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THE TRAGIC DEATH OF MIRIAM PACE: WHAT SHOULD BE DONE SO THAT YET 
ANOTHER LOSS OF LIFE WOULD NOT BE IN VAIN? 
 
OPINION PAPER BY THE INTERDIOCESAN ENVIRONMENT COMMISSION 
 
 
Like everyone else, the Interdiocesan Environment Commission (KA) has been 

shocked, saddened, and angered by Miriam Pace’s death on 2nd March 2020 while 

she was in the sanctity of her home. While offering our sincere condolences to the 

Pace Family, the KA feels that it should offer its reflections, so that the tragedies we 

have witnessed to date – which alas could have been avoided – are never repeated. 

 

1. Not the first tragedy and other near-tragedies  

The premature death of Miriam is, unfortunately, not the only one to have occurred 

due to irresponsible practices in the construction industry. In the last years the media 

had reported various incidents including the following:  

 12 April 2000: Rita Vella (84 years) dies buried under the rubble of her home in 

Tas-Sliema 

 3 June 2004: Maria Dolores Zarb (60 years) and Nadya Vavilova (24 years) die 

when a block of apartments collapses in St Paul’s Bay 

 16 November 2018: partial collapse of warehouse in Mrieħel 

 23 April 2019: 3-storey block collapses in Gwardamanġa 

 8 June 2019: Maggie Smith (77 years) suffers injuries in a collapse of a 4-storey 

apartment in Mellieħa 

 13 June 2019: a party wall of an apartment block collapses in Gwardamanġa 

 12 October 2019: a roof caves in in Msida 

 

Other incidents caused by building activity could have had worse repercussions if 

residents or passers-by just happened to be in, or too close to the buildings that 

collapsed. The media reported the following such incidents: 

 17 April 2018: three balconies collapse in Marsaskala 

 18 April 2018: a back-wall of an 18th century house collapses in Victoria, Gozo 

 16 November 2018: a roof and sidewall of a warehouse collapse in Mrieħel 

 2 April 2019: two balconies collapse, again in Marsaskala 

 12 October 2019: a backyard wall collapses in St Paul’s Bay  



 
 
 

And the rate at which these events are happening does not seem to relent, as can be 

attested by the latest incident, i.e. the collapse of a road in St Julian’s (on the 18th 

March 2020). 

 

2. Incidents involving property and residents are unfortunately more common 

than one may think 

The incidents that are known are those that are reported in the media. So many other 

people we do not know may have suffered (and may be still suffering) damages to 

their property only to end up without proper compensation because the contractor 

does not agree to their compensation claims, and challenges them to go to court so 

that they get their dues. How many people, including elderly and sick, have kept silent, 

suffering one inconvenience after another, simply because the construction practices 

on adjacent sites do not respect people’s lives and their right for a peaceful rest? What 

makes such situations tragic is that such inconvenient and dangerous practices can 

affect any common citizen who would be unfortunate enough to have their home 

adjacent to a building that has been earmarked for demolition. Not to mention the 

considerable number of foreign workers who may be compelled to accept any type of 

work they are offered, and who are unfortunately thought of only when one of them is 

seriously injured (the latest reported case occurred on the 16th March 2020) or even 

tragically dies on a construction site.  

 

3. Time passes, the news value is lost, some ad-hoc short-term “solution” is 

proposed… and gradually all is forgotten 

Let us be honest: who remembers daily the construction industry’s innocent victims if 

not that of their loved ones? It seems that in this country one gets used to everything, 

and the abnormal becomes normal. It seems the only priority for some lies in the 

wellbeing of our economy. As soon as the news value is lost and the media turns its 

attention to other issues, what happens to those who have to endure suffering on a 

daily basis? To add insult to injury, justice takes its very long time to be served.1 How 

many residents air their concerns to contractors on seeing damages to their homes 

and such concerns are not heeded immediately? How many times have we witnessed 

the inefficiency of systems that are meant to exist to compensate those who suffer 

from such incidents? Enquiries are held, regulations are amended and sometimes 

some action is taken (most of the times not proportional to the loss of life, injuries or 

damages) and then after a few weeks, life returns to its abnormal state. The KA asks 

whether Government’s expert consultants on construction and development, who may 

also excel in legal rhetoric, could have avoided this unnecessary suffering on their co-

                                                      
1https://newsbook.com.mt/fl-2004-zewg-nisa-nqatlu-mghaffga-bint-ghadha-tistenna-l-gustizzja/ 

https://newsbook.com.mt/fl-2004-zewg-nisa-nqatlu-mghaffga-bint-ghadha-tistenna-l-gustizzja/


 
 
 

citizens. Citizens have a right to know what these consultants, who are paid by their 

tax contribution, are delivering in their interest.  

 

4. The 2019 Regulations – a populist attempt at impressing the general public? 

In its submissions to Government in June 2019, as part of the public consultation on 

the new Regulations on Excavation and Construction Practices, the KA had noted that 

it:  

“... sincerely hopes that the proposed regulations will not be a populist attempt to 

impress the general public that something is being done, without ensuring that all the 

parties involved in the construction process are actually being assigned 

responsibilities that they can shoulder and for which they are adequately qualified, 

trained and / or warranted / certified to do so. A public register of all service-providers 

in the construction sector who are qualified / certified to carry out such a service needs 

to be drawn up and be available for public inspection so that whoever is contracting 

any of such service providers would know that they have all the necessary skills and 

expertise to do so and are actually licensed to carry out such work.”2  

It is outright scandalous that the Building Regulations Office, instead of setting up and 

maintaining a register of contractors of its own, and ensuring that all contractors are 

qualified, trained and certified to do the work that they are contracted to do, chose to 

abdicate from its responsibility and rely on the Malta Developers’ Association to keep 

such register.  

 

5. Absence of long-term strategy for livable and safe communities 

In its submission as part of the mentioned public consultation, the KA had urged: 

“immediate, but extremely well-thought and real action to safeguard properties and 

people. This entails a long-term strategy which provides for livable, safe spaces for 

our communities. People are not only concerned – people are afraid of what can 

happen next. It is in this sense that the community deserves not only reassurances, 

but a clear demonstration by all stakeholders in the industry that beyond the immediate 

reactions now, which are indeed necessary, there is a far-reaching vision and 

commitment to enforce any decisions made.”  

The KA believes that the country is still far from having an effective long-term strategy 

to provide livable and safe spaces for communities.  

                                                      
2 Building Collapse, Damages, and the Safety and Wellbeing of People: The Interdiocesan Environment 

Commission’s contribution to the public consultation exercise related to Regulations on Excavation and 

Construction Practices. 



 
 
 

6. For far too long, authorities have listened only to contractors and so-called 

“developers”.  

Again, in its submissions for the drafting of the 2019 Regulations, the KA had noted 

that: 

“As to whether the construction industry is capable of self-regulation, the unrelenting 

and often fatal accidents of construction workers should provide the answer. For far 

too long, the authorities have listened only to contractors and developers and refused 

to engage with the wider public and other stakeholders including non-governmental 

organizations in order to study and evaluate the construction industry’s effects on 

people and the environment in which they live. The authorities and developers have 

become interchangeable spokespersons for each other while the rights and views of 

other stakeholders have been largely ignored.”   

It seems it has become common practice for the authorities to summarily dismiss 

submissions on laws, regulations, policies and development applications made by 

stakeholders that are not allied to the construction lobby. It is high time the 

Government carries out a major overhaul of its public consultation procedures. Each 

proposed change in any construction, planning and environmental regulations needs 

to be fully justified in the document that is issued for public consultation.  

 

7. It is clear that the 2019 Regulations required more thought 

When the regulations were issued for public consultation, the KA had noted that: 

“… allowing only five days to listen to what the public and stakeholders have to say on 

how the interests of the common citizen should be better safeguarded, raises 

questions on the long-term effectiveness of such proposed changes. It feels that more 

time is necessary for the development of sound regulations which effectively address 

the core issues, with an allowance for stakeholders and all interested parties to react 

to the proposed changes.”  

In cases where changes to policy need to be carried out fast in order to safeguard the 

environment, authorities drag their feet. In those cases where more time should be 

taken so that solutions are really thought out properly, then the authorities act fast to 

show that something is being done. Presentation has become more important than 

substance.   

 

8. Addressing two issues that erode our social fabric 

The KA feels that  we should altogether address two issues that are eroding people’s 

wellbeing and our social fabric:  



 
 
 

 The insatiable greed of individuals, who can be few or many, and who have 

been wreaking havoc in the urban and natural environments with the blessing 

of the authorities, through ill-advised policies and regulations that are 

influenced by consultants who have glaring conflicts of interests;  

 The substitution of honest and proper public consultation with slogans claiming 

to listen to people’s concerns which are nothing but pseudo-consultations 

because the agenda would have already been set in the least transparent 

manner.  

 

9. Need to eliminate the flaws in our political system   

For the sake of transparency and lasting trust, national political agendas should not 

be set through back-room deals which are then given legitimacy through general 

elections. The construction industry’s lobbying of political parties and politicians needs 

to be checked. The issues of financing of political parties and the salaries of members 

of Parliament should be on the national agenda.3 It is an archaic political system which 

is at the heart of the continuing fall in value of the quality of life in urban areas and of 

the natural environment.  

 

10. People’s lives can depend on documents 

Documentation that is submitted, or that should be so, to authorities in relation to 

development permits and building regulations are not just papers. If such documents 

are not analysed properly for their completeness and quality, they can destroy lives. 

When Government files, documents, reports and submissions are viewed as just a 

pile of annoying documents and not as representing the aspirations of persons to live 

with dignity, then respect for human life suffers.  

 

11. Setting an example in enforcement 

For far too long, the message to contractors has been to do as they please. Authorities 

have to set an example in enforcement. Apart from enforcement of the laws, all 

Government agencies should themselves start to respect planning laws and not run 

roughshod over planning regulations. The contagion of disrespect for laws easily 

spreads when the authorities themselves do not follow the same laws.  

 

 

                                                      
3https://timesofmalta.com/articles/view/change-the-system-now-sandro-chetcuti.767911 

https://timesofmalta.com/articles/view/change-the-system-now-sandro-chetcuti.767911


 
 
 

12. People should not be treated with contempt 

Ever since activists have started working in favour of a better environment, decades 

ago, many, including politicians (who should know better) have attempted to denigrate 

them as being interested more in gremxul (lizards) than in other issues. If this is so, 

then contractors and developers may well be treating people like dubbien (flies).  

According to a report published in 20194, residents in Triq Sant’Andrija, St Julians 

could not enjoy a good night’s sleep for weeks, because of loud hammering carried 

out during the night at the 31-storey Mercury House development site. According to 

the report, the authorities had granted the developer the permission to carry out works 

during the night because “there are deadlines that must be met, so they need to work 

during the night hours”. Communities and families feel they are being treated like trash 

by whoever is responsible. The impression one gets is that the relevant authorities are 

failing to protect the vulnerable from the powerful. The authorities should see that the 

concerns of the large number of families, communities and the local councils that 

represent such communities are given priority over the interests of a couple of 

irresponsible developers. 

 

13. “Sustainable Development” – perhaps the most abused term in planning and 

political discourse  

The KA has, for a long time, issued statement after statement warning the authorities 

under different administrations about the need that the common good be given the 

highest priority so that the country benefits from real development, that is one which 

is sustainable.  

Sustainable development rests on three pillars. If not considered in decision-making, 

“development” does not create wealth which is enjoyed by everybody including future 

generations. Over the years, the construction industry with its raison-d’être to be pro-

business and not pro-person, in spite of its assurances, has shown, in a clear manner, 

that it is neither capable of generating a product that is sustainable, nor able to regulate 

itself. 

The environmental pillar: the unbridled development has robbed Malta (and our 

children) of the open spaces and landscape that had made this country a jewel. In turn 

it gave us buildings that look like pigeon-houses, created dust pollution everywhere, 

wasted the Maltese stone resource, and has created a national problem in the form of 

construction waste together with irreparable loss to the natural and architectural 

heritage of the country.  

                                                      
4https://timesofmalta.com/articles/view/late-night-works-keep-st-julians-resident-wide-awake.753157 

https://timesofmalta.com/articles/view/late-night-works-keep-st-julians-resident-wide-awake.753157


 
 
 

The social pillar: apart from the direct impact on families and workers, the lack of 

proper planning in this industry and the lack of controls in property prices has had a 

negative impact on the national social fabric in the form of overcrowding of residences; 

debts that young couples have to enter into so that they start a family; hardship to 

hundreds of people who end up in the streets because they cannot afford sudden 

increase in rents; and the dependency on social housing in order to mitigate these 

problems.  

The economic pillar: the KA argues that the contribution to the economy that the 

construction industry makes is not as impressive as one makes it to be, especially 

when one takes into consideration the price that the nation has paid, and is still paying, 

on various fronts mainly the wellbeing of the majority of the population that does not 

benefit financially from this industry. The profits that have been registered by the 

industry were large because the negative impacts of construction projects were 

externalised, i.e. they were paid by others! 

At a political level, one cannot continue speaking in terms of “balance between 

development and the protection of the environment” as if the planning decisions that 

have been taken to date reflect such “balance”, or are an indication of sustainable 

development. What we have witnessed is a gross imbalance in favour of unbridled 

development and trampling on the natural, archaeological, architectural and social 

fabric of the country.  

 

14. A conversion of minds and hearts   

While it is normal that everybody would enjoy having money in his/her pockets, it is 

short-sighted that financial gain becomes the be-all and end-all. The Maltese economy 

should not be happy that it thrives on monies tainted by blood or disdain for people’s 

fundamental rights. On this point, Pope Francis was clear in his General Audience at 

St Peter’s Square of 2 March 2016, exactly four years before Miriam’s tragic loss, on 

the subject of “Mercy and Correction” when he spoke about how important it is that 

the Church keeps the distance from donations of such monies: 

“I am thinking of several benefactors of the Church who come with an offering — “Take 

this offering for the Church” — which is the fruit of the blood of so many exploited, 

mistreated, enslaved people and their poorly paid work! I would say to these people: 

“Please, take back your cheque, burn it”. The People of God, namely, the Church, 

does not need dirty money. They need hearts open to the mercy of God. It is important 

to approach God with clean hands, avoiding evil and practising goodness and justice. 

The way the prophet concludes is beautiful: “cease to do evil, / learn to do good; / seek 

justice, / correct oppression; / defend the fatherless, / plead for the widow” (vv. Is.16-

17). 



 
 
 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and donations to charities cannot be used and 

promoted to compensate for the irresponsible attitude of some players in the 

construction industry. If the construction industry and the regulators which are 

supposed to regulate it really care about the wellbeing of residents and communities, 

then communities will be justly served and no charitable donations are required. In the 

absence of such disposition, CSR actions and “charitable” donations become more 

like irresponsibility-laundering actions. 

 

15. An appeal to contractors   

The KA appeals to honest contractors to speak out and make their influence felt in the 

changes that are required to be taken in the construction industry. The time to speak 

out and take a stand does not apply only when direct orders are issued to particular 

contractors and a justly-felt sense of injustice spurs one to complain hoping that other 

future direct orders will come their way. Honest contractors should be the yeast of 

renewed, consistent and persistent efforts to change a construction system (in its 

regulatory and operational aspects) from one that gives lip-service to communities, 

into one that really respects the dignity of communities and their individual members, 

and which does not rely on partisan political patronage for its survival.    

 

16. An appeal to landowners   

Landowners are a major player in the development frenzy that has taken over the 

country in the last years. Landowners are not restricted to a few major ones, but run 

into thousands, practically anybody who owns a piece of land whether it is his own 

residence or any other property. The increase in property prices have led many people 

to sell their property to make extraordinary gains which are being paid by neighbours 

and other members of the community in which the property transaction takes place.  

Such sellers of land need to reflect on their actions, since it is useless for them to be 

shocked and scandalised by the building that replaces the one they had sold. They 

would have been fully aware that the substantial profits they were making were exactly 

due to such abhorrent structures that they allowed to take place through the sale of 

their property. If planning policies are designed to wreak havoc in urban communities 

and the natural environment, then the challenge for people of good will is to make all 

efforts to change such policies. Unfortunately, most exploit such policies in the name 

of a soulless market, and at the same time absolve themselves of the obvious negative 

impacts of the consequent development by shifting the blame on decision-makers. Of 

course, one might adopt the view that not playing to market rules does not make 

financial sense. The counter argument is that, for believers, Christ’s message was 

never synchronised with mainstream thinking and behaviour. It is useless for members 

of boards of companies to be shocked by the degradation of the natural and urban 



 
 
 

environment, while at the same time pass board resolutions to carry out projects that 

contribute to such continued degradation. This appeal applies to small and big 

landowners, individuals and corporate entities, Government, Church entities and 

religious orders.  

 

17. An appeal to the Authorities  

The KA feels that the time is ripe for the authorities to clearly show where their priorities 

lie and, with courage, take the difficult decisions which should have been taken long 

ago. Such decisions, while being uncomfortable for a few, are justified for the vast 

majority of the population. The issues that need to be addressed continue to be related 

with inadequate regulations, the lack of licensing of contractors, use of low-quality 

materials, lack of certification of materials, geotechnical and structural issues, 

procedures which do not assign clear roles and responsibilities, enforcement and a 

mediocre populist approach in dealing with issues head-on. The KA hopes that the 

authorities address these and other related issues in a way that can withstand the test 

of time. The memory of Miriam Pace and of all those who have lost their lives or their 

homes at the hands of the construction industry, deserve nothing less.  


