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PROJECT DESCRIPTION STATEMENT 

INTRODUCTION 

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

Diving Schools Association (PDSA), in support of its proposal to scuttle the former 

AFM patrol boat “P33” onto the seabed at Żonqor Point, Marsaskala to serve as a 

diving attraction.  

2. The site chosen is an existing dive site and already includes two other small wrecks – 

the St Michael and the No. 10, two former tug boats that had been scuttled as dive 

wrecks in 1998.  The proposal to scuttle the P33 next to these two wrecks is to 
further consolidate this dive site and to improve its appeal.  Żonqor Point is an 

important diving location in view of its shelter from the north-westerly winds. 

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 the former patrol boat P33 onto the 

sea-bed in Gozo.  The originally chosen location was at the mouth of Marsalforn Bay, 

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

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

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

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

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

sea craft through the area (see Figure 1).   

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

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

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

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

Marine Special Area of Conservation MT 0000105: Żona fil-Baħar fil-Grigal ta' Malta 

(GN 851 of 2010), the MEPA had recommended identifying an alternative location.  A 

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

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

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

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

availability of a diving wreck on this side of Gozo and minimising environmental 

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

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

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

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

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

objections to the proposal on environmental grounds and requested the preparation 

of an EIA. 
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Figure 1: Alternative locations originally considered for the Scheme in Gozo 
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Figure 2: Constraints mapping to identify possible scuttling locations along Gozo's north coast 
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Figure 3: Location of the Scheme Site considered at Billinghurst’s Cave dive site (north Gozo) 
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7. Various studies were undertaken as part of the EIA and methods for the preparation 

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

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

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

location was abandoned.  

8. Following this decision, several discussions, meetings, and negotiations were held to 

find an alternative location.  Eventually, in 2019 it was agreed between the Malta 

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

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

debated at the time at an international level1 and the push was to ban such projects in 

view of waste management considerations. 

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

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

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

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

assessment of impacts of the new proposal. 

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

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

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

20192).  It was agreed that although in general, Malta should veer away from scuttling 

wrecks and instead focus its efforts more on the management of marine protected 

areas, the scuttling of vessels as diving attractions in suitable locations would still be 

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

locations as part of a wider strategy.   

11. In the meantime, in 2018, the MV Hephaestus had run aground at Qawra under 
strong storm conditions and its removal from the shore and transfer to a shipyard 

presented a new opportunity.  The PDSA, in conjunction with the Malta Tourism 

Authority and in consultation with the ERA embarked on a process to identify a 

possible location to scuttle both the P33 and the MV Hephaestus.   

12. This process, which involved assessing a number of sites and discussions with the 

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

scuttling of the MV Hephaestus (this vessel would replace the P33 as the new diving 

wreck for Gozo3), whereas the P33 is proposed to be scuttled at Żonqor Point.  

                                            

 

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

Protection of the Marine Environment and the Coastal Region of the Mediterranean and its Protocols 
2 UNEPMAP (2019b).  Draft Decision IG.24/12 on the Updated Guidelines Regulating the Placement of Artificial 

Reefs at Sea. UNEP/MED IG.24/15/Rev.1; 18 October 2019. 
3 This project would replace that already commenced for the P33 under development permit application 

PA/04687/10, which will be amended to consider the new site and the replacement vessel.  This is the subject 

of separate studies. 
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CHOICE OF MARSASKALA AS THE SCHEME LOCATION 

13. The decision to propose the scuttling of the P33 at Marsaskala in the vicinity of the 

two tugs at Żonqor Point would consolidate the existing dive site (Figure 4) and 

provide a new attraction at a dive site that is not hugely popular but that could gain 

significantly from such an addition.  In choosing the site, the current level of use of 

the dive site was also considered and opted for one which is not extremely popular 

(such as Cirkewwa, Xatt l-Aħmar, or Wied iż-Żurrieq), since this would have created 
landside problems with parking, etc.  The shelter of the site from the prevailing 

north-westerly winds, and the bathymetry of the site were also important 

considerations in the decision to minimise difficulties with the scuttling itself, not least 

in view of the small size of the vessel, and to provide a new attraction at a site that 

would be available when the northern sites cannot be dived due to adverse weather 

conditions. 

14. The project would also include the upgrades proposed for this site in the Malta 

Diving Master Plan4.   

ALTERNATIVE SITES CONSIDERED 

15. As mentioned above, the choice of Marsaskala was also motivated by the ERA’s 

recommendation that the site would be one which already hosts dive wrecks and 

where an EIA or environmental studies have been undertaken in the past.  The site at 

Marsaskala is one of only two wreck dive sites available for sport divers in the south 

of the island (the other being the Blenheim bomber in Marsaxlokk).  The next site 

would then be the Um El Faroud in Wied iz-Zurrieq on one side and the Maori in 

Valletta on the other.  All other wrecks scuttled to date have been scuttled in the 

north of Malta (4) or in Gozo (3) / Comino (1). 

16. Other locations considered in the process of choosing Marsaskala were the Um El 

Faroud site in Żurrieq, the Imperial Eagle dive site in Qawra, and the P31 site in 

Comino.  The Um el Faroud dive site was abandoned due to the imposing nature and 

popularity of the existing dive wreck and the constraints on the landward side of this 

dive site.  The Um El Faroud is already a very popular wreck and adding a small vessel 

next to it would not bring much value to the dive site.  In addition, the landward 

facilities are already stressed from heavy use (especially during the summer) and 

adding further attractions here would create significant problems. 

17. The Imperial Eagle site in Qawra was also discarded in view of the presence of 

Posidonia meadows in close proximity of the wreck and the fact that the site is a 

marine protected area and Natura 2000 site designated specifically in view of the 

presence of extensive meadows of the seagrass.  Adding a wreck in this location 

would have created significant environmental concerns that might not have been 

                                            

 

 
4 Adi Associates Environmental Consultants Ltd, 2017. Developing a Sustainable Diving Industry for Malta: A 

Strategy for the Future, 2017. Dive Site Report MS04 – Tug Boats, Żonqor Point, Marsaskala. San Ġwann, June 

2017; v + 13 pp. 



 
 

7 

mitigatable under the Habitats Directive Appropriate Assessment procedures.  

Nonetheless, this site could in future be suitable for the construction of a small 

artificial reef structure, subject to further studies. 

18. Recently it was suggested to consider Comino, next to the P31, ostensibly due to the 

fact that the vessel there is deteriorating.  This was not considered to be a suitable 

location on many counts, including: 

 The location of the P31 was already problematic when this was scuttled and 

several restrictions were made by the Harbour Master due to potential 

navigational aspects.  Adding another wreck could exacerbate the navigational 

hazards and would likely be opposed by the Harbour Master. 

 The location of the P31 at the southern entrance to the Blue Lagoon / Crystal 

Lagoon means that any potentially hazardous situations must be avoided for 

maritime craft. 

 Comino is a very important Marine Protected Area that is already stressed due 

to the maritime activity especially at the Blue Lagoon and Santa Marija Bay.  

Adding more wrecks in this location is not sustainable and should be avoided, also 

in line with the Diving Master Plan strategy. 

 If the P31 had deteriorated so fast, a smaller vessel would likely deteriorate even 

faster and if the P31 is showing signs of deterioration, it would be more suitable 

to decommission the site and remove the wreck and rehabilitate the site rather 

than placing further wrecks in this location.   

 Comino offers a wealth of natural features that are attractive diving locations in 

their own right.  It does not need artificial structures to enhance it in any way. 
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Figure 4: Żonqor Point dive site - location of Scheme site  
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19. A further two sites were also suggested / mentioned – Slugs Bay and what the divers 

refer to as “Smugglers’ Cave” in Mellieha Bay.  Both these sites are not considered 

suitable as:  

 They do not meet the criteria set by ERA for consideration of a scuttling location 

(i.e. a site that already includes a wreck and that has undergone EIA / 

environmental studies); 

 Slugs Bay was changed from a “shore dive site” to a “boat dive site” in the Diving 

Master Plan in view of the deterioration of the road.  The existing track passes 

through a protected area and is failing in several places.  Access by off-road 

vehicles is exacerbating the problem and the track should be eliminated and 

access to the bay retained only on foot or by boat; 

 Mellieha Bay already experiences heavy traffic which needs controlling in view of 
the chronic and serious impacts being inflicted on the important Posidonia 

meadows (these are crucial in protecting the sandy beach against storm action).  

The number of boats would ideally be restricted through appropriate 

management and not encouraged in this bay; 

 Very important Posidonia meadows are present in close proximity to both these 

sites and finding an adequate area to scuttle the wreck here will be challenging; 

 The sites are also exposed to the north easterly winds and the possibility of the 

vessel moving under storm conditions are not small. 

20. Therefore, when all was considered, the best location for the scuttling of the P33 and 

one that meets the criteria set by ERA remained Żonqor Point in Marsaskala, which 

would also better distribute the wrecks around the island rather than concentrating 

them up north, also in line with the strategy in the Diving Master Plan.  

OBJECTIVES OF THE SCHEME 

21. The Scheme has a number of objectives, 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 

two existing dive wrecks and consolidate the site, giving it a new lease of life.  

 Consolidating the dive site at Żonqor Point will serve to enhance the diving 

industry in the south of the island, while providing more options for diving when 

the sites exposed to the north westerly winds cannot be dived, thereby spreading 

the attractions in line with the Diving Strategy.  This is also 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 the land-side facilities exist 
and are not stressed.  Furthermore, options to improve the diving facilities on the 

shore are several and easy (as described in the Diving Master Plan for Malta). 
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 The presence of the adjacent Nwadar National Park can create synergies with the 

dive site too. 

OVERVIEW OF THE DIVING INDUSTRY IN MALTA 

22. Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, tourism’s contribution to the Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) of the Maltese Islands was estimated to be 25%, and it accounted for 

approximately 28% of full time equivalent employment.  At the time, the contribution 

of the diving segment to the Tourism Sector had also increased substantially due to 

the popularity of Maltese waters with both local recreational divers and leisure and 

fanatic divers5 from overseas.  Over 45 dive centres existed in the Maltese Islands, a 

number which had been growing steadily since the 1970s, when the first dive centre 

was set up on the Island.   

23. Following the onset of the covid-19 pandemic, the diving industry has taken a very 

serious hit, with the dive centres closing down for long periods, staff reductions, and 

plummeting sales.  It is hoped that with the increase in vaccinations and the slow re-

opening of the economy and kick-starting of tourism, the diving sector will also 

slowly recover.  Measures to improve the attractiveness of the diving industry in the 

Maltese Islands will all be welcome.  Management of marine protected areas, 

improvement of facilities, attention to litter and pollution, and provision of new 

attractions, are all parts of the same approach to improve the product and support 

the industry. 

24. 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.  Before the pandemic, the majority of dive tourists 

to the Maltese Islands originated from Europe; the largest markets being the UK, 

Germany, Italy, France, the Netherlands, and the Nordic Countries.  A concerted 

effort to reactivate the market will be required once tourism re-opens. 

Diving Wrecks and Artificial Reefs 

25.  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. 

26. 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 

                                            

 

 
5 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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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. 

27. 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 Ċirkewwa; P31 at Comino; Um 
El Faroud off Żurrieq; Imperial Eagle off Qawra Point; MV Xlendi, MV Cominoland 

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

Żonqor 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 

Polynesien, the St Angelo minesweeper; HMS Hellespont and the Schnelle Boote (E-

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

Blenheim Bomber off Il-Ħofriet in Marsaxlokk; a Bristol Beaufighter off Merkanti Reef; 
Scot Craig off Anchor Bay; an X127 Water Lighter at Manoel Island; and a British 

aircraft (Mosquito) off Delimara. 

28. 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.  

29. 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. 

30. 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. 
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31. 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; 

 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). 

32. 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 possibilities6. 

LOCATION OF THE SCHEME SITE 

33. The location of the Scheme Site is shown in Figure 4.  The site lies off Żonqor Point 

at the mouth of Marsaskala Bay.  The site is sheltered from the prevailing north-

westerly and westerly winds and the Żonqor Point promontory and the underwater 

Żonqor Point reef also provides some shelter from the north and north-east, which 

makes it popular during windy days when the sites exposed to the northerly winds 

are not operational. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE SCHEME SITE  

34. The Żonqor Tug Boats Dive Site, as it is referred to, derives its name from the two 

tug boats, St Michael (a 20 m Tanac type boat) and Tug Boat No. 10 (a 16 m Melita 

type tug boat), which were scuttled in the area to create an artificial reef (Figure 5).   

  

                                            

 

 
6 These issues are normally dealt with in Environmental Impact Assessment procedures (or similar studies) for 

the scuttling of wrecks or construction of artificial reefs. 
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Figure 5: Location of tug boats St Michael and No. 10 at Żonqor Point 

 
 

35. The St Michael lies upright on a flat sandy bottom at a depth of 22 m, with the 

uppermost part being at around 17 m.  This tugboat is situated approximately 15 m 

from the reef at Zonqor Point and when visibility is good the wreck can be seen 

from the reef.  The Tugboat No. 10 is about 50 m west from the stern of the St 

Michael and closer to the reef.  Both wrecks are usually visited on the same dive.  

Both wrecks are now partially covered with algae, sponges, corals, and other benthic 

organisms and also attract shoals of fish, creating a successful artificial reef.  They 

have provided added interest for divers in the area creating a shore diving location 

accessible for divers of all levels.  The St Michael and Tug 10 are some of the few 

shallow wreck dives in Malta; others include the Tug 2 (scuttled in Sliema in 2013), 

Patrol Boat P31 scuttled in 2009 off Comino, and World War II wrecks HMS Maori 

off Valletta and X127 Lighter/Carolita Barge off Manoel Island, both in Marsamxett 

Harbour. 

36. The P33 is proposed to be scuttled in the vicinity of the tug boats but slightly to the 

south on a sandy seabed in slightly deeper water in view of its 7 m height between 

keel and tower.  This would also provide some variety in the dive with a slightly 

deeper wreck and two shallower ones, which could be dived in the same day. 

37. The sea bottom at the Scheme site consists of medium to coarse sand, but at a 

distance of around 20-30m, on its shoreward side, the seabed is characterised by 

gently sloping bedrock with accumulations of small boulders and cobbles at the 

boundary of the rock with the sandy bottom.  The sandy seabed mostly supports an 

impoverished epifauna consisting of Gobius sp. and occasional individuals of Holothuria 

sp.  Between the Scheme site and the shore the seabed mainly supports assemblages 

of photophilic algae on hard substrata, characterised by species that are typical of 

such assemblage types, e.g. the algae Cystoseira sp., Peysonnelia squamaria, Flabellia 

petiolata and Codium bursa, the sea urchin Paracentrotus lividus and several different 

species of sponges.  Small patches of the seagrass Posidonia oceanica are present in 

places where sediment accumulated in depressions in the bedrock.  

Access and Parking  

38. Access to the dive site is through Marsaskala.  A road along the northern side of 

Marsaskala Bay leads to the site.  A coastal track connects Marsaskala to Xgħajra via 
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the Nwadar National Park.  There is on-street parking and a large informal parking 

area next to the swimming pool complex.   

39. There are two entry / exit points to the dive site.  These entry / exit points are 

located next to each other on the side of Żonqor Point facing Marsaskala Bay.  The 
entry / exit points are accessed from two footpaths leading away from the road, see 

Figure 6.  The footpaths give way to a gently sloping rock that is slightly uneven 

particularly due to the presence of salt pans.  The first entry / exit point (E1) is found 

further to the north of Żonqor Point, see Figure 7, whereas the second entry / exit 

point (E2) is found around 40 m to the south of E1, see Figure 8. 

Figure 6: Two footpaths to entry / exit points 
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Figure 7: Entry / exit point 1 

 

 

Figure 8: Entry / exit point 2 
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LAND USE 

40. The surrounding area consists of a mixed land use.  There are bare rocks on the 

southern side of the access road.  The shore includes salt pans. 

41. The area at street level is landscaped and an informal parking area and extensive 

informal on-street parking are also available.  

42. The nearest residences are found 150 m from the site.  Food and beverage outlets 

and a dive centre are also in close vicinity.  There is informative signage related to 

regulations and jellyfish sighting.  Public toilets are also available within walking 

distance, see Figure 9.  

Figure 9: Public convenience 

  
 

EXISTING FACILITIES  

43. The site hosts various facilities.  The main facilities are a diving centre and a 

swimming pool.   

44. There is a large parking area; a promenade and footpath lead from this area to the 

entry points.  Access involves walking on uneven surfaces.   

45. The food and beverage outlets, swimming pool, the dive centre and public toilets are 

located approximately 150 m from the site.  A police station and fuel filling stations 

are located further away. 
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46. The entry / exit points are located on the same side of Marsaskala Bay.  The first 

entry / exit point (sloping rocks) is located approximately 90 m from the on-street 

parking area.  It is an easy entry / exit although it is uneven and can be slippery.  

47. The second entry / exit point (sloping rocks) is approximately 80 m from the on-

street parking area. 

48. The existing facilities / land uses at this site are shown on Figure 10. 
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Figure 10: Existing facilities 
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PLANNING HISTORY OF THE MARSASKALA DIVE SITE 

49. In 1995, an Association of Malta Dive Schools and Amateur Dive Clubs was set up 

with the aim of enhancing dive sites, which at the time were in a poor state, with fish 

and marine life diminishing and popular dive sites being over dived; the Association 

aimed at creating new dive sites. 

50. At the time, the Association had acquired a 44 m motor yacht (the MY Spalmatori), 

which had been gutted by fire two years earlier in Mellieha Bay and started its 

cleaning with the view to scuttle the vessel on a sandy sea bed off Żonqor Point.   

51. The reasons for the choice of Żonqor Point were as follows: 

 The area is “bare” and would benefit from “enhancements” from a diving industry 

perspective; 

 The site is somewhat sheltered from the north west and has a relatively easy 

entrance and exit points along the shoreline; 

 Presence of a sandy sea bed at around 20 m depth and around 150 m from the 

shore, which minimises environmental impact of the laying of the vessel and helps 

to “lock” the vessel in the seabed; 

 Presence of other important habitats such as boulder drop off and reef that 

would help provide recruitment to the artificial reef; 

 Good road access. 

52. A development permission application (PA 4931/95) was submitted to the Planning 

Authority in August 1995. 

53. In discussions by the Association with the Environment and Planning authorities at 

the time, the Association was given the following direction: 

Environment 

Protection 

Department 

(Ministry for the 

Environment)  

(25 July 1995) 

No objection in principle as long as the following conditions 

are adhered to: 

a) Engine should be removed 

b) Fuel tanks and bilges should be steam cleaned 

c) Scuttling to avoid Posidonia fields and reefs 

Department cautioned that there were some legal matters 

regarding the MY Spalmatori itself and before these are 

resolved the project should be left pending. 

Planning 

Authority 

Requested the applicant to provide a report  providing the 

following: 

1) Description of the Vessel (plans, dimensions and major 
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features); 

2) Cleaning methodology and provision of a certificate 

confirming the vessel is free of dangerous materials; 

3) Method of towing and scuttling of vessel and details of 

mooring 

4) Description of the choice of sites and alternatives 

considered; 

5) Description of the existing environment (site map, land 

and sea uses, pollutions sources, bathymetric map) 

6) Marine environment survey (habitats and biological 
communities, geomorphological features, archaeological 

remains, other relevant features); 

7) Details on the management of the wreck, including a 

monitoring programme. 

 

54. The Association prepared the information requested by the Planning Authority and 

including a Marine Benthic Survey report undertaken by (Prof.) Joseph A. Borg.  The 

Survey report (Borg, 19967) addressed the terms of reference requested by the 

Planning Authority as set out above.  It concluded that the benthic communities 

recorded from the study area are typical of those found in the infralittoral; along 

headlands of Maltese bays and inlets and the overall species diversity in the area 

appeared low, especially when compared to other infralittoral sites in the Maltese 

Islands.  The scuttling site was located on bare sand (see Figure 11) and at a 

distance from the Posidonia meadows and no immediate negative impacts could be 

identified.  The Report recommended monitoring following scuttling.  

55. Due to delays in the planning process, the owners of the vessel had second thoughts 

and sold the vessel for scrap to a Turkish company in April 1997.  The Association 

therefore put the application on hold to identify a possible alternative.  The choice 

fell on the tugboat No. 10, which was half submerged in Grand Harbour at Cassar 

Shipyard.  A permit was approved on 12 May 1997 for the scuttling of the tug boat 

instead of the MY Spalmatori at Żonqor Point.  The permit, which was issued on 10 

June 1997, required the submission of an engineer’s certificate describing the diver 

safety interventions made on the vessel, a certificate confirming the cleaning of the 

vessel from oils and other pollutants, the carrying out of a monitoring programme for 

                                            

 

 
7 Borg J. A. (1996). Report on a survey of the marine benthic communities at Zonqor Point, Marsascala, prior 

to the sinking of the M.Y. Spalamatori carried out on behalf of the Association of Professional Diving Schools 

and Amateur dive clubs. Unpublished report, 15pp. 
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2 years, and the submission of a management plan.  The permit conditions would be 

reviewed after 1 year depending on marine wreck guidance that may be issued. 

56. In February 1998, the Association requested that instead of scuttling one tug boat 

(which had an LOA of 17 m), they would scuttle two tugboats (both donated by 

Cassar Shipyards) to replace the 44 m MY Spalmatori.  On 16 February 1998, the 

Malta Maritime Authority gave their clearance to the scuttling of the second tug boat.  

On 13 March 1998, the Association submitted an application (PA 1401/98) for the 

scuttling of the second tug boat as an amendment on the original application and 

therefore scuttle both boats together. 

Figure 11: Benthic map for the scuttling site (1996) 

 

 

Source: Borg J.A., 1996.  

57. In the assessment of the application, the PA’s DPAR noted that the scuttling of the 

two boats in Marsaskala does not constitute a substantial change from the original 

application (PA 4931/95) for the scuttling of the MY Spalmatori in the same area.  
The length of the yacht was 44 m and the scuttling of the two tanac boats will keep 

the same extent of scuttling area.  The new amended permit was approved on 27 

March 1998.  The same conditions as for the original permit were retained. 
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58. The two tug boats were scuttled off Żonqor point on 16 May 1998. 

59. Initially, the scuttling location for the two vessels did not coincide with that originally 

identified for scuttling the MY Spalmatori and which had been surveyed by Borg 

(1996).  The vessels had been scuttled some 80 m to the southeast of the planned 

scuttling point.  Subsequently, both vessels were towed to a location that was closer 

to, but still not coincident with the originally intended location. 

HISTORY OF MONITORING AT THE ŻONQOR POINT DIVE 

SITE 

60. The first monitoring programme for the wreck was prepared in January 1999 (Mifsud 

& Jones, 19998).  This showed an initial phase of colonization of the wreck surface 

had started and fish were already attracted to the artificial reefs, with the diversity of 

the fish fauna already high relative to the baseline situation prior to the scuttling.   

61. A second post-scuttling monitoring session was undertaken in September 2002 

(Pirotta, 20029).  This indicated that the two wrecks supported very similar biotic 

assemblages; their decks were completely dominated by layers of low-growing 

sciaphilic assemblages, together with a felt of green algal turf.  Only a few tall-growing 

algae occurred on the surface of the two vessels, and where present these were 

found growing on the upper levels, mainly on the railings and funnel tops.  The most 

abundant algae present on the hull and wheelhouse of the two wrecks were 

Halopteris scoparia and Halopteris filicina, while small patches of Flabellia petiolata, 

Halimeda tuna, Sargassum sp. and Dictyota linearis were present in places.  The algae 

present on the railings and upper parts of the wrecks mainly consisted of Zonaria 

tournefortii and Dictyopteris polypodioides, while the inner parts of the wheelhouse 

supported Peyssonnelia squamaria and Palmophyllum crassum. 

62. Several sessile species of macrofauna were recorded from the two wrecks, mostly 

from the inner parts of the wheelhouse.  These included various species of sponges.  

Several species of demersal fish were also recorded in the vicinity of the two wrecks, 

confirming the observations of Mifsud & Jones of 1999.  Pirotta also noted small 

differences in the physical and biological characteristics of the two wrecks, with ‘Tug 

no 10’ having smaller amounts of silt deposited on the deck, while it supported a 

higher abundance of benthic algae. 

63. Pirotta (2002) concluded that (i) the biotic assemblages recorded from the two 

wrecks resulted from the ecological succession that is typical of the colonisation 

process observed on artificial reefs following deployment, (ii) the location of the two 

vessels at a depth of 16–20 m coincides with the lower depth limit of tall-growing 

                                            

 

 
8 Mifsud C & Jones S. J. (1999) Report of the first monitoring programme of the marine benthic communities 

on the Melita tug boats at Zonqor Point, Marsaskala, after their sinking, carried out on behalf of the 

Underwater Marine Park Action Committee. Unpublished report, 9pp. 
9 Pirotta K. (2002). A report on the benthic communities present on the two tug boat wrecks scuttled off 

Zonqor Point, Marsaskala, Malta. Unpublished report, 10pp + 1 fig. 
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photophilic algae, which may have contributed to the predominance of sciaphilic algae 

on the two wrecks, (iii) the presence of silt on the decks of the two vessels may have 

reduced the ability of algae to colonise the wrecks efficiently, (iv) the populations of 

sessile fauna recorded from the wrecks appeared to be at an early stage of 

development and further growth is to be expected with time, (v) the presence of the 

alien alga Caulerpa racemosa was of concern, and (vi) the internal compartments of 

both vessels supported a relatively low abundance of flora and fauna, though this 

might improve in future. 

64. In July 2005, following a request by the former MEPA, another ecological survey was 

conducted at this dive site. The survey, which was conducted by Borg & Schembri 

(200510) reported on the state of the wrecks and their biotic colonisation.  This 

survey largely corroborated the findings of the Pirotta (2002) survey.  Borg & 

Schembri concluded that the benthic biotic assemblages, including fish fauna, 

recorded from the two tug boat wrecks and their vicinity are typical of local hard 

infralittoral substrata.  There were no indications that the two wrecks support a 

higher species richness and abundance of flora, sessile and motile invertebrates, and 

of fish than the natural hard substrata nearby or at other locations elsewhere in the 

Maltese Islands.  On the contrary, the apparent slow decay of the wreck material and 

release of particulate matter (which appears to originate from paint and oxidised 

metal) from their surface, together with deposition of such material and of silty 

sediment (that may possibly be originating from other unidentified sources) on sessile 

organisms are expected to be having an adverse impact on the biota.  However, the 

two wrecks have certainly contributed to enhancement of marine life in the area they 

currently occupy and which was previously dominated by bare sand assemblages that 

were impoverished in terms of benthic epibiota and fish fauna and as far as could be 
assessed by direct observation, the tug boat wrecks do not appear to have had any 

adverse effects on the benthic habitats and biotic assemblages in their surroundings.  

Figure 12 includes photos of the growth on the two wrecks in 2005. 

65. Since then the vessels have been delivering an important part of the diving product in 

Malta, even if the site is not one of the top attractions.     

                                            

 

 
10 Borg J. A. & Schembri P.J. (2005). Report of a marine ecological survey, using videography and direct 

observation, in the vicinity of the two tugboat wrecks present off Zonqor Point (l/o Marsaskala), ,made in July 

2005.  Carried out on behalf of the Association of Professional Diving Schools and Amateur dive clubs. 

Unpublished report, 17 pp. 
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Figure 12: Photos of the growth exhibited on the wrecks 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE SCHEME 

66. As mentioned, the Scheme involves the scuttling of Patrol Boat P33 onto the sandy 

sea-bed south of Żonqor Point at the mouth of Marsaskala Bay off the east coast of 

Malta, south (c. 50 m) of the two dive wrecks already scuttled at this location.  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 13. 

67. It is proposed to scuttle the patrol boat on a gently sloping almost flat sandy bottom 

at a depth of approximately 20 - 24 m in the area identified in Figure 14.  This is the 

same location originally proposed for the scuttling of the MY Spalmatori (see planning 

history section above).  The vessel will be orientated with its stern pointing towards 

the north east and approximately 150 m to 250 m from the shoreline (the exact 

location to be confirmed through site inspection). 

Figure 13: Plan of patrol boat P33 
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Figure 14: Proposed scuttling location 

 
Map Source: Google Earth TM 

Site and Vessel Preparation  

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

69. 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 the ERA.  The 

vessel will be prepared to remove any potential health and safety hazards to divers 

once the vessel is scuttled.  This will include the removal of sharp or protruding 

elements, the removal or securing of movable parts (such as doors or hatches) and 

the blocking up of small / confined spaces to prevent access.  The preparation will 

also involve the cutting of light holes in the hull of the vessel and the provision of 

large diver entry / exit holes, again in the interests of safety.    

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

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

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

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

Superstructure: Vessels clean-up, and an inventory of potentially hazardous materials 

on board will be compiled.  Material to be removed will include that containing PCBs 

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

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

batteries and accumulators; floatable materials not permanently attached to the 

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

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

chromated ballast water.  
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71. 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.  

72. 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.   

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

for scuttling can be issued. 

Deployment of the Vessel 

74. 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  

75. 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  

76. 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, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic was estimated to employ between 150 and 

190 full-timers and between 200 and 250 part-timers.  

Timing  

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

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

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

summer 2021. 

POTENTIAL ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS  

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

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

environment.  At this stage in the process, a preliminary list of the potential 
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environmental impacts from the construction and operation of the Scheme can be 

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

79. 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;  

 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; however, seeing that this will be the third wreck in the area, the 

impacts are not expected to be much more different from those experienced 

currently.  The presence of the additional wreck is expected to result in a 

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  

80. 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, 
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including ensuring the use of the appropriate methodologies, craft, and trained 

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

 Careful attention to post-deployment mitigation measures, including the 

maintenance and proper enforcement of the no fishing zone around the wrecks 

and the implementation of proper monitoring programmes to determine how the 

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


