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Environmental Impact Assessment 

Screening according to Schedule III of S.L. 549.46 

 

ERA Reference no.: EA/00009/21 

PA Reference no.:  [Presubmission] 

Project Title: Proposed scuttling of the former AFM patrol boat “P33” to consolidate 

the existing dive site at Żonqor Point, Marsaskala. 

Location:  Żonqor Point, Marsaskala. 

Screening date: May 2021 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

I. BACKGROUND 

1. Outline of Proposal 

 
1.1 The proposal involves the scuttling of the former Armed Forces of Malta (AFM) patrol boat 

P33 onto the seabed to serve as a diving attraction (refer to Figure 1). 

 

1.2 The vessel is 23.33 m long, has a beam of 4.7 m long and is 7 m high (mast included). 

The footprint of the vessel is approximately 100 m2 (refer to Figure 2). 

 

1.3 The vessel is proposed to be scuttled in the vicinity of two other diving wrecks (tug boats), 

however, in slightly deeper water due to the height of the vessel (7 m between keel and 

tower). The vessel is proposed to be placed on a gently sloping almost flat sandy area of 

seabed, at a depth of approximately 20 – 24 m.  

 

Note: According to the PDS, the proposed area for scuttling is the same area which was 

originally proposed for the scuttling of MY Spalmatori (refer to Section 3 on Case History. 

In function of PA/04931/95, the MY Spalmatori was initially proposed for scuttling, 

however, later replaced by another vessel, which was scuttled onto a nearby part of the 

seabed within the same area). 

 

1.4 The vessel will be orientated with its stern pointing towards the north east and 

approximately 150 to 250 m away from the shoreline. 

 

1.5 According to the PDS, no site preparations are required. In terms of preparation of the 

vessel itself, stripping, cleaning, and preparation for scuttling would be required. Such 

works are proposed to be carried out at a licensed shipyard, and include the removal of 

sharp or protruding elements, the removal or securing of movable parts (e.g. doors, 
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hatches, etc.), the blocking up of small / confined spaces to precent access, and the cutting 

of light holes in the hull and large diver entry / exit holes. In terms of cleaning, all solid and 

liquid potentially hazardous material will be removed, with cleaning operations guided by 

the UNEP-MAP Updated Guidelines for Regulating the Placement of Artificial Reefs at 

Sea, Part-C - Placement of Vessels Hull and Superstructure: Vessels clean-up. It is also 

being proposed to compile an inventory of potentially hazardous materials on board. 

According to the PDS, it is envisaged that materials to be removed will include: 

 

• PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls – toxic industrial compounds), at a concentration 

equal or greater than 50 parts per million (ppm); 

• asbestos and asbestos-containing materials; 

• hydraulic fluids, fuels and engine lubricating oils; 

• batteries and accumulators; 

• floatable materials not permanently attached to the vessel; 

• loose domestic equipment; 

• refrigerant gases; 

• pyrotechnics; 

• black and grey water; and 

• chromated ballast water. 

 

1.6 The vessel will be power washed to remove any loose and flaking paint from the surfaces, 

especially from the deck, bulkheads and overhead areas. Any items that could come loose 

during scuttling or that could represent a hazard to divers or litter to the marine 

environment will be removed or secured to the vessel. 

 

1.7 Once all preparatory works are completed, the vessel will be towed towards the designated 

site, and the vessel will be scuttled in a controlled descent manner. The PDS proposed 

the use of mooring blocks or floating devices for such scuttling. 

 

1.8 With respect to the waste generated by the preparatory works, all materials will be 

separated at the shipyard and disposed of ashore, using licensed/approved contractors. 

None of the waste will leave the preparation/cleaning site unless contained and approved 

for disposal. An inventory of the wastes to be generated and certificates of disposal will be 

made available. 
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Figure 1 – Image of the P33 vessel (Source: PDS) 

 
Figure 2 – Elevation and deck plan of the vessel (Source: PDS) 
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2. Site context 

  
2.1 The site lies off Żonqor Point at the mouth of Marsaskala Bay. This part of the bay 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 (see Figure 3 and 5). 

 

2.2 The site forms part of the Żonqor Tug Boats Dive Site, as it is referred to, which has derived 

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 this area (see Figure 4).  

 

2.3 The proposed area of seabed 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 PDS indicates further that the sandy 

seabed supports an impoverished epifauna, and the stretch of seabed between the site 

and the shore supports assemblages of photophilic algae on hard substrate (with typical 

algae species, sea urchins and several different species of sponges). Furthermore, small 

patches of Posidonia oceanica seagrass are present in places where sediment 

accumulated in depressions in the bedrock. 

 

2.4  The two present wrecks are now partially covered with algae, sponges, corals and other 

benthic organisms, and attract shoals of fish. 

 

2.5 Two entry/exit points are existing, one of which is located approximately 90 m from the on-

street parking area, which forms an easy entry/exit although it is uneven and can be 

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

street parking area (see Figure 6). 
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Figure 3 – Proposed site area (Source: PDS) 

 

 

Figure 4 – Locations of two other wrecks present and visual representation of 

species found on these. (Source: PDS) 
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Figure 5 – Proposed scuttling location (Source: PDS) 

 

Figure 6 – Map of available infrastructure (Source: PDS) 
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3. Case history  

 

3.1 The following planning applications are of relevance to this proposal: 

• PA/04931/95 - Scuttling of tug-boat "Panac" on sea-bed. Site at Zonqor, Limiti Tal-

Blajjiet, Marsascala (Approved) 

• PA/01401/98 - Scuttling of Tug Boat "Tanac II" (Approved). 

 

3.2 This vessel was previously proposed to be scuttled onto the seabed to the west of Ras ir-

Reqqa in Gozo, near the dive site known as Billinghurst’s Cave (see Figure 7). The 

proposed scuttling in this particular location was objected to by the then MEPA from an 

environmental point of view. An EIA Report was prepared, however, during review, ERA 

raised environmental concerns again, and subsequently the proposal to scuttle the vessel 

in this location was abandoned. 

 

 

Figure 7 – Location previously proposed for scuttling of the P33 vessel (Source: PDS) 
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4. Screening Criteria 

 
4.1 EIA Screening 

(citations refer to S.L. 549.46, except where otherwise specified): 

 

The proposed development falls within the scope of the Environmental Impact Assessment 

Regulations (S.L. 549.46), notably in terms of the following Category II criteria in Schedule I: 

6.3.2.1 Formation, extension or alteration of artificial reefs, or the sinking of vessels on the 

seabed. Therefore, the proposal has been subject to screening in terms of the EIA 

Regulations. 

 

4.2 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 Framework Regulations (S.L. 

549.100) in view that the proposal is located within coastal water body MTC 115 and in view 

of the nature of the proposal. 

 

5. Documents used for screening 
 

- Project Description Statement (PDS) which was referred directly to ERA on 13 April 
2021. 
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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) 

Land and seabed use 

6.1 The site already includes two other small wrecks, namely two former tugboats (St Michael 

and Tugboat no. 10). The placement of this additional wreck is considered in line with the 

already committed uses and therefore no significant impacts in terms of sea use are 

envisaged. 

 

6.2 On land, no interventions are proposed given that the area already includes all required 

facilities and infrastructure to accommodate the dive site, such as a public convenience, 

parking facilities, entry and exit points to the sea, and a footpath from the promenade to 

the said entry/exit points. In this regard, no impacts in terms of land use are envisaged. 

Seascape and Visual Amenity 

6.3 The vessel will be placed on the seabed at a depth of 20 – 24 m below the surface. Noting 

the 7 m height of the vessel, no parts of the vessel will be visible above the sea surface. 

Furthermore, as mentioned before, no land-side interventions are being proposed. In this 

regard, no impacts on the landscape and visual amenity are envisaged. 

 

6.4 With respect to the seascape, the vessel will be placed nearby two other present wrecks, 

within the boundaries of an already established shore dive site. In this regard, no impacts 

on the below-water seascape are envisaged.  

Waste 

6.5 Subject to proper preparation and cleaning of the vessel, the proposal is only expected to 

generate waste during the preparatory works, which will generate a variety of waste 

materials originating from the vessel (including metals, engine lubricants, paints and other 

hazardous materials). Given the small quantities of such wastes, no significant impacts 

are expected as long as all materials are properly separated and disposed off at authorised 

facilities, prior to the scuttling, and all waste management operations are carried out in line 

with the permit conditions specified in the respective shipyard permit.  

 

6.6 Nonetheless, ERA requires the submission of a report of the cleaning of the vessel, once 

finished, showing how all cleaning requirements guided by the ‘UNEP-MAP Updated 

Guidelines for Regulating the Placement of Artificial Reefs at Sea, Part-C - Placement of 

Vessels Hull and Superstructure’ have been addressed, before the vessel is placed on the 

seabed. 

Marine Ecology and seabed features 

6.7 The placement of the vessel on the seabed will bury any habitats present immediately 

underneath it, however, noting the small footprint of the keel of the vessel, such burial will 
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be limited. Furthermore, according to the PDS, the vessel will be placed on sandy seabed. 

Therefore, no significant impacts on important sensitive habitats are envisaged. However, 

for record purposes, further documentation is to be provided with a more direct reference 

to the exact scuttling location in relation to the benthic assemblages. To this effect, the 

consultant should double-check the available information on the benthic assemblages. 

 

6.8 As outlined in the PDS, improper placement of the vessel, may lead to damage to existing 

natural features. In this regard, it is imperative that the vessel is oriented in such a way to 

ensure stability of the wreck, also under storm conditions. 

 

6.9 The direct placement of the vessel on the sandy seabed or localised changes to currents 

potentially leading to scouring effects, may disturb any archaeological artefacts or 

deposits, if present. In this regard, the Superintendence for Cultural Heritage (SCH) should 

be consulted.   

Water Quality 

6.10 During scuttling, any loose material or remaining liquids may potentially temporarily 

affect the water quality, however, as long as the vessel is properly prepared and cleaned 

on land, in line with the aforementioned cleaning requirements, prior to scuttling, such 

impacts are considered unlikely and thus not significant. Furthermore, the methodological 

requirements addressing point 6.6 above will also address this matter. 

 

6.11 As outlined in the PDS, previous monitoring undertaken on the two wrecks already 

present on site recorded the slow decay of the wreck material and release of particulate 

matter (which may originate from paint and oxidised metal) from their surface, together 

with deposition of such material and of silty sediment (possibly originating from other 

unidentified sources). Given that such release and deposition of material may have 

adverse effects on the biota, it is imperative that the vessel is properly prepared in line with 

the aforementioned cleaning requirements, and to the satisfaction of ERA. 

 

Risk to population or human health 

6.12 Given that the vessel will be adequately prepared and cleaned for scuttling, and thus 

all pollutants removed, no risk to human health by pollution are envisaged.  

 

Screening outcome 

The above screening concludes that the proposal does not require an EIA in line with 

Regulation 15 of the EIA Regulations (S.L. 549.46).  This is subject to the required further 

documentation on to the exact scuttling location in relation to the benthic assemblages 

(refer to Section 8 below), and as long as the various preventive and mitigation measures 

are duly incorporated into the mainstream development consent mechanism and mitigated 

by means of conditions and specifications (e.g. approved documents) in the development 

permit. 
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7. Screening in terms of the Water Policy Framework Regulations (S.L. 549.100) 

Limited, localised changes in currents may be expected in the immediate surrounding of 

the vessel, however such localised effects are considered unlikely to affect the wider 

hydrographical conditions of the water body and thus no significant impacts that may affect 

the status of coastal water body MTC106 for the purpose of the Water Policy Framework 

Regulations (S.L. 549.100) are envisaged. 

 

ERA CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDED WAY FORWARD 

 

Following screening of this proposal, ERA does not object to the proposal from an 

environmental point of view. No further assessment in terms of regulation 15 of the EIA 

Regulations (S.L. 549.46) and in terms of the Water Framework Regulations (S.L. 549.100) is 

required subject that further documentation with a more direct reference to the exact scuttling 

location in relation to the benthic assemblages is provided;, and as long as the various 

preventive and mitigation measures are duly incorporated into the mainstream development 

consent mechanism and mitigated by means of conditions and specifications (e.g. approved 

documents) in the development permit. 

 

 

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. 


