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PROJECT DESCRIPTION STATEMENT 

INTRODUCTION 

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

Diving Schools Association (PDSA), to support its planning application for the 

scuttling of Patrol Boat P33 onto the sea-bed off the north coast of Gozo, in the area 

west of Reqqa Point and north of Billinghurst’s Cave (see Figure 1). 

2. The Full Development Application for the development was submitted to the Malta 

Environment and Planning Authority (MEPA) in October 2010 (Ref.: PA 04687/10).  

MEPA has determined that the development requires the preparation of an 

Environmental Planning Statement (EPS), in accordance with Schedule 1A, Category 

4.2.2.4 of the Environmental Impact Assessment Regulations, 2007 (Legal Notice 114 of 

2007).   

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

hereinafter referred to as ‘the Scheme’.   

BACKGROUND TO THE SCHEME 

4. The Applicant had originally applied to scuttle Patrol Boat P33 onto the sea-bed in 

another location, at the mouth of Marsalforn Bay, northeast of the Marsalforn 

Redoubt (36o 04.565' N / 14o 15.657' E) (see Figure 2).  However, MEPA expressed 

concerns over the environmental sensitivities of the area (see Alternative Sites 

Section below) 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 15m, in 

order to maintain a safe fairway for sea craft through the area (see Figure 2).   

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 

2).  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) (see Figure 3), a new site was identified that was outside of the marine 

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

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.   

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 1).  On 23rd 

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

objections to the proposal on environmental grounds (see Alternative Sites Section 

below) and duly issued a request for submission of a PDS.  

7. Since then, and following a preliminary survey of the seabed at this location in 

September 2014 (undertaken by EcoServ Ltd - see Appendix 1), the area for the 

potential location of the wreck has been widened (see Figure 1).  Further 
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investigation of the conditions in the area will be undertaken to identify the most 

appropriate location for the scuttling within this wider area.
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Figure 1: Location of the Scheme Site and potential search area 
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Figure 2: Alternative locations considered for Scheme 
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Figure 3: Natura 2000 Site: Special Area of Conservation (SAC) MT 0000105 
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OBJECTIVES AND BENEFITS OF THE SCHEME 

8. The Scheme has a number of objectives and benefits, including: 

 The addition of an artificial wreck in this location will serve to enhance the 

attractiveness of the site for divers; the new artificial wreck will complement the 
existing natural diving attractions in this area and not compete with them.  Due 

to the small size of the vessel being proposed for scuttling, this cannot be used to 

create a completely new dive site in the middle of nowhere but it can be used to 

offer a different attraction that complements existing dive sites having natural 

attractions. 

 The addition of a new artificial wreck will serve to support and enhance the diving 
industry in Gozo, specifically by providing a dive attraction on the north coast of 

the Island.  The three existing dive wrecks on Gozo are all at Ix-Xatt l-Aħmar, on 

the south coast and, when the wind blows from the south or east, these are not 

available for use.  The Scheme will allow wreck diving also under such conditions, 

which is important when servicing diving tourists who may have a limited number 

of days at their disposal.   

 The addition of a new dive attraction in an area where there are already the land-

side facilities and infrastructure in place to accommodate the development.  

There are parking facilities in the area, as well as a ladder and a railing (installed in 

2011). 

ALTERNATIVE SITES 

9. The consideration of alternative sites was integral to the process culminating in the 

proposed scuttling site.  The Applicant’s primary motivation in selecting a site was to 

identify a site off Gozo’s north coast, in order to offer divers an alternative wreck 

dive opportunity to those located off the south coast of the Island.  The reason for 

this is to have a diving product that allows wreck diving under any weather 

conditions, which is important for tourist divers who may be on the island for a few 

days at most.  This is the approach that has been taken in Malta, with dive wrecks 

scuttled on the north, east, south and west coasts; in Gozo, as mentioned, dive 

wrecks are concentrated in one location (on the south coast), with Comino offering 

a second option but again on the southern side of the Island.   

10. A number of potential sites off the north coast were considered; the majority of 

these sites were eliminated due to the following considerations (see Figure 4): 

 accessibility problems, due to cliffs, the absence of roads, and the lack of adequate 

parking space, etc; 

 presence of extensive Posidonia oceanica meadows; 

 sea depths in excess of sport diving accessibility; and  

 sea craft traffic movement.  
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Figure 4: Constraints mapping to identify possible scuttling locations along Gozo's north coast 
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11. As mentioned, the Applicant had originally applied to scuttle the vessel close to the 

mouth of Marsalforn Bay, northeast of the Marsalforn Redoubt.  A site off Ix-Xwejni 

was then identified as a potential alternative location, following objections raised by 

MEPA and TM to the original site, and having regard to the fact that the site had been 

identified as a possible location for such use in the Diving Master Plan for Gozo and 

Comino 2006 (see Overview of the Diving Industry in Malta section below).  

However, MEPA (EPD) objected to this new site, having various environmental 

concerns related to protective designations and natural habitats and species present, 

specifically, (i) the site is located within a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) - MT 

00000105: Żona fil-baħar fil-Grigal ta’ Malta (designated through Government Notice 

851 of 2010, for Posidonia oceanica meadows, a priority habitat), and (ii) the area is 

also a Water Framework Directive Water Body (MT 102).  Other concerns related 

to the Scheme were also raised.  Furthermore, following discussions with TM, the 

concerns to maintain a safe fairway for sea craft through the area also pointed to the 

need for selection of an alternative location.   

12. Eventually, the Scheme site was identified as a potential location, based on the 

requirements of the industry, the constraints mapping identified in Figure 4, and the 

issues raised by MEPA in its original assessment (see Table 1 below).  MEPA has 

reiterated its concerns in relation to the Scheme Site (see Table 2), but has 

however requested the preparation of a PDS in view of the need for an EIA.  MEPA 

has also identified the need for an Appropriate Assessment (AA) - see Table 3. 
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Table 1: Concerns and objections raised by MEPA's Environment Protection Directorate regarding the original 

proposed location outside Marsalforn Bay (February 2011)  

Issue raised by MEPA Comment 

The one-type fits all approach towards dive sites, 

which is also counter to the recommendations of 

the Dive Master Plan for Gozo and Comino 

(2006) and which advocates the scuttling of a 

diversity of wrecks or other reef structures to 

enhance existing dive sites and areas 

The scuttling of the different diving wrecks over the past years (from 2006 to 2013) shows the exact opposite; 

that the industry is not adopting a one-size fits all approach.  Different vessels were used in different locations 

and each time the vessel was matched to the environmental conditions and constraints of the site.  Locations 

have also been changed in order to ensure that the vessel can be properly accommodated at a site with the 

least environmental impact possible. 
 

The Diving Master Plan for Gozo and Comino supports the development of further dive sites through the 

scuttling of wrecks or construction of artificial reefs (Para 3.63) since it (i) improves the diving product offering 

a greater choice and allowing the islands to better compete against other diving destinations, and (ii) helps to 

relieve diving pressures from natural sites (e.g. caves). 
 

Indeed, the programme of wreck scuttling followed in the past years has helped immensely in further promoting 

the Maltese Islands as a top diving destination. 
 

The comment in the Master Plan on the need to have a diversity of wrecks was a reference to comments from 

stakeholders and was in the context of the need to have both small wrecks close to shore (that would not 

require the use of a dive boat due to the expense involved in this activity), as well as larger vessels deployed in 

deep water or even important wrecks with some history or even planes or submarines.  The Master Plan 

concludes that while the urge to scuttle wrecks in each site should be resisted (in fact this is only the second 

site on Gozo that is being proposed for wreck development), the increase in the number of diveable wrecks on 

Gozo is important  ... with wrecks scuttled in sites that will provide added value without detracting from the 

overall product.  The industry indicates that the chosen site will do this. 
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Issue raised by MEPA Comment 

The indiscriminate approach regarding scuttling 

of sea vessels as an easy, out of sight solution for 

disposal of unwanted vessels rather than 

decommissioning of individual components.  This 

is considered to run counter to the provisions of 

the London Convention on the Prevention of 

Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and 

Other Matter, 1975 (the London Dumping 

Convention), and its 1996 Protocol, since 

although the scuttling of diving wrecks in the 

form of vessels or similar vehicles (provided they 

have been adequately cleaned) may be 

considered for dumping under this Protocol, the 

disposal of vessels in an unplanned manner and 

without consideration for vessel-site 

compatibility is considered indiscriminate 

dumping by the EPD 

None of the vessels properly scuttled in Maltese waters qualify as such.  Obviously a scuttled vessel needs to be 

surplus to requirements to the owner.  Although in the late 1990s, there were a number of instances were 

owners of vessels tried to get rid of them by offering them to the diving industry, all of the vessels scuttled since 

2006 have been purchased (albeit at a reduced price) for the purpose of scuttling.   
 

As also referred to in the comment by MEPA, the London Dumping Convention (as well as the UN Law of the 

Sea) allow the creation of artificial reefs, including the scuttling of vessels or other structures for diving 

purposes.  These are not considered dumping and should not be considered a waste project.  The deployment 

of a diving wreck is the placement of a structure on the seabed for a specific purpose and should therefore be 

considered a development project, which is how MEPA has considered all past scuttling applications.  It is 

therefore not correct to refer to scuttling projects as "the disposal of vessels" and while unplanned projects 

"with no consideration for vessel-site compatibility" should not be entertained, information from all past 

scuttling projects, all of which have been subject to development permission, EIAs, and environmental 

monitoring projects, and in some cases included changes to locations precisely for compatibility and 

environmental reasons, goes to show that a significant amount of planning actually goes into these projects and 

their post-deployment monitoring. 
 

The scuttling of vessels for use as dive wrecks cannot, and should not therefore, be considered to be 

indiscriminate dumping. 

The possible effects on the associated species 

within the site in question, namely Posidonia 

oceanica which are listed as priority habitats 

under Annex I of the Habitats Directive, as well 

as other protected habitats such as caves, reefs, 

sandbanks also listed under Annex I of the 

Directive are known to occur in the general area 

The vessel is not proposed to be scuttled on Posidonia oceanica meadows.  Like all previously planned and 

executed scuttling projects, the Scheme is proposed to scuttle the vessel on a sandy seabed. 
 

The location of the Scheme Site near a submarine cave is not expected to affect the cave or other reefs. 
 

Likewise, while the placement on the sandy seabed would bury the patch of sand in question, the footprint of 

the vessel is so small that this impact is not expected to be significant. 
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Table 2: Concerns and objections raised by MEPA's Environment Protection Directorate regarding the Scheme 

Site (November 2011) 

Issue raised by MEPA Comment 

Although the proposal in caption is not within a 

Natura 2000 site, the area in question is 

characterised by rock/coral outcrops and a 

number of karstic features such as caves.  

Therefore, EPD considers that the scuttling of a 

wreck may have significant impacts on these 

habitats and species particularly due to 

deposition of the structure on the seabed and 

introduction of alien elements, amongst others 

The new location was identified outside the Marine Natura 2000 site in view of MEPA's earlier comments.  As 

explained the vessel will not be placed on rock / coral but on a sandy seabed. 
 

As explained above, while the placement on the sandy seabed would bury the patch of sand in question, the 

footprint of the vessel is so small that this impact is not expected to be significant. 
 

Furthermore, the presence of nearby caves, tunnels, reefs, or drop-offs are actually features that have been 

scientifically proven to act as seeding areas for a new artificial reef.  Artificial reef building guidelines recommend 

that a new reef is placed close to (and not further than around 1 km) from a natural reef or other area that 

could provide propagules for colonisation of the artificial structure.  As amply proven also by previous projects, 

the placement of any structure on the seabed provides new space for colonisation.  Arguably, the colonisation 

(by flora) on metal structures is not as fast or species rich as that on concrete modules, but the use of these 

structures by other organisms, including crustaceans, nudibranchs, molluscs, and fish has been amply 

documented.  Even turtles have occasionally been recorded close to diving wrecks in local waters. 

The new site in question is a pristine marine 

environment generally lacking in human 

interference and thus the deposition of the 

wreck will result in significant impacts on the 

pristine underwater scenic nature of the site and 

its features such as karstic caves, stacks, etc, and 

thus would detract from its natural, unspoilt 

nature 

The placement of the diving wreck is proposed to enhance the diving product in this area and in Gozo in 

general; providing a wreck on the north coast of the island will allow wreck diving under most weather 

conditions.  The small size of the wreck is such that it would not be feasible to deploy it on its own outside of 

an existing dive site.  In addition, the small size of the vessel provides a diverse product to that already available 

on Gozo and Comino.  This dive would function in tandem with the natural features (tunnels, caves, reefs) and 

not alone, and therefore rather than detracting, it would help to increase the popularity of this site and better 

manage the diving pressures. 

The location of the wreck facing the open 

unsheltered sea at a depth of between 10 to 15 

m and adjacent to the coast in steeply sloping 

bathymetry is not considered adequate, also in 

view of the unsheltered nature of the coastline 

thus raising concerns as regards the structural 

stability of the wreck itself and impacts on the 

habitats and features of the area 

While the original coordinate provided by the Applicant for the scuttling location at the Scheme Site was on 

sloping rocky terrain in around 24 m of water, this location is not considered to be suitable and therefore a 

wider area of search was considered in the preliminary survey referred to above.  It is confirmed that the vessel 

will not be placed in 10 - 15 m of water but in approximately 38 - 40 m  of water.  The seabed identified is 

gently sloping and sandy, which would also help to anchor the vessel by time (as has happened with other 

wrecks).  The need or otherwise for additional anchor blocks would need to be determined later.  The 

concerns on stability are acknowledged and will be addressed; obviously the applicant would not want to lose 

this wreck and therefore its deployment will only happen if there are reasonable guarantees that the site 

conditions will keep the wreck safe.  For this reason, the final location for the scuttling will be determined 
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Issue raised by MEPA Comment 

following a more detailed survey of the general area around Billinghurst's cave, but the location in deeper 

waters (approximately 38 m) and on gently sloping sandy sea beds is confirmed. 

Table 3: MEPA assessment of the Scheme with regards to the Habitats Directive (November 2011) 

Issue raised by MEPA Comment 

This proposal does not lie within the marine Special Area of Conservation of 

international importance (Natura 2000) as declared through the provisions of the 

Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Regulations of 2006 (Legal Notice 311 of 2006).  

Nonetheless, from the information on the site in caption, this appears to be 

characterised by rock/coral outcrops and a number of karstic features, such as 

caves, the latter considered as Annex I habitats 1170 - Reefs; Habitat 8330 - 

Caves, respectively and which may host Annex II, IV and V marine species. 

As explained above, the vessel will not be placed on rock / coral but on a 

sandy seabed at approximately 38 m depth.  In addition, the karstic features in 

the vicinity are not expected to be affected by the project; rather these 

features are expected to act as a source of propagules for the colonisation of 

the wreck itself. 

In this respect the site in question may host protected species which will be 

affected through direct take up of benthic environment through deposition of the 

vessel and the ensuing shifts in hydrodynamics, which will potentially have a wider 

effect than direct obliteration.  

While these issues would need to be addressed in an eventual EIA, the small 

footprint of the vessel and the fact that it will be placed on a sandy seabed, 

would imply that the impacts would be minimal.  In addition, the structure 

itself would provide new space for colonisation by marine organisms (though 

arguably of a different nature to those utilising the sandy seabed.  Burrowing 

fauna are not expected to be significantly affected as most would be able to 

move to other locations. 
 

The small size of the vessel is not expected to create significant changes in the 

hydrodynamics of the area (or bottom currents).  Sand accumulation or scour 

may occur, but again this is not expected to create significant impacts. 

In addition, the introduction of a new structure and artificial surfaces/materials can 

be potentially hazardous through release of oils, lubes, paint material, antifouling 

and rust.  It is assumed that cleaning operations [as undertaken] on other 

[previously scuttled] vessels, i.e. power washing of the structure, will take place, 

which however does not eliminate the risk of pollution fully, in particular due to 

paint and oils.   

Since the vessel will be thoroughly cleaned by licensed contractors and 

certified by a engineer, as also evident from previous scuttling operations, 

release of oils, lubes or any similar materials are not expected.  Any flaking 

paint would also have been removed through power washing, though its 

complete elimination is unlikely.  However, monitoring programmes at other 

dive wrecks have not to date indicated any significant pollution issues from 

wrecks. 
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Issue raised by MEPA Comment 

It is also noted that the wreck structure may degrade through time and therefore 

parts thereof may potentially break off and disperse in the habitats.   

While the structure of a wreck may deteriorate over time, this is not a major 

problem (when also compared to other projects) and definitely not a fast 

process.  The deterioration of the wreck can be monitored closely and any 

such detached items recovered and disposed of onshore. 

It is also noted that the introduction of a new structure and artificial surfaces / 

materials can potentially attract species which are not normally found in the area.  

Such creation of artificial reefs and subsequent colonisation may potentially 

imbalance the ecosystems due to introduction of new species, changes in 

ecological relationships, or displacement of current natural populations away from 

natural habitats. 

As regards impacts in ecological relationships, although more in depth studies 

may be required, no such evidence has been recorded from any of the other 

scuttled wrecks to date. 
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OVERVIEW OF THE DIVING INDUSTRY IN MALTA 

13. Tourism’s contribution to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of the Maltese Islands 

is estimated to be 25%, and it accounts for approximately 28% of full time equivalent 

employment.  The contribution of the diving segment to the Tourism Sector has 

increased substantially due to the popularity of Maltese waters with both local 
recreational divers and leisure and fanatic divers1 from overseas.  Gozo boasts 12 

dive centres, a number which has been growing steadily since the 1970s, when the 

first dive centre was set up on the Island.  A further 34 centres exist in Malta and one 

on Comino. 

14. Malta hosts a range of dive sites that benefit from fantastic underwater scenery in 

warm and clear waters.  As a destination, Malta enjoys a good reputation for 

excellent shore and wreck diving.  The majority of dive tourists to the Maltese Islands 

originate from Europe; the largest markets are the UK, Germany, Italy, France, the 

Netherlands, and the Nordic Countries.   

Diving Wrecks and Artificial Reefs 

15.  A diving wreck refers to a ship, submarine, airplane, or other structure that is 

purposely sunk and deployed on the seabed to act as an attraction for scuba divers.  

Although a diving wreck may be considered to be an artificial reef, the term “artificial 

reef” is more suited to describe purpose-built constructions, usually made of 

concrete, and often deployed as part of a scientific programme.  Artificial reefs may 
be deployed for purposes related to diving, fishing, recreation, aquaculture, nature 

conservation, etc. 

16. Scientific data on artificial reefs from abroad (whether purpose-built concrete 

structures or vessels) show that the presence of these structures, and the 

establishment of no-fishing zones around them, results in an increase in fish numbers 

in the area, and a concomitant positive effect on fisheries around the reefs through an 

increase in fish yields in areas outside the no-fishing zones (e.g. D’Anna et al, 1992).  

Practically anything submerged in the sea has the potential to provide shelter and 

food (e.g. algae, mussels, etc.), and to attract fish.  In fact, even the locally popular 

Kannizzati used for the fishing of Lampuki are actually a Fish Aggregating Device 

(FAD) or floating artificial reef. 

17. There are currently 11 dive wrecks that have been purposely scuttled for diving off 

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

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

and MV Karwela at ix-Xatt l-Ahmar, Gozo; tug boats No 10 and the St Michael off 
Zonqor Point, Marsaskala; and tug boat 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 

                                            

 

 
1 Describes a diver who travels overseas with the sole purpose to dive.  MTA (2007) Marketing Plan 2008-

2010.  Segment Trends…Diving. 
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Polynesien, the St Angelo minesweeper; HMS Hellespont and the Schnelle Boote (E-

boat) outside the Grand Harbour; HMS Southwold off Zonqor Point Marsaskala, a 

Blenheim Bomber off Il-Hofriet 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. 

18. 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.  

19. Once the reefs (here the term is used in its wider sense and taken to include purposely 

scuttled diving wrecks) are deployed, a process of colonisation commences.  The 

success of this colonisation depends very much on the type of material used and the 

location of deployment, including distance from natural reefs and current regimes.  

Colonisation starts with the settlement of algae, normally microalgae, which prepare 
the habitat for other marine species to settle in, on, or around the reef.  Once 

colonisation is complete, a number of fish are found to become associated with the 

structure.  Some start living in the crevices provided by the reef, others live on the 

reef, and yet others live in the areas surrounding the structure.  Fish are also 

attracted to the reef for longer or shorter periods of time, often depending on the 

species, type of shelter available, or food supply. 

20. The scuttling of wrecks for diving purposes raises the question of how the fish 

attracted to these structures (which are an essential part of the diving experience) 

can be protected against fishing.  The presence of reefs and their aggregation 

properties (which make the fish more liable to be caught) have often been touted as 
reasons why reefs should not be allowed.  However, the establishment of non-fishing 

zones around the reefs would go a long way to provide the necessary protection to 

the fish, while preserving the characteristics of the reef and the associated marine life 

for the divers. 

21. In addition to socio-economic considerations in relation to other users, those 

developing reefs must consider the fact that improper reef placement can potentially 

injure persons, property, and natural resources, possibly leading to liability issues.  

This is especially important in the case of diving wrecks.  Risks involved with such 

improper placement include (Nautilus Consultants Ltd, 2003): 

 Injuries to personnel handling reef materials; 

 Damage to vessels transporting reef materials; 

 Improper location causing damage to fishing gear; 

 Damage to buried pipelines and cables; 
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 Injury to recreational divers; 

 Decomposition or movement of the reef material to an unauthorised location; 

 Environmental hazards caused by incomplete cleaning/leaching of used materials; 

 Damage to existing natural resources; and 

 Costs involved with total removal of the reefs (if so instructed). 

22. It is therefore important that these issues are addressed in the application process 

for a new wreck / artificial reef, and that the necessary precautionary and mitigation 

measures are put in place to eliminate such possibilities2. 

Diving Master Plan for Gozo and Comino 2006 

23. The Diving Master Plan for Gozo and Comino identified potential sites deemed to be 

ideal for the scuttling of wrecks / deployment of artificial reefs.  Table 4 lists these 

potential sites and the location of the sites is shown in Figure 5.   

Table 4: Potential Sites  for Scuttling of Diving Wrecks / Deployment of 

Artificial Reefs in the Diving Master Plan for Gozo & Comino (2006) 

Site 
Coastal location & 

Shelter 

Shore Dive / 

Boat Dive 
Comments 

Gozo 

Xatt l-Ahmar 

South coast – 

sheltered from NW, 

N, NE, E & W 

Shore Dive 

Two new wrecks have been scuttled at 

this site in August 2006.  Site has 

already become very popular with 

divers.   
 

Site might be suitable for deployment of 

artificial reefs between the new wrecks 

and the MV Xlendi wreck. 

Outside Il-Kantra 

ta’ Mgarr ix-Xini 

South coast – 

sheltered from NW, 

N, NE, E & W 

Shore Dive / Boat 

Dive 
Small vessel in shallow area. 

Between Il-Gebla 

tal-Fessej and Mgarr 

ix-Xini Tower 

South coast – 

sheltered from NW, 

N, NE, E & W 

Shore / Boat Dive Larger vessel at c. 37 m of water. 

Between Ras in-

Newwiela and Ta’ 

Cenc Reef 

South coast – 

sheltered from NW, 

N, NE, E & W 

Boat Dive 

Wreck would be at around 30 m on a 

flat sea bed.  Dive could include a 

nearby large cave. 

                                            

 

 
2 These issues are normally dealt with in Environmental Impact Assessment procedures for the scuttling of 

wrecks or construction of artificial reefs. 
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Site Coastal location & 

Shelter 

Shore Dive / 

Boat Dive 

Comments 

Gozo 

Outside Ulysses 

Cave (Xlendi) 

South coast – 

sheltered from NW, 

N, NE, E & SE 

Boat Dive 

Site can take a large wreck and possibly 

also artificial reefs.  Presence of 

Posidonia oceanica meadows to be 

ascertained. 

Outside Xlendi 

Tunnel 

South coast – 

sheltered from NW, 

N, NE, E & SE 

Shore Dive / Boat 

Dive 

Site might also be suitable for artificial 

reef deployment instead of a wreck 

(especially if a larger wreck is scuttled 

outside Ulysses Cave). 

Xwejni Bay 

North Coast – 

sheltered from E, SE, 

S, SW (depends on 

exact position may 

be sheltered from W 

and NE) 

Shore Dive / Boat 

Dive 

Site might also be suitable for artificial 

reef deployment. 

Outside Dahlet 

Qorrot towards 

Qala Point 

North Coast – 

sheltered from S, 

SW, W (depends on 

exact position may 

be sheltered from 

NW,  E or SE) 

Boat Dive 

This site might be suitable for a very 

large wreck that would be accessible 

only as a boat dive.  This could open up 

this part of the coastline but a more 

detailed assessment of the area is 

required. 

Qala Point 

East/South Coast – 

sheltered from the 

NW, SW, and W 

(depending on 

position, it might 

also be sheltered 

from the N or S) 

Boat Dive / Shore 

Dive 

Location might be amalgamated with 

Tal-Halfa.   
 

Site might also be suitable for artificial 

reef deployment. 

Il-Gebla tal-Halfa 

South coast – 

sheltered from NW, 

N, NE, & W 

Shore Dive / Boat 

Dive 

This site is one of a series along the 

south coast that can be important for 

future wreck scuttling in Gozo.  
  

Site might also be suitable for artificial 

reef deployment. 
 

NOTE: This site was explored as a possible 

location for the scuttling of the P31 

(eventually scuttled at West Comino), but 

the presence of extensive swathes of 

Posidonia oceanica meadows effectively 

ruled out this site from further 

consideration.  

Hondoq ir-

Rummien 

South coast – 

sheltered from NW, 

N, NE, SE, S & W 

Shore Dive 

This site is one of a series along the 

south coast that can be important for 

future wreck scuttling in Gozo.  

However, the presence of Posidonia 

oceanica meadows might rule out this 

site for such development.  
 

Site also suggested as a possible location 

for deployment of artificial reefs. 
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Site Coastal location & 

Shelter 

Shore Dive / 

Boat Dive 

Comments 

Il-Gebla tac-Cawl 

South coast – 

sheltered from NW, 

N, NE, SE & W 

Shore Dive / Boat 

Dive 

This site is one of a series along the 

south coast that can be important for 

future wreck scuttling in Gozo.  

However, the presence of Posidonia 

oceanica meadows might rule out this 

site for such development.  
 

Site also suggested as a possible location 

for deployment of artificial reefs. 

Comino 

Santa Marija / Caves  

East Coast – 

sheltered from NW, 

S, SW & W 

Boat Dive 

This site had been earmarked for the 

scuttling of the P31 by the Malta Marine 

Foundation.   
 

NOTE: The presence of extensive swathes 

of Posidonia oceanica meadows effectively 

ruled out this site and the P31 was 

eventually scuttled at West Comino (Taht il-

Mazz).  Nonetheless, the Santa Marija 

caves area could be suitable for deployment 

of small artificial reefs. 

SE corner of 

Comino 

South East Coast – 

sheltered from NW 

(depends on 

location, it might 

also be sheltered 

from the N or W) 

Boat Dive Site might accommodate a large wreck 

Taht il-Mazz / 

North of Ras l-

Irqieqa 

West Coast – 

sheltered from N, 

NE, E, SE and, 

depending on 

position, possibly 

also from S and NW. 

Boat Dive 
NOTE: The P31 was scuttled in this 

location in 2009. 

Between Ras l-

Irqieqa and Anchor 

Reef Cominotto 

West Coast – 

sheltered from N, 

NE, E, SE and, 

depending on 

position, possibly 

also from S and NW. 

Boat Dive 

NOTE: With the P31 scuttled at Taht il-

Mazz, another wreck in this location is 

unlikely, also in view of navigational issues; 

however, the site could accommodate small 

purposely built artificial reefs, though this 

would not be the preferred site for such 

projects. 

Cominotto 

West Coast – 

sheltered from N, 

NE, E, SE and, 

depending on 

position, possibly 

also from S and NW. 

Boat Dive  
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Figure 5: Potential Sites for Scuttling of Diving Wrecks / Deployment of Artificial Reefs in the Diving Master Plan 

for Gozo and Comino (2006) 
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LOCATION OF THE SCHEME SITE 

24. The location of the Scheme Site is shown in Figure 1.  The site lies off the north 

coast of Gozo, in the area west of Reqqa Point and north of Billinghurst’s Cave.  

Billinghurst's Cave (Ghar il-Kbir tar-Reqqa) is one of a number of popular dive sites 

on the north coast of Gozo.  It is a large cavern within a small embayment close to 

Reqqa Point.  This Scheme Site lies within the Zebbug Local Council administrative 

area.  

DESCRIPTION OF THE SCHEME SITE  

25. The physical and biological characteristics of the area in which it is proposed to 

scuttle the wreck is typical of that found along the northeastern coast of Gozo 

between Wied il‐Għasri and Xwejni, where the rocky / boulder bottom present 
immediately below the shore is steeply sloping but further offshore leads to a less 

steep sloping seabed consisting mainly of coarse sediments.  The water depth range 

within the area surveyed is 40 – 49 m.  The predominant benthic habitat type within 

the area is a biocoenosis of coarse sands and muddy heterogeneous sediment, with 

an impoverished epifauna but supported a facies with Caulerpa cylindrica. 

26. The terrestrial coast in the area is characterised by Lower Coralline Limestone 

(Xlendi member) and Lower Globigerina Limestone outcrops.  Moving inland along 
the access road, there are Middle and Upper Globigerina Limestone outcrops.  

Westwards along the coast, the coastline begins plunging vertically into the sea with 

increasing height.  The foreshore is characterised by rock hewn salt pans.  Rod fishing 

is practised here, as is swimming during summer and hiking in winter.  The rocky 

coast is occasionally used by off-roading enthusiasts (though officially banned).  No 

other uses are evident. 

27. Access to the coast is along an off-road track, which begins at a ramp approximately 

300 m from Reqqa Point.  This track is accessed off the access-only road linking Ix-

Xwejni and Wied il-Ghasri.  The track terminates in an open area close to the salt 

pans, which is used for informal parking.   

28. There is a ladder giving access to the sea at Reqqa Point, located approximately 30 - 

35 m from the Scheme Site.   

PLANNING POLICY 

29. The planning policy relevant to the Scheme is set out in the Structure Plan for the 

Maltese Islands 1990 and the Gozo and Comino Local Plan 2006.  The Coastal Strategy 

Topic Paper and the Leisure and Recreation Topic Paper, prepared as part of the 

Structure Plan review process, are also relevant to the Scheme. 
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Structure Plan for the Maltese Islands 1990 

30. This section reviews the Structure Plan policies relevant to the Scheme.  The policies 

with primary relevance to the Scheme are: 

31. POLICY BEN 12: The Planning Authority will decide if an Environmental Impact 

Assessment of a form and content satisfactory to the Authority is required to accompany any 

application for permission to develop.  The environmental impact of proposed development 

will be carefully assessed through development control procedures, and where development 

permits are granted any adverse impacts will be mitigated through permit conditions and 

any other necessary legal measures. 

o MEPA has requested this PDS with the purpose of determining whether 

or not the Scheme requires an EIA. 

32. POLICY TOU 14: The Planning Authority will prepare a Subject Plan aimed at 

reconciling the conflicting interests of recreational diving, other underwater activities, 

and marine ecological conservation.  

o This policy has been taken forward through the preparation of Diving 

Master Plan for Gozo and Comino 2006. 

33. POLICY MCO 1: The following general vicinities are designated as candidates for the 

status of Marine Conservation Areas.  Following further analysis, these and other possible 

areas will be categorised and given protection accorded to defined categories: 

...2. Qbajjar, Gozo... 

o This policy has been taken forward, and the area between Marsalforn and 

St Julians in Malta has been designed a Marine Protected Area and a 

marine Natura 2000 site.  The Scheme iste is located outside of this 

protected area. 

Gozo and Comino Local Plan 2006 

34. The Gozo Strategy Map identifies the general area of the Scheme Site as a Principle 

Diving Site (see Figure 6).  The following policy is relevant to the Scheme: 

35. POLICY GZ-Zbug-4: The area immediately due west of the Development Zone at 

Qbajjar shall be designated for diver support facilities.  The structures shall be built up in a 

timber kiosk like fashion (according the design guidance of the Development Control 

Guidance Policy on Kiosks). The total area of the kiosk like structures shall not exceed 10% 

of the area.  The rest of the area shall be landscaped according to the provisions of the 

design guidance on planting. 

o This policy, together with the designation of the area as a Principle Diving 

Site, supports the scuttling of a dive wreck as proposed by the Scheme. 
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Figure 6: Gozo Strategy Map (extracted from the Gozo and Comino Local Plan 2006) 
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Coastal Strategy Topic Paper 2002 

36. The Coastal Strategy Topic Paper was prepared by MEPA to identify issues affecting 

the coastal zone, to be addressed as part of the Structure Plan review process.  It 

provides a strategic direction towards sustainable development of the Maltese coast, 

within the broader concept of Coastal Zone Management3. 

37. More relevant to the time of its formulation, the Topic Paper reviews the status of 

the coastal environment, assesses the effectiveness of the policy framework 

governing coastal resources and uses that was current at the time, and identified the 

main issues that need to be addressed in the new Structure Plan. 

38. In respect of artificial reefs4, the Topic Paper refers primarily to scuttled vessels 

(diving attractions), largely because this kind of artificial structure was popular at that 
time (and has continued to be since then).  The Topic Paper questions whether such 

structures serve to enrich the marine life in the area or whether they only serve to 

aggregate fish. 

39. The Topic Paper also addresses the dumping issue, highlighting the fact that the high 

user conflict around the Maltese coastline necessitates a critical review of waste 

disposal at sea. 

40. The Paper’s strategy for the marine environment is: “The primary objectives of the 

coastal strategy for the marine environment are to safeguard the natural and cultural 

heritage present; to safeguard legitimate marine uses, and to minimise existing and potential 

conflicts”.  It advocates the designation of the Marine Conservation Area identified in 

the Structure Plan, with the seaward boundary extending to the -50 m depth 

contour; calls for a precautionary approach to development; and for the application 

of EIA procedures. 

Leisure and Recreation Topic Paper 2002 

41. The Leisure and Recreation Topic Paper was similarly prepared by MEPA to inform 

the Structure Plan review process.  The stated objectives of the Topic Paper include: 

 Evaluation of the Structure Plan policies to determine whether these provide an 

adequate framework for the development of the leisure sector; 

 Examination of the current distribution pattern and adequacy of the recreation 

facilities, and their potential to cater for the growing population of the Islands; 

 Examination of trends in demand, and users’ expectations; 

                                            

 

 
3 Coastal Zone Management is the holistic process that aims to promote and maintain the sustainable 

development of a defined coastal area (MEPA, 2002). 
4 In the Topic Paper this term was used in its wider sense and included both purpose-built structures and 

scuttled vessels, with a greater emphasis on the latter in view of the development planning experience till 

then. 
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 Assessment of land-use implications and impacts; and 

 Assessment of the pattern and level of future demand, and the feasibility of 

meeting it. 

42. Artificial reefs are mentioned in the Topic Paper as a marine recreational facility.  The 

strategy with regard to ‘Nautical Sports and Coastal Activity’ aims to ensure that the 

coast and direct foreshore remains accessible to the general public.  The Strategy has 

a general presumption against development on the coast, except for those facilities 

and activities that are legitimate and require a coastal location5. 

43. The Topic Paper also emphasises the importance of the natural marine environment 

for diving recreation.  It suggests the identification of appropriate sites for the 

development of artificial reefs and/or the submersion of vessels to serve as diving 

attractions, “provided that the necessary measures are taken to ensure that there is no 

underwater pollution and that the chosen site does not pose any health-related problems”.  

The Topic Paper also refers to purpose-built artificial reefs (as opposed to scuttled 

vessels) and states that these will be considered as long as they are “clean and free of 

residue”. 

44. Finally, the Leisure and Recreation Topic Paper identifies appropriate sites for the 

development of artificial reefs or the scuttling of wrecks as dive attractions as one of 

the key leisure and recreation issues to be tackled by the new Structure Plan6. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE SCHEME 

45. The Scheme involves the scuttling of Patrol Boat P33 onto the sea-bed off the north 

coast of Gozo, in the area west of Reqqa Point and north of Billinghurst’s Cave.  The 

vessel is 23.33 m long, has a 4.7 m beam, and is 7 m high (including the mast).  The 

vessel has a footprint of approximately 100 m2.  A plan of the vessel is included as 

Figure 7. 

46. It is proposed to scuttle the Patrol Boat on a gently to moderately  sloping sandy 

bottom at a depth of approximately 38 - 40 m.  The vessel will be orientated with its 

stern pointing towards the north east and approximately 50 m from the shoreline in 

view that the seabed reaches great depths very close to the shore. 

47. As explained, the Applicant was originally inclined to scuttle this vessel at a shallower 

site (hence the original proposed location - see alternative sites considered above), 

which would have rendered the wreck accessible to all divers; however, the small 

size of the vessel and the more pronounced slope in this location (apart from the sea 

bed not being sandy) predicated a different approach to minimise the environmental 

impact and the risk of loss or damage to the vessel during strong winter storms.

                                            

 

 
5 This is also in line with the Coastal Strategy Topic Paper (MEPA, 2002). 
6 This was subsequently addressed in the Gozo and Comino Diving Master Plan of 2006. 
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Figure 7: Plan of patrol boat P33 
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Access and Parking  

48. As mentioned, the site is accessed by means of an off-road track which terminates at 

an informal parking area close to the salt pans (see Figure 8).   

Site and Vessel Preparation  

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

50. 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 patrol boat for scuttling.  The works will be carried 

out at a licensed shipyard and will follow the requirements set out by MEPA.  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.    

51. 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 the Specific Guidelines for Assessment of Vessels of the 

London Dumping Convention, 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.  

52. Although the vessel will not be grit blasted prior to sinking, it will be power-washed 

to remove any loose and flaking paint from the surfaces, especially from the deck, 

bulkheads, and from the overhead areas.  

53. Any elements that could come loose during scuttling and that could represent an 

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

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

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

for scuttling can be issued.
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Figure 8: Land use 
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Deployment of the Vessel 

55. 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.  The use of mooring blocks or floating devices will be 

considered during the design process of the scuttling operation. 

Waste Management  

56. 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 patrol boat. 

Employment  

57. Apart from 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 is estimated to employ between 150 and 190 full-timers and between 200 and 

250 part-timers.  

Timing  

58. 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 time 

for summer 2015. 

POTENTIAL ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS  

59. Environmental impacts can be both 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.  In order for the environmental impacts of a project to be 

properly defined and analysed, an EIA process will normally need to be undertaken, 

complete with an identification of impacts, the determination of their significance, a 

comparison with the baseline conditions, and consideration of alternatives.  

60. At this stage in the process, a preliminary list of the potentially significant 

environmental impacts of the Scheme can be identified.  The potential key impacts 

arising from the Scheme are likely to relate to:  

 Habitat loss, from burial under the wreck; however, in view of the wreck’s 

small footprint and its keeled structure, habitat loss is likely to be limited;  
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 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 small size of the vessel, 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 / 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 major 

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; and  

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

be present in this area).  

MITIGATION PROPOSALS  

61. 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 

personnel for the towing, securing, and scuttling of the vessel; 

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

establish a no fishing zone around the wreck and to implement proper monitoring 

programmes to determine how the wreck is developing and to measure any 

deterioration in the structure.
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INTRODUCTION 

1.  Adi Associates  Environmental Consultants  Ltd have  commissioned  Ecoserv  Ltd  to  carry out  a 
preliminary  benthic  survey  at  a  site  off  Reqqa  Point  Gozo  (see  Figure  1),  which  has  been 
identified  as  a  potential  site  for  scuttling  a  wreck  to  be  used  as  a  diving  attraction.  The 
coordinates  of  the  site1 on which  the marine  survey  should  be  centered  are  36.081522N  / 
14.23525E.  

 

 
Figure 1. Aerial image of the coastal area at Reqqq Point, Gozo. The white dot indicates the location 
where the survey area should be centered. 
 
 
2.  The  present  submission  constitutes  Ecoserv’s  report  of  the  preliminary  benthic  survey 

undertaken  within  the  study  area  as  per  the  agreed  ToR,  which  specify  the  use  of  direct 
observation  and underwater  videography  to  collect data on  the  gross biological  and physical 
characteristics within the study area. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

3.  Scientific SCUBA diversr were transported by boat to a site identified by the coordinates given in 
para 1 above. However, it transpired that the site is located less than 10 m from the shore, while 
the seabed there consisted of a boulder field lying at a depth of 30‐35 m. The close proximity to 

                                                 
1 As provided by the client. 



the  shore and  the  seabed characteristics at  this  site made  it clearly unsuitable  for  scuttling a 
wreck. Therefore, the survey location was shifted by some 20 m to the NE, to a site identified by 
coordinates 36.081614°N, 14.235056°E (see Figure 2), where the seabed primarily comprised a 
mobile substratum. A shot line was deployed at the site and the divers undertook a visual survey 
using  direct  observation  and  underwater  videography  to  collect  data  on  gross  biological 
characteristics  and  physical  features  within  the  area  surveyed.  The  camera  used  was  a 
professional Sony 3 CCD digital video camera enclosed in an Amphibico Navigator housing. The 
video  record was  later  analysed  in  the  laboratory;  around  18 minutes  of  video  footage was 
collected. The survey area was delineated by three concentric circles having radii extending 5m, 
15m and 20m away  from  the  shot  line. Considering  that  the divers’  field of  view extends by 
10m, a total circular area having a diameter of 50 m was therefore surveyed (Figure 2). 

 
 

 
Figure 2. Google image of the area surveyed (circle) centered (red dot) on 36.081614°N, 14.235056°E. 
The white dot represents the site having the original geographical coordinates provided by the client. 
The seabed  in  the yellow segment primarily consists of coarse  soft sediment, while  that  in  the  red 
segment primarily consists of a rocky bottom/boulder field  interspersed with patches of coarse soft 
sediment. 

 
 

4.  During the underwater survey, data on the occurrence and distribution of main benthic habitats 
were collected. Particular attention was paid to the potential presence of habitats and species 
that are protected and/or have a high ecological/conservation  importance. Characterisation of 
the benthic assemblages was based on  the  scheme of Borg and Schembri  (2003)2, which has 
been  adapted  for  local use  from  the RAC/SPA  classification  system of Mediterranean marine 
benthic habitats. Grab images from the video footage of representative megabenthic flora and 

                                                 
2 Borg J. A & Schembri P. J., 2003. Alignment of marine habitat data of the Maltese Islands to conform to the requirements of 
the EU habitats directive.  In: Sant, M.  (Editor) Marine habitats data of  the Maltese  Islands.  Interactive CD. Floriana, Malta: 
Malta Environment and Planning Authority [Compact Diskette] 

 



fauna, and of the main benthic assemblage types encountered during the survey, were used to 
illustrate the present report. Fieldwork was carried out in September 2014. 

 

RESULTS 

5.  Ecoserv’s report reference for the present survey is 089‐14. The sample reference code for the 
video footage, a copy (on DVD) of which is appended to the present report, is D‐011‐14. A total 
of 18 minutes of video footage were recorded during the survey. 

6.  The main results of the survey are presented as a map showing the occurrence and distribution 
of main benthic assemblages and habitats in the study area (Figure 2). 

7.  The physical and biological characteristics recorded during the present survey are typical of ones 
found on the northeastern coast of Gozo, in the stretch between Xwejni and Wied il‐Ghasri. The 
seabed immediately below the shore is charactertised by a sleep slope having an inclination of 
25  –  40o  and which mainly  comprises  a  boulder  field  interspersed with  a  rocky  bottom  and 
patches with coarse sediment; this leads further offshore to a more gently sloping bottom that 
has  an  inclination  of  around  13o,  and  which  consists mainly  of  coarse  sediments  – mainly 
gravelly  sand but with gravel and accumulations of  cobbles and pebbles  in places. The water 
depth at the site on which the survey area was centered (i.e. the red dot  in Figure 2)  is 43 m. 
The water depth range varied between 40 m and 49 m over the whole survey area.   

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

(i) A biocoenosis of infralittoral algae. 
(ii) Biocoenosis of coarse sands and muddy hetereogeneous sediment. 

A description of each of these two habitat types follows. 

9.  Biocoensois of infralittoral algae 

This biocoenosis occupied a small segment of  the circular survey area  immediately below  the 
shore, and was present on the large boulders and bedrock, where present (Figure 3). The most 
abundant  algae  recorded  from  this  biocoenosis  mainly  comprised  sciaphilic  species,  and 
included  associations  with  Peyssonnelia  squamaria,  Flabellia  petiolata  and  unidentified 
filamentous algae, but other species including Dictyota spp. and Dictyopteris polypodioides were 
also present  (Figure  4).  The  alien  alga Caulerpa  cylindrica was  recorded  frequently  from  this 
biocoenosis  (Figure  5).  The  macrobenthic  fauna  associated  with  this  biocoenosis  included 
several small gastropods, polychaetes and crustaceans. 

 
10.  Biocoenosis of coarse sands and muddy hetereogeneous sediment 

This  biocoenosis  occupied  most  of  the  circular  area  surveyed  (Figures  2  and  6).  The  only 
vegetation recorded from this biocoenosis comprised a facies of Caulerpa cylindrica (Figure 7), 
however, where small patches with coarser sediment (namely gravel) occurred, small tufts with 
algae were present (Figure 6). Overall, the epibenthic mega‐ and macro‐fauna associated with 
the bare sandy bottom appeared to be  impoverished. However, a rich  infauna was present, as 
evidenced by the openings to burrows of infaunal species.  



 
Figure 3:   Grab  image  from video  footage  showing a biocoenosis 

of  infralittoral  algae  present  on  large  boulders  and 
bedrock below the shore in the study area. 

 
Figure 4:   Grab  image  from video  footage  showing a biocoenosis 

of  infralittoral  algae  present  on  bedrock  below  the 
shore  in  the  study  area.  The  bright  green  alga  is 
Flabellia petiolata. 

 

 
Figure 5:   Grab  image  from video  footage  showing a biocoenosis 

of infralittoral algae, interspersed with small patches of 

the  biocoenosis  of  coarse  sands  and  muddy 
hetereogeneous  sediment.  The  bright  green  alga  is 
Caulerpa  cylindrica,  while  the  brown  green  algae  are 
Dictyota spp. and unidentified filamentous algae. 

 



 
Figure 6:   Grab  image  from video  footage  showing a biocoenosis 

of  coarse  sands  and  muddy  hetereogeneous 
sediment. 

 
 

 
Figure 7:   Grab  image  from video  footage  showing a biocoenosis 

of  coarse  sands  and  muddy  hetereogeneous 
sediment. A  facies with Caluerpa cylindrica  is also 
visible in the image. 

 
 
Pelagic and demersal fauna 
11.  A rich demersal  fish  fauna was recorded  from  the biocoenoses of  infralittoral algae;  the most 

abundant  species were wrasses Crenilabrus  spp.,  rainbow wrasse Coris  julis, comber Serranus 
cabrilla,  and  damsel  fish  Chromis  chromis  (present  as  large  shoals).    The  only  fish  species 
recorded  from  the biocoenosis of coarse  sands and muddy hetereogeneous  sediment was an 
unidentified goby. 

 
 

APPRAISAL 

12.  The physical and biological characteristics of the seabed within the area surveyed are typical of 
ones found along the northeastern coast of Gozo between Wied il‐Ghasri and Xwejni, where the 
rocky/boulder  bottom  present  immediately  below  the  shore  is  steeply  sloping  but  further 
offshore  leads to a  less steep sloping seabed consisting mainly of coarse sediments. The water 
depth range within the area surveyed is 40 – 49 m.   



13.  The predominant benthic habitat type within the area surveyed is a biocoenosis of coarse sands 
and muddy hetereogeneous  sediment, which had an  impoverished epifauna but  supported a 
facies with Caulerpa cylindrica. 

14.  The present  results  should be  considered preliminary, given  that  the present  survey was not 
very  detailed. However,  the  findings  from  this  survey  indicate  that  no  protected  habitats  or 
species appear to be present within the area surveyed. 


