
pollution and social issues. 

This means that the mindset 
of people needs to adjust to 
this new reality, in that living 
in a medium-sized city is very 
different to living in a rural 
town.
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FACING NEW ENVIRONMENTAL CHALLENGES

Accepting a new reality

Malta can be considered as a medium sized city and 
as in many cities the biggest challenge being faced 
is overcrowding. Accepting that Malta’s challenges 
are similar to what one finds in overcrowded cities is 
crucial to finding solutions to Malta’s environmental 
problems. In accepting this state of fact, government, 
social partners and civil society will eventually come to 
terms with the future path Malta will be taking in the 
next 20 or 30 years.

Let me start by defining what is meant by the term 
‘overcrowding’.  It is a state whereby the limitations of 
the size causes overcrowding with the result that too 
many people occupy little space. And this is exactly 
what Malta is facing now with overcrowding causing 
huge problems such as housing, congestion, air 
pollution, and even social problems. From an economic 
perspective, an increase in size of the population living 
in a city or in our case a country the size of a medium-
sized city has its advantages and this explains why 
cities continue to draw people from rural areas in say 
China or India, since people move to cities in search of 
work and economic activity tends to be concentrated in 
cities rather than in rural areas.

An extraordinary situation

Malta’s extraordinary economic growth is a huge 
attraction for EU citizens and especially third country 
nationals despite our cost of living index being almost at 
par with that of Germany (but with considerably lower 
wages). And by extraordinary, I mean in comparison 
with economic growth rates on a national level in 
other Member States. If one had to take the economic 
growth rate of say Rome as compared with the national 
rate of growth, you will find that it is a lot higher. As in 
most cities, Barcelona has a higher concentration level 
of economic activity than rural towns in Spain. The 
implication of this is that running Barcelona’s public 
services such as transport, waste management, and 
law and order is very different from that of the same 
services in Oviedo. However, the more important 
implication is the mindset of people living in the city 
of Barcelona who need to adapt to the fact that city 
life has its restrictions with people’s style of living being 
different from that of people living in a rural town. 



KEY MESSAGESWe need to realise, and quickly, that the solutions to 
our growing environmental challenges cannot be dealt 
with unless we come to terms with the fact that our style 
of living will eventually need to conform to that of city 
dwellers in say inner London or Tokyo. We may have 
particular cultural traits and mindsets but that cannot be 
an excuse for continuing to pretend that overcrowding 
is not an issue or that we do not have a serious health 
hazard caused by an extraordinary concentration of 
buildings and cars. The sooner we realise all this the 
sooner we can start seriously tackling problems like 
transport and all the economic costs caused by heavy 
congestion and waste of fuel, emissions and lost time. 
As I said before, widening roads is a laudable initiative 
and further boosts our economic growth rate but it is 
a short-term solution that does nothing to change our 
mindset or to address the environmental and economic 
costs of overcrowding on our roads. 

Micro-level planning

The implication of all this is that government and 
authorities also need to start thinking of Malta as one 
city requiring micro-level planning in all aspects of 
public services, environmental and urban planning. 
What this in effect means is detailed planning and 
coordination to ensure that any environmental initiative 
works effectively together with other policy initiatives 
in say transport or construction. This requires a much 
more comprehensive approach to urban planning, 
transportation and environmental protection, thus 
defining the conditions for sustainable development in 
the Maltese Islands. We have had too many cases in the 
distant and more recent past where such micro-level 
planning has been totally ignored perhaps because 
the mindset of people in authority has for far too long 
been similar to people occupying federal positions 
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Malta’s extraordinary 
economic growth must be 
able to sustain the necessary 
investment in infrastructure 
and services. 

This extraordinary state calls 
for micro-level planning in all 
aspects of urban planning.
 

Here I reiterate the need for 
ERA to take responsibility 
for the preservation of the 
unbuilt environment in 
outside development zones 
as the only meaningful way 
in which this environment 
can be protected rather 
than planned for further 
development and illegitimate 
exploitation.

Micro-level planning needs to 
focus on the risks, something 
that is, unfortunately, missing 
in our culture. 

In this digital age, we cannot 
sustain our public spending 
without a growing economy, 
which means that our micro-
level planning shall need 
to integrate the realities of 
demographic developments 
and movement of migrant 
workers. 

All these issues call for a 
more balanced and more 
sophisticated spatial planning 
and development, that is 
responsive to emerging socio-
economic and environmental 
problems.
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in say Germany. Here I reiterate the need for ERA to 
take responsibility for the preservation of the unbuilt 
environment in outside development zones as the 
only meaningful way in which this environment can be 
protected rather than planned for further development 
and illegitimate exploitation.

A focus on risks, again

Micro-level planning needs to focus on the risks and 
provide a strong sense of policy direction for socio-
economic activities that are sustainable and resource-
efficient. Energy and fiscal policy would need to 
complement this framework by placing renewable 
energy and energy efficiency at the forefront of urban 
re-generation and supporting this by fiscal policy such 
as polluter pays, resource fees, and fines for non-
compliance. 

The micro-level planning needs to consider 
demographic developments and movement of persons 
such as migrant workers. The latter are instrumental 
for the continued growth of our economy in an age 
where the digital revolution is rapidly changing our 
lives. We cannot sustain our social spending and other 
public spending commitments without a growing 
economy and hence micro-level planning will also 
need to consider migratory flows and the integration 
of ethnic communities. 

Sophisticated spatial development

What is becoming increasingly obvious is that we need 
a more balanced spatial development. For this, greater 
emphasis needs to be laid on local level approach 
to planning as against the macro-economic sectoral 
approach since micro-planning, in its true perspective, 
tends to be much more responsive to the emerging 
socio-economic and environmental problems. This is 
not just a matter of consultations with stakeholders. 
It is much more than that and requires a high level of 
sophistication in identifying and planning for today’s 
and tomorrow’s challenges from a socio-economic 
dimension. The space in which the people live and 
work is real and to ignore the space and its community 
is to ignore the basic reality of interface between 
environment, economy and society. 
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Sustainable job creation

Equally important is the notion of sustainable job 
creation. Yes, and as stated earlier, economic growth 
rate is vital for our economic and social welfare but 
we need to look at ways whereby the economy would 
rely less on foreign workers, particularly low-skilled 
workers whose work could be substituted by the 
digital revolution. That would mitigate some of the 
environmental challenges we are facing at the moment 
to accommodate an increasing migrant population. 
There is no denial of the fact that Malta’s approach 
to economic growth has been predominantly macro-
oriented, mainly in support of sectors such as tourism 
and catering, i-gaming and financial services, and retail.  
Micro-level planning, on the other hand, would help 
us strike a balance between national priorities and 
what can be sustained (also from an environmental 
perspective) at the community level. This is currently 
absent.
Urban re-generation is vital for any city or country 
the size of Malta and high-rise buildings ought to be 
part of that re-generation given the small size of the 
Maltese Islands but without micro-level planning, the 
environmental challenges will continue to grow and 
reach breaking point.  Yes, the economy is still growing 
at extraordinary rates but without the aforementioned 
micro-level planning, and without complementary 
measures that will inevitably impact on our style of 
living (not necessarily on our living standards), our 
infrastructure and what is left of our ecosystem will 
collapse under the weight of all economic activity 
that drives our economy to register such high rates of 
economic growth.

Dynamic policies

It is commendable that a country as small as ours 
has its own national environmental policy to provide 
integrated direction in the many layers of our economy. 
But even if this policy is not yet expired, we cannot 
continue to rely on it as a static document in the face 
of the rapid evolutions our society is experiencing. We 
need an environmental plan that is dynamic and that, 
much like a business plan, is not only well-thought to the 
minutest of details, but can be reviewed and adapted 
to new environmental risks with rapidity. We need 
creative and bold policies that disrupt normal patterns 
of how we work, commute, do business and pay. This 
is the basis of a national environmental strategy that 
grows along the needs of the country, supported by 
the weight of a reliable, timely, relevant and effective 
State of the Environment Report.
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POLICIES

We need an environmental 
plan that is dynamic and agile 
in view of emerging risks. 

This is, in our opinion, the 
basis of a national strategy 
for the environment that 
grows alongside the needs 
of the country, supported by 
the findings of the State of 
the Environment Report. 





CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS
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CONCLUSIONS
AND RECOMMENDATIONS

ENGAGING IN DISCOURSE

Unfortunately, the eight weeks allowed for the review of 
the State of the Environment Report, as prescribed by 
law, are not sufficient for a thorough examination that 
would lead to improvements in the content and form 
of the Report before it is published. Ideally, unless we 
can contemplate changes in the law, communication 
on the substance of the Report between this Office 
and the ERA is opened ahead of the date on which the 
Report is transmitted to this Office and the clock starts 
ticking. This would allow for a much more meaningful 
exchange between our Office and the ERA, and any gaps 
in the body of knowledge that will eventually inform 
our Opinion can be filled ahead of this timeframe. Such 
procedures shall benefit both parties but most of all 
our environment. 

A useful judgement

Of all the criteria against which we have tried, in the 
limited time available, to judge the quality of the 
Report, including, how factual, complete, accurate, 
understandable, consistent, compelling, impactful, 
enabling and inspiring it is, we strongly believe that 
unless the Report can be published on time, keeping 
to the established four-year period, and be based on 
the most recent data available (even if such data has 
not yet undergone the harsh scrutiny of data handling 
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for quality assurance purposes), and include, as much 
as possible, projections for future trends on the basis 
of long-term historic data that is, as expected, growing 
in mass with each cycle, it cannot be considered ‘fit-
for-purpose’, in other words, relevant as a tool for 
providing access to information on the environment 
to the public, and as a tool for policy making, with 
particular reference to the National Strategy for the 
Environment. 

THE COSTS OF ‘BUSINESS AS USUAL’

Some recommendations for future Reports

Although the Report provides a rather comprehensive 
analysis of the key environmental challenges that the 
Maltese economy is currently facing, it would benefit 
from more focus on the medium- and long-term 
challenges. The ERA needs to be able to influence the 
manner in which action plans and impact studies are 
conducted, placing emphasis on the economic benefits 
and the associated environmental costs of actions, 
including the anticipated costs of ‘business as usual’ 
against the potential benefits of ‘doing something’. 
An analysis of the potential risks and threats of the 
most pressing environmental challenges needs to be 
brought to light as early as possible in order to aid 
policy debate. Especially in cases where the scientific 
evidence is already outdated, a commitment to update 
the evidence is critical, as is the drive to see ERA itself 
undertaking or sponsoring direct research that would 
enhance the credibility of this exercise by allowing 
scientific evidence to be analysed in a valid context. 

The contents of the Report shouldn’t surprise anyone, 
because we have known about environmental 
challenges for some time. What would be more 
meaningful, for example, is for the Report to also detail 
shortcomings of the current approach or options being 
implemented and therefore, to illustrate both the need 
for change and focus of where change needs to occur, 
a case in point being transport with measures aimed at 
bringing about a modal shift in transport (and thereby 
leading to a reduction in emissions). 

An estimate of the potential benefits of environmental 
measures against the economic cost of ‘doing nothing’ 
would provide assurances to the public about the 
importance of taking action and avoiding further 
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CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

It is our opinion that the 
contents of the State of the 
Environment Report should 
be the subject of discussion 
between the Environment 
and Resources Authority and 
this Office, well ahead of its 
publication.

It is our opinion that unless 
the State of the Environment 
Report can be published on 
time, be based on the most 
recent available data, and 
include reliable projections 
for future trends, it cannot 
be considered as ‘fit-for-
purpose’. 

We need to be able to quantify 
the economic benefits and 
anticipated costs of ‘business 
as usual’ scenarios against 
the potential benefits of 
‘doing something’. 

Our policy debate needs to 
be supported by a careful 
examination of the potential 
risks and threats, as well as 
the shortcomings of current 
approaches. Transport is a 
case in point. 

Protecting the environment 
makes good economic sense, 
as long as we look at issues 
using a long-term perspective, 
rather than ignoring the costs 
of cumulative environmental 
problems to future 
generations. This is the model 
we aspire to.
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delays in specific cases. There is a strong case of 
intrinsic self-interest in protecting the environment. It 
nearly always makes good economic sense – as long 
as we look at issues in the long-term and not just from 
a short-term perspective. We are used to pricing the 
cost of goods in terms of present value, ignoring that 
many environmental problems are cumulative and 
that because the costs are to future generations, if 
we ignore these future costs, we are underestimating 
the potential social cost of current actions. This would 
be the recommended method to be applied in future 
reports on the State of the Environment. This is the 
model I spoke about in my introduction, and this theme 
needs to run across the entire Report.

Inspiring the public

We have asked ourselves whether the Report inspires 
the public to care about the environment and to look 
towards a vision with a better environment for all, even 
knowing that to ask this of any report is a tall order, 
unless it can send a clear and strong message about 
the future costs of ‘doing nothing’. In this sense, the 
Report should convey this strong message with a view 
to motivating people to support measures. Equally 
vital, is for the public to know more about ERA’s vision, 
principles and purpose, as well as how the authority 
will help to deliver against a national strategy for the 
environment, explaining the metrics that an authority 
with its powers and responsibilities for protecting the 
environment will be measured against, and allowing 
the public to gauge whether the authority’s ambitions 
will be reached or otherwise.

Pillars of justice

As Commissioner for Environment and Planning whose 
main role is the enhancement of our environment, this 
Opinion provides ideas and recommendations that 
can be developed through further studies and debates 
whilst building on the three pillars of the Aarhus 
convention by providing full access to information 
related to the environment and planning; increasing 
public participation in the decision process at all levels; 
and enhancing access to justice through the setting-up 
of the already announced Environmental Court.
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KEY MESSAGES
It is our opinion that unless 
the State of the Environment 
Report is able to send a strong 
message about the future 
costs of ‘doing nothing’, it 
cannot inspire positive action 
and behaviour towards the 
environment by the public. 

The public also has a right to 
know about the vision of the 
Environment and Resources 
Authority, its principles and 
purpose, as well as how the 
Authority shall deliver against 
a national strategy for the 
environment. 

As the Commissioner for 
Environment and Planning, 
my role is that of enhancing 
the environment in which we 
live. This opinion provides 
grounds for future ideas and 
action while building on the 
three pillars of the Aarhus 
Convention: providing 
full access to information 
related to environment and 
planning; increasing public 
participation in the decision 
processes; and enhancing 
access to justice, through 
the establishment of the 
Environmental Court.














