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PROJECT DESCRIPTION STATEMENT 

INTRODUCTION 

1. This Project Description Statement (PDS) was commissioned by the Professional 

Diving Schools Association (PDSA), in in connection with its proposal to scuttle the 

M/T Hephaestus at a site off the south coast of Qala, Gozo to create a new diving 

attraction.  

2. The site chosen is not used as a diving location as it is intended to create a new dive 

site that would help improve the diving product in the Maltese Islands.  The site, 

which is located approximately 500 m offshore, will be a boat dive and no shore 

infrastructure will be provided as part of this proposal.  The proposal aims to create 

a new dive site on Gozo following the abandonment of the proposal to scuttle the 

former AFM Patrol Boat, the “P33” off the north coast near Reqqa Point1.  Gozo is 

an important diving destination and the site proposed for the scuttling of the M/T 

Hephaestus is sheltered from the prevailing north-westerly winds, while being 

removed from the other popular dive site off Ix-Xatt l-Aħmar, which boasts a further 

three wrecks. 

3. Hereafter in this PDS, the PDSA is referred to as ‘the Applicant’; the scuttling of the 

vessel is hereinafter referred to as ‘the Scheme’.   

BACKGROUND TO THE SCHEME 

4. The Applicant had originally applied to scuttle the former patrol boat P33 onto the 

seabed in Gozo.  The originally chosen location was at the mouth of Marsalforn Bay, 

northeast of the Marsalforn Redoubt (36o 04.565' N / 14o 15.657' E) (see Figure 1).  

However, the former Malta Environment & Planning Authority (MEPA) had expressed 

concerns over the environmental sensitivities of the area and Transport Malta (TM) 

suggested that the wreck be scuttled closer to shore at coordinate 36o 04.672' N / 

14o 15.523'E, and at a depth of around 15 m, in order to maintain a safe fairway for 

sea craft through the area (see Figure 1).   

5. In view of these concerns, the Applicant considered other locations - first a location 

off Xwejni Bay, which had been identified as a possible location for the scuttling of 

wrecks / artificial reefs in the Gozo and Comino Diving Master Plan 2006 (see Figure 

1).  However, since this site was still within the recently designated Marine Special 

Area of Conservation MT 0000105: Żona fil-Baħar fil-Grigal ta' Malta (GN 851 of 

2010), the MEPA had recommended identifying an alternative location.  A Site 

Selection Exercise centred on Gozo in view of the original intention to scuttle the 

vessel off the sister island, was carried out by Adi Associates on behalf of the 

Applicant (see Figure 2).  This identified a new site that was outside of the marine 

protected area and yet still met the requirements of the PDSA with respect to the 

 

 

 
1 The P33 has since (July 2021) been scuttled at Żonqor Point, Marsaskala. 
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availability of a diving wreck on this side of Gozo and minimising environmental 

impacts, while addressing the concerns raised by TM with regards to safe navigation.  

The site was west of Reqqa Point at the dive site known as Billinghurst’s Cave. 

6. On 8th August 2011, the Applicant advised MEPA of the relocation of the Scheme 

site, to coordinate N36o 0.4' 53.48'' / E14o 14' 06.90'' (see Figure 3).  On 23rd 

November 2011, MEPA’s Environment Protection Directorate (EPD) reiterated its 

objections to the proposal on environmental grounds and requested the preparation 

of an EIA.  

7. Various studies were undertaken as part of the EIA and methods for the preparation 

and scuttling of the vessel at this location were considered.  The EIA was completed 

in April 2016 but in view of environmental concerns by ERA and uncertainties related 

to the vessel’s stability under storm conditions, the proposal to scuttle the P33 in this 

location was abandoned.  

8. Following this decision, several discussions, meetings, and negotiations were held to 
find an alternative location.  Eventually, in 2019 it was agreed between the Malta 

Tourism Authority (MTA)and the Environment & Resources Authority (ERA) that a 

new site would be identified, also in view that the scuttling of wrecks was being 

debated at the time at an international level2 and the push was to ban such projects in 

view of waste management considerations. 

9. Following a number of other meetings with ERA and input to the international 

discussion on artificial reefs, it was finally agreed that the scuttling of the P33 would 

only be considered at an existing dive site that already houses other wrecks and 

subject to the availability of environmental studies for the previous projects and an 

assessment of impacts of the new proposal. 

10. The choice of site eventually fell on the ‘tugboats’ dive site at Żonqor Point, 

Marsaskala, and the P33 was laid on the seabed on 31 July 2021 (see Figure 4).  It 

rests some 120 m offshore, at a depth of approximately 22 m between the two 

tugboats that had been scuttled in the area in 1998. 

 

 

 
2 UNEPMAP (2019a).  Preparations for the 21st Meeting of the Contracting Parties to the Convention for the 

Protection of the Marine Environment and the Coastal Region of the Mediterranean and its Protocols. 
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Figure 1: Alternative locations originally considered for the Scheme in Gozo 
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Figure 2: Constraints mapping to identify possible scuttling locations along Gozo's north coast 
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Figure 3: Location considered for the scuttling of the P33 at Billinghurst’s Cave dive site (north Gozo) 
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Figure 4: Scuttling of the P33 at Marsaskala (31 July 2021) 

  

  

11. In the meantime, the discussion with ERA on the scuttling of wrecks for diving 

purposes took on a wider view, including the conclusions of the international debates 

under the Barcelona Convention protocols dealing with artificial reefs (UNEP/MAP, 

20193).  It was agreed that although in general, Malta should veer away from scuttling 

wrecks and instead focus its efforts more on the management of marine protected 
areas, the scuttling of vessels as diving attractions in suitable locations would still be 

considered.  The construction of artificial reefs could also be considered in some 

locations as part of a wider strategy.   

12. In 2018, the M/T Hephaestus had run aground at Qawra under strong storm 

conditions and its removal from the shore and transfer to a shipyard presented a new 

opportunity.  The PDSA, in conjunction with the Malta Tourism Authority and in 

consultation with the ERA embarked on a process to identify a possible location to 

scuttle both the P33 and the M/T Hephaestus.   

13. This process, which involved assessing different sites and discussions with the ERA, 

led to the identification of a site between Qala and Comino for the potential scuttling 

of the M/T Hephaestus, which would replace the P33 as the new diving wreck for 

Gozo in development permit application PA/04687/10, which has been amended to 

 

 

 
3 UNEPMAP (2019b).  Draft Decision IG.24/12 on the Updated Guidelines Regulating the Placement of Artificial 

Reefs at Sea. UNEP/MED IG.24/15/Rev.1; 18 October 2019. 
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consider the new site and the replacement vessel. 

CHOICE OF SCHEME LOCATION AND ALTERNATIVES 

CONSIDERED 

14. Following agreement that the P33 would be scuttled at Marsaskala, efforts to try to 

identify an alternative location for a wreck in Gozo continued and with the possibility 

of acquiring the M/T Hephaestus (which is substantially larger than the P33) for such 

a project; the search for potential sites could be widened.  Throughout the first half 

of 2019, a desk search was undertaken to identify possible locations for the scuttling.  

The only locations that were deemed to be suitable were those in the vicinity of 

Daħlet Qorrot and Qala Point (see Figure 5); subject to detailed surveys to 

determine their suitability from an environmental point of view and including 

discussions with the Harbour Master’s office. 

Figure 5: Potential locations for scuttling the M/T Hephaestus 

 
Map Source: NavionicsTM 

15. The choice eventually fell on Qala Point and following further discussion with the 

ERA, a site between Qala point and Comino, off the southern coast of Gozo, was 

identified for further assessment.  A preliminary inspection was carried out by 

representatives of the PDSA who reported that most of the area supported stands of 

the protected seagrass Posidonia oceanica, but there were patches of sand that could 

possibly accommodate the wreck. 

16. The MTA therefore decided to carry out a broad-brush benthic survey of the seabed 
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in this general area to locate these potential scuttling locations (see Figure 6).  The 

survey was undertaken in January 2021.  It concluded that overall, the benthic biotic 

assemblages recorded from the Area of Study are typical of those occurring in the 

infralittoral zone where this is characterised by gently sloping bottoms, such as off 

the northeastern coast of the Maltese Islands.  Large extents of the seabed supported 

beds of the protected seagrass Posidonia oceanica, which are to be avoided at all costs.  

However, the scientific divers identified an area in the southeastern part of the Area 

of Study that was characterised by bare soft sediment.  The largest patch measured 

approximately 100 m x 50 m, which would be large enough to accommodate the M/T 

Hephaestus without directly impacting the seagrasses.   

17. The report for the broad-brush survey is attached as Appendix 1. 

18. Figure 7 shows the benthic assemblages in the Area of Study and the proposed 

location of the scuttling site. 

Figure 6: Area of Study 

 

Source: Ecoserv Ltd, 2021.  
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Figure 7: Map of benthic assemblages at Area of Study and proposed scuttling location 

 
Source: Ecoserv Ltd, 2021.  
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OBJECTIVES OF THE SCHEME 

19. The Scheme has a number of objectives, including: 

• The creation of a new dive site through the scuttling of an artificial wreck in a 

location off the coast of Gozo that is not currently used for diving.   

• Creation of a boat dive that could function in conjunction with nearby boat dives 

on Comino.  

• Consolidating the southern coast dive sites on Gozo through the creation of a 

new site. 

• Enhancing Gozo’s diving product, especially in view of access problems being 

encountered at the north coast as a result of claimed private land ownership. 

20. There are currently 12 dive wrecks that have been purposely scuttled for diving off 

the coast of the Maltese Islands: MV Rozi and P29 at Ċirkewwa; P31 at Comino; Um 

El Faroud off Żurrieq; Imperial Eagle off Qawra Point; MV Xlendi, MV Cominoland 

and MV Karwela at ix-Xatt l-Aħmar, Gozo; tugboats No 10 and the St Michael and 

the P33 patrol boat off Żonqor Point, Marsaskala; and tugboat Tug 2 off Exiles, 

Sliema.  Other genuine wrecks used as diving sites (sunk during the World Wars) 

include the HMS Stubborn off Is-Sikka l-Bajda; HMS Maori in the Grand Harbour; SS 

Margit in Kalkara Bay; Le Polynesien, the St Angelo minesweeper; HMS Hellespont 

and the Schnelle Boote (E-boat) outside the Grand Harbour; HMS Southwold off 

Żonqor Point, Marsaskala, a Blenheim Bomber off Il-Ħofriet in Marsaxlokk; a Bristol 

Beaufighter off Merkanti Reef; Scot Craig off Anchor Bay; an X127 Water Lighter at 

Manoel Island; and a British aircraft (Mosquito) off Delimara. 

21. Wrecks, whether historic or purposely scuttled, contribute in no small way to the 

diving tourism product of the Maltese Islands.  The scuttling of wrecks and the 

construction of artificial reefs has been shown to attract fish life and, as long as the 

fish are not molested by fishermen and spear hunters, they would further enhance 

the value of these dive sites.  This would help to counteract the current negative 

situation at several dive sites that have a serious lack of fish.  

LOCATION OF THE SCHEME SITE 

22. The location of the Scheme site is shown in Figure 7.  The site lies off the southern 

coast of Gozo, approximately 450 m from the nearest landfall at Tal-Melħ and 580 m 

from Il-Ġebla tal-Ħalfa.  The site is sheltered from the prevailing north-westerly and 

westerly winds and the islands of Comino and Cominotto also provide some shelter 

from the east. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE SCHEME SITE  

23. The surveyed area lies on a gently sloping seabed with depths ranging between 30 

and 35 m.  The bottom consists of a mixture of patches of bare sand and areas 

colonised by the seagrass Posidonia oceanica, the latter often rising about a metre 
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higher than the adjacent sandy patches and forming continuous meadows in some 

places.  The underwater visibility during the day of the survey was fair (about 10 – 15 

m). 

24. The benthic assemblages map is shown in Figure 7.  It must be emphasized, 

however, that boundaries between different benthic assemblage types are not 

necessarily as sharp as depicted on the map, since biotic assemblages and habitats 

often grade gradually into each other to form ecotones4 between adjacent 

assemblages that may extend over several metres. 

25. The two main benthic habitat types recorded from the area surveyed are: 

• Assemblage of Posidonia beds (EUNIS A5.535); and 

• Assemblage of infralittoral fine sand (EUNIS A5.23). 

26. In some areas, both habitat types were present together to varying extents, resulting 

in the following combinations: 

• Mixture or mosaic of Posidonia beds with infralittoral fine sand, occurring in 

roughly equal proportions or with the seagrass being predominant; and 

• Infralittoral fine ‘bare’ sand with occasional small patches of Posidonia beds 

occurring as enclaves. 

27. The assemblage of Posidonia beds was found in most of the Area of Study.  It was best 
developed along the northeastern edge and in the northwestern part of the Area of 

Study, where continuous meadows of the seagrass where recorded.  The seagrass 

appeared to be in a good status, with medium-sized leaves that had few necrotic 

parts and a low epiphytic load; the meadows were also characterised by a high shoot 

density.  In the southwestern part of the Area of Study, the Posidonia beds were 

interrupted by patches of ‘bare’, i.e., unvegetated sand, resulting in a mixture or 

mosaic of the assemblage of Posidonia beds with the assemblage of infralittoral fine 

sand.  A similar mosaic was also present in between areas that consisted of 

predominantly fine sand and area characterised by continuous seagrass meadows.  

Small patches of seagrass also occurred as enclaves in areas predominantly 

characterised by fine sandy bottoms towards the centre of the study area. 

28. Unvegetated ‘bare’ soft bottoms, constituting an assemblage of infralittoral fine sand, 

were mostly present in the central part of the Area of Study.  As noted above, small 

patches of Posidonia oceanica often occurred as enclaves in areas having a 

predominantly sandy bottom.  However, a few larger patches of bare sandy habitat 

that appeared to be devoid of seagrass were noted (see Figure 8).  In some areas, 

 

 

 
4 An ecotone is the transitional area between two adjacent and different types of habitats, which may share the 

characteristics of both. 
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the sandy bottom had ripple marks indicating agitation by water currents, and coarser 

material was sometimes present in the troughs of the ripple marks (Figure 8). 

29. No conspicuous benthic megafauna was visible in the video footage. Demersal species 

included individuals of the Rainbow wrasse (Coris julis) and Painted comber (Serranus 

scriba) and some small shoals of fish (mostly damselfish Chromis chromis, Picarel 

Spicara smaris and Bogue Boops boops) which were occasionally sighted above seagrass 

meadows, and individuals of the Cleaver wrasse (Xyrichthys novacula) seen on sandy 

bottoms. 

Figure 8: Photos showing the bare sandy seabed at the proposed Scheme 

site  

  

Assemblage of infralittoral fine sand 

devoid of vegetation 

Assemblage of infralittoral fine sand in 

an area characterised by ripple marks 

 

30. Further information and photographs from the benthic survey are available in 

Appendix 1. 

Access  

31. This new dive site will function solely as a boat dive; hence, access to the site will be 

by boat.  In order to avoid anchoring and related impacts on the adjacent Posidonia 

oceanica meadows, anchoring at this site will not be allowed and instead mooring 

buoys will be deployed for use by dive boats.   

DESCRIPTION OF THE SCHEME 

32. As mentioned, the Scheme involves the scuttling of the former oil tanker M/T 

Hephaestus onto the sandy seabed off Il-Ġebla tal-Ħalfa / Tal-Melħ, Qala, on the south 

coast of Gozo.  The Scheme site is located approximately 450 m offshore.  

33. The Hephaestus is a 595 gt oil tanker built in 1965 by Broderna Jonssons Torrdocka 

(Kallansdso Varv AB), Linköping, Sweden and was registered in Togo.  At the time of 

its running aground at Qawra, she was owned by Orbiter Navigation Corp., managed 

by Volont Maritime S.A., and was classed by the International Naval Surveys Bureau 

(I.N.S.B.).   

34. The vessel has a length overall of 61.33 m, a moulded breadth of 7.9 m and a 
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moulded depth of 4.02 m.  The vessel had a summer draught of 3.86 m, 

corresponding to a summer deadweight of 885 tonnes.  A plan of the vessel is 

included as Figure 9. 

35. As described earlier, it is proposed to scuttle the M/T Hephaestus on a gently sloping 

sandy seabed some 450 m off the south coast of Gozo at a depth of approximately 

30 - 35 m in the area identified in Figure 7.   

Site and Vessel Preparation  

36. There are no site preparation works required prior to the scuttling of the vessel.   

37. As regards preparation of the vessel itself, this will follow the same interventions 

undertaken for previously scuttled vessels, which interventions are in line with 

international requirements for such projects.  These will involve the stripping, 

cleaning, and preparation of the vessel for scuttling.  The works will be carried out at 

a licensed shipyard and will follow the requirements set out by the ERA.  The vessel 

will be prepared to remove any potential health and safety hazards to divers once the 
vessel is scuttled.  This will include the removal of sharp or protruding elements, the 

removal or securing of movable parts (such as doors or hatches) and the blocking up 

of small / confined spaces to prevent access.  The preparation will also involve the 

cutting of light holes in the hull of the vessel and the provision of large diver entry / 

exit holes, again in the interests of safety.    

38. In the interests of environmental protection, the vessel will be thoroughly cleaned to 

remove all solid and liquid potentially hazardous material.  Assessment of the cleaning 

requirements will be guided by UNEP-MAP Updated Guidelines for Regulating the 

Placement of Artificial Reefs at Sea, Part-C - Placement of Vessels Hull and 

Superstructure: Vessels clean-up, and an inventory of potentially hazardous materials 
on board will be compiled.  Material to be removed will include that containing PCBs 

at a concentration equal to or greater than 50 parts per million (ppm); all asbestos 

and asbestos-containing materials; all hydraulic fluids, fuels and engine lubricating oils; 

batteries and accumulators; floatable materials not permanently attached to the 

vessel, or that could be transported in the water column during its sinking; loose 

domestic equipment; any refrigerant gases; pyrotechnics; black and grey water; and 

chromated ballast water.   

39. Since the vessel had run aground and severely damaged its hull, interventions have 

already been made to the vessel to render it safe to tow to the shipyard.  These 

interventions, which also included the removal of oils and oily water, cleaning of 
cargo tanks and E/R spaces, steel repairs, welding, assembly of structural frames and 

installation of reinforcing plates, where undertaken by Cassar Shipyards under license 

from the Environment and Resources Authority and Transport Malta.  The work was 

undertaken at the shipwreck site in Qawra between May and August 2018.  The 

vessel was re-floated on 15 August 2018 and towed to the shipyard.  Appendix 2 

includes the Hazardous Waste Consignment Permit form for 6 m3 of waste oil / oily 

water removed from the M/T Hephaestus. 
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Figure 9: Plan of M/T Hephaestus 
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40. Any elements that could come loose during scuttling and that could represent an 

entanglement hazard to divers (e.g., electrical wiring) or litter the seabed, will be 

identified during vessel inspections and removed or cut / secured to the vessel.   

41. All interventions on the vessel will be certified by an engineer before any clearance 

for scuttling can be issued. 

Deployment of the Vessel 

42. The vessel will be kept at the shipyard until the date of deployment.  It will then be 

towed to the proposed location and scuttled at the designated site.  Deployment will 

be coordinated and well-planned, to ensure that the vessel is scuttled in the correct 

location and orientation and in an upright position.  The vessel will be scuttled in a 

controlled descent manner, including through the use of mooring blocks and floating 

devices. 

Waste Management  

43. The cleaning of the vessel will generate a considerable range of waste types, most of 

which will be in small quantities.  All of these materials will be collected separately at 

the shipyard and disposed of ashore, using licensed / approved contractors.  All waste 

handling and disposal will be taken care of by the cleaning contractor (which will 

likely be the shipyard itself).  None of the wastes will leave the cleaning / preparation 

site unless contained and approved for disposal.  Waste handling and disposal 

certificates will be provided together with an inventory of the wastes so removed 

from the vessel. 

Employment  

44. Except for the pre-deployment phase, when the vessel is being cleaned and prepared, 

the Scheme does not envisage any direct employment.  However, the enhancement 

of the diving product will indirectly help to sustain the diving industry, which, prior to 

the COVID-19 pandemic was estimated to employ between 150 and 190 full-timers 

and between 200 and 250 part-timers.  

Timing  

45. The timing of the scuttling is dependent on the cleaning and preparation phase 

(including availability of the necessary certificates), as well as on the issuing of the Full 

Development Permit.  The earliest that the vessel could be scuttled would be in 

summer 2022. 

POTENTIAL ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS  

46. Environmental impacts can be negative as well as positive and their assessment is 

important so as to better define the effects that a proposal may have on its receiving 

environment.  At this stage in the process, a preliminary list of the potential 

environmental impacts from the construction and operation of the Scheme can be 

identified.  The list identifies only those potential impacts that could be significant.   

47. The potential key impacts arising from the Scheme are likely to relate to:  
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• Habitat loss, from burial under the wreck. 

• Potential localised and short-term impacts on water quality; however, and as 

long as the vessel is properly cleaned and is certified as such, the potential 

impact on water quality is likely to be limited (as also shown from monitoring 

reports of previous scuttling operations). 

• Potential changes in currents and sediment movement; however, in view of 

the restricted size of the vessel and the open waters at the Scheme site, it is 

unlikely that it would cause changes to bottom currents and any changes in 

sediment movement / accumulation / scour are likely to be limited at worst. 

• Potential damage to adjacent habitats if the vessel moves.  The presence of 

Posidonia oceanica meadows close to the scuttling location can be a cause of 

concern should the vessel move under storm conditions.  In view of the depth 

of the scuttling site and the size of the vessel, this is considered to be a 

remote scenario; however, it is advisable that the scuttling operation includes 

the laying of concrete sinkers to which the vessel would be permanently tied 

following scuttling.  

• Potential damage to / disturbance of / change to habitats / species, including 

the provision of new habitats, food or shelter, the attraction of new species, 

changes in ecological relationships, and damage from increased human activity 

in the area.  The presence of the wreck is expected to result in a potential 

beneficial impact through the provision of a new area for colonisation and 

shelter, as has been evidenced by the experience with existing wrecks which 

were similarly scuttled.  Though more detailed and extensive monitoring may 

need to be undertaken, to date, no changes in habitats, species or ecological 

relationships have been recorded from other sites where diving wrecks have 

been scuttled.    

• Damage to or disturbance of archaeological artefacts or deposits (should any 

be present in this area).  

MITIGATION PROPOSALS  

48. Potential mitigation measures could include: 

• Careful attention to the preparation of the vessel, including the proper cleaning 

and certification of the end-of-life vessel. 

• Careful waste management procedures during cleaning and preparation, including 

handling by licensed operators and disposal at properly licensed facilities and 

compilation of waste inventories. 

• Careful attention to the deployment of the vessel on the sea bed, through 

controlled scuttling to ensure that it is lowered onto a bare sand bottom, 

including ensuring the use of the appropriate methodologies, craft, and trained 
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personnel for the towing, securing, and scuttling of the vessel. 

• Deployment of concrete sinkers to which the vessel will be permanently tied 

following scuttling to minimise potential movement until the vessel gets 

embedded into the sandy seabed 

• Careful attention to post-deployment mitigation measures, including the 

establishment and proper enforcement of a no fishing zone around the wreck, 

designation of a no anchoring zone and deployment of mooring buoys for dive 

boats, and the implementation of proper monitoring programmes to determine 

how the wreck is developing and to measure any deterioration in the structure. 
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INTRODUCTION 

1. On 16th January 2020, Ecoserv Ltd (Ecoserv) received an invitation to submit a response to a call 
for quotations (CfQ) issued by Adi Associates Environmental Consultants (ADI), on behalf of the 
Malta Tourism Authority (MTA) and the Professional Diving Schools Association (PDSA). The CfQ, 
called for the carrying out of a broad brush benthic survey off Qala point, Gozo, in connection 
with the proposed scuttling of the MV Hephaestus. The terms of reference (ToR) for the study as 
stated in the CfQ are as follows: 

 
The Malta Tourism Authority (MTA), in conjunction with the Professional Diving Schools 
Association (PDSA) is exploring the option of scuttling the MV Hephaestus to create an artificial 
reef and diving wreck. The MV Hephaestus is a bunker tanker that ran aground at Qawra Point in 
February 2018. 
 
The location tentatively identified for scuttling the vessel is off Qala Point (Figure 1). A few 
preliminary scouting dives have been undertaken by the PDSA divers who report on the presence 
of sandy seabed in a part of this area. The scuttling location must avoid meadows of Posidonia 
oceanica and other protected benthic habitats and be large enough to accommodate the vessel, 
which has a length of 60 m and a width of 9 m. 
 
Figure 1. Tentative scuttling location. 

 
 
 
Table 1: Latitude/longitude coordinates of the Area of Survey 
 

Coordinate Northings Eastings 
A 36°1’44.99”N 14°20’6.61”E 
B 36°1’48.43”N 14°20’17.83”E 
C 36°1’40.42”N 14°20’22.41”E 
D 36°1’37.01”N 14°20’10.82”E 
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Figure 2: Data on Posidonia oceanica distribution and tentative scuttling location 

 
 
 

The proposal is to undertake a broad-brush benthic habitats survey of the area indicated in order 
to:  
(i)  Map the seabed (in greater detail than that provided in Figure 2)  
(ii) Identify any sizeable patches of sand in the area that could accommodate the vessel without 
 directly impacting the Posidonia meadows  
 
In view of the location and the area to be surveyed, the use of ROV or underwater cameras or 
similar to record the habitat information is recommended.  
 
The output of the exercise is to include:  
(i)  Report of Survey  
(ii)  Benthic map  
(iii) Copies of video footage or similar (as may have been recorded throughout the exercise)  

 
 
2. Ecoserv Ltd submitted a response to the CfQ and was eventually (on 30th November 2020) notified 

of award of the work. 
 
3. The present submission constitutes Ecoserv’s report on the benthic survey off Qala point, Gozo, 

which was undertaken as per the above ToR in January 2021. 
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METHODOLOGY 

4. The area of study (AoS) is indicated by the white boundary in Figure 3. To map the main benthic 
assemblages present in the AoS, a benthic survey was undertaken using a remotely operated 
vehicle (ROV). The ROV was deployed from a 10.8 m commercial vessel equipped with a full suite 
of navigational equipment, including GPS set, chart plotter and depth sounder, and navigated 
along a series of transects over the survey area. The ROV model used in the survey is ‘BlueROV2’; 
it is equipped with eight thrusters and the Heavy Configuration Retrofit Kit that provides full six-
degree-of-freedom control and feedback stability. Adjustable gain levels allow the ROV pilot to 
have precision control at extremely low speeds as well as high power to overcome currents and 
carry heavy loads. The BlueROV2 is equipped with sensors for: gyroscope, accelerometer, 
compass and pressure / temperature / water depth. The ROV is also equipped with a high 
definition (1080p, 30fps) wide-angle low-light camera. It is controlled by a drone flight controller 
that runs the open-source ArduSub subsea vehicle control firmware. An open-source 
QGroundControl application acts as the user interface, providing the live video stream, sensor 
feedback and information, and the ability to change settings and configuration. To enable 
determination of the geographical position of the geographical position of the ROV when 
deployed underwater, the unit was connected to a GPS MicronNav system. This is an UltraShort 
Base Line (USBL) positioning system designed for small underwater vehicles. The system 
comprises a sub-sea Micron Modem, a surface USBL transducer with integral magnetic compass 
and pitch/roll sensors, a surface MicronNav 100 interface hub and operating software under 
control of a host PC/laptop. The MicronNav uses the very latest in spread spectrum acoustic 
technology. This provides a robust method for communication between the dunking transducers 
and the vehicle Micron Modem. The USBL transducer provide 180 degree hemispherical coverage 
below the transducer, which allows vehicle tracking in very shallow water. Omni-directional 
coverage is provided by the Micron Modem. The Micron Modem is a stand-alone device which 
either responds to acoustic interrogation from the USBL head (transponder mode), or is triggered 
by RS232 / RS485 (responder mode). Underwater video footage collected by the ROV was 
recorded on PC units on board the vessel. The location of the ROV and water depth at which was 
manoeuvred were shown on the computer screen and appear accordingly on the recorded video 
footage, together with other navigational attributes of the ROV.  

 
5. The video footage and ROV positioning data were than analysed in the laboratory, in order to 

construct a map showing the occurrence and distribution of different habitat types within the 
surveyed area. Characterisation of the benthic assemblages was made using the scheme of Borg 
et al. (2013), which is based on the EUNIS typology that has been adapted for local use. Particular 
attention was given to habitats and species that are protected and/or have a high 
ecological/conservation importance, especially habitats listed in Annex I of Directive 92/43 and 
species listed under Annex II of the same Directive. This included mapping the distribution of 
Posidonia oceanica beds present and noting the presence of any sizeable patches of unvegetated 
sandy bottoms in the area that could accommodate the MV vessel Hephaestus. 

 
6. Fieldwork was undertaken in January 2021 after all the necessary permits were obtained from the 

relevant authorities (Continental Shelf Department, Superintendence of Cultural Heritage, and 
Transport Malta). A notice to Mariners (Number 005 of 2021) was also issued by Transport Malta 
in relation to the survey. 
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Figure 3. Map showing the area of study (AoS; indicated by the white boundary) for the 

marine benthic survey off Qala point, Gozo. 
 
 
 
RESULTS 

7.  Ecoserv’s report reference for the marine survey presented in this report is 019-21. The sample 
reference codes for the ROV footage are D-099-21 to D-105-21. 

 
8. A copy of the recorded video footage titled ‘Video footage of the seabed collected in January 2021 

in an area off Qala Point (Gozo) identified as a potential site for scuttling the MV Hephaestus’ is 
appended to the present report. 

 
9.  The surveyed area lies on a gently sloping bottom at depths of around 30 m to 35 m. The bottom 

consisted of a mixture of patches of bare sand and areas colonised by the seagrass Posidonia 
oceanica, the latter often rising about a metre higher than adjacent sandy patches and forming 
continuous meadows in some places. The underwater visibility during the day of the survey was 
fair (about 10 – 15 m). 

 
10.  The results of the biological characteristics of the seabed recorded from the present survey are 

presented as a map showing the occurrence and distribution of main benthic habitat types in the 
area surveyed (Figure 4). It should be emphasized that boundaries between different benthic 
assemblage types are not necessarily as sharp as depicted on the map, since biotic assemblages 
and habitats often grade gradually into each other to form ecotones1 between adjacent 
assemblages that may extend over several metres. 

 
11. The following main benthic habitat types were recorded from the area surveyed: 

 Assemblage of Posidonia beds (EUNIS A5.535) 

                                                 
1 An ecotone is the transitional area between two adjacent and different types of habitats, which may share the 

characteristics of both. 
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 Assemblage of infralittoral fine sand (EUNIS A5.23) 

Areas where both habitat types were present, to varying extents, were also recorded, resulting 
the in the following combinations: 
 Mixture or mosaic of Posidonia beds with infralittoral fine sand, occurring in roughly equal 

proportions or with the seagrass being predominant 
 Infralittoral fine ‘bare’ sand with occasional small patches of Posidonia beds occurring as 

enclaves 
 

 
Figure 4. Map showing the distribution of the main marine benthic assemblages in the Area of 

Study (AoS) recorded during the survey. These include the assemblage of Posidonia beds 
(EUNIS A5.535) forming continuous seagrass meadows, the assemblage of infralittoral 
fine sand (EUNIS A5.23) forming ‘bare’ sand patches, and areas where these two 
assemblages were both present to varying extents. 

 
12.  The assemblage of Posidonia beds was found in most of the study area. It was best developed in 

along the northeastern edge and in the northwestern part of the AoS, where continuous meadows 
of the seagrass where recorded (Figure 5). The seagrass appeared to be in a good status, with 
medium-sized leaves that had few necrotic parts and a low epiphytic load; the meadows were 
also characterised by a high shoot density (Figure 6). In the southwestern part of the AoS, the 
Posidonia beds were interrupted by patches of ‘bare’, i.e. unvegetated sand, resulting in a mixture 
or mosaic of the assemblage of Posidonia beds with the assemblage of infralittoral fine sand 
(Figure 7). A similar mosaic was also present in between areas that consisted of predominantly 
fine sand and area characterised by continuous seagrass meadows. Small patches of seagrass also 
occurred as enclaves in areas predominantly characterised by fine sandy bottoms towards the 
centre of the study area (Figure 8). 

 
13.  Unvegetated ‘bare’ soft bottoms, constituting an assemblage of infralittoral fine sand, were 

mostly present in the central part of the AoS (Figure 9). As noted above, small patches of Posidonia 
oceanica often occurred as enclaves in areas having a predominantly sandy bottom (Figure 8). 
However, a few larger patches of bare sandy habitat that appeared to be devoid of seagrass were 
noted (see Figure 4). In some areas, the sandy bottom had ripple marks indicating agitation by 
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water currents, and coarser material was sometimes present in the troughs of the ripple marks 
(Figure 10). 

 
14. No conspicuous benthic megafauna were visible in the video footage. Demersal species included 

individuals of the Rainbow wrasse (Coris julis) and Painted comber (Serranus scriba) and some 
small shoals of fish (mostly damselfish Chromis chromis, Picarel Spicara smaris and Bogue Boops 
boops) which were occasionally sighted above seagrass meadows, and individuals of the Cleaver 
wrasse (Xyrichthys novacula) seen on sandy bottoms. 

 

 
Figure 5. Image from video footage showing the assemblage of Posidonia beds forming a 

continuous seagrass meadow. 
 

 
Figure 6. Image from video footage showing a close-up of the assemblage of Posidonia beds; note 

the dense shoots and low epiphytic growth on the leaves. 
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Figure 7. Image from video footage showing a mosaic of the assemblage of Posidonia beds with 

the assemblage of infralittoral fine sand. 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 8. Image from video footage showing an assemblage of infralittoral fine sand with patches 

of the assemblage of Posidonia beds present as enclaves. 
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Figure 9. Image from video footage showing an assemblage of infralittoral fine sand devoid of 

vegetation. 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 10. Image from video footage showing a close-up of the assemblage of infralittoral fine sand 

in an area characterised by ripple marks; note the coarser material present in the 
troughs between ripples. 
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APPRAISAL OF RESULTS 

15.  Overall, the benthic biotic assemblages recorded from the study area are typical of those 
occurring in the infralittoral zone where this is characterised by gently sloping bottoms, such as 
off the northeastern coast of the Maltese Islands.  

 
16. The entire study area falls within the Special Area of Conservation of International Importance 

MT0000105 ‘Marine Area in the Northeast of Malta’ designated through Government Notice 851 
of 17 August 2010 in terms of the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations, 2006 
(Legal Notice 311 of 2006)10.  It appears that no management plans for any part of MT0000105 
nor regulations concerning zoning, permitted activities or prohibited actions have been formally 
published yet.  However, Legal Notice 311 of 2006 states that within Special Area of Conservation 
of International Importance, conservation measures are applied for the maintenance or 
restoration, at a favourable conservation status, of a natural habitat type in Schedule I or of a 
species in Schedule II of the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations, 2006. 

 
17.  The assemblage of ‘Posidonia beds’ is listed in Schedule I of the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats 

Protection Regulations, 20062 (Habitat Code 1120) as a ‘priority habitat’3. Schedule I (Natural 
habitat types whose conservation requires the designation of Special Areas of Conservation) of 
the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations, 2006 requires the competent 
authority (in this case, ERA) to set up a network of Special Areas of Conservation (called the 
National Ecological Network) for sites hosting the natural habitat types listed in Schedule I4. 
Correspondingly, the P. oceanica habitat also falls within the ambit of Annex I of the ‘Habitats 
Directive’ which lists natural habitats whose conservation requires the designation by Member 
States of Special Areas of Conservation. 

 
18.  The seagrass Posidonia oceanica is listed in Schedule III “Animal and plant species of national 

interest whose conservation requires the designation of Special Areas of Conservation” of the 
‘Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations, 2006.  It is also listed in Appendix I of 
the Bern Convention of which Malta (and the European Union as a whole) is a signatory, and in 
Annex II (List of Endangered or Threatened Species) of the Protocol concerning Specially Protected 
Areas and Biological Diversity in the Mediterranean of the Barcelona Convention, to which Malta 
(and the European Union) is party. 

 

                                                 
2  The Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations, 2006 (Legal Notice 311 of 2006) transpose the requirements 

of the European Union’s Habitats Directive to local legislation. The 'Habitats Directive' is the European Union's Council 
Directive 92/43/EEC of 21 May 1992 on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora. Annexes I and II 
of this Directive have been amended by Council Directive 97/62/EC of 27 October 1997. Annex I of the Habitats Directive 
lists natural habitats whose conservation requires the designation of Special Areas of Conservation. Annex II lists species 
of plants and animals whose habitats must be protected for their survival. Annex III lists criteria for selecting sites eligible 
for consideration as "Sites of Community Importance" and designation as Special Areas of Conservation, while Annex IV 
lists species of Union interest in need of strict protection. Annex V lists species of plants and animals of Union interest 
whose taking from the wild and exploitation is subject to management, and Annex VI lists prohibited methods and means 
of capture and killing of mammals and fish, and prohibited modes of transport. In anticipation of the 2004 enlargement 
of the EU, the Annexes of the Habitats Directive were modified by the Act of Accession signed in Athens on 16th April 
2003, to take into account the expanded geographical area of the EU15+10. 

3  And correspondingly this habitat type is also listed as a ‘Priority habitat’ in Annex I of the Habitats Directive. 
4  Correspondingly, this habitat type is listed in Annex I (Natural habitat types of Community interest whose conservation 

requires the designation of Special Areas of Conservation) of the Habitats Directive as amended by the ‘Act concerning 
the conditions of accession of the Czech Republic, the Republic of Estonia, the Republic of Cyprus, the Republic of Latvia, 
the Republic of Lithuania, the Republic of Hungary, the Republic of Malta, the Republic of Poland, the Republic of Slovenia 
and the Slovak Republic and the adjustments to the Treaties on which the European Union is founded’ [OJ L 236 of 
23.9.2003 p.33 et seq.]. 
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19. Given the protected status of seagrass habitat, it would seem that areas characterised by an 
assemblage of infralittoral fine sand, and possibly ones where the seabed supports patches of the 
seagrass and the soft sediment, could be considered as potential scuttling sites for the MV 
Hephaestus. Based on the results of the present survey, the most appropriate seabed area 
appears to be the strip running along the middle of the AoS in a northwest to southeast direction, 
where at least two sizable patches of bare sand that seemed devoid of patches of Posidonia 
oceanica were recorded (see Figure 11). The patch of bare sand located in southeastern part of 
the AoS appears to be the larger one, being around 100 x 50 m. Scuttling the wreck at a site where 
the seabed is characterised by bare soft sediment will ensure the least direct impact on the 
seagrass Posidonia oceanica, considering the occurrence and distribution of benthic habitat types 
within the AoS. However, the present authors understand that the ultimate decision on whether 
to scuttle the wreck within the present AoS as well as the precise scuttling location within it, will 
eventually be determined though an environmental impact study. 

 
 

 
Figure 11. Map showing the distribution of the main marine benthic assemblages in the Area of 

Study recorded during the survey (see Figure 4), with areas of bare sand that seemed 
devoid of patches of Posidonia oceanica shown in light yellow. The location of the 
proposed scuttling site (red line) in a patch of bare sand that measures approximately 100 
x 50 m, as well as an alternative scuttling location (blue line), are indicated. 
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