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1. Introduction 

1. In 2010, Transport Malta submitted an application: “Reorganisation of Ta' Xbiex Marina. 

Upgrading of quay, erection of low voltage switch room and installation of floating pontoon with 

demountable office on same” (Planning Application PA/05468/10), which was subsequently 

approved by the Environment and Planning Commission/Malta Environment and Planning 

Authority Board. An application for the renewal of this development permission (Planning 

Application PA/04418/19) was then submitted in 2019 and was also approved by the Authority. 

 

2. More recently, Transport Malta submitted an application: “To propose two additional pontoons 

further to the pontoon approved in PA/5468/10, and ancillary security infrastructure” (Planning 

Application PA/06433/19) off Triq ix-Xatt, Gzira and Triq ix-Xatt ta' Xbiex, Ta' Xbiex, i.e. in the 

inner part of Lazaretto Creek within Marsamxett. This will form a new marina with reorganised 

berths at Ix-Xatt ta' Ta' Xbiex in Gzira, referred to as the ‘Gzira Gardens Marina’. 

 

3. In September 2019, the Environment and Resources Authority (hereafter ‘ERA’) requested 

submission of further documentation to enable environmental assessment of application 

PA/06433/19, which included the following: 

 

 C. Benthic Environment 

 Given that the proposal will involve the placement of a significant number of sinkers on 

potentially sensitive habitat/s for S. nivosa, a broad brush survey is being requested. This is to 

include also a survey of the benthic habitats in the concerned area. 

 Additionally, it needs to be confirmed that such sinkers will not have an impact on sediment 

movement in the area in relation to habitat quality/ integrity. The impact of this marina in terms 

of shading effects will also need to be considered on marine vegetation in the area, noting that 

this is a food source for S. nivosa. 

 The removal of existing mooring blocks will require surveys for C. caespitosa, and any individuals 

situated on items to be removed will require translocation. 

 It is to be noted that a Nature Permit may be required should it be determined that any protected 

species will be affected by the proposed works. 

 

 D. Additional Remarks 

 All assessment of impacts as requested in sections B & C above should be considerate of the 

changes that may emanate from other development projects planned/proposed in the area (in 

relation to final environment status, cumulative impacts, etc.). 

 

 The ERA also provided the following Terms of Reference (ToR) for the marine benthic survey and 

assessment of findings: 

 

 A broad brush survey of the area should be undertaken to identify and map the seabed habitats, 

and to locate the presence of protected or otherwise sensitive species, which can potentially be 

affected by the proposed interventions. This should result in a map of the type and distribution 

of seabed habitats (using the EUNIS classification) and protected/sensitive species to be used for 

the assessment of impacts of the proposed development on the marine environment. 

 The assessment should include: 
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1. An investigation of the ecology of the site and its surroundings (including, as relevant: flora, 

fauna, avifauna, fish and other aquatic organisms, benthic, burrowing and pelagic 

organisms, and their habitats and ecosystems), duly covering the relevant seasons (e.g. wet 

and dry seasons, in the case of terrestrial ecology) to ensure adequate coverage of all 

relevant species and ecosystem components; 

2. A reporting of the conservation status and ecological condition of the area and the state of 

health of its habitats, species and ecological features; 

3. A reporting of all protected, endangered, rare, unique, endemic, high-quality, keystone, 

invasive/deleterious, or otherwise important species, habitats, ecological assemblages, and 

ecological conditions found in the area under study; and 

4. A prediction of the potential impacts of the proposed project on the ecology of the site and 

its surroundings, including loss, damage or alteration of habitats and species populations 

(including potential increases in ambient noise levels in the marine environment) including 

alteration in the habitats and species’ condition/state of health as measured through 

indicators used/specified for assessment of status in relevant EU policy. 

 

4. Ecoserv Ltd were subsequently commissioned to undertake the marine benthic survey at Ta' 

Xbiex Marina, off Triq ix-Xatt, Gzira and Triq ix-Xatt ta' Xbiex, Ta' Xbiex, as per the ToR above. 

The present submission constitutes Ecoserv’s report on the marine benthic survey undertaken 

at Ta' Xbiex Marina in November 2019. 

 

 

 

 

2.  Methodology 

5. The area of study (AoS) is indicated by the red boundary in Figure 1.  

 

 

Figure 1. Map showing the area of study (AoS) for the marine benthic 

survey at Ta' Xbiex Marina (red boundary). 

 

 

6.  To map the main benthic assemblages in the study area, a number of points were established 

along the shore. SCUBA divers laid shore-normal transects along the bottom, starting from pre-

determined points on the shore. The divers then swam along the transects and recorded the 

occurrence, type and area of bottom covered by the different benthic assemblages and habitats. 
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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. 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. Photographs of representative megabenthic flora and fauna, and of 

the main benthic assemblage types encountered during the survey, were taken using a digital 

underwater camera. 

 

7.  In view of the potential presence of protected species (especially Cladocora caespitosa and 

Steromphala nivosa), dedicated searches for these species were also undertaken where habitats 

of these species were found to be present during the mapping survey. In addition, the divers 

also paid particular attention to these species during the benthic mapping survey, in order to 

obtain information on their general distribution within the study area. 

 

 

 

3.  Results 

8. Ecoserv’s report reference for the marine benthic survey presented in this report is 206-19. The 

sample reference code for the benthic mapping photographs is D-092-19. 

 

Physical characteristics 

 

9. The shore was characterised by an artificial concrete quay. The seabed immediately below the 

quay was primarily bedrock and boulders. In the southeastern end on the AoS, the hard bottom 

extended for some 25-30 m away from the shore, whereas elsewhere this substratum was 

restricted to a 5 m band running along the length of the quay. The seabed further way from the 

shore was characterised by a muddy bottom that is typical of local harbour environments. 

 

10. Water depth within the area surveyed varied from around 2-3 m at the base of the existing quay 

forming the shore to 6 m at the centre of the creek. The underwater visibility was poor (3-5 m) 

throughout the study area and even poorer (around 2 m) at the northwestern end of the AoS. 

 

11. Numerous anthropogenic items were encountered on the seabed within the AoS, particularly 

close to the shore. Such items included car tyres, many plastic and glass bottles, metal objects, 

and various lengths of twine and rope. In addition, some of the boulders present below the quay 

appeared to originate from dumped rubble. 

 

Biological characteristics 

 

12. 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 2). 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. 

 

 

                                                
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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Figure 2. Map showing the distribution of the main marine benthic assemblages in the study area 

recorded during the present (November 2019) survey. Habitat 1: Predominantly 

assemblage of algae on low energy infralittoral rock (EUNIS A3.33); Habitat 2: 

Predominantly assemblage of superficial muddy sands in sheltered waters (EUNIS A5.28).. 

 

 

Infralittoral assemblages 

 

13. Two main benthic habitat-types were recorded from the submerged zone of the AoS: 

• Assemblage of algae on low energy infralittoral rock (EUNIS A3.33); 

• Assemblage of superficial muddy sands in sheltered waters [harbour mud and sandy mud] 

(EUNIS A5.28). 

 

14. The assemblage of algae on low energy infralittoral rock occurred along the vertical face of the 

quay and on the boulders and rubble immediately below it. On the vertical face of the quay, this 

assemblage was mostly characterized by low-lying algae and encrusting red algae, with a visible 

sediment cover (Figure 3). The fouling fauna included bryozoans and sponges. The boulders and 

rubble at the base of the quay mostly lacked erect macrophytes, apart from the occasional 

Dictyota sp., and were characterised by a thick sediment cover (Figure 4). Numerous specimens 

of the stony coral Cladocora caespitosa were recorded from this assemblage. 

 

15. The assemblage of superficial muddy sands in sheltered waters occupied the outer part of the 

study area. The fine sediments comprised polluted harbour mud and sandy mud (Figure 5). The 

most conspicuous fauna encountered by the divers were sabellid polychaetes (Sabella 

spallanzani and Myxicola infundibulum), but in large parts of the AoS numerous openings to 

burrows made by the decapod Upogebia sp. and by Gobiidae spp. were present (Figure 5). 

 

Protected species 

 

16. Over 100 living colonies of the protected stony coral Cladocora caespitosa were observed during 

the survey. These were found attached to the vertical face of the quay, or to the boulders and 

rubble, and in some cases to ropes found at the base of the quay (Figure 6). The colonies were 
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present within a 5 m wide band that stretched along the entire length of the quay within the 

AoS, where hard substrata were present (see Figure 2); no colonies were observed at a distance 

of more than 5 m away from the quay, including on mooring blocks present in the area. No live 

individuals of the gastropod Steromphala nivosa or any other protected species were recorded 

within the study area. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Photograph showing the assemblage of algae on 

low energy infralittoral rock, predominantly 

characterised by low-lying algae, found on the 

vertical face of the quay. 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Photographs showing the assemblage of algae on low energy infralittoral rock present on 

bedrock and boulders at the base of the quay. This assemblage was characterised by turf 

algae and a heavy sediment cover on the rocks. 
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Figure 5. Photographs showing the assemblage of superficial muddy sands in sheltered waters 

algae, comprised of harbour mud and sandy mud with numerous burrow openings (left), 

made by the decapod Upogebia sp. and by Gobiidae spp. (right). 

 

 

  

 

Figure 6. Photographs of individuals of the stony coral Cladocora caespitosaa recorded from the 

assemblage of algae on low energy infralittoral rock on the vertical fact of the quay (top 

left), and on boulders/rubble (top right) and other dumped anthropogenic material 

(bottom) found at the base of the quay. 
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4.  Appraisal of Results 

17. Overall, the benthic biotic assemblages recorded from the study area are typical of those 

occurring in local harbours. In such coastal sites, anthropogenic alteration of the benthic habitats 

and of water quality has occurred over the years, resulting in the present assemblages replacing 

previous ones that are more typical of pristine waters. 

 

18. No habitats that are protected by national or international legislation were recorded from the 

study area. 

 

19. Numerous colonies of the stony coral Cladocora caespitosa were recorded from the vertical face 

of the quay forming the shore within the AoS, and from the boulders and rubble located at the 

base of this quay. This species is listed in Schedule VI (Animal and plant species of national 

interest in need of strict protection) of the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection 

Regulations, 2006 (as amended). Bioconstructions made by C. caespitosa are of international 

conservation concern (see OCEANA, 2006 pp. 55-59 and references quoted therein); this coral 

species is listed in Annex II (List of endangered or threatened species) of the Protocol for 

Specially Protected Areas and Biodiversity in the Mediterranean (as amended) of the Barcelona 

Convention. 

 

 

 

5.  Consideration of Potential Impacts 

Overview of proposed development 

 

20. The Project Description Report for Planning Application PA/06433/19 “To propose two 

additional pontoons further to the pontoon approved in PA/5468/10, and ancillary security 

infrastructure”, which will form a new marina with reorganised berths referred to as the Gzira 

Gardens Marina, envisages the following interventions (Studjurban, 2019a): 

• Cleaning of the seabed 

• Installation of two floating pontoons 

• Installation of security gates 

• Reconfiguration of the rest of the marina 

 No dredging works will be carried out, and cleaning of the seabed is intended to remove items 

which have been thrown into the sea along the years and that have subsequently deposited on 

the seabed. The two additional floating pontoons that will be added to the Gzira Gardens Marina 

will be held in place through various connections to reinforced concrete sinkers, that in turn will 

be placed on the seabed. The pontoons will also be connected to the upgraded quay, which 

works are covered by the approved permit PA/04418/19. 

 

21. Since PA/06433/19 builds on the previously approved permit PA/5468/10, which was renewed 

through PA/04418/19, it is relevant to note the works that will be undertaken in the area 

through the already approved permits. This allows consideration of changes that may emanate 

from other development projects planned/proposed in the area (in relation to final environment 

status, cumulative impacts, etc.), as requested by the ERA. In this regard, the Works Method 

Statement for upgrading of the quay outlines the following civil works (Studjurban, 2019b): 
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• Piling works 

• Excavation works 

• Construction of bollard support beam 

• Drilling works and ground anchor installation 

• Alterations to existing cope, integration of bollard support beam and cope 

 These works will be undertaken to construct a new mooring structure so as not to load the 

existing quay with additional horizontal forces. This structure will consist of piling and anchoring 

works that will support a continuous ground beam that will in turn provide the necessary support 

structure for new bollards. The reinforced concrete piles, embedded several metres into 

bedrock, will be installed at regular intervals along the entire length of the quay, some distance 

away from the shore (Studjurban, personal communication). Works will take place on land, 

rather than in the marine environment. This means that the quay itself will not be intervened 

upon, except for the top finish that will be anchored to the bollard support beam, requiring the 

formation of a new cope, which will furthermore provide additional horizontal restraint to the 

existing quay. 

 Permit PA/04418/19 also covers installation of one floating pontoon, which will also be held in 

place through connections to reinforced concrete sinkers as in the case of the two additional 

pontoons proposed through application PA/06433/19. 

 

 

Identification of impacts 

 

22. Based on the details provided in the Project Description Report for Planning Application 

PA/06433/19, the following sources of impacts are envisaged during the construction phase: 

• Mortality of biota attached to any material that will be cleared from the seabed. 

• Disturbance to biota in areas adjacent to the works from machinery and other equipment 

used. 

• Input of suspended particles to the water column, primarily through disturbance and re-

suspension of bottom sediments during placement of sinkers and installation of the 

floating pontoons. 

• Release of toxic substances and contaminants from disturbed sediments. 

 

The main source of impacts from works on the quay that will be undertaken as part of approved 

permit PA/04418/19, which should be taken into consideration via-a-vis cumulative effects, is 

disturbance by vibrations generated during the piling works. However, since such works will be 

carried out entirely on land, a few metres away from the shore, it is highly unlikely that the 

vibrations will cause any mechanical damage to attached biota. Another potential source of 

impact is the input of suspended particles and/or toxic substances and contaminants to the 

water column through accidental spillage of construction material used in the quay works. 

 

The following sources of impacts are envisaged during the operational phase: 

• Shadowing of the assemblage of algae on low energy infralittoral rock by the floating 

pontoons and moored vessels. 

• Input of suspended particles to the water column, primarily through disturbance and re-

suspension of bottom sediments as a result of vessel movements in the marina. 

• Increase in ambient noise levels due to vessel movements in the marina. 
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Assessment of impacts on the marine environment 

 

23. The interventions envisaged through Planning Application PA/06433/19 that can have a 

potential impact on marine habitats and species in the area are cleaning of the seabed from 

deposited material, and the placement of sinkers onto the seabed where the two floating 

pontoons will be installed. Clearing of items from the seabed will impact those organisms that 

are attached to such material, while the pontoon installation works that include placement of 

sinkers can result in sediment re-suspension, temporarily increasing the quantity of suspended 

matter in the water column and potentially releasing toxic substances or contaminants from the 

disturbed sediment. These impacts will be restricted to the locations where sinkers will be 

placed, and can be minimised through measures to control and limit disturbance of sediments, 

in addition to good workmanship and supervision, and adherence to standards, guidelines and 

conventions. In addition, it should be noted that species occurring in harbours, where 

disturbance is chronic, tend to be resilient to such perturbations. The same considerations apply 

to the installation of a floating pontoon that will be carried out through approved permit 

PA/04418/19. 

 

24. The civil works on the quay that will be carried out through approved permit PA/04418/19 

include piling works on land some distance away from the shore. As noted above, given that the 

works will be undertaken on land, the level of vibrations transmitted to the marine environment 

will likely be too low to cause any mechanical damage to attached biota, while mobile species 

can move away from the site of the works and return once these are completed. The impact of 

such vibrations is therefore considered to be negligible. The works on the quay could also result 

in input of suspended particles and/or toxic substances and contaminants to the water column 

could also occur through accidental spillage of construction material. Such effects will not be 

cumulative on those resulting from placement of sinkers for the floating pontoons, provided that 

the works are undertaken in phases, and that installation of the pontoons does not commence 

until the civil works on the quay are completed.  

 

25. The impacts during the operational phase of the marina are limited to shading of the benthic 

environment by the pontoons and moored vessels, disturbance to the seabed resulting in 

sediment resuspension and increases in ambient noise levels due to increased vessel 

movements in the area. These sources of impacts are all considered negligible given that: (i) 

shading impacts are only applicable to hard bottom habitats where algae are present, and the 

area where such habitats are present in already shaded by vessels berthed next to the quay, 

such that no overall increase in shading of algal assemblages is envisaged;; (ii) the area is already 

serving as a berthing site for recreational vessels such that the biota present are already adapted 

to withstanding periodic disturbance through sediment resuspension or temporary increases in 

noise levels resulting from vessel movement. 

 

 

 

Risks to habitats and species of conservation importance 

 

26. No habitats of conservation interest that are protected by national or international legislation 

were recorded from the study area. 

 

27. The stony coral Cladocora caespitosa, which is of conservation importance and protected by 

national legislation, occurs within the AoS attached to the vertical face of the quay forming the 

shore, to boulders and rubble, and to anthropogenic items present at the base of this quay. The 

following specific considerations apply with regards to potential impacts on this species: 
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• No works on the quay wall are envisaged through either application PA/06433/19 or the 

approved permit PA/04418/19; thus, no direct physical damage on these colonies should 

occur as a result of any of the works. 

• The works envisaged under application PA/06433/19 include cleaning of the seabed. 

Several colonies of C. caespitosa are present attached to dumped rubble and other 

anthropogenic material such as ropes found on the seabed at the base of the quay. Any 

colonies removed as part of the cleaning works will suffer mortality if such items are 

cleared from the seabed. 

• Coral colonies, especially those attached to the vertical face of the quay, may be impacted 

through disturbance resulting from the piling works that will be carried out as part of the 

upgrade to the quay, which works are already approved through permit PA/04418/19. The 

extent of such disturbance will depend on the level of vibration that these activities will 

generate, but it is unlikely that the works will cause any mechanical damage to the coral 

colonies. No works of a similar nature are envisaged through application PA/06433/19; 

therefore, there will not be any additional cumulative impacts via mechanical disturbance 

as a result of this proposal. 

• Prolonged increase in suspended matter in the water column or release of toxic chemicals 

and contaminants that could potentially result from disturbance and re-suspension of 

sediments, in particular due to placement of concrete sinkers as part of the floating 

pontoon installation, may also have an adverse impact on C. caespitosa. The extent of such 

impacts is likely to be low given that most of the sinkers will be placed some distance away 

from the area hosting the coral colonies. The potential impacts can be minimised through 

measures to control and limit disturbance of sediments, in addition to good workmanship 

and supervision, and adherence to standards, guidelines and conventions. 
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