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by John Ebejer

ARLIAMENT: will be dis-

cussing legislative changes

relating.to the planning sys-

tem soon. A contenuous
issue concerns' Government s
mvolvement in appllcatlons for
Government developrnents and/or
large developments

The planmng system currently| in
operatron hasicomé about partly ‘as
d redction to thé mlslakés inade lin

'previous years - mistake$ whith
were altributed to excessive involve-
ment of ministers and other politi-
cians. Malta has paid a high envi-
ronmental price for these mistakes.

Decisions on applications for
development are taken by.the PA
board or the Development Control
Commission (DCC)'and based on
the Structure Plan which is approved
by Parliament (or other PA policy
documents ‘approved * by
Government).

Hence, the underlying principle of
the current plannmg system is that
decisions are! takeh ~in’ an
autonomous and rmpartral manner
by non-politicians within a policy
framéwork as set out by the govern-
ment. The principle is commendable
and an effective response to a cul-
ture prevailing in-the Erghues and
early Nineties.

Eight years-of experience have,
however, revealed some weakness
in this approach. The Structure Plan
approved by Parliameft in 1992
reflected the priorities dfjthe time,
which mainly related to the environ-
ment. Today, the restructiiring of the
economy necessitates the creation of
thousands of jobs. The environment
is still very much a priority but this
needs‘ to be seen from the perspec-
tive of other national needs.

Hence, decisions on applications
for development are taken on the
basis ‘of a policy document which
reflects the realities of enght years
ago. For ‘most applications, ithis is
not lrl(ely to'be’a problem iLarge
developments ‘and/or government
projects are more likelyto have pol-.
icy implications and hence this defi::
crency could be problem: jtic. ., ¢

‘Thete may be- prOJeéts Whlch aré
considéred " -high™! prlohty by.
Government. Government inay con-
sider the economic ot soclal beneﬁts
of the projects to outwergﬁr hny envi-
rohméntal cost.i - The Planmng
Aulhomy mxghl not be fully sensi*
tive to the benefits and consrder the
environmental impact as’ 'excessive,
A refusal or excessive delay frus-
trates Government’s intentions and
efforts to abide by its, electoral
promises.

The!current system gives rise to
polmcal pressure bemg éxerted on
thd individual ‘cdse officeriand even-
tudlly bn the PA board. A dase offid
ceris hardly lrkely to change his/her:
professronal opmron dule‘tolpres-
sures, just ‘as a doctor .would inever
change a profesSronal oplqron ue to
préssures ‘There may*be hotvever
political or other consrderanons
which in Government’s opinion outJ
weigh the technical argumients l

* The lultimate! responsxbllltgl for.
policy } formulatron is ‘Govetnment’s!
which in turn is. answerable to. the]
electorate Srmllarlyl Government
should also have a say in'decisions;
on projects with policy 1mplrcauons,
if it chooses to do so, In current lég-i

islation, there is a mechanism which
allows Cabmet to decide on a gov-
ernment prolect refused by the PA
but the system is cumbersome and
the delay involved would be unac-
ceptable for more important projects.

Recent reports in the media refer
to allo\vmg Govemment the possi-
bility-of “calling in” specific appli-
cations for development and taking
the decision itself. Such a mecha-
nism would | be permissible for
Governnient projects and “projects
of nitional intérest”. Variations to-
this ap‘prozichlnjclude decisions on

“called-in” applications being taken
by a- Parlramentary House Com-
mittée lor a Cabinet sub-committee
of threé ministers.

‘As part of Government’s public
consultation process, I was commis-
sionedito carty out detailed inter-
views withisome: 20 politicians, PA
officials, Government officials,
architects, developers and environ- .
mentalists. The possibility of
:Government’s involvement in major
projects was discussed in some
‘interviews. 'Some argued that vote-
ccatching considerations’'may lead to;
abuse and/or mistakes being com-
'mmed by politicians. Past experi-
ence was cited to hrghlrght the risk.
C this direction should inciude
‘ appropriate safeguards. One
such safeguard is the democratlc ’
system’ 1[50lf 'By. “calling-in” an
npplication|Government would be
focusing the: public’s attention on
that application and would therefore
be subject to scrutiny.

Govemmemlwould have to have
very stronglreasons, first to ‘justify.
ca]lmg in the application and theri to
justify the decision itself."Also the
political system ‘in Malta has
evolved oveér the:years and voters
are more discerning. ‘It is fot
unthmkable for:a' party in govern-
ment’ to fose: votes because of :a
lvl'ong decr,sron on a ‘calléd-in”

pplication. [Theltype of application
whichi ‘mhy be 'called-in. should'be
clearly defined dnd appeals*against
cal]mg i $hould als %e pemntted ,
|1 For’ ''called-in - applications,
Government could. rely on its own
drchrtects tand. lexpertlse 16* énsure.
tl\at the! qualrty of development is’

ot sacrrﬁced for the sake of ‘expe-
iency.
éL It is;worth noting that our system
i

learly, any changes made in

‘umque in that decisions.on. .appli-:

ations for development are‘taken’
by non-politicians. In England, for
-example, planning subcommittees,
«cdmposed.. of .elected. members,
‘decide on development applications.

Al planning system where Govern-

‘ment has. no legal mechamsm to.
1htervene effectively in a timely
hanner is somewhat extreme '
| The ~“calllin} roption ‘would in
effect give greater freedom to the
anning! Authonty Instead of being
Péb]ect t0 rm- -twisting, the PA can

iblicly express;its view, of & pro-
p sed development aiid it will be { up

Government whethér or not to
al:cept that advige! If. the .decision
taken by, ‘Governimerit is in-any-way
u popular (for environmental or any.
olher reason), the it would-have to
shoulder the political responsrblllty ’
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