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Valletta is living proof that 
major cultural and artistic 
events can breathe 
new life into the city. 
When Malta’s capital 

was granted the title of European 
Capital of Culture for 2018, all hands 
were on deck to prune and preen, 
reversing decades of decay to make 
it ‘worthy’ of such a prestigious title. 
Now, after years of intense effort, 
the hard work has paid off. City 
Gate now provides an appropriately 
magnificent entryway into Valletta. 
Dingy, long-shuttered venues have 
been restored and reinvigorated. The 
once sleepy city has roared back to 
life with the wealth of events being 
organised. Valletta is no longer a stop 
on the hop-on hop-off bus; it is a 
bustling melting pot of old and new 
with an inescapable siren song. 

This shift has created positive 
momentum in the arts scene. But 
not all outcomes have been positive. 
Valletta’s overhaul can look very 
different for the ones who call the city 
home. The burst of activities may have 
disrupted some people’s day-to-day 

business, while also contributing to 
the congestion and noise. The solution 
is in identifying ways to effectively 
balance the discomfort brought about 
by social change and the valued 
benefits that same change brings.

Finnish social activist, Jaakko 
Blomberg knows the struggle. He 
founded the NGO Yhteismaa (Common 
Ground) in Helsinki in 2012. Yhteismaa 
specialises in new participatory 
city culture, co-creation, and social 
movements. ‘In the beginning, many 
municipal officers in Helsinki were 
against our events and projects; they 
just didn’t have any procedure for 
handling them, so we kind of had to 
find a new way to do things.’ Leaving 
room for people to share their ideas 
and expressing themselves is also 
essential, he says. ‘There should be 
different kinds of roles and tasks for 
people to take on; all changes are 
scary, so it’s important to inform 
people and make them feel like they’re 
part of the process. For example, 
many people are prejudiced against 
street art, but when you explain more 
about it and give people the chance 

to take part in the process, their 
attitude becomes much more positive. 
Organisers have to provide enough 
information and make participation 
easy. It’s important that it’s not just 
about a small circle of activists, but 
about the whole community.’

Closer to home, project leader of the 
Ġewwa Barra initiative, Victor Jacono, 
tells us how Valletta residents often felt 
‘helpless and disowned of their spaces.’ 
Ġewwa Barra was created to address 
precisely that issue: to empower 
residents and give them ownership of 
their community, using artistic tools to 
get a glimpse at the cultures affecting 
their lives and help them express 
the needs and dreams that shape 
their experience in the capital city.

‘We seek to encourage creativity, but 
also responsibility. We hold creative 

Residents often 
felt ‘helpless 
and disowned 
of their spaces. 
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Ġewwa Barra was created to [...] 
empower residents and give them 
ownership of their community, using 
artistic tools to get a glimpse at the 
cultures affecting their lives and help 
them express the needs and dreams that 
shape their experience in the capital city.
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 workshops conducted by different facilitators and 
artists to give people the chance to look at themselves 
through the aesthetic lens of the artworks. Currently 
we are engaging the residents of Duwi Balli in a 
process of creative place regeneration, through a 
collaboration between architects Maria Cerreta 
and Franco Lancio, the Valletta Local Council, and 
the Valletta Services Directorate. It is not simply 
a matter of approaching the residents and asking 
them what nice things they  would like us to do for 
them. It is a matter of asking them what they wish 
to express with our support, of providing them with 
tools and opportunities to respond creatively to the 
changes affecting their lived spaces,’ Victor says. 
In 2017 and 2018 Ġewwa Barra is going to extend 
its reach even further in order to involve residents 
from across the capital city, with different artists 
conducting a series of creative workshops that will 
culminate in an exceptional performing arts event. 

While Victor is realistic about the forward march of 
change, he believes it is unjust and unacceptable that 
changes are engineered by a handful of stakeholders, 
whose decisions everyone else simply has to accept—
especially when such changes are going to affect 
Valletta’s residents’ lives dramatically. Much like 
Jaakko with Yhteismaa, he believes that the fear 
of change can be lessened if people are informed 
and included in the process. ‘The voices of those 
stakeholders with lesser means need to be amplified 
and given the importance they deserve. The arts can 
contribute greatly towards this. Ġewwa Barra is not 
so much about single events, but the mainly bottom-
up processes engaging the residents creatively. I 
believe it is the experiences brought about by such 
processes that will leave an important and long-
lasting legacy with the inhabitants of Valletta.’ 

Jaakko Blomberg and Victor Jacono are keynote 
speakers at the Valletta 2018 conference titled Living 
Cities, Liveable Spaces: Placemaking & Identity. More 
information on this conference can be accessed at 
conference.valletta2018.org. Registration ends on 12th 
November. Discounted rates are available for students.

Jaakko Blomberg

Victor Jacono

http://conference.valletta2018.org. 

