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JOHN EBEJER interviews Alfred Zahra, chairman of the Valletta Alive Foundation

Vallenta is in many ways different from other
tenens in Malta. You are a resident of Vallenia.
What are the pros and cons of living in this ciry?

HE BEST THING about living in

Valletta is that you have all the lacilities

you need at your fingertips. You hardly

ever need to go out of Valletta. Shops.
services. gardens and churches arc all within
walking distance. The downside are some ol the
steep streets.

You are quire active in Valletia organisations.

Yes. Apart [rom being chairman of the Valletta
Alive Foundation (VAF), T am also vice-
president of the La Valete Band Club and gover-
nor of the Our Lady of Charity Confraternity.

Government is in the process of removing the
Viicence and introducing a svstem of time-based
Jees for parking within a defined area of the cap-
ital? As a resident and as « businessman, what is
your opinfon on these changes?

The removal of the V Ticence is part of an
overall Government strategy for Valleta's ucces-
sibifity. This includes-the provision of the park
and ride system, the provision ol lifts and escala-
tors, time-hased fees Tor parking, the relocation
ol parking spuces, improved parking in the ditch,
the pedestrianisation ol o number of streets and
the relocation of the open-air market. the Monti.

In its submission 10 Government, VAF
expressed its support in principle for the strategy.
provided that the current levels of aceess to the
city are maintained or improved. During the pub-
lic consultation, the foundation argued that a
high price for the park and ride could be deui-
ment! (o accessibility to the city, and thisin wm
would undermine commercial activity in
Valletta. Thanklully, Government has decided to
make the park and ride service [ree of charge.

I properly implemented and managed, the
strategy will make Valletta more accessible to a
wider number of Maltese and tourists. There
needs (o be a no-nonsense approach iy the imple-
mentation of matters relating (o, for cxample, the
removal ol all reserved parking and the valida-
tion ol genuine Valletta residents. Following
implernentation, there will need to be careful
monitoring so.that corrective action can be taken
as and when necessary. VAT is willing (o assist
government in this respect.

With pedestrianisation and the reduction of
on-street parking, the urban environment ol the
City will improve significantly. For example.
there are innumerable instances where cars
parked on the pavement block shop {ronts.
Similarly. there are several vantage points around
Valletta which provide excellent views of the
harbours. Instead ol creating belvederes we sim-
ply use these spuces as car parks.

The foundation supports the relocation of the
market. Merchants Street has some of the finest
buildings in Valletta. With pedestrianisation and
the relocation of the market. Merchants;Street
could potentially become one of the most dllmc—
tive streets in Valletta, :

The implementation of the strategy has to be
seen as the precursor to further improvements (o
he carried out over a number of the years. includ-
ing the proviston or underarownd car packs at.
say, Freedom Square and near Fvans Building.
Freedom Square, St George's Square and, other
secondary urban spaces in Valletta should he
pedestrianised sooner rather than later.,

Our only criticisn to date is that imp]umnm-

tion of the various elements of the \lul[uvy is tak-

ing fur too long,

In February 2005, ViXF was set up and you
are the clhiairman of tlis fonndation. Wy is there
a need for such a foundation?

Over the years. Valleta has generated signifi-
cant interest because of its uniqueness and its
heritage. The setting up of the Toundation is a
directresult of this interest.

The Toundation is an independent. non-prolit,
voluntary organisation which works i the inter-
est ol Vadlettan fUwas setup by seven public and
private sector oreanisations: the Repablic Streei
and Merchunts Street Business conmunily asso-
cration, the MMalta Chamber of Commerce and
Fterprise. the Mala Tourism Nuthoriy. the
Chamber of smail ared Medium - nluplm <
CGRTLO. Valletae counctl and the Vallets
Rehabilitation Coiniiiee,

At one of its st meetings. the Toundation
decided onammnber ol Ul)]u tves. VAT encour -
GUes more imvestinent to ipprose the ey ’s

building fabric and public spaces. It actively lob-
bies Government and the private sector, and rais-
es awareness of the city’s immense historic, cul-
tural, social and commercial value. The founda-
tion aims to exploit the city’s tourism potential.,

There is a perception that this is an organisa-

tion that represents the business interests of

Virlletta. ...

One of the foundalion’s strengths is the
involvement of persons with different hack-
grounds, all with a common interest: Valletta. In
fact, two of the most active foundation officers
have no direct link with Valletta. and yet they
willingly give time and effort in the interests of
the city.

he foundation brings together businesscs,

residents and others. It is true that there is a

predominance of business people in the
foundation, but as time goes by we are seeing
more involvement of persons in the foundation
who have no dircct link with the capital. We
would like to see an inereased involvement of
residents as well as ol people whose roots are in
Vallella.

In setting up the foundation we were careful to
offer the opportunity of membership to anyone
who wishes to see a better Valletta. The founda-
tion offers five different types of membership:
individual, NGO, small business. corporate and
international.

Can you tell us more about BOV Sireets
Alive?

Our most ambitious project to date was BOV
Streets Alive. organised over four consecutive
Friday cvenings in July and August. VAF man-
aged (o put together an interesting and varied
programme featuring musicians. artists painting
in streets. iate opening of museums, walking
tours, a children’s corner. classic car display.,
table tennis and karate activities.

Several shops stayed open until 8.30 pm. and
beyond, and discounts and other incentives were
offered to shoppers. Many caterint outlets had
brisk business on these four Fridays

BOV Valietta Streets Alive was very well
received and many have encouraged the founda-
tion to have the event over a longer period next
vear. Although conscious ol some shortcomings.
the Toundation is very satisfied with the outcome.
When one considers that we are a voluntary
organisation. the suceess ol the event was to us a
litde miracle.

[ would like to congratulate the organisers
ol Note Bianca - /L[/ Imdavewal for their
suceessiul organisation of all the events and
activities fast weehend.- The spirit of the

Valleta Mive activities in July and August
culminated on the night of Notte Bianca.

\part frome BOV Stieers Aive, can vou
describe briefly some of VAN inittatives?

e foundation lohbies on a number o isstes
related 1o Valletas Recently we had o meeting
with Prime Minister awrence Gonzio with
ministers Jesmond MMughiet and Ninu Zammit
dlsa present.

ALFRED ZAHRA
- “we want to
make people
more proud of
our capital”

The foundation issued a [Tyer. aimed at rais-
ing awareness of the significance of Valletta and
hence 1o make people more proud of our capital.
The thinking is that, il pcople are proud of some-
thing, they are more likely to take care of it.

A magazine. Vallenia A Cirv for All is issued
quarterly with 7ie Times. There is so much to
say about Valletta that one magazine every four
months is certainly not enough. The magazine
became a reality (ollowing VAF's approach to
local publishing companies.

VAF produced a five-minute DVD on
Valletta to be screened on cruise liners as they
approach Malta. It is a taster of Valletta and
depicts the city in its totality, including its main
attractions as well as its shopping and recre-
ational facilities. The objeclive is to entice
cruise passengers to discover the city when they
are ashore.

The (oundation participated in an EU-funded
project on urhan transportation issucs. We also
organise regular social events for members and
issue articles and press releases to the media.

The foundation does a lot of networking. We
try to work with others in seeking the best inter-
ests of Valletta. For example, Bank of Valletta
is actively considering providing assistance (o
shop owners (o upgmdc, their shops. This, [
believe, is the indirect result of the excellent
relations VAF has developed with Bank of
Valletta.

There are number of projects in Valleita,
which are now long overdue, such as Fort St
Eilmo, City Gate and the Opera House site. Whar
are the foundation’s views on these projects?

We submitled a memorandum 1o Government
in which we listed the many projects, we consid-
er essential for Valletta. Government needs to
adopt a long=term strategy. (or Valletta and ensure
that. over a period oi ten to 15 years, the various
priorities relating to Valletta are addressed.

The EU is an important source of funding but
there are other sources of lunds that can be used.
including central government’s own budget allo-
cation (through its various agencies) and private
funds through public-private partnerships,

A long-term strategy for Vallettar is required.
not least because Valletta will take centre stage in
Europe as the [mopcan Capital of Culture in
2018,

he foundation recognises that public and

private investment has brought about

many improvements in the city but leels
that there is much more that needs to be done.
The city is a symbol of Malta’s identity and. as
such. the quality ofithe buildings and spaces is a
reflection ol the country as a whole.

I Government [eels that the provision ol a
new gate o the city should be postponed. there
should at least be investment to returbish the
arca. With a refurbishment of the colonnade and
the pedestrianisation of Freedom Squaire. the
entrance to the ¢ 1|\ can he made to look quite
attractive.

The de\clnpmcm of the Opera House site s
fong overdue. VAT has no views either way on
the idea of having Parliiuent butle on this sire.

What is important is that a decision for the site
be taken and implemented as soon as possible.

If the site cannot be developed in the short
term, the area should be properly rehabilitated
and. in this context. the idea of using it as an
open-air theatre makes sense. The appearance of
a bombed-out site should be ended without fur-
ther delay.

The Toundation suggests that Fort St Elmo
become a complex of muscums, combined with
catering outlets, specialised vetail, a small hotel, a
venue (or open air concerts and limited leisure
activities.

An appropriate mix of uses will transform the
fort into a major pole of attraction and a hub of
activity. Museums which could be considered for
the fort are a Museum of Fortilications. a
Muscum of the Mediterrancan and an extension
ol the current War Museum.

There is no betler site for a Museum ol
Fortifications than Fort St Elmo, which is his-
torically the most important fort and the one
with the most strategic location. The Museum
ol the Mediterranean could present Mediterran-
can history and warfare through the ages -
rom the Phoenicians to the present. The War
Museum should be allowed to extend into
other parts of the fort and be made more inter-
active.

here arc many urban spaces that require

redesign or upgrading, including St

George’'s Square, Freedom Square and
Castille Place. With relerence o the Jatter. it was
disheartening o see the reaction of some people
to the proposed removal of the trees.

Instead of welcoming Government’s intention
lo redesign. upgrade and pedestrianise Castille
Place, some people chose Lo make an issue out of
something which is just a detail when taken in
the context of the overall redesign.

With pedestrianisation, Castille Place could
become one of the finest spaces in Valletta and
the excessively negative reaction regarding the
trees will simply prevent this much needed
upgrading from happening.

The recent branding campaign by the Malta
Tourism Authority met with a negative public
reaction. What are your thoughts on branding in
relation to Valletta?

Valletta is a crucial part of Malta’s product
offer. In the long term, our fortified historic
cities, Vallelta in particular, will provide one
of the more important reasons for tourists to
visit Malta. Buildings of architectural and
historical interest, cxlensive fortifications,
exceptional harbour views and a remarkahle
history make Valletta a unique city, provid-
ing an exceptional visitor expericnce. People
olten forget that Valletta is a World Heritage
Site.

The core values of the Malta brand are her-
itage, hospitality and diversity; the visitor experi-
cnce offered by Valletta is very much in line with
these core values.

Although the city is already visited by some
one million tourists a year, the city’s [ull tourism
potential has yet to be realised. particularly in the
context of the Malta brand that is being
developed.

Cleanliness is a perennial problem in Valleuta.
[am aware that the local council (ries its best o
keep Valletta clean and, in all Taimness, the city
is not as dirty as some would like to depict it.
People need (o co-operate more to ensure that
our streets are kept clean.

My guess is that the MTA's branding exercise
sought to encourage people to take more respon-
sibility Tor our tourism product. This includes
cleanliness. Earlier this year litter regulations
have been introduced and 1 urge government and
the local council to engage more green wardens
Lo enforee them.

Whar are the /uum/ulmu ¥ /7luu\ forthe futire?

Our next major project is a Website for
Valletta. We would like this o he. so to speak. @
repository ol information on Valletta. [t will not
be limited o culture-refated information but will
also include intormation on services (shops.
catering outlets, hanks. professional offices. eten)
as well as information ol commuanity-related
organisations.

Wo plin o establish BOV Sueets Alive as a
regular teature in Malletta's calendar. We also
need o upgrade onr administrative and seeretayi-
al support to he better able to cope with our vai-
ous InEnyes.




