TALKING POINT

A place for people

Castille Place in Valletta has the poten-
tial to be one ol the Mnest urban spaces in
Valletta. Its current state does not do
justice to the important buildings and
structures that surround it. What arc the
issues thal one would need to consider in
an ceventual redesign of the piazza?

Currently, the predominant Toor sur-
faccis tarmac. [ts layout ix determined by
the requirements ol the motor vehicle and
hence the presence of a raundabout. The
needs of pedesirians are given very low
priority with little space for people in front
of Castille and along the periphery of the
piazza.

This can and should be reversed. The
plazza needs Lo he redesigned lirst and
foremost [or the needs of the people. The
prazza should he pedestriamigsed with the
appropriale use of paving material and
desizm. Tralfic flows should also be catered
for but this can be done without having
excessive oreas ol tarmac, Design also
necessitates the consideration of pedes-
trian flows across the piazza and the var-
ious entry and exit points for pedestrians.

The piazza offers numerous and diverse
views. The Auberge de Castille is a domi-
nant building reflecting its political and
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historic importance. The redesign of the
piazza needs to reinforce the dominance
of the auberge wnd allow for people to view
and appreciate tha huilding from different
parts of the piazza. Othexdnpartant views
are those of St James Cavalier and the
Stock Exchange. as well as outward views
from the piazza of I'loriana and Grand
Harbour. The piazza @ scen (rom the
approach road and bricge {Givalomo Cas-
sar Avenue) sets the scene as to whal one
will see within the city.

Design of urban spaces vequires caveful
consideration of street furnitore such as
seating and light fittings. Detailed design
and materials of street furniture would
need to be m keeping with the space
within which they are located. There
nceds to be more public seating within
urban spaces in Valletta. [t would afford
shopper or sightscers a place to rest and
within Castille Place to better appreciate
the full majesty of the Castille facade.
Evening lighting of the piazza also needs
careful design to cnsure adequate levels

of light while allowing for the appreciation
of the various historic buildings.

Two monuments within the piazza are
part of our collective memory and deci-
sions will need to be taken on whether to
locate them in other piazzas in Valletta or
integrate them into the re-design of the
piazza. The space adjoins a bastion which
in tuwrn is part of an extensive and complex
system of fortifications surrounding the
city. This too will nced to be taken onto
account. :

Because of the auberge, the space s pop-
ular with tourist groups. With partial or
full pedestrianisation of the piazza, the
visitor’s experience will be significantly
improved. [f anything, pedestrianisation
will eliminate the current crowding of
tourist groups near Sir Paul Boffa monu-
nment and in front of Castille. The piazza
1s likely to become much mare popular
with vizitors and tourists. Castille Place
can und should become au important addi-
tion to Malta’s tourist product offer.

In recent weeks, many strongly objected
to the proposed removal of trees from
Castille Square. Although trees are impor-
tant, it is erroneous to discuss the issue of
trees in1solation of the many other issues

pertaining to this urban space. Trecs pro-
vide shade and reduce the glare in the hot
summer months. On the other hand, they
can be detrimental to important views of
buildings or to open vistas. Moreover, the
location and layout of the trecs need to be
compatible with the overall design. It is
the design of the piazza that should deter-
mine where trees, if any, are to be located
and not the nther way round.

It is unfortunate that the quality of
discussion on architecture and design in
the printed media is poor; the discussion
on Casfille Place is a case in point. A pos-
itive initiative aimed at raising the level
of dizcuszion on architecture is that being
taken by the Chamber of Architects, in the
torm of 7 series of talks by renowned inter-
national architects.

We need more ot such activities to vaise
the level of architectural debate, resulting
hopefully in an increased desive by public
and private investors for gond design of
buildings and spaces. Ultimately, the
quality of our urban environment depends
on it.

My Ebejer s an architect and urban
planner.




