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Environmental Impact Assessment
Screening according to Schedule III of S.L. 549.46

Water Policy Framework
Screening according to S.L. 549.100

ERA Reference no.:

EA 00052/19

PA Reference no.:

PA 08471/19 & PA 04783/20

Project Title:

Construction of a berm and revetment including dredging at Valletta Grand
Harbour
Construction of new Breakwater arm beneath St. Elmo to offer protection to the
Grand Harbour during North Westerly storms

Location:

Site at Valletta Grand Harbour, Il-Port Il-Kbir, Belt Valletta

Screening date:

June 2021

_____________________________________________________________________

I.

BACKGROUND

1. Outline of Proposal
1.1

The proposal involves the upgrading of the breakwater system at the Grand
Harbour entrance to improve the wave climate within the harbour as well as
dredging at the location known as Il-Ponta tal-Imgerbeb by constructing a berm
and a revetment (Figures 1-3).

1.2

The proposal is one of a series of separate projects proposed by Infrastructure
Malta to improve the operational and extreme wave climate within the port,
especially in the outer eastern part where waves entering from an easterly
direction expose the north side along Barriera Wharf to wave conditions that
render it unsuitable for multi-seasonal access for all commuter services by sea.

1.3

Over the past two years a number of options were explored in detail through
mathematical wave modelling studies. In addition, a 3-D seabed scan, subbottom profile and magnetometry surveys were carried out. Marine archaeology
data was also collected during the remote sensing surveys. Out of the
alternatives considered the option considered most feasible was:

-

To reconstruct a berm along the south eastern tip of Valletta between Ras lImgerbeb and the St Elmo bridge. This is intended to diffuse waves
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entering from the eastern direction to which the port is exposed, thus reducing
reflections towards the Three Cities and towards Barriera Wharf. This berm
would be constructed off the existing coastline which will enable the continued
use of the southern section of this part of the coast, mainly as a bathing area.
1.4

However further re-evaluations of the inclusion of the revetment and its design
were carried out. The PDS states that after various mathematical analysis, the
final solution included the removal of the largest section of the revetment to be
replaced with an extension of the already proposed berm. Yet, to ensure
effectiveness, the two small revetments on the west side of Ras l-Imgerbeb were
retained, as shown in Figures 2 & 3. No technical solution was found to remove
the full length of the revetment. The design indicates that the entrances to the
natural tunnel consisting of two interconnecting caves at Ras l-Imgerbeb will not
be physically obstructed.

1.5

Following the consideration of several designs, the following construction
method was considered to be the most feasible for the construction of the berm:
Excavation of loose sediment from the footprint of the berm;
Excavation of trenches for the forward and rear footings of the slopes (entire
perimeter);
Engineered rock core construction of berm and revetment; and
Fabrication (off-site) and installation of single-layer concrete armour units over
rock core of berm and revetment.

-

1.6

Part of the construction of the aforementioned structures will involve
excavation/dredging along their entire perimeter for the formation of a toe trench
that will be required to anchor the armour units. Most of this intervention is
expected to take place in bed rock because studies have shown that the seabed
on the footprint of the structures is almost devoid of sediment.

1.7

In addition, the studies have shown that a new breakwater arm needs to be
constructed on the external part of the existing St Elmo breakwater to ensure
that waves from the North West do not propagate into the harbour (refer to
Figures 4 & 5). This breakwater arm features in the photomontages (refer to
Figures 6 & 7).

1.8

The estimated volume of excavated/dredged material (mostly rock) for the
construction of the berm is 13,313 m3, whereas for the construction of the south
revetments at Ras l-Imgerbeb, excavations from the sea bed are expected to
generate 469 m3 of rock. The construction of the breakwater at St Elmo Point is
expected to generate approximately 3,017 m3 of excavated waste/rock.
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Figure 1: Aerial ortho-photo (2016) showing the Grand Harbour and its surroundings (Source:
PA Geoserver).
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Figure 2: Plan showing location of the footprints of the proposed submerged berm and the
revetment at Ras l-Imgerbeb (Source: PDS dated May 2021).
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Figure 3: Plan showing the footprints of the proposed submerged berm and the revetment at
Ras l-Imgerbeb at -0.5 Mean Sea Level (Source: PDS dated May 2021).
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Figure 4: Plan showing the footprint of the proposed St. Elmo North Breakwater above Mean Sea Level (Source: PDS dated May 2021).
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Figure 5: Plan showing the footprint of the proposed St. Elmo North Breakwater below Mean Sea Level (Source: PDS dated May 2021).
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Figure 6: Photomontage from viewpoint 1 showing the exsiting situation (Source: PDS dated May 2021).
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Figure 7: Photomontage from viewpoint 1 showing the proposed revetments at Ras l-Imgerbeb and the St. Elmo North Breakwater
(Source: PDS dated May 2021
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2.

Site context

2.1

The site falls under the designation of the Grand Harbour Local Plan, 2002 (GHLP).
Specifically, the site is located at the mouth of the Grand Harbour perpendicular to the
St. Elmo Breakwater running between St. Elmo to and around Ras l-Imgerbeb and up
to the start of Barriera Wharf. The Virtu’ Ferries terminal and Valletta cruise port terminal
is located next to the site along the Floriana waterfront at Pinto wharf.

2.2

The site is located within a Coastal Water Body (MTC105, Grand Harbour up to
Marsamxett Port) identified under the Water Policy Framework Regulations, 2011 (S.L.
549.100).

2.3

The area of study is primarily devoted to transportation and industrial uses particularly
those linked to maritime and harbour activities. On the other hand, the site where the
interventions are proposed is predominantly natural coast.

2.4

Furthermore, the Grand Harbour area is designated as an Area of High Landscape
Value (AHLV) through Government Notice (G.N.) 133/01. In addition, the natural rocky
coast that still exists in this area i.e. stretch from Ras l-Imgerbeb along St Elmo Point is
identified in the Grand Harbour Local Plan as a Site of Scientific Importance (Geology)
and an Area of Ecological Importance as per Policy GE01.

2.5

Numerous buildings of cultural heritage lie in the vicinity of the proposal, the most notably
being the Bastions scheduled under the same G.N. and the Grand Harbour Breakwater
scheduled under G.N. 276/08.

3.

Site history

3.1

The following are the most recent and relevant Planning Applications submitted in the
area:
PA 02433/16: Proposed dredging of inner part of Valletta port-sea fairway of Malta
Shipbuilding quay no:2 and quay no:5 as per attached site plans – Approved.
PA 11118/17: Dredging Works – Withdrawn.
PA 00122/18: Proposed installation of a floating structure and sheltered facilities for
commuters who will be using a fast ferry from Valletta to Mgarr. Proposal also
includes a sign on the floating structure and the upgrading of the existing pedestrian
passageway - Approved.
PA 08415/18: Dredging works – Approved.
PA 08472/19: Construction of a new cargo facility at Ras Hanzir – Screening.
PA 01602/20: Upgrading and extension of Lascaris Wharf – Screening.

-

-

4. Screening Criteria
4.1

EIA Screening

(Citations refer to S.L. 549.46, except where otherwise specified)
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The proposed development falls under the scope of the below Schedule I Category II
Sections of the EIA Regulations, 2017 (S.L. 549.46):
a)
b)

4.2

6.2.2.2 (Dredging or other changes to the seabed, excluding maintenance dredging
within an already existing harbour or its official fairway);
6.2.2.3 (Coastal works to combat erosion, and works capable of altering the coast
[through the construction of, for example, breakwaters, dykes, moles, jetties, groynes,
sea-walls, wave-breakers, underwater berms, and other sea defence works] not
covered by Category I, excluding the maintenance and repair of such works).

Water Policy Framework Screening

(Citations refer to S.L. 549.100, except where otherwise specified)
The proposed development falls within the scope of the Water Policy Framework Regulations
(S.L. 549.100) in view that the proposal is located within coastal water body MTC 105 – IlPort il-Kbir sal-Port ta’ Marsamxett and in view of the nature of the proposal.

5. Documents used for screening
i.
ii.
iii.
iv.
v.
vi.
vii.
viii.
ix.

Project Description Statement (PDS) which was referred directly to ERA on 12th May
2021;
Cultural Heritage Baseline Study dated November 2020;
Benthic Survey & Water Framework Directive Assessment dated 15th September
2020;
Water Quality Analysis dated 26th August 2020;
Sediment Analysis dated 19th June 2020;
Wave Study dated 11th May 2020;
Hydrographic and Geophysical Survey dated 18th August 2017;
Grand Harbour Local Plan, 2002 (GHLP); and
Plans available to ERA for viewing on PA E-Apps.

II. ASSESSMENT OF PROPOSAL
6. Assessment of Impacts and Ancillary Considerations
(Screening in terms of Schedule III of the EIA Regulations, S.L. 549.46 and the Water
Policy Framework Regulations, S.L. 549.100)
Land and Sea Use
6.1

The area of study is primarily devoted to transportation and industrial uses particularly
those linked to maritime and harbour activities. In this regard, the scope of the proposal
to improve the wave climate within the Grand harbour by means of upgrading of the
Valletta coastal defence system, is in line with the existing and designated use of the
Port.
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6.2

However, the stretches of natural coast particularly at Ras l-Imgerbeb and at the North
St Elmo breakwater will be adversely impacted in terms of land and sea use in view of
the proposed interventions.

Hydrodynamics and Water quality
6.3

The proposal is located within the coastal water body (MTC 105) of Port il-Kbir sal-Port
ta’ Marsamxett. The individual studies and assessments carried out namely the Water
Framework Directive Assessment; the Water Quality Analysis and the Wave Study give
a substantiated overview of the proposed scenario as compared to the present scenario.
However, in view of the scale of the proposal the data presented by the said separate
studies are to be comprehensively reviewed and evaluated so that the level of
significance of the environmental impacts of the proposal (including all the different
components and their cumulative effects) can be determined.

6.4

During construction, the disturbance of the seabed material from dredging and
excavation has the potential to impact the water quality of the coastal waterbody. This
includes siltation of the surrounding waters and potential release of pollutants from the
dredged sediment. The PDS indicates that the presence of minimal amounts of sediment
in the proposal site area means that contaminated seabed material impacting the water
quality is expected to be insignificant. Nevertheless, noting the relatively large Area of
Influence, mitigation measures (such as use of silt curtain) are to be ensured to reduce
the cumulative impacts arising during construction.

6.5

Notwithstanding the above, it is to be noted that the Grand Harbour is exposed to a
range of various anthropogenic pressures and impacts resulting from a variety of human
activities. Noting current and future pressures, the latter arising from other potential
developments in other parts of the Grand Harbour, these may lead to a cumulative
impact overall on the Good Ecological Potential (GEP) of the Heavily Modified Water
Body (HMWB). In this regard, due consideration of environmental cumulative impacts is
recommended.

Marine Ecology
6.6

The benthic survey indicated that the area from St. Elmo Point to Ras l-Imgerbeb and at
St. Elmo Point outside the Grand Harbour have a rich benthic community. Whilst, no
sensitive/important protected habitats were recorded, the rhodolith Lithothamnion
minervae (Maerl Coralline Algae) and the brown alga Cystoseira sp. were recorded
within the proposal site area. Both protected species are listed in the Flora, Fauna and
Natural Habitats Protection Regulations (S.L. 549.44). Although the said species are not
in need of strict protection, the potential impacts on the rich benthic community is of
environmental concern both during the construction and operation phases.
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Waste and Geo-environment
6.7

Waste generated during construction of the berm, revetment and breakwater will largely
be dredged rock (EWC 17 05 06) as shown by the results of the report on the Sediment
Analysis. An estimated volume of approximately 17,000 m3 will be generated.

6.8

Whilst the PDS states that waste generated during construction will be disposed of at
the offshore dumping site, paragraph 51 of the PDS states that station E (station nearby
Grand Harbour Boom Defence) showed some contamination of Mercury (exceeding the
Level 1 Dumping Limit) and a higher contamination with PAHs (exceeding the Level 2
Dumping Limit). In this regard, the dredged material originating from the area covered
by station E cannot be disposed at sea due to the aforementioned contamination and
DLV exceedances; and an alternative disposal option should be sought.

6.9

The reuse/recycling of the material on site in accordance with the Waste Management
Regulations (S.L. 549.63), where possible is a preferred option to disposal and is
therefore recommended.

6.10 On a separate note, the PDS points out that concrete blocks and other debris from the
previous berm are still present on the seabed. ERA requests that these are removed
and the fate of such material provided.
6.11 The significance of the impacts in terms of waste and geo-environment is uncertain in
view of the undecided fate of the excavated waste.
Air Quality, Noise Emissions and Vibrations
6.12 During the construction phase, dust generation, noise and vibrations are expected to
cause temporary adverse impacts on the surrounding area. In this regard, good site
practices as stated in the PDS in accordance to the Environmental Management
Construction Site Regulations, 2007 (S.L. 552.09) are to be adhered to at all times to
limit the significance of such temporary adverse impacts.
6.13 Impacts arising from traffic generation during the construction phase are minor since the
PDS states that all site works will be carried out from the marine side.
6.14 With respect to the operations, the proposal is aimed to improve the wave climate within
the Grand Harbour to cater for an increased maritime activity in the coming years. In this
regard, whilst the proposal itself is not envisaged to have any significant impacts on air
quality and noise emissions during operation, mitigation measures for example to reduce
the emissions from cruise liners berthing in the Grand Harbour; such as the provision of
onshore electricity supply are to be implemented.
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Landscape and Visual Amenity
6.15 The Grand Harbour area is designated as an Area of High Landscape Value (AHLV)
through Government Notice (G.N.) 133/01 and numerous buildings of cultural heritage
lie in the vicinity of the proposal. Furthermore, Valletta is a UNESCO World Heritage
Site.
6.16 During operations, on rare occasions i.e. especially during storms and extreme low tide,
the berm may be temporarily visible above the sea level to a relatively small degree.
Given that the proposal site is located within the context of a functional harbour, the
impact of the berm on the landscape is not likely to be significant. As regards, the visual
impacts; these are also envisaged to be mostly insignificant as at most times, depending
on the water level, the berm will be submerged.
6.17 On the other hand, the impacts caused by the proposed revetments south of Ras lImgerbeb, including the natural cliff below Il-Barrakka t’Isfel and the entrances to the
natural tunnel consisting of two interconnecting caves; as well as the North breakwater
at St. Elmo are envisaged to be major significant. The proposed interventions are
envisaged to be visually intrusive in such context, and also considering the scheduled
setting of the Grand Harbour (including the fortifications and their underlying coastal
environment) as an area of high landscape value.
Cultural Heritage
6.18 Unrecorded archaeological artefacts are unlikely to be present within the thin layer of
sediment at the site where the underwater berm is proposed. Whereas, the sediment at
the site where the revetments at Ras l-Imgerbeb are proposed is deeper and so the
potential for buried archaeological material is greater. Furthermore, in view that the
Cultural Heritage Baseline Study proposes several mitigation measures such as
archaeological monitoring during excavation and dredging works as well as good site
practices in line with a Construction Management Plan (CMP), the impact of the proposal
on cultural heritage is uncertain.
6.19 The ERA recommends that the applicant liaises with the Superintendence of Cultural
Heritage for further guidance throughout the preliminary stages of the project as well as
during the construction phases.
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7. Screening Outcomes
In light of the above, the proposed development requires an EIA as per Schedule I, Category
II, 6.2.2.2 and 6.2.2.3 of the EIA Regulations (S.L. 549.46). The EIA should
comprehensively assess the proposal, also taking into account the findings of the individual
studies submitted as annexes to the PDS. Additionally, the EIA should address the
environmental issues outlined in Section 6 in terms of the Water Policy Framework
Regulations, S.L. 549.100. In this regard, the below list of environmental issues that the EIA
should address refers:
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)
g)
h)

Sea-use;
Wave Hydrodynamics;
Hydromorphology and Water Quality (in line with Article 4(7) of the WFD);
Marine Ecology;
Geo-environment, including the coastal and submerged geo-morphological features;
Waste Management;
Landscape Character and Visual amenity; and
Cultural Heritage, including underwater.

III. ERA CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDED WAY FORWARD
The applicant has been informed accordingly and further processing of the planning
application should await the outcome of the EIA.
ERA reserves the right to issue environmental-related conditions and environmental permitting
requirements that may be applicable following the outcome of the requested EIA.

Screening Disclaimer
The above screening results, the ensuing conclusions and recommendations are without prejudice to
any required changes or updates should the development proposal be eventually modified or should
the information/assumptions provided turn out to be incorrect. Any deviations of the proposal from this
submission would need to be re-assessed and the merits of this screening would need to be re-opened.
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