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1. Outline of Proposal 

 

1.1 The proposal involves the replenishment of the beach at St. Thomas Bay, Marsascala by means 

of a pump and fill exercise, where a diver operated submersible sand pump deployed from a 

pontoon or a boat will siphon superficial sand from a sand reservoir. The sand will be either 

collected on a flat topped barge and subsequently deposited onto the beach and levelled off or 

pumped  directly on the beach and allowed to settle. An extension of c. 8m is being proposed.  

(Figures 1).  

 

   
Figure 1: Proposed beach extent (Source: Project Description Statement) 

 

 

 



2. Site Context 

 

I-Fajtata is a small embayment supporting a very small sandy beach on the north coast of Id-

Daħla ta’ San Tumas, Marsascala (Figure 2). The bay forms part of coastal water body MTC106 

- Ix-Xgħajra - Wied Il-Għajn. The immediate surrounding coastal area consists predominantly of 

rocky shores and another sandy beach circa 250m from the proposed site. With regards to the 

marine environment, four benthic habitat types have been identified (Figure 3), including the 

Posidonia oceanica – Schedule I [as habitat 1120 *Posidonia beds (Posidonia oceanica)] and 

Schedule III of the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Regulations (S.L. 549.44).  

 

 
Figure 2: Location of the proposed development (Source: Project Description Statement) 

 

 

Figure 3: The main marine benthic assemblages in the study area. (Habitat 1: Predominantly 

assemblage of algae on moderate energy infralittoral rock (EUNIS A3.23); Habitat 2: Predominantly 

assemblage of infralittoral fine sand (EUNIS A5.23); Habitat 3: Predominantly assemblage of 



Cymodocea beds (EUNIS A5.531); Habitat 4: Predominantly assemblage of Posidonia beds (EUNIS 

A5.535)). 

 

3. Site History 

 

3.1 The details of the previous development applications on site are as follows:  

- PA 07662/95: Embellishment of bay. Site at, Il-Bajja ta' San Tumas, M'Scala. This 

application for development permission has been withdrawn at the request of the applicant. 

- PA/02977/99: Upgrading of St Thomas Bay central area, M'Scala. South embellisement 

project Phase II. Amended plans and site location plan. Site at, Il-Bajja ta' San Tumas, 

Marsascala. This application has been approved. 

- PA/01595/17: Proposed upgrading of beach to increase accessibility. Site at Fajtata, Triq Il-

Qaliet, Marsascala, Malta. This application has been approved. 

 

4. Overall Assessment 

 

4.1 The proposed development falls within the scope of Schedule I, Category II, Section 6.2.2.4 

(Enlargement, modification or replenishment of an existing shore or beach) of the Environmental 

Impact Assessment Regulations (S.L. 549.46), and in this regard, a Project Description 

Statement (PDS) was required. 

 

4.2 The following documents/information were used for this assessment: 

- Project Description report, referred to ERA on 12th March 2019; 

- Report on a marine benthic survey at il-Fajtata, Marsascala, made in December 2018, 

referred to ERA on 12th March 2019; 

- Site visit carried out on 9th April 2019; and 

- Project Description Statement, referred to ERA on 12th April 2019. 

- Explanatory note by the consultant, referred to ERA on 27th May 2019 

 

4.3 The following are potential impacts envisaged on the surrounding environment: 

Material requirements and proposed works 

 

4.4 According to the PDS, up to 175-250 m3 of sediment would be required to replenish the beach to 

+1m above mean sea level. Following a sand pricking exercise and granulometric analysis of the 

seabed sediment, it has been determined that there are two possible reservoirs of sand within 

the bay itself (see Figure 4). The granulometric analysis identified sand in ‘Area B’ to be poorly 

sorted fine sediment, unlike ‘Area A’, which consists of medium sand. However, it was determined 

that ‘Area B’ is more suitable as it contains enough sediment to replenish the beach with the 

required volume and is composed of bare sand, while ‘Area A’ contains Cymodocea nodosa, thus 

precluding its use.  

 

4.5 Furthermore, a sediment quality analysis in terms of the chemical properties of the available 

sediment has been carried out. Cadmium levels identified in the sediment analysis carried out in 

(March 2019) are above the thresholds quoted in the same report.  In view of this and prior to the 

commencement of works for the shifting of sand, ERA requires a clarification from a qualified 

appropriate consultant confirming the suitability of the sand for the beach nourishment project. 

The same consultant is also to confirm that the said shifting will not lead to the resuspension of 

such chemical into to the water column in the light of parameters set the by Water Framework 

Directive.  

 

 



 

 
Figure 4: Sand reservoirs in il-Bajja ta’ San Tumas, Marsaskala (Source: Project Description 

Statement) 

 

Physical alterations to the beach and seabed profile 

 

4.6 The methodology proposed for the re-nourishment of the beach may create physical changes to 

the seabed. ‘Area B’, located c. 130 and 200m from the beach at 4.5m water depth was 

determined to be the most suitable sand reservoir to siphon c. 250m3 of sand. This is because 

the volume of sand required is considered to be rather small, when compared to the total volume 

of sand in the burrow area (5,000m3).  

 

4.7 Furthermore, the methodology used may lead to different environmental impacts during the 

construction phase, such as turbidity levels and potential damage to the seabed. However such 

impacts will be mitigated through the following:  

 limiting the interventions to stretches of seabed consisting of bare sand, and allowing a 

buffer zone away from the surrounding habitats (e.g Posidonia beds) (Figure 5); the use of 

diver-operated suction pumps, as to the latter are considered be the least environmentally 

damaging; 

 securing the barge by means of spud legs instead of anchors. This way, the location of the 

barge can be easily shifted to avoid over-suction of certain locations within the burrow area, 

and the likelihood of environmental impacts is reduced, as long as such spud legs are not 

deployed outside of the defined burrow area; and  

 the use of silt curtains when depositing sand on the beach (by means of direct pumping) in 

order to allow the suspended sediment to settle on the seabed.  

 



 
Figure 5: Borrow area and dredging area buffer zone 

 

Hydrodynamic conditions 

4.8 According to the consultant’s clarification note, this beach is somewhat anomalous and functions 

differently to other normal beach dynamics in other locations. Waves are diffracted around il-

Gzira peninsula and il-Munxar Reef (Figure 6), which in turn are directed towards the beach by 

other headlands further inland (Figure 7).  

 

4.9 In light of this, wind-induced currents would generally not be able to mobilise sediment particles 

from the seabed. Whilst ERA considers that such information is not sufficient to predict the 

behaviour of the sand once the new beach is created, ERA considers that the beach is indeed in 

a sheltered location.  



 

Figure 6: St. Thomas bay's exposure to offshore wave action (Source: Clarification note) 

 

 

Figure 7: Sheltering effects of coastal features near Fajtata beach (Source: Clarification note) 

 

4.10 According to the consultant’s clarification note, the bathymetry just offshore the beach is also 

peculiar as it is located on a sort of platforms that reaches up to 1m depth, some 150m offshore. 

As waves move in shallower water, over the submerged rocky platforms on the north side of the 

bay, they re-orientate themselves as they lose energy (Figure 8 and 9). The said beach thus 

functions as a smaller ‘separate’ pocket beach within the large St. Thomas Bay pocket beach 

system, with the sandy beach orientated in the same direction as the mouth of the embayment 

(Figure 9). This allows the beach to attain some equilibrium.  



 
Figure 8: Wave diffraction towards Fajtata beach from coastal and submerged features  

(Source: Clarification note) 

 

 

Figure 9: Features of il-Fajtata coastline (source: Clarification note) 

 

4.11 According to the consultant’s clarification note, extending the beach by c. 8m is not expected to 

create major changes to the hydrodynamic regime of the bay. The location of ‘Area B’ indicates 

that waves approaching the main beach at St. Thomas Bay would have already started to break 

in view of the restricted water depth due to the submerged platforms, and a temporary increase 

in water depth (due to the proposed sand winning interventions) will not affect wave action in the 



bay. The submerged platforms are much more important for the dynamics of this beach and 

hence no changes are envisaged in the hydrodynamic regime for il-Fajtata beach.  

 

Marine Ecology 

 

4.12 The proposed works are envisaged to obliterate the present sandy habitat and its benthic 

communities (e.g. infauna) within the borrow areas. Burrow Area B has been identified as the 

most suitable area for this re-nourishment. As stated by the consultant in the clarification note, 

the area consists of bare sand with infaunal motile communities.  The motility of the organisms 

enables them to re-establish themselves either within the burrow area itself or onto the 

replenished beach.  Thus, the relocation of the sand from the borrow area to the beach fill area 

is not expected to result in deterioration in the Biological Quality Element: Benthic Invertebrates 

of the water body in question (MTC106), however monitoring of the development of infaunal 

communities at the burrow area and the inshore area shall be carried out.   

 

4.13 The presence of Posidonia beds in the immediate surrounding of the borrow area is of concern, 

in view of potential direct construction-phase impacts. However such impacts are being mitigated 

by the methodology used (i.e. diver operated suction pumps) and the inclusion of a buffer area 

between the Posidonia beds and the actual area for sand winning.   

 

4.14 Furthermore, the envisaged changes to the sediment transport regime and construction-phase 

impacts from the proposed works (e.g. increased turbidity) may potentially affect species and 

habitats within the bay, with a specific reference to Posidonia oceanica, which is present and 

protected through the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations (S.L. 549.44).  

 

During the construction-phase, sand will be placed on the beach by:  

 either placing the sand on a barge, allowing excess water to flow out of the sand, resulting 

in a temporary and restricted turbidity plume until the sand settles and then emptied on the 

beach mechanically or manually; or  

 pumping the water slurry lifted from the seabed by the pump directly on the beach via pipes. 

Concrete block will be places along the outermost edge of the planned beach with small 

gaps retained between the blocks to allow water to flow out. This will also possibility create 

a temporary turbidity plume.   

 

4.15 The Posidonia meadows are located beyond the submerged rock platform (Figure 3), at a 

distance of approximately 75m for the re-nourished beach. However the inner area; i.e the rocky 

platform, is characterised by beds of the Lesser Neptune Grass (Cymodocea nodosa), as 

confirmed through the findings of the benthic survey. The presence of such species in this 

location can be a cause of concern, but the small amount of sand to be used in the re-nourishment 

works (c. 250 m3) and the relative shelter of the Il-Fajtata embayment would indicate that losses 

of sand from the re-nourished beach are likely to be small or in small amounts. Thus even if sand 

lost from the beach is deposited on the seagrass meadows, it is not expected to result in any 

deterioration in the Biological Quality Element: Posidonia oceanica, at water body MTC 106. 

 

Ecological potential of the water body 

 

4.16 The water body MTC 106 is classified as a ‘natural water body’ under the WFD, with an overall 

moderate ecological status. In terms of the EU Water Framework Directive (WFD), the water 

body is expected to meet ‘good ecological potential’, whereby such refers to the values of the 

Biological Quality Elements (BQEs), being macroalgae, benthic invertebrates, seagrasses, and 

phytoplankton, after all mitigation measures have been implemented. ERA notes that Posidonia 

beds constitute an important indicator of ecological status/quality of the water body under the EU 



WFD. With respect to this proposal, as stated in the consultant’s clarification notes, all BQEs 

(macroalgae, benthic invertebrates, seagrasses, and phytoplankton) of the water body MTC 106 

are not expected to deteriorate as a result of the nourishment works. Though there might be 

localised and temporary impacts from sand loss, the consultant has stated that such impacts are 

expected to be minor on a local scale and not significant on a water body level such that there is 

not expected to be a deterioration in the BQE: Posidonia oceanica, at water body level. Whilst 

ERA notes the expected direct impacts on the benthic invertebrates, as mentioned above, the 

sand pumping activity and relocation of sediment from the borrow area to the beach are not 

expected to result in deterioration in the BQE: Benthic Invertebrates at water body level. 

 

Generation of (underwater) noise 

 

4.17 The proposed re-nourishment methodology and levelling works are envisaged to generate both 

air-borne and underwater noise through the use of machinery. Concerning potential underwater 

noise, the present marine fauna within the bay and its surroundings is likely to be affected, 

especially in the light of the high velocity of underwater noise. Nevertheless, given that such 

generation of noise is of a temporary nature and limited to the construction works only, which will 

take up to maximum 1-3 days, such impacts are not considered significant as long as measures 

are put in place to keep underwater noise levels to a minimum and as long as good site practices 

and measures identified in the Environmental Management Construction Site Regulations (S.L. 

552.09) are duly adhered to. 

 

5. ERA Conclusion (including screening outcome in terms of the Environmental Impact 

Assessment Regulations - S.L. 549.46) 

 

5.1 The ERA Assessment did not identify any upfront objections to the proposal, however it has 

identified certain aspects which are of environmental concern as per above paragraph 4.4 to 

4.17. Following the communication of ERA comments to the developers and consultant, and the 

subsequent submission of additional information and clarifications by the consultant, screening 

has concluded that no EIA is required.  This is as long as the measures identified in the PDS, the 

additional clarification note, and the below requirements are duly adhered to:  

(i) ERA requires a clarification from a qualified appropriate consultant confirming the suitability 

of the sand for the beach nourishment project in view of the presence of cadmium in the 

sediment. The same consultant is also to confirm that the said shifting will not lead to the 

resuspension of such chemical into to the water column in the light of parameters set the by 

Water Framework Directive.  

(ii) Sand winning shall be restricted to the identified borrow area only, respecting the buffer zone 

shown in Figure 5, in order to avoid direct impacts on the surrounding Posidonia meadows, 

protected through the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations (S.L. 549.44); 

(iii) In order to avoid smothering of the Posidonia meadows in the vicinity of the proposed beach,  

a silt curtains should be installed when depositing sand on the beach (by means of direct 

pumping) in order to allow the suspended sediment to settle on the seabed; and 

(iv) Monitoring shall be carried out during both construction and post-construction phase, in order 

to address the evolution of the beach and seabed, the present protected species and habitats, 

all Biological Quality Elements (in terms of the WFD), water and sediment quality, and any 

other aspects which are considered relevant by the monitor and specialist consultants, as per 

attached conditions. Details on the beach profile (including transects) to be created are to be 

provided to ERA on a regular basis and throughout the works. 

 

5.2 Whilst the PDS highlights that depending on the extent of sand loss, the nourishment exercise 

may need to be repeated in subsequent years, this ERA Assessment and Recommendations 

deals with the currently proposed initial nourishment only. Any additional interventions would then 



need to be evaluated and assessed by ERA based on the then proposed interventions, further 

supported by the results and conclusions from the environmental monitoring, as required through 

this proposal.  

 

 

 

 

Disclaimer 

 

The above preliminary assessment is without prejudice to any required changes or updates should the 

development proposal be eventually modified or should the information/assumptions provided turn out to be 

incorrect. Any deviations of the proposal from this submission would need to be re-assessed. 


