ERA’s comments on the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) Scoping Report
for the Planning Authority’s Solar Farms Policy
29th August 2019

1.

Introduction

1.1

ERA welcomes the preparation of the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) scoping report
in relation to the Solar Farms Policy, in respect of quarries located within and/or near
SACs/SPAs. The following comments are provided without prejudice to ERA’s comments on the
Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) study, any required policy revisions and any eventual
future proposals emerging from or are connected to the implementation of the Solar Farms
Policy at project stage, when more detailed environmental screening and/or permitting will be
required.

1.2

The scoping report is an important step in the SEA process, as it provides a good overview of
the scope and parameters for the environmental assessment of the Policy and the preparation
of the SEA Environmental Report (ER). ERA considers that the following issues should be
addressed in the following stages of the SEA process, in order to ensure that all possible
significant environmental impacts are addressed at an early stage.

1.3

Some of the comments presented in this document, particularly the comments related to
Section 5.0 Area of Study (AoS), are a re-iteration of ERA’s comments on the AA scoping report
of the Solar Farms Policy. This in view that the AoS selected for the SEA is identical to the AoS
for the AA.

2.

General observations on the extent of study

2.1

The area of influence of large-scale solar farms may vary according to their specific geographical
context and the surrounding topography, and their environmental impacts may potentially arise
from a wider area than encompassed by the strict 100m and 500m cut-offs proposed in the
draft scoping report. The SEA study should assess all relevant environmental impacts as per the
requirements of the SEA Regulations (S.L. 549.61), including impacts on the landscape,
biodiversity, flora and fauna, hydrology, geology, etc., irrespective of any arbitrary distance.

2.2

The SEA should study the potential cumulative/synergistic impacts of solar farms located in
relative proximity to each other over a vast area, such as those established as clusters. For
example, ERA notes that the scoping report has excluded some of the quarries in the San
Lawrenz area upfront from the assessment, even though these may still have a direct, indirect
or cumulative/synergistic impact on the wider environment of the area.

2.3

After reviewing all quarries indicated in the scoping report and the proposed Areas of Study
(AoS), ERA requires that the quarries listed in Table A below should also be considered in the
SEA study.
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3.

Specific Areas of Study (AoS)

3.1

If considered eligible as potential sites for solar farms, certain quarries shown on Figures 2 to 7
of the SEA scoping report should be included as part of the Area of Study (AoS) in view of the
potential impacts on SACs/SPAs. These additional quarries are listed in Table A below (also see
Figures A to D).

3.2

Moreover, quarry HG13 in Gozo (see Figure E) should be removed from the Areas of Study (AoS)
and should not be considered further as an eligible site for solar farms. This site was never truly
quarried and therefore, largely, still consists of undeveloped rural land where such
development would be inappropriate.
Table A: Additional quarries to be included in the Areas of Study for the SEA & Table 1 of the scoping report

Quarry Ref.
SG01
SG02
SG05
SG07
HG07
HG13
HM07
HM13
HM32

Location
Sqaq Habel Lazz, Kercem, Gozo
Tal-Ponta, San Lawrenz, Gozo
Ta’ Ghansar, San Lawrenz, Gozo
Tal-Misrah, l/o San Lawrenz, Gozo
Ta’ Isopu, Qortin, l/o Nadur
Ta’ Bezuza, Sannat, Gozo
Gebel Cantar, Siggiewi, Malta
Ta’ Tomna, Mellieha, Malta
Ta’ l-Iburdan

Habitats Directive
To be included
To be included
To be included
To be included
To be included
N/A
To be included
To be included
To be included

Birds Directive
Already Included
To be included
Already Included
Already Included
Already Included
To be removed
To be included
N/A
N/A

Figure A: Quarries SG01, SG02, SG05 and SG07, as shown in Figures 2 and 5 of the SEA scoping report
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SG02

SG01

SG07

SG01
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Figure B: Quarry HG07, as shown in Figures 2 and 5 of the SEA scoping report

HG07

HG07

Figure C: Quarry HM32 and HM07, as shown in Figures 7 and 9 of the SEA scoping report

HM32

HM07
HM07
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Figure D: Quarry HM13, as shown in Figure 3 of the SEA scoping report

HM13

Figure E: Site HG13 (source: PA’s Geoserver)

4.

Comments on the proposed list of quarries

4.1

Table 1 of the SEA scoping report lists the quarries that are being proposed for assessment in
the SEA study. Figures 8/9 and 10/11 of the same report show the Areas of Study (AoS) that are
considered relevant to the Habitats and Birds Directives respectively. There are important
discrepancies between the information provided in Table 1 of the scoping report and the AoS
maps in the same report (see Table B below). For example, HM07 (Gebel Cantar, Siggiewi) is
shown in Figure 9 but is not listed in Table 1. This particular quarry is directly adjacent to an SAC
and in the vicinity of an SPA (Figure F) and therefore, should be studied further. Therefore, the
AoS maps in Figures 8 to 11 and Table 1 of the scoping report should be updated in line with
ERA’s recommendations in Table A.
Table B: Discrepancies between Table 1 and the Figures in the SEA scoping report

Quarry Ref.

Location

Discrepancy

HG07

Ta' Isopu, Qortin, l/o
Nadur, Gozo

HM07

Gebel Cantar, Siggiewi,
Malta

This quarry is listed in Table 1 as only relevant for the Birds
Directive as indicated in Figure 10. This quarry should also
be included in the AoS for Habitats Directive as it is in the
vicinity of an SAC (Figure 2).
This quarry is included in the AoS for the Habitats Directive
(Figure 9) but is not listed in Table 1. Since this quarry is
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adjacent to an SAC, it is to be assessed in the AA study and
included in Table 1.
HM32

Ghar tal-Iburdan

SG02

Tal-Ponta, San Lawrenz,
Gozo

SG05

Ta'
Ghansar,
Lawrenz, Gozo

San

This quarry is not listed in Table 1, although it is shown as
relevant in the AoS for the Habitats Directive (Figure 9). This
site is overlapping an SAC and is also projected to be
restored for conservation purposes. Therefore, it is to be
included in the AA study, and in Table 1.
This quarry is not listed in Table 1 however, it is mapped in
Figure 8 (AoS for Habitats Directive). Since it is in the vicinity
of several other quarries (Figures 2 & 5),
cumulative/synergistic impacts are to be assessed and this
quarry is to be listed in Table 1 for inclusion in the AA study
for both the Habitats and the Birds Directives.
According to Table 1, this quarry is only considered in the
AoS for the Birds Directive (Figure 10). Since it is in the
vicinity of other quarries, it should also be included in AoS
for the Habitats Directive, due to possible
cumulative/synergistic impacts with other sites.

Figure F: HM07 quarry at Gebel Cantar, Siggiewi located in the vicinity of SPA and contiguous to SAC (source: PA’s
Geoserver)

5.

Management objectives for quarries in SACs/SPAs

5.1

There are concerns about a number of quarries that are located directly within (or partly within)
SACs/SPAs. These include quarry SG09 at San Lawrenz (Gozo), quarry HM02 at Siggiewi, quarry
HM09 at Qrendi, quarry HM32 at Ta’ l-Iburdan (Rabat, Malta) and quarry HM18 at Wied Moqbol
(see Figures G and H). The Management Plans for these SACs/SPAs stipulate that the priority for
these sites is their proper restoration for nature conservation purposes, in support of national
conservation targets and biodiversity objectives, in line with the requirements of the Flora,
Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations (S.L. 549.44). This consideration should be
duly factored into the assessment.
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Figure G: Quarries SG09, HM02, HM09 and HM32 which are located within
(or partly within) SACs/SPAs (source: PA’s Geoserver)

SG09

HM02
HM09

HM32

5.2

Moreover, there are concerns about the possible environmental consequences on particular
rural sites, notably SACs/SPAs and their environs, from the infilling and after use of particular
quarries which are located in close proximity to cliff faces, for example due to potential
geotechnical instability at quarry HM18 at Wied Moqbol (Figure H). This consideration should
be duly factored into the assessment.
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Figure H: Quarry HM18 at Wied Moqbol, partly located within the SAC/SPA
(source: PA’s Geoserver)

HM18

6.

Impact assessment and alternatives

6.1

The SEA for the Solar Farms Policy should put more emphasis on identifying critical scenarios
and ‘no-go’ sites/areas which should not be considered further by the policy due to: (i)
significant adverse environmental impacts, including impacts on sensitive and protected areas
and their integrity, at individual or cumulative level; (ii) conflicts with the conservation
objectives and measures for the affected areas , including the potential to implement
appropriate steps to maintain and improve their conservation status; and/or (iii) any similarly
important environmental concerns identified by the consultants. In this regard, the SEA should
also clearly highlight where it considers that certain quarries should only be restored for nature
conservation purposes. Other important considerations such as cumulative/synergistic impacts
should also be addressed by the study, as these need to be proactively factored into the
framework for future development consent and cannot be effectively addressed on a reactive
case-by-case basis at project-stage alone.

6.2

Not all existing eligible quarries in the Maltese Islands are shown on Figure 1 in the scoping
report (e.g. in Mqabba). As part of the assessment of alternatives, all eligible quarries
(operational, inactive or disused), especially those located away from environmentally sensitive
areas, should be taken into consideration so as to relieve pressure for the development of largescale solar farms directly within or adjacent to sensitive areas such as SACs/SPAs and their
environs, thereby avoiding significant impacts on environmentally sensitive areas and their
integrity.

6.3

The SEA should also examine the effects of prioritising potentially eligible sites for solar farms,
in order to ensure that quarries located in least environmentally sensitive areas are utilised first
for the implementation of the Solar Farms Policy. This would avoid unnecessary impacts and
pressures on environmentally sensitive areas (e.g. SACs/SPAs) and their natural environment.

6.4

The assessment should also consider any additional adverse impacts which may result from any
foreseeable pressures for encroachment of the solar farm beyond the current quarry void,
although within the site boundary.

6.5

Moreover, the SEA should assess the potential environmental impacts of the Solar Farms Policy
on the extraction of mineral resources from such sites and the risk of displacing pressures for
the demand of such resources elsewhere, possibly new quarry sites. The current surge in
construction activities has resulted in additional pressure on the extraction of raw materials to
satisfy the demand for local building materials. The blanket use of eligible quarries for the
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installation of solar farms could trigger proposals for the excavation of new quarry sites for the
extraction of raw materials to meet the demand.
7.

Detailed comments

7.1

The following detailed comments are presented according to the order of the respective
sections in the consultant’s SEA scoping report.
Section 2.0: Strategic Environmental Assessment

7.2

Section 2.2 SEA Legislation: Reference to the transposition of the SEA Regulations into Maltese
Legislation should be revised to read SEA Regulations S.L.549.61.

7.3

Section 2.3 The SEA Process: Whilst the SEA scoping report identifies that the first stage of the
ER is to establish the present conditions (i.e. the baseline), no information has been provided
on the relevant data and sources that will be used. The ER should analyse the evolution of the
environment without implementation of the policy (i.e. without the installation of solar farms)
and how the policy is likely to change such scenario as a result of the implementation of solar
farms.

7.4

In the assessment of relevant policy-level alternatives, the SEA is to take into consideration the
issues discussed above, and should also consider the zero-option at generic/local level as may
be appropriate. The zero-option should still take into account the fact that once disused, the
relevant quarries would need to be backfilled and restored back to nature conservation and/or
agriculture, depending on their site context. The reasoning behind the selection of any
particular alternatives is to be clearly highlighted and explained.
Section 3.0: Description of the Policy

7.5

Section 3.2 Background: The relationship between the proposed Solar Farms Policy and other
relevant environmental plans, programmes and policies should be addressed in the ER, to
ensure the protection of the environment in a comprehensive and holistic manner. The scoping
report already highlights the requirements of EU and national environmental legislation on
energy produced from renewable energy sources. ERA considers that the ER should also have
regard to other environmentally relevant plans, programmes and policies which may be
affected by, or which may influence the environmental assessment, the integration of
environmental considerations into the Solar Farms Policy and their effective implementation
and monitoring. The ER should consider all relevant environmental legislation including but not
limited to the following:

State of the Environment Report (2018);

the National Environmental Policy (2012);

the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (2012);

the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations (2006) and related
regulations;

Natura 2000 Management Plans and Conservation Orders issued by ERA;

Agreements between ERA and third parties for the management of protected sites;

the Waste Management Plan (2014);

the Water Catchment Management Plan (2011);

the 2nd Water Catchment Management Plan for the Malta Water Catchment District
(2016);

the Bathing Water Quality Regulations (2009);
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the Air Quality Plan for the Maltese Islands (2010);
the Limitation of Emissions of Certain Atmospheric Pollutants Regulations (2018), in
view of the specific emission ceilings for Malta; and
the environmental policies of the Strategic Plan for the Environment and
Development (2015).

Various environmental information mentioned above is also available from ERA’s website at
https://era.org.mt/en/Pages/National-Policies.aspx. A copy of SPED may be downloaded from
the Planning Authority’s website www.pa.org.mt.
Section 6.0: Methodology
7.6

Section 6.1 Phase 1: Scoping: The list of environmental themes presented in this section does
not seem to take into account all issues highlighted in Schedule I(f) of the SEA Regulations
(S.L.549.61). It must be ensured that the impact assessment should take into consideration all
the environmental themes listed in Schedule I(f) of the SEA Regulations (S.L.549.61). Moreover,
the ER should consider other important environmental factors (including but not limited to
landscape, flora, fauna, habitats, waste, soil, land, cultural heritage, etc.), the inter-relationships
between such factors, as well as secondary, cumulative, synergistic, short, medium and longterm, permanent and temporary, positive and negative impacts of the policy.

7.7

With reference to Table 2 of the SEA scoping report, ERA has the following comments:


The SEA study aims to minimise potential adverse effects on the environment from
the proposed policy, therefore the SEA objectives should be worded positively to
highlight what the policy should be achieving in terms of environmental goals. For
example, the SEA objective for air quality should be revised to read ‘Improve air
quality’ rather than to ‘Minimise adverse effects on air quality’, in line with the style
of the other SEA objectives.



The assessment should take into account other important aspects of the relevant
environmental themes to ensure that environmental impacts are addressed
comprehensively. For example, the section on biodiversity must take into
consideration potential impacts on flora and fauna and their habitats such as
important bird areas, migratory routes, etc; valleys and watercourses; other
important habitats which are not officially protected as yet; environmental factors
essential to ecosystems (e.g. water, soil), etc. With respect to the section on
landscape, the SEA should address potential impacts on landform and topography,
landscape, the natural beauty and scenic amenity of the landscape, etc. Moreover,
the ER should assess the effects of solar farms on Malta’s obligations under the
National Emission Ceilings (NEC) Directive (2016/2284)1 in view of its limits of national
emissions (tonnage) of pollutants emitted into the air. The assessment of impacts on
water should also take into account impacts on surface waters, valleys and the
hydrology of the affected areas. ERA recommends that the criteria and indicators for
the environmental themes should be more representative and comprehensive to
ensure that all relevant parameters are considered in the assessment.



The linkages between the indicators for assessment and the environmental criteria
need to be updated in the ER. ERA is concerned that the indicators highlighted in the

1

This Directive was transposed in Malta through the Limitation of Emissions of Certain Atmospheric Pollutants Regulations
(2018).
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SEA scoping report are not sufficient to determine whether the policy could impact a
particular environmental theme, such as biodiversity and landscape. For example, the
indicator highlighted in the SEA scoping document to assess the impact of solar farms
on water (ground and coastal) needs to be more meaningful. Similarly, ERA is
concerned that the assessment of impacts on biodiversity will only be based on the
status of protected habitats and species Similarly, the proposal to assess landscape
impacts on the basis of AHLVs alone is too limited. ERA considers that all proposed
criteria and indicators should be re-evaluated to ensure that these are suitable to
effectively assess the impacts on the respective environmental themes, as well as the
interlinkages between them, comprehensively.


Further clarification is required on how transportation will be assessed as an
environmental theme for the purposes of SEA. .

7.8

Section 6.2.1 Structure of the report: Schedule I(a) of the SEA Regulations (S.L.549.61) states
that the ER shall provide an outline of the contents of the proposed policy. As part of this
information, the ER should assess the potential impacts of the Solar Farms Policy during all its
phases, i.e. during construction/installation, operation, and decommissioning.

7.9

Section 6.2.2 Methodology: Table 4 in the SEA scoping document outlines the stages involved
in the preparation of the ER. ERA requires that the initial assessment of impacts is decoupled
from mitigation measures and should focus on the evaluation of the significance of the effects
of solar farms, that individually or cumulatively, could have on the environment. Mitigation
measures should then be considered separately, following a thorough evaluation of the impact,
in order to address the identified impacts and to subsequently determine the envisaged residual
impacts. The SEA is to evaluate whether the policy-level measures are expected to be effective
in pre-empting significant impacts or whether the residual impact would remain significant.

7.10 Furthermore, with reference to the description of Stage 7 (see Table 4), ERA would highlight
that the statement should be revised to read, “A description of the monitoring requirements to
assess the impacts and implications of the policy during the implementation stage” rather than
the effectiveness. Following the adoption of the policy, monitoring is necessary in order to
measure its effectiveness. ERA notes that the proposed monitoring measures shall address any
identified significant impacts, and therefore should be made available in the ER.
7.11 It is unclear as to whether Table 5 of the SEA scoping document is being proposed for the
assessment of the strategy alternatives only, including the significance and timeframe of the
impacts, since it is not clearly reflected in the title: “Example of the final assessment matrix”.
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