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1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Reference is made to OPM’s public consultation document on the European Regional 

Development Fund, Cohesion Fund and the Just Transition Fund Programme 2021 to 

2027, and the associated SEA Scoping Report prepared by AIS Environment.  

 

1.2 The Programme has identified the priority areas for investment in Malta, as follows: 

• Priority 1: Fostering competitiveness and an innovative and smart economic 

transformation; 

• Priority 2: Promoting clean and fair energy transition, green and blue 

investment, the circular economy, and sustainable urban mobility; 

• Priority 3: Enhancing transport connectivity; 

• Priority 4: A more social and inclusive society; 

• Priority 5: Fostering sustainable urban development in Gozo; 

• Priority 6: Facilitating a just transition; and 

• Priority 7: Technical Assistance. 

 

1.3 The focus of these priority areas are research and innovation (R&I), competitiveness 

and digitalisation, natural resources and the environment, transport, education, 

employment, health, tourism and urban development, all of which are of significant 

importance in the socio-economic development of the country. In this regard, the 

Programme seeks to mobilise finances to support initiatives under these priority areas, 

such as infrastructure for waste and water management, clean energy, education, 

health and transport; biodiversity protection and conservation; clean mobility and 

support green infrastructure; and Gozo’s sustainable urban development.   

 

1.4 The following comments are provided without prejudice to ERA’s review and comments 

on the SEA Environmental Report and on any development projects that may emerge 

from this programme, when more detailed environmental assessment may be required. 

 

2. Appropriate Assessment  

 

2.1 At this stage, it is not possible for ERA to determine or confirm whether the emerging 

plan will require an Appropriate Assessment in view of its potential impacts on Special 

Areas of Conservation (SACs) and Special Protected Areas (SPAs), in line with regulation 

19 of the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulation of 2006 (as amended). 

ERA will re-consider this issue throughout the SEA process once additional information 

becomes available.  

 

3. Considerations for the SEA Environmental Report  

 

3.1 ERA welcomes the environmental aspect of the draft Programme, in particular the 

investment for supporting and promoting environmental protection, biodiversity, 

environmentally sustainable practices and a more environmentally conscious society 

and economy. In addition to these, it is recommended that the following comments are 

also considered as part of the SEA study. The methodology, evaluation parameters and 

indicators, proposed in the SEA Scoping Report, may need to be amended to enable 

the following environmental impact evaluations.  



1 
 

 

3.2 The priority areas which are of most strategic relevance to the environment are: 

• Priority Area 2: Promoting clean and fair energy transition, green and blue 

investment, the circular economy, and sustainable urban mobility;  

• Priority Area 3: Enhancing transport connectivity; and 

• Particular initiatives under other priority areas (see below). 

 
3.3 Although other initiatives do not specifically target infrastructure and development 

directly, some may still involve upgrading of relevant infrastructure, e.g. to improve 

educational and health services. Not all relevant environmental issues may be foreseen 

at this stage and therefore, additional environmental screening will be needed once the 

details are available at project stage.  

 

Priority Area 2: Promoting clean and fair energy transition, green and blue investment, 

the circular economy, and sustainable urban mobility 

 
3.4 Various proposals under this priority involve the provision of additional environmental 

infrastructure, for example to reduce GHG emissions. It is recommended that the SEA 

should evaluate two scenarios, one focusing on the environmental impacts of not 

providing or upgrading such environmental infrastructure, and another focusing on 

avoiding major environmental impacts (such as avoiding important natural areas) 

when planning and implementing such infrastructure. The type of infrastructure 

considered in the Programme includes renewable energy, energy storage, water and 

waste management, upgrading of water networks, rehabilitation of reservoirs, reverse 

osmosis upgrades, wastewater, amongst others.  

 

3.5 ERA welcomes the proposals in the Programme regarding the promotion of Green 

Infrastructure in urban areas; the protection and restoration of ecosystems; the 

protection and restoration of Natura 2000 sites; investments in green ecological 

corridors; reducing pressures and threats on habitats and species in the natural and 

marine environment; the identification and protection of ecological corridors for the 

enhancement of habitat connectivity between Natura 2000 sites including valley 

system; protection of endemic species, amongst others. The environmental benefits of 

these important environmental measures are expected to be covered in the SEA.  

 

3.6 With respect to the promotion of sustainable multimodal urban mobility, it is important 

for the SEA to consider the most appropriate locations and scenarios where such 

facilities and infrastructure should be provided in order to avoid major environmental 

impacts. Such infrastructure includes pedestrian bridges, facilities for cycling and 

walking, etc. In order to avoid adverse environmental impacts, such as further take-up 

of rural or coastal land, it is important that such infrastructure is provided within 

existing developed areas and similarly committed land as much as possible.  

 
Priority Area 3: Enhancing transport connectivity 

 
3.7 The proposed interventions under this Priority Area will continue to build upon previous 

actions relating to TEN-T infrastructure with the aim of increasing sustainability and 

climate-resilience through reduced traffic bottlenecks and CO2 emissions, whilst also 

enhancing intermodal TEN-T infrastructure. It is also aimed at improving the operational 

capacity of the TEN-T seaports to address sustainable development needs.  
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3.8 It is recommended that the SEA study takes stock of the road upgrading works that 

have been carried out under the previous programme and, in particular, the main 

environmental impacts highlighted by ERA in its review of the respective proposals 

for such projects. The SEA could include a possible forecast relating to future works 

with clear recommendations for minimising environmental impacts, such as take-up 

of undeveloped land and impact on the landscape, as much as possible.  

 
3.9 The SEA also needs to consider, strategically, the potential environmental impacts 

associated with proposals for: (i) the upgrading and enhancing of the ports (e.g. 

capacity, infrastructure, etc.); and (ii) infrastructure for alternative mass transport 

systems; taking into account the relevant contexts, strategic alternatives and 

environmental objectives.   

 
Priority Area 4: A more social and inclusive society 

 
3.10 Most of the initiatives under Priority Area 4 may result in specific development projects 

or upgrading of infrastructure/facilities, relating to education and health (see earlier 

comment). It is recommended that such developments should be located within the 

existing urban areas and already committed sites, preferably closer to their respective 

hub areas, so as to avoid adverse environmental consequences. Details of such 

proposals would require further screening at project stage.  

 

3.11 With regard to tourism, the Programme focuses on the protection and restoration of 

the historic urban fabric and cultural heritage, to enhance and valorise Malta’s touristic 

product. This includes renovation of cultural assets and upgrading of historic buildings 

(amongst others), which apart from creating a niche market will also contribute towards 

the amelioration of the social environment. The proper restoration and reuse of historic 

buildings and spaces will help achieve multiple objectives, including environmental 

ones. Moreover, from an environmental point of view, the historic areas of certain 

towns and villages, which are either located in a predominantly rural context or have 

maintained a rural function (e.g. Bahrija, Mgarr, various settlements in Gozo) are the 

preferred locations for rural-themed tourism accommodation, and should be promoted 

as a more sustainable alternative to continued pressures for development of additional 

accommodation units in ODZ areas which often result in multiple environmental 

impacts. Therefore, it is recommended that the environmental benefits of the 

Programme’s proposed initiative, as opposed to current pressures for permitting 

tourism accommodation ODZ, is thoroughly explored further through the SEA study.  

 
Priority Area 5: Fostering sustainable urban development in Gozo 

 

3.12 The above comments also apply to the Priority Area 5 in respect of development 

projects and infrastructural works carried out in Gozo. A more cautious approach is 

required in respect of Gozo in view of its higher proportion of important rural areas, 

natural landscapes and cultural heritage, and its generally more constrained 

topography. In fact, the Programme’s proposals to enhance the potential of sustainable 

tourism in Gozo, develop sustainable and innovative environmental measures, preserve 

and promote Gozo’s cultural and natural heritage, provide natural and green open 

public spaces, upgrade and restore physical buildings, improve dilapidated areas, and 

improve accessibility in urban areas, are welcomed. It is noted that the detailed 

measures for Gozo will be developed further through Gozo’s Development Strategy. 

ERA will continue engaging in the preparation of the Gozo’s Development Strategy and 

related strategic assessment processes, as relevant.  
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Priority Area 6: Facilitating a just transition 

 
3.13 This priority focuses on fostering a just transition under the programme, which will be 

targeting GHG emissions in Malta’s two main ports and alternative fuel infrastructure 

for land transport. The main proposals are to support (i) the installation of onshore 

power supplies at the main Ports, so as to connect vessels whilst berthing [their auxiliary 

engines could be switched off] therefore reducing GHG emissions; and (ii) a more 

extensive network of charging points for EVs and related infrastructure across the 

Islands.  

 

3.14 The proposals under this priority area are welcomed, as these are considered beneficial 

for the environment. It is important that the proposed environmental improvement in 

terms of reducing GHG emissions, do not result in other consequential adverse impacts 

on the environment, such as, for example, take-up of rural land or intrusions into the 

natural landscape as a result of additional development intended to increase EV 

charging points across the Malta and Gozo. These considerations should be duly taken 

into account in the emerging SEA study, so that ultimately it provides clear and 

concrete recommendations for an environmentally conscious implementation of the 

Programme. In this case, EV charging points should clearly be supported if proposed 

within already developed and committed sites which have a suitable physical capacity 

to accommodate the intended number of vehicles.  

 

3.15 The same principle applies vis-à-vis the provision on onshore power supplies for vessels 

within the main port areas, in view of any possible required interventions on the seabed 

or coastal areas. The SEA should take these possibilities into account and make 

relevant recommendations accordingly.  

 

Additional comments 

 

3.16 It is acknowledged that the increase in energy efficiency and the transition towards 

renewable energy will improve Malta’s air quality through the reduction in various 

pollutants such as GHGs. However certain measures (such as the use of alternative fuels 

or increasing bioenergy use in devices without adequate emission abatement 

technologies) might lead to a reduction in GHGs but increase in air pollutants. It is 

therefore important to ascertain that the criteria and indicators outlined in Table 3 also 

include the assessment of potential trade-offs between the transition to a decarbonised 

energy system and the reduction in air pollution. The aim is not only to ascertain 

compliance with limit values, but to avoid any increase in air pollution due to the 

implementation of measures.  

 

3.17 In view that the ERDF, CF and JTF Programme has qualified for an SEA (according to the 

consultants’ recommendation), it is recommended that if there are additional or 

upcoming themes which shall eventually feature in the ERDF programme/plan for 2021-

2027 these should also be studied and assessed as part of the environmental report. 

 
 
 
 
 


