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Barely two weeks ago, Valetta celebrated the 450th anniversary of its Foundation. To mark this occasion 

the Times of Malta re-printed a Special Number that was first published fifty years before, on the 28th 

March 1966, to mark the 400th Anniversary of the Foundation of Valetta. Practically all the twenty-four 

articles in this supplement looked at various aspects of ValettaΩǎ past, except for the final one, by Perit 

Salvino Mangion (1) who wrote about the Valetta of the Future. In order to look forward into the future, 

it is normally always necessary for us to look back into the past, into history; in the context of this 

seminar, I found this article of greatest interest, because it is a vision of the future that was conceived 

fifty years ago. It really ought to be a picture of Valetta today, and therefore, by looking at it in detail, it 

can suggest to us how easy, or difficult, it is to anticipate the future. 

Perit Mangion, who was then the Director of Public Works, refers to Valetta as the administrative, 

ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭΣ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ƻŦ aŀƭǘŀΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜǎ άŀ Řŀƛƭȅ ƛƴŦƭǳȄ ƻŦ large numbers of 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǊǎέΤ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƘŜ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜnt in the north-west of 

Malta and the development of a Freeport in Marsaxlokk, would lead to a degree of decentralisation of 

the administrative, commercial and business activities. He predicts that growing άbusiness, industry and 

professional practiceέ wouƭŘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ άŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜέ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ǎǇŀŎŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ƘŜ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŜǎΣ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ 

located in Valetta; he predicts that the άmachinery of Governmentέ of the recently independent Malta 

would grow substantially, and salutes the Government plan to start relocating some of its offices to 

Floriana. 

Perit Mangion predicts a growth in the άhotels, restaurants and places of entertainmentέ required to 

cater άfor a much larger influx of ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴŜǊǎέ; he also predicts that the quality and number of shops was 

bound to increase. One of the fascinating aspects of the 1966 publication was, for me, the large number 

of commercial establishments, that are advertised within it, which no longer exist, or which changed 

destination; as well as noting the smaller number of the ones that survive! 

The reference to residential accommodation is particularly interesting. Perit Mangion refers to five areas 

where slum clearance still needs to be undertaken.  He makes the comment that the density in these 

areas is 1235 persons per hectare (500 persons per acre, or 8 sq.m per person), and that therefore, in 

ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ άƳƻŘŜǊƴΣ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƘȅƎƛŜƴƛŎ ŘǿŜƭƭƛƴƎǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŜǊŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ƻƴƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘŀƭŦ 

of this population could be accommodated. The concept of the relatively new townships of Sta.Lucia 

ŀƴŘ aǎƛŜǊŀƚΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ proposed development on Corradino Hill, to jointly receive the overspill from this 

impossibly large population, is highlighted, given that within Valetta ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ άƴƻ ƭŀƴŘ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ 

ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴέΦ   

This level of density is indeed high. In a 2009 study (2), the author presented a comparison of residential 

densities in city-states such as Singapore or Hong Kong, (150 sq.m. per person), with contemporary 
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residential densities in Valetta and Birkirkara, (125 sq.m. per person) and Sliema, (100 sq.m. per person), 

and with the average residential density in Valetta in its heyday, (44 sq.m. per person).  

¢ƘŜ ǎƭǳƳ ŎƭŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΣ ƴŀƳŜƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ǘΦWƻƘƴΩǎ /ŀǾŀƭƛŜǊ ŀǊŜŀΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ !ǊŒƛǇƛŜǊƪǳ όhƭŘ IƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ 

{ǘǊŜŜǘύΣ ŀƴŘ 5ǳŜ .ŀƭƭƛ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ǿŜǊŜ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфтлΩǎΣ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎȅ 

ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƭǳƳ ŎƭŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ŜƴǾƛǎŀƎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǊǳƴ Řƻǿƴέ ŀǊŜŀǎ ōȅ 

blocks of social housing. It is interesting to note that Perit Mangion envisaged that, in some areas, where 

άǘǊŀŦŦƛŎ ƴƻƛǎŜǎέ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ ƛǎǎǳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ άǾŜǊȅ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǾƛŜǿǎέΣ it was possible (he uses 

ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άƭƛƪŜƭȅέύ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǿƻǳld involve multi-storey residential blocks catering for 

άƘƛƎƘŜǊ ƛƴŎƻƳŜέ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΣ ǿƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ±ŀƭŜǘǘŀΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ άǘƻ ǊŜŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭƛŦŜέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

is a very important issue which will be developed later on in this paper. 

Perit Salvino ManƎƛƻƴΩǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻŦ ±ŀƭŜǘǘŀΣ ƴŀƳŜƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƻŦ 

vehicular access. He points out that on the one hand, it was not possible for the city to continue to 

ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ Řŀƛƭȅ ƻƴǎƭŀǳƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŎŀǊǎΣ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘǊŀŦŦƛŎ ōŀǊŜƭȅ ƳƻǾŜŘέΦ IŜ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ 

ǊŜǾŜŀƭƛƴƎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ όƛƴ мфссύ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ άǇǊƻǾŜ 

ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜƭȅέ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŦŜŀǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŎŀǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ŎŀǊǎ άƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƻŦΣ ǎŀȅΣ ƻƴŜ ŎŀǊ ǇŜǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅέ ς 

something which, he considers, in 1966, aǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ άǳƴǊŜŀƭƛǎǘƛŎ ŦƻǊŜŎŀǎǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ нл ȅŜŀǊǎέΗ  

 

 

Fig. 1: Valetta pedestrian core, from Mangion (1) 

Lƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǊŜǎƻƭǾŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ άǿƛǘƘ ǾŜǊȅ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘέ and the requirements of a thriving capital city of a young independent state, 

Mangion talks about his vision of a balance between redevelopment and preservation. Within the 

ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴŜǎ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ōȅ aŜǊŎƘŀƴǘǎΩ {ǘǊŜŜt and Old Bakery 

Street, and South and Archbishop Street, he proposes that redevelopment had to be very restrained, 

Fig. 1. He predicts that cars would soon be permanently excluded from Kingsway (Republic Street), and 
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possibly from the whole central part of Valletta as defined above. He is not insenstive, however, to the 

needs of good accessibility and communication, and proposes that this central area be served by a 

circular mini-bus service.  

In the peripheral areas around this centre, he proposes that moŘŜǊƴ ǊŜŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ άƭŀǘƛǘǳŘŜ 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀǇŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎέ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ƘŀǊƳŦǳƭ ŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ 

the Valetta skyline is respected. He acknowledges that, within these redeveloped areas, it would be very 

difficult ǘƻ άǊŜŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎ ǳǊōŀƴ ǎŎŜƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǘƻǿƴέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ άƳƻŘŜǊƴ ŘŀȅƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ 

ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎέ ŀƴŘΣ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǘhe private car. The latter must be served, he 

suggests, by large underground car-parks, or located in ditches, or along the bastion periphery, or 

ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿ ƛǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǾŜǊȅ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ƻŦ Ŏƛǘȅ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ слΩǎΦ  

However, Mangion also makes a very strong case for the importance of walking, and especially for 

άƳŀȄƛƳǳƳ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜŘŜǎǘǊƛŀƴǎέΦ Iƛǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƳŜƳƻǊŀōƭŜ ǉǳƻǘŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ 

ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜŘƛǘƻǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǇŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜΣ ƛǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ /ƻƭƛƴ .ǳŎƘŀƴŀƴΩǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ 

άwŜōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ¢ǊŀŦŦƛŎέ, (not referenced but probably from Traffic in Towns (3) . It is worth repeating the 

quotation here: 

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŀŎǘ όƻŦ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎύ ƛǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƻǿƴǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ 

distribution from bus stops and car parks and it is common sense that it should take place in conditions 

of reasonable comfort and safety. Walking is also involved with more subtle matters such as looking in 

shop windows, admiring the scene and talking to people, and it is almost true to say that the ease and 

comfort with which a person can walk about and look around is a measure of the civilized quality of an 

ǳǊōŀƴ ŀǊŜŀέ. 

This article highlighted issues that are still relevant today, namely vehicular access, pedestrianisation, 

ƴŜǿ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ άƎŜƴǘǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέΦ 

In the 28th March 2016 issue, there were also two relevant articles, the first by Prof.Alexei Dingli and 

the second by journalist George Cini. In both contributions, there is hint of wistful nostalgia; George Cini 

(4) decries the disappearance of the άbarbers, tailors, and cobblersέ, the άƛǘƛƴŜǊŀƴǘ hawkersέ, and writes 

ŀōƻǳǘ άǘƘŜ ǾŀŎǳǳƳ ΦΦΦΦ ōŜƛƴƎ ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ōȅ ƎŜƴǘǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέ which caused property prices to rise, άwell beyond 

the reach of the ƭƻŎŀƭǎέΦΦ IŜ ŘŜŎǊƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǇǎ sporting άƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōǊŀƴŘ ƴŀƳŜǎέ ŀƴŘ άgarish shop 

signsέ (ironic comment in the conteȄǘ ƻŦ aŀƴƎƛƻƴΩǎ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎƘƻǇǎύ ς and calls for 

άŜƴǘǊŜǇǊŜƴŜǳǊǎ ŎŀǇŀōƭŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǳǊǊŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŎƘŀǊƳ ±ŀƭƭŜǘǘŀ ǿŀǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŦƻǊέΦ tǊƻŦΦ5ƛƴƎƭƛ (5) also 

ǿŀǊƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ Ǌƛǎƪ ƻŦ άƻǾŜǊ-ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ άƎŜƴǘǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέΣ ōǳǘΣ ŀǘ ǘƘe same time he comments 

about how Vallettŀ ƛǎ άŘŜǾƻƛŘ ƻŦ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎέΣ and salutes the investment in the city by public and 

private investors, over recent years, which is now waking Valetta upΣ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƭȅƛƴƎ άŘƻǊƳŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ 

ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎέΦ  

Cities have their own life, and there are limits to how much one can avoid the cycles of flourish, decline, 

re-building, re-flourish. The fear of gentrification is a curious one, in this respect. The original city was 

ōǳƛƭǘ ōȅ άƎŜƴǘƭŜƳŜƴ ŦƻǊ ƎŜƴǘƭŜƳŜƴέΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŜȄǇƭŀined by Mangion (1), the original city consisted of 

big architectural statements in the form of, of course, churches, auberges and convents, but also, and 

especially, of large beautiful palaces or noble houses, belong, first, to the noble families who came to 

live in the city, and then the rich merchants who lived and traded in the city. This is the genesis of the 
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central part of Valetta, which Mangion envisages as a completely pedestrian area. The space around this 

core, going out towards the bastions, was gradually filled up with the people who needed to live in the 

city to make a living, either in the service of the Order of St.John, or of the noblemen, or of the 

merchants; this included the butchers and fishmongers, and cloth merchants, and artists and artisans, 

and carpenters and metal workers. In addition, there were also for those tradesmen who supported this 

ŀǊƳȅ ƻŦ άǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎǘŀŦŦέΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǿŜǊŜ ς hence the cobblers, the barbers and the hawkers. It is as a result of 

the exodus of, first those who had alternative dwellings elsewhere, and who no longer needed the 

safety of the city walls to live comfortably, and secondly of the middle class, whose aspirations for 

higher quality dwellings, but probably also aspirations for social advancement, that led to the emptying 

of the city, leaving only a small number of residents, whose socio-economic strength is weak, below the 

national average, and certainly not representative of maltese society in general.  

Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ ƻŦ άƎŜƴǘǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέ ŀǎ ƛŦ ƛǘ ǿŜǊŜ a loss for the city is to deny that the problem of the 

Ŏƛǘȅ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ άŘŜ-ƎŜƴǘǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέΦ .ŜƛƴƎ ƴƻǎǘŀƭƎƛŎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ άƻƭŘ ŎƘŀǊƳ ±ŀƭŜǘǘŀέ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ 

ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜ ŀ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ŎƛǘȅΣ ƴƻǘ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀ άƳǳǎŜǳƳέ ǿith 

lots of things to show the tourists, or a Saturday night place, with a number of cultural activities (some 

high culture, and others much lower!) and restaurants attracting custom from outside the city, but 

whose resident community otherwise slowly disappears. Is that the future of our capital? The author 

ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŦŜŜƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ŀǎƪ ǿƘƻ ǘƘŜ άƭƻŎŀƭǎέ ŀǊŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ /ƛƴƛ (4) refers to when he comments that 

there is the risk that the latter will not be able to afford the price of property in the city, if such property 

becomes sought after by more prosperous, prospective residents. 

   

Fig.2: Streets taken over by restaurants for residents or tourism? 
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This discussion also raises the issue of density. As has been pointed out before, Valetta was certainly 

inhabited at much denser level than nowadays. Density is, however, not just a simple calculation of the 

number of people living in a given area.  An interesting characteristic is the number of acquaintances of 

an average resident, which is also referred to as the social-tie density. Social-tie density has been 

identified as a prime factor in the fostering of innovation, and hence economic well-being, (Pan et al. (6). 

Loss of density, therefore, is also the loss of potential economic advantage. 

The author has recently re-visited a publication by Jon Mitchell (6) where the author himself is quoted as 

having argued in favour of a balance between the Baroque City and the Modern City. This was in the 

ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŦƻǊǳƳ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘ ƛƴ мффоΣ ƻƴ άIƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ǿŜ really give ƭƛŦŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ ±ŀƭƭŜǘǘŀΚέ ός άYƛŦ 

ƴƛǎǘƎƚǳ ǾŜǊŀƳŜƴǘ ƴƎƚŀǘǳ ƘŀƧƧŀ ƭƛƭƭ-.Ŝƭǘ ±ŀƭƭŜǘǘŀέύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ƘŀŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŦƻǊƎƻǘǘŜƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘΣ 

and is therefore not quite sure of his contribution then, but it seems, from the report in Mitchell, that 

the concerns in 1993 were the same as those held in 2016. The forum had referred to the excellent work 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǳǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ±ŀƭƭŜǘǘŀ wŜƘŀōƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ tǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфулΩǎΣ ǘƻ ǊŜǇŀƛǊ ŀƴŘ 

restore the architectural fabric of the important public buildings in Valetta; but it wished to explore 

what else could be done to really give life to Valetta. The population in Valetta in 1990 was 9000; in 

2014 it was recorded at less than 6500, and therefore the trend is still terminal. The trend was 

doǿƴǿŀǊŘǎ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ улΩǎ ŀƴŘ флΩǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ aŀƭǘŀ ǿŀǎ ƘƻǾŜǊƛƴƎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ 

the 1%. In 2016 it is 0.22% and falling ς in 2020 it is projected to fall to 0.167% and by 2035 the 

population is expected to start declining, because the current fertility rate is already below the 

replacement rate. In other words, the problem of the absence of young families, decried by Mangion (1), 

and Dingli, (5), is likely to get worse, unless something drastic happens. {ǳǊŜƭȅ ƛŦ άƎŜƴǘǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέ ōǊƛƴƎǎ 

in new residents, then it cannot be a bad thing, since the locals are, in any case, a, literally, dying breed 

(unless you include, as Mitchell (6) ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΣ ȅƻǳ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ά.Ŝƭǘƛƴέ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ōƻǊƴ 

and bred in Valletta (like the author), and woǊƪŜŘ ƻǊ ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΦ /ŀƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ άƭƻŎŀƭǎέ ōŜ ŜƴǘƛŎŜŘ 

back?  

¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜƳƛƴŀǊ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ άŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ aŀƭǘŜǎŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ŦǳǘǳǊŜέΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ǘƘƛƴƪǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛǎǎǳŜΦ ²Ƙŀǘ Řƻ ǿŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǿŀƴǘ ǘhe future of 

Valletta to be? If the population continues to decline, do we envisage a situation when the buildings 

within it accommodate offices, private or government,  shops or tourist-related facilities, , (Fig.2)? There 

are cities of a comparable size where this has happened. There are even places (in Italy, for example), 

where all the buildings are empty and the place more or less vacant. If that were the case, then we 

ƳƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ άƭƛǾŜŀōƭŜΣ ǎŀŦŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅέΦ LŦ ǿŜ ŀǊe not worried about 

attracting residents with young families, we would be less concerned about noise pollution, about green 

spaces, and even about the type of evening entertainment we attract. The mayor wishes to have a city 

which respects its residents, (5); this presumes that the city contiues to have residents. 

We could have a balance, but we cannot have the cake and eat it. 

So, to try to respond to what the promoters asked the author to talk about, what architectural and 

urban space lessons can be learnt from the city, which could help us address Valetta of 2020 and 

beyond. 
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First of all, it is necessary to acknowledge that we are lucky that in Valetta we have an abundance of 

interesting urban spaces, the like of which it is difficult to find elsewhere. Valetta is, by any standard, a 

beautiful city. It is excellently located between two beautiful harbours, it has an abundance of 

interesting public urban spaces, (Fig.3). Probably because of the bastions that circumscribe it, Valetta 

has also, more or less, maintained its coherence, and its urban consistence. There are many spaces that 

have been designed with people in mind. The (in)famous steps in some streets inhibited their being 

taken over by the car, and therefore their particular character has survived more than other places, 

(Fig.4). There are many places where the play of light and shade creates interest, where change in scale, 

from the restrained to the monumental, creates surprise and delight. There are many spaces for people 

to discover and enjoy. 

   

Fig. 3: Valetta is still full of beautiful spaces to discover on foot 
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Fig. 4: Steps kept cars out! 

 

!ǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊΣ άƎŜƴǘǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέ Ŏŀƴ ōǊƛƴƎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΦ .ǳǘ Řƻ ǳǊōŀƴ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

restoration of vacant dilapidated buildings, really push existing residents out? The example of the on-

going transformation of Birgu suggests that this is not necessarily the case. As a result of the 

infrastructural investments that have been made by public funds, and the corresponding investments in 

houses by private individuals, Birgu, today, suggests that a balance may exist. Many of the original 

residents of Birgu still own and live in their houses, and even if some other houses are gradually being 

transformed either into new homes for foreign residents, or small hotels for a different type of tourist, 

there is no overall feeling that the place is being άgentrifiedέ. It could be argued, of course, that as the 

returns from such private investment are demonstrated to be very satisfactory, the pressure may rise 

for existing residents to sell out and hence move to other places.  

However, Birgu is also different. It is smaller, and has always been. At the beginning of the 20th century, 

Birgu had a population of about 6000 people, and by 2014 it had declined to just over 2500. Its 

physiognomy is also very different, in the sense that, apart from the damage caused during the Second 

World War and the subseqent reconstructions, the distribution of major buildings such as palaces or 

churches and convents, amongst the fabric of more modest residential units is more diffused.  

The attractiveness, or otherwise, of modest residential units to new residents depends not only on the 

quality of the units themselves, and the views they perhaps afford over the harbours on either side, but 

also on the qualities of the urban spaces around, or immediately adjacent, to the units.This is where 

conflicts can arise. 
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Herman Hertzberger (7) gives some interesting insights into the characteristics of public and private 

space, and of, what ƘŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀǎΣ ǘƘŜ άƛƴ-ōŜǘǿŜŜƴέΥ ά¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ άǇǳōƭƛŎέ ŀƴŘ άǇǊƛǾŀǘŜέ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 

ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ άŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜέ ŀƴŘ άƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭέΦ Lƴ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜ 

sense you could say: public: an area that is accessible to everyone at all times; responsibility for upkeep 

is held collectively. Private: an area whose accessibility is determined by a small group or one person, 

ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴƛǎōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǳǇƪŜŜǇέΦ ¢ƘŜ άƛƴ-ōŜǘǿŜŜƴέ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ άǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘέ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άƪŜȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

transition and connection between areas with divergent territorial claims, and as a place in its own right, 

it constitutes, essentially, the spatial condition for the meeting and dialogue between areas of different 

ƻǊŘŜǊǎΦέ 

Hetzberger is an architect of the Dutch social tradition, working in a society where the difference 

betwwen the upper and lower income families is not as wide as it is elsewhere ς and where there was 

certainly the desire to promote this social uniformity through the design of new urban settlements, or 

tƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ŎƛǘƛŜǎΦ IŜǊǘȊōŜǊƎŜǊ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ άƛƴŜȄƻǊŀōƭŜ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

άǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƻƳŀƛƴέ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΦ IŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ άǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ 

buildings stand apart as autonomous volumes with individualized facades and private entrances, the less 

ŎƻƘŜǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎέΦ 

It is not useful to be judgemental about this trend. The point is that it exists, and no degree of social 

ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜǾŜǊǎŜ ƛǘΦ Lƴ ŎƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ άŎƭƻǎŜƴŜǎǎέ, the limited space between buildings, that nowadays 

we recognise as urban attractiveness, almost invariably was motivated by defence, and especially by 

communal defence. This military requirement often had other, more social, consequences.  Especially in 

the areas where prosperity was limited, and therefore the houses small, the street becomes a 

communal living room. This is where children play together in the street, where neighbours can take 

their chairs out, in the summer evenings, to socialize with the neighbours, or even simply to watch the 

street. The street is also where people could look out for each other.  

IŜǘȊōŜǊƎŜǊ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀǊŜŀ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǿƘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ άŦǳǊƴƛǎƘƛƴƎέ 

ŀƴŘ άŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘέ ƻŦ ŀƴ ǳǊōŀƴ ǎǇŀŎŜΣ ƳǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ ǎǇŀce; the character depends on who 

takes charge of a space, takes care of it, and who is, or feels, responsible for it. Public spaces, including 

streets, are increasingly looked after by the local authorities, and therefore there is both a reduced 

scope for personalisation, as well as a general dilution of the concept of the street as a collective space.  

DǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎΣ ǘƘŜƴΣ ŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜ άǇŀǊƛǎƘέΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǎǘǊŜŜǘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ 

other specific street communities. Valetta had, and, to a certain extent, still has, a strong parish 

structure. The primary ones, reflecting not only the location of the churches, but also the density and 

ǳƴƛŦƻǊƳƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊǎΣ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƛǎƘŜǎ ƻŦ {ǘΦtŀǳƭΩǎ {ƘƛǇǿǊŜŎƪΣ ƻŦ {ǘΦ5ƻƳƛƴƛŎΣ ƻŦ 

St.Augustine and of the Carmelites. The ownership of the public streets of these parishes could not, for 

obvious reasons, be seen at any stage during the year, since the responsibility for looking after them 

remained that of the city or national authority. But, during the special days when the parish celebrated 

ƛǘǎ ŦŜŀǎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ άŦǳǊƴƛǎƘƛƴƎέ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎ ǿŀǎ ŘŜƭŜƎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƛǎƘ 

collective. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǊŜŜǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ άǎǳōǳǊōŀƴέ ǳǊōŀƴ ǎǇŀŎŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ space for 

vehicular movement, for car-parking, for cycle lanes, for pedestrian walkways, and, even more, for the 
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ubiquitous front garden ς often in the name of some building regulaton or another -  pushes buildings 

away from each other to the extent that the space in between does not exist, and, consequently, to the 

extent that the social interaction across buildings cannot bloom. Or perhaps, we increasingly do not wish 

it to bloom? Hertzberger comments that the affinity between inhabitants tends to diminish as 

prosperity increases. Arguably, better economic circumstances of people result in a reduced 

dependance on doing things together with your neighbours. 

There are however other spaces, which are nominally public, but which, by reason of their geography 

and location, do not feel public at all. Sometimes they are public spaces which have been converted into 

extensions of the private dwelling. In other case, these spaces could probably correspond to those 

spaces which HertzbŜǊƎŜǊ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀǎ άƛƴ-ōŜǘǿŜŜƴέ όCig.5). This can still be observed in some particular 

spaces in Valetta, sometimes in spaces that are not, strictly speaking, streets, but also elevated terraces, 

ŀƭŎƻǾŜǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŀǊŎƘǿŀȅǎΣ ƭŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ǎǘŜǇǎΣ ƻǊ ǳƴŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘŜŘ ǎǘǊŜŜǘ ŜƴŘǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ άǘŀƪŜƴ ƻǾŜǊέ by the 

residents of the immediate neighbourhood. These spaces exist because the responsibility for looking 

after it has been effectively delegated to the local collective. Communities are often built around such 

ǎǇŀŎŜǎΣ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ǘƘǳǎ άǘŀƪŜƴ ƻǾŜǊέ, even if nominally public. The casual visitor, or even the new 

resident, Ƴŀȅ ŜǾŜƴ ŦƛƴŘ ƛǘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŜƴǘŜǊ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ άǇǳōƭƛŎέ ǎǇŀŎŜ, because of the overt άƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇέ 

claims by others, generally collectively ς although sometimes also by an individual. The άƛƴ-ōŜǘǿŜŜƴέ 

ǎǇŀŎŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ άǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎΣ 

instead, a buffer space, much as the front garden in suburbia does not act as an in-between space 

between the public street and the private dwelling, but a further buffer against the community. 

Communities can also exist in other ways. The author grew up in a post-war block of apartments located 

ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊƴŜǊ ƻŦ {ǘΦtŀǳƭΩǎ {ǘǊŜŜǘ ǿƛǘƘ {ǘΦ5ƻƳƛƴƛŎΩǎ {ǘǊŜŜǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ŀƴ ƻǇŜƴ ŎƻǳǊǘȅŀǊŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴƻǘƘer 

ǘǿƻ ŀǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ōƭƻŎƪǎΣ ƻƴŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ {ǘΦtŀǳƭΩǎ {ǘǊŜŜǘΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƻƴŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ 

ŦǊƻƳ aŜǊŎƘŀƴǘǎΩ {ǘǊŜŜǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǘȅŀǊŘ ǎǇŀŎŜ ς not the ground level, which 

belonged to a separate entity, but the actual multi-storeyed air space of the courtyard ς as the primary 

community focus of the residents of the three blocks, where they shared their daily stories, lent things 

or support to each other as the need arose, to the extent that the children were brought up to think of 

these neighbours as aunts and uncles. 
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Fig. 5: Public urban space; but feels private? 

Iƻǿ Řƻ ƴŜǿ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ άǇǳōƭƛŎέ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ adjacent or in the 

immediate vicinity of their prospective residence? Do they feel inhibited by the need to be less private 

(and hence the need to concede more to the communal), and hence inclined to give up? Or, if in 

sufficient numbers, can the arrival of new residents dilute the collective nature of the space, and even 

push them out completely?  Lƴ {ǘΦ.ŀǊōŀǊŀΩǎ .ŀǎǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜŜƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ 

and desirbale areas of Valletta, many residents have moved out ς probably against considerable 

financial gain ς in favour of either rich corporate clients, or rich expatriate residents.  

How can the process of attraction of new residents be moderated? 

In Valletta, there are few opportunities for designing new buildings and designing new urban spaces. A 

ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŜȄƛǎǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мфтлΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ǘhat were built following slum 

clearance operations ς but which were not ambitious enough, and which therefore laid the seeds for the 

slums of the future. In order to attract new residents, particularly new young families, we need to find 

new ways to use existing urban spaces. The revival of the public street as the communal living room is 

unlikely to be successul, not least because of the reduced social homogeniety, and reduced appetite for 

the sort of neighbourliness that characterised previous communities; but also because of the continuing 

dominance of the car ς unless the steps in the street prohibit the car! 

The gridiron nature of Valletta has not really been exploited. Although the grid ought to facilitate the 

linkage between the periphery and the centre, this has not been the case. The central zone, even if not 

as delimited as proposed by Mangion, continues to dominate, partly by reason of geography ς the 

character of the lower part of Republic Street changes where the slope becomes steeper, as does the 

ǳǇǇŜǊ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ aŜǊŎƘŀƴǘǎΩ {ǘǊŜŜǘ ς but also by ease of access, quality of public infrastructure, and 

distribution of amenities. There are areas on the periphery of the city where investment is still 
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necessary, (Fig. 6). These areas need to be brought back into the urban collective, so that the liveable 

core is stretched to extend to the enclosure of the bastions- because this is where more people 

actuallyu live. It is necessary to create tension in the City, by stretching the centre, and linking it more 

intimately to the periphery. This can also be done by the creation of public facilities/buildings which can 

have the function of promoting social interaction.  

        

 

Fig.6: Urban spaces on the periphery where investment is still necessary. 

In the 19th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎƛǘƛŜǎ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ άǇǊƛǾŀǘŜέ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ 

the public realm, where social interaction was possible, for example, exhibition buildings, department 

stores, railway stations, covered arcades. In Valetta, there are some, such as the Old Market, and now, 

possibly the Pjazza Tijatru Rjal, the Fort St.Elmo Museum, which could have the same function, if 

promoted as such. It is necessary to enhance these facilities, and to distribute them over the whole of 

the city so aǎ ǘƻ άǎǘǊŜǘŎƘέ ƛǘΦ One idea could be the recovery of the magnificent buildings that until 

ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ǿŜǊŜ aŀƭǘŀΩǎ ōŜǎǘ ŜǉǳƛǇǇŜŘ ŦǳǊƴƛǘǳǊŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊȅΣ ŀǎ ŀ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 

function. 


