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Executive summary 

 
The ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’ site is designated as an Area of Ecological Importance (AEI), Site of Scientific Importance 
(SSI) and Class A Area of Archaeological Importance, under the Development Planning Act (Cap. 552) and as 
a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) of National Importance, under the Environment Protection Act (Cap. 
549). Such designations are due to the presence of features of ecological, scientific and cultural interest and 
their importance. Within the site, various archaeological features, such as cart-ruts and tombs, are present 
among numerous active and abandoned agricultural fields of the Xagħra Series (Terra rossa/Terra fusca soil). 
 
The main ecological feature within the site is a series of temporary freshwater rockpools that form in outcrops 
of the Lower Coralline Limestone. This habitat (Habitat 3170* - Mediterranean temporary ponds) is a priority 
habitat type, listed in Schedule I of the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations (S.L. 549.44), 
due to its uniqueness and significance to a diverse and specialised group of species. Species of flora 
characteristic of this habitat include the Pelago-Maltese endemic Maltese Waterwort, Elatine gussonei (MT: 
l-elatine) which is listed in the Red Data Book for the Maltese Islands and in the IUCN Red List of Threatened 
species. This species also requires designation of Special Areas of Conservation in terms of the Flora, Fauna 
and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations (S.L. 549.44, Schedule II) and at a European level through the EU 
Habitats Directive (Directive 92/43/EEC, Annex II) and is also strictly protected by law both nationally, in terms 
of S.L. 549.44 (Schedule V) and also at EU level through the Habitats Directive (Annex IV). Other rare, endemic 
and/or threatened species present within the temporary freshwater rockpools include: Zannichellia 
melitensis (EN: Maltese Horned Pondweed; MT: il-ħarira tal-ilma ta’ Malta) and the Tadpole Shrimp Triops 
cancriformis (MT: il-gamblu tal-elmu). These species are also protected through national law (S.L. 549.44). 
Considering that these freshwater rockpool habitats are locally rare and host extremely rare and often 
endemic or sub-endemic biota, the site is considered to be of great ecological significance for conservation, 
in a local context. The Habitat 6220, which is a prioritiy habitat in terms of the aforecited SL 549.44 and the 
EU Habitats Directive, which is typical of Pseudo-steppe with grasses and annuals of the Thero-
Brachypodietea; and Habitat 5410, which comprises west Mediterranean clifftop phryganas are also present 
within the site in question.  
 
In view of the above, and noting the presence of both habitats and species listed in Schedules I, II and III of 

the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations (S.L. 549.44), the site is further designated as a 

Special Area of Conservation of International Importance, under the Environment Protection Act (Cap. 549) 

and proposed as a Natura 2000 site under the EU Habitats Directive. This report follows the scientific process 

by which such a designation is justified.  
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1. Site Identification 

This designation process focuses on the area known as ‘Tal-Wej’, within the limits of Mosta and Naxxar. Many 

new neighbourhoods have been formed in this settlement, including Santa Margerita, Tal-Wej, Ta’ Żokrija, 

Ta’ Mlit, Tad-Daqqaq and il-Blata l-Għolja, which are mostly residential areas. 

The site incorporates an area of 203,484m2, which is flanked, on its western, eastern and southern sides, by 

a relatively recent developed area that has been constructed in the last 20 years. The area is mainly 

characterised by active and abandoned agricultural land spread among the hard limestone bedrock outcrops 

on the karstic landscape (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’ site boundary.  

The designation and site boundary for ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’ as a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) of 

International Importance as included in the report is based on a holistic approach which takes into 

consideration the ecological integrity, coherence, connectivity and the inclusion of buffer zones. This 

ecosystem approach is taken to ensure a long-term and effective conservation and management of the 

species and habitats present within the site.   

In more detail, the following scientific criteria were considered to decide the exact boundaries of this site: 

Ecosystem approach 

This approach is based on the application of appropriate scientific methodologies focused on levels of 

biological organisation that encompass the essential processes, functions and interactions among organisms 

and their environment.  
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Holistic approach 

To ensure the long-term conservation of the ecosystem in question.   

Ecological integrity 

This approach is a standard way of protecting ecologically important areas as it ensures that key features that 

merit protection are sufficiently integrated/shielded in an expanse of what may seem as disturbed/altered 

land, but which could either have potential for regeneration or which is necessary to buffer against impacts 

arising from activities in the area. This is even more important when considering protected areas that are 

limited in area. 

Buffer zones 

Areas at the periphery of a site are considered as buffer zones and are important to avoid edge effects, by 

reducing and mitigating the impact of detrimental activities occurring from nearby built/non-natural areas.  

Connectivity 

Areas in between existing natural habitats are necessary to ensure coherence and connectivity, since 

conservation cannot be effective through a piecemeal approach.  

The above scientific reasoning explains why SAC designation also includes areas, which may not necessarily 

contain specific habitats or species listed in law. 

 

2. Existing Site Designations 

The ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’ site is scheduled as an Area of Ecological Importance (AEI), Site of Scientific Importance 

(SSI) (ecology) and Class A Area of Archaeological Importance, as per G.N. 791 of 2011  (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2: Map delineating the areas designated as Area of Ecological Importance (AEI)/ Site of Scientific Importance (SSI) 
(ecology) and Class A Area of Archaeological Importance. 
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The site is also protected as a Special Area of Conservation of National Importance, as per G.N. 683 of 2018 

(Figure 3), due to the presence of various important natural habitat types and species.  

 

 

 

3. Ecological Importance  
 

3.1. Schedule I Habitat Types  

This site earmarked for designation is characterised by a mosaic of Mediterranean habitat types, including 

garrigue and steppic communities. In terms of the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations 

(S.L. 549.44), the species present are typical of the Maltese phrygana and the Mediterranean xeric grassland 

communities, classed under Habitat 5410 - ”West Mediterranean clifftop phryganas’ (Astragalo-

Plantaginetum subulatae)” and the priority EU habitat type 6220* “Pseudo-steppe with grasses and annuals 

of the Thero-Brachypodietea”, respectively. A key ecological feature within the area is a series of temporary 

freshwater rockpools (Habitat 3170*), which generally form in karstified solution hollows in coralline 

limestone substrata (Lanfranco, 2004).  

These rockpools are very shallow ponds (a few centimetres deep), isolated from permanent water bodies, 

which undergo a periodic cycle of flooding and drought. This habitat sustains a specialised community of flora 

and fauna that have adapted their reproductive cycles to the short lifespan of these rockpools. This habitat is 

a priority habitat type listed in Schedule I of the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations (S.L. 

549.44) (Habitat 3170* - Mediterranean temporary ponds) due to its uniqueness and its significance for a 

diverse and specialised group of species. The south-eastern area supports one of the largest rockpools in the 

Maltese islands having characteristics of a transient freshwater wetland. Such features also qualify this site as 

a potential Natura 2000 site, in terms of the criteria established in Article 4 and Annex III of the Habitats 

Directive. A habitat map for ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’ is provided in Figure 4 below.  

Figure 3: Map delineating the area designated as Special Area of Conservation of National 
Importance as per G.N. 683 of 2018. 
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Relevant photos of key habitat types are included in Annex 2 of this report. 

 

3.2. Flora and Fauna   

The site is designated due to the presence of the Schedule II Maltese Waterwort Elatine gussonei (MT: l-

elatine). A number of rare, endemic and threatened species of flora and fauna are also present within the site 

(Table 1). Some of these species are protected through national law (S.L. 549.44).   

Table 1: Species of flora and fauna recorded from ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’ 

Flora 

Scientific Name Maltese Name English Name RDB Endemic S.L. 549.44/ 
Schedule 

Anagyris foetida il-fula tal-klieb Bean Trefoil Tree RR, Rest, 
(MI) 

\ III 

Callitriche 
truncata 

il-gambrija; 
il-kallitrika tal-
għadajjar 

Southern Water 
Starwort 

R, Rest, (MI) \ \ 

Crassula vaillanti il-krassula tal-
għadajjar 

Narrow-leaved 
Stonecrop 

\ \ \ 

Damasonium 
bourgaei 

id-damażonju Mediterranean 
Starfruit 

V, Rest, 
(MED+MI) 

\ \ 

Elatine gussonei il-bżejra tal-ilma; 
l-elatine 

Maltese 
Waterwort 

R, Rest, 
(MED+MI) 

Yes II & V 

Erica multiflora l-erika; is-
sagħtar l-aħmar; 
lehjet ix-xiħ 

Mediterranean 
Heath 

\ \ III & VIII 

Figure 4: Habitat map of 'L-Inħawi tal-Wej'. 
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Ferula melitensis il-ferla; il-ferla 
ta’ Malta 

Maltese Giant 
Fennel 

\ Yes \ 

Scientific Name Maltese Name English Name RDB Endemic S.L. 549.44/ 
Schedule 

Hyparrhenia 
hirta 

il-barrum tax-
xagħri 

Hispid beard grass \ \ \ 

Lythrum 
hyssopifolia 

il-lietru tal-
għadajjar 

Grass-Poly, 
Hyssop Loosestrife 

\ \ \ 

Mentha 
pulegium 

il-plejju Pennyroyal \ \ \ 

Oncostema 
sicula (= Scilla 
sicula) 

l-għansal ikħal Sicilian Squill R, Rest, 
(MED+MI) 

\ VI 

Ophrys lutea iż-żunżana l-
kbira 

Yellow Bee Orchid RR, 
(MED+MI) 

\ VI 

Ranunculus 
ficaria 

fomm l-għeliem Lesser Celandine \ \ \ 

Ranunculus 
peltatus 

iċ-ċfolloq tal-
ilma 

Pond Water 
Crowfoot 

\ \ \ 

Spiranthes 
spiralis  

il-ħajja u mejta 
tal-ħarifa 

Autumn Lady's 
Tresses 

R, Rest, (MI) \ VI 

Teucrium 
fruticans 

iż-żebbuġija Olive-leaved 
Germander 

\ \ \ 

Thymbra 
capitata 

is-sagħtar Mediterranean 
Thyme 

1 

 
\ III 

Zannichellia 
melitensis 

il-ħarira tal-ilma 
ta’ Malta 

Maltese Horned 
Pondweed 

\ Yes III 

Fauna 

Scientific Name Maltese Name English Name RDB Endemic S.L. 549.44/ 
Schedule 

Branchipus 
schaefferi 

il-gamblu tal-
għadajjar 

Fairy Shrimp Rest (MI) \ \ 

Discoglossus 
pictus 

iż-żrinġ Painted Frog V, Rest, 
(MED+MI) 

Yes V 

Triops 
cancriformis 

il-gamblu 
tal-elmu 

Tadpole Shrimp R, Rest (MI) \ VI 

 

Relevant photos of selected species are included in Annex 2 of this report. 

 

  

 
1 The Mediterranean Thyme is being included because it is one of the most important floristic elements of the 
Maltese Islands, being often the dominant shrub of the Maltese garrigue (xagħri). 
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4. Pressures and Threats 

Since the area is situated in the middle of a residential area, anthropogenic pressure is common throughout 

the site.  

- Trampling and off-roading are a threat as such human-related activities flatten and change the 

structure of the soil which may also increase erosion in the catchment area and therefore cause the 

siltation of the ponds. This results in the modification of the hydrological functioning of the pond, 

affecting the entire plant and animal community. Such activities also result in having a negative 

impact on the vegetation present. 

 

- Possible impacts may also relate to indirect pollution sources, possibly due to improper use of 

chemical products from activities present in or around the site. This type of diffuse pollution is 

especially difficult to overcome, since part of it can reach the rockpools not only from the surface, 

but also from groundwater inflows. Pollution affects species distribution, including algal coverage, 

crustacean communities and the tadpoles of amphibians – the latter are very sensitive to chemical 

changes in the water (Ruiz, 2008).  

 

- Dust generation from quarry activities which lie in close vicinity to the site also have a negative 

impact, due to dust settlement on the species present within the site.  

 

- Other threats are related to the presence of litter/dumping, which may also affect the ponds’ water 

chemistry and the status of habitat types and species in the area. 

 

It is noted that the scientific designation process will be followed by the management planning processes, 

which will involve discussions with stakeholders, owners, users and the general public, as applicable. Such 

issues will be addressed within such management processes. 

 

5. Assessment of Criteria from Schedule IV as per S.L. 549.44  

In order to assess the site’s eligibility for designation, relevant scientific information on Schedule I natural 

habitat types and Schedule II species present within the site was gathered through site visits and available 

scientific literature. 

As per Stage 1 below, this scientific information was then assessed on the basis of criteria listed in Schedule 

IV of S.L. 549.44. The use of these criteria is explained in detail in the Commission Implementing Decision of 

11 July 2011 concerning a site information format for Natura 2000 sites (notified under document C(2011) 

4892) (2011/484/EU). 
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Stage 1 

A. Site assessment criteria for a given natural habitat 
type in Schedule I 

Habitat 3170* - Mediterranean temporary 
ponds 

 Value Comments 

(a) Degree of representativity of the natural 
habitat type on the site. 

A Habitat 3170* within the area has excellent 
representativity. The rockpools within this 
site are one of the best examples across all 
the Maltese Islands. 

(b) Area of the site covered by the natural habitat 
type in relation to the total area covered by that 
natural habitat type within Malta. 

B: 15>= 
p >2% 

The site contains a large concentration of 
Habitat 3170 in a small area, covering 
approximately 0.0555 ha. Relative surface is 
therefore considered as good. 

(c)  Degree  of  conservation  of  the  structure  
and  functions  of  the  natural habitat type 
concerned and restoration possibilities. 

A The degree of conservation is considered to 
be of excellent value due to a well conserved 
to excellent structure, and excellent 
prospects. 

(d) Global assessment of the value of the site for 
conservation of the natural habitat type 
concerned. 

A When considering all the above criteria in an 
integrated way, the global assessment is 
considered to be of excellent value. 
 

A. Site assessment criteria for a given natural habitat 
type in Schedule I 

Habitat 6220* - Pseudo-steppe with grasses 
and annuals of the Thero-Brachypodietea 
habitats 

 Value Comments 

(a) Degree of representativity of the natural 
habitat type on the site. 

D Habitat 6220* within the area has low 
representativity. The dominant species 
recorded on site is mainly Hyparrhenia hirta, 
which is a species characteristic of the xeric 
grassland habitat. However, additional 
seasonal assessment and monitoring is 
required, as the habitat in the area is very 
diverse and seasonal, requiring long-term 
monitoring for the identification of such 
communities. 

(b) Area of the site covered by the natural habitat 
type in relation to the total area covered by that 
natural habitat type within Malta. 

C When comparing the area of the site 
covered by Habitat 6220 with the biotope 
map for the Habitat within the Maltese 
Islands, it falls within 2%≥p>0% category. 

(c)  Degree  of  conservation  of  the  structure  
and  functions  of  the  natural habitat type 
concerned and restoration possibilities. 

B The degree of conservation is considered to 
be of good value due to a well conserved to 
excellent structure, and excellent prospects. 

(d) Global assessment of the value of the site for 
conservation of the natural habitat type 
concerned. 

C When considering all the above criteria in an 
integrated way, the global assessment is 
considered to be of significant value. 
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B. Site assessment criteria for a given species in 
Schedule II 

Species 4029 – Elatine gussonei 

(a) Size and density of the population of the 
species present on the site in relation to the 
populations present within Malta 

B: 15>= 
p >2% 

The site contains a large concentration of 
Habitat 3170 with excellent representativity 
in a small area, covering approximately 
0.0555 ha. E. gussonei was recorded from 
the majority of the rockpools present within 
the site. Therefore, population of Elatine 
gussonei within these rockpools is 
considered of good value in relation to 
populations present within Malta. 

(b) Degree  of  conservation  of  the  features  of  
the  habitat,  which  are important for the species 
concerned, and restoration possibilities. 

A Elatine gussonei have an excellent 
conservation status within the site. Species is 
well conserved with excellent prospects and 
potential easy restoration. 

(c)  Degree of isolation of the population present 
on the site in relation to the natural range of the 
species. 

A Noting species is endemic, its degree of 
isolation is considered as (almost) isolated. 

(d) Global assessment of the value of the site for 
conservation of the species concerned. 

A When considering all the above criteria in an 
integrated way, the global assessment is 
considered to be of excellent value. 

 

Following this, the site’s national and international importance is assessed through Stage 2 (as per below). In 

the case of ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’, the site is considered as both a Site of National importance and of International 

Importance due to the presence of two priority natural habitat types (Habitat 3170* and Habitat 6220*); 

consequently, the assessment in terms of terms of Stage 2, para 2 is not required as addressed via Stage 1.  

Stage 2 

Assessment of the national and international importance of the sites included on the national lists. 

1. All the sites identified by the competent authority in Stage 1, which contain priority natural 
habitat types, and/or species will be considered as sites of National Importance and of 
International Importance. 

X 

2. The assessment of the national and international importance of other sites, i.e. their 
contribution to maintaining or re-establishing, at a favourable conservation status, a 
natural habitat in Schedule I or a species in Schedule II and/or to the coherence of the 
National Ecological Network and the Pan-European Ecological Network will take account of 
the following criteria: 

N/A 

a. Relative value of the site at national level N/A 
N/A 

b. Geographical situation of the site in relation to migration routes of species in Schedule II N/A 
 

c. Total area of the site N/A 
 

d. Number of natural habitat types in Schedule I and species in Schedule II present on the site N/A 
 

e. Global ecological value of the site for the biogeographical regions concerned, as regards 
both the characteristic of unique aspect of its features and the way they are combined.  

N/A 
 

 

  



11 
 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

The site is considered to be of great ecological and scientific significance for conservation in terms of the 

Environment Protection Act (Cap. 549), also noting the presence of priority habitat types, including the 

Mediterannean temporary rockpool habitat types; these habitat types are locally scarce due to their 

ephemeral nature, small size and limited distribution.  

In view of this and noting the presence of other Schedule I habitats and Schedule II and III species, the site 

merits further protection as a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) of International Importance and as a Natura 

2000 site under the EU Habitats Directive (Directive 92/43/EEC). Following designation, the site will be then 

subject to provisions as per Part IV of the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations, to ensure 

proper conservation and management of its protected features. This will provide a good opportunity to 

strengthen the present sensitive and vulnerable ecosystems and to make them more resilient to the 

surrounding pressures, which will further allow the natural expansion of the existing habitats.  
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Annex 1 – Boundary of Special Area of Conservation of International Importance  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 5: Boundary for the designation of ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’ 
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Annex 2 – Habitats and species present at ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 6: Mediterranean temporary ponds (Habitat 3170*) at ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’ (Photo: ERA). 

Figure 7: Mosaic of Habitat 6220* and Habitat 5410 (Photo: ERA). 
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Figure 8: Zannichellia melitensis present within the temporary freshwater rockpools at ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’                 
(Photo: ERA) 

Figure 9: Elatine gussonei in rockpools at ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’ (ERA). 
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Figure 10: Damasomium bourgaei with Callitriche truncata (below) in rockpools 
at ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’ (ERA). 

Figure 11: Ranunculus peltatus s.l. at ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’ (ERA). 
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Figure 12: Ranunculus spp. at ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’ (ERA). 

Figure 13:  Crassula vaillanti at ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’ (ERA). 
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Figure 14:  Triops cancriformis at ‘L-Inħawi tal-Wej’ (ERA). 
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