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ERA’s comments on the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) Scoping Report for Malta’s 
National Spatial Strategy 
 
6th December 2022 

 
1. Introduction 
 
1.1 ERA welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) 

Scoping Report of Malta’s National Spatial Strategy, prepared by Epsilon Malta Ltd and 
GREEN2SUSTAIN PCC. 

 
1.2 The following comments are provided without prejudice to ERA’s comments on the SEA 

Environment Report, the Appropriate Assessment (AA) study, the National Spatial Strategy 
(NSS) and on any other subsidiary policies and development projects that will eventually 
emerge from this strategy, when other environmental assessments and screenings may be 
required.  

 
2. Appropriate Assessment  

 
2.1 The emerging Strategy will also be subject to an Appropriate Assessment (AA) study in view of 

potential impacts on Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) and Special Protected Areas (SPAs), 
in line with the requirements of the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations 
of 2006 (as amended). ERA will be providing comments on the scoping report for the AA study 
separately. Such comments need to be taken into consideration and used together with the 
TORs for the AA study which ERA already provided.  
 

3. General comments 
 

3.1 The National Spatial Strategy (NSS) sets the spatial framework for the Maltese Islands, by 
adopting a sequential approach to the use of land where development should be guided. ERA 
has a direct interest in the proposed framework in view of relevant environmental objectives 
emerging from national and international obligations and policies relating to the protection of 
the natural environment, natural resources (including land and the sea), the rural landscape 
and the countryside, which define Malta’s distinctive qualities and character. It is 
recommended that the NSS, and eventually its supplementary/subsidiary planning policies 
and subsequent planning decisions, should be guided by the following strategic principles: 

 direct urban development towards committed development zones, in order to avoid 
additional take-up of rural land and other associated adverse environmental impacts, in 
line with the land take hierarchy of the EU Soil Strategy for 2030; 

 ensure that development in areas Outside the Development Zone (ODZ) is an exception, 
limited to genuine, minimalistic agricultural development which necessitates a rural 
location; 

 ensure that decision-making on the consideration of such exceptions, as well as any 
associated policy guidance, adequately takes into account the physical characteristics and 
practical and environmental/topographic limitations posed by the specific site context 
and avoids blanket one-size-fits-all specifications and entitlements;   

 re-use and/or convert existing legitimate buildings suitably and effectively, to avoid new 
development commitments/pressures in the countryside and on the natural coast, and 
ensure that such re-use can be effectively sustained without the need for additional 
uptake of surrounding rural land; 
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 avoid displacement of genuine agricultural activities and conversions of agricultural 
buildings for uses and activities which are not compatible with the countryside; 

 improve the environmental compatibility of agritourism proposals, and enhance the 
regeneration potential of nearby rural villages, by sensitively directing their 
urban/residential component toward conversion and re-use of existing buildings within 
the existing settlement and by disincentivating the uptake of fresh land or the 
displacement of existing agricultural activity;    

 avoid displacement and conversion of genuine coastal and port land-uses in existing and 
committed coastal sites, for other urban or industrial activities that do not require a 
coastal location and which would thus have a longer-term environmental opportunity 
cost;  

 protect the important aspects and environmental qualities of the countryside, the 
landscape and the sea, including natural sites and the coast, the rural environment1, 
protected areas, heritage sites and historic areas, and the marine environment.; 

 afford specific protection and practical safeguards for natural environmental features and 
other characteristic elements of the rural landscape (e.g. mature vegetation patterns, 
existing trees and natural rock outcrops, traditional field terracing and soil-retaining 
rubble walls, informal country lanes, natural landforms and erosional features, natural 
and semi-natural habitats, etc.) and the overall integrity of the rural landscape; 

 maintain and valorise local distinctiveness and avoid homogenisation of the countryside; 

 safeguard open rural and coastal land and open spaces for informal public access and 
enjoyment ; 

 minimise traffic generation and vehicle-indiced environental impact within both urban 
and rural areas; 

 actively discourage rural land parcelling and fragmentation;  

 prevent adverse environmental impacts that may arise from direct, indirect and 
consequential impacts of development, such as those associated with: the modification 
of topography, valleys and/or coast; additional constructions and ancillary infrastructure 
in sensitive areas; opening and widening of rural roads; damaging inverventions on the 
seabed and to marine habitats; etc;  

 ensure that infrastructural and accessibility considerations and their environmental 
implications are duly factored into decision-making on rural development, and not left as 
an after-thought or retrofitted after development commitments have been made; 

 improve the greening and biodiversity of the urban and peri-urban environment, 
including public green spaces and green infrastructure;  

 promote positive action to restore degraded environments to their pristine state, and to 
reverse environmental blemishes; 

 reduce the visual intrusion, dominance and associated impacts (e.g. light and noise 
pollution) of edge-of-scheme, high-density development onto nearby rural areas and 
natural sites;  

 introduce provisions for the effective management of waste generated by development, 
including the reduction of construction & demolition waste at source; and 

 mitigate against pollution (water, land, air and noise) associated with development, 
particularly in pristine areas as well as hotspots; and 

 mitigating climate change impacts, and improving adaptability to climate change, through 
nature-based solutions and by avoiding new or intensified development in vulnerable 

 
1 This also refers to the protection of topography, natural and cultural features, valleys and watercourses, cliff/escarpment, 
historic areas, old rubble walls, traditional terraced fields, areas of garrigue (xagħri), maquis or mosaic landscapes (made 
up of a mix of patches of arable land and patches of garrigue/maquis, and/or characterised by non-trivial rock outcrops, 
etc.) 
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locations (e.g. areas prone to erosion or with important geotechnical limitations; exposed 
coastal areas, etc.).  
 

4. Detailed comments 
 

4.1 The following comments are presented according to the order of the respective section of the 
SEA scoping report. Further to the proposals in the SEA scoping report, ERA considers that the 
SEA Environmental Report (ER) should also address the following issues: 

 
Section 1.2: Description of National Plan 
 

4.2 The SEA scoping report highlights that ‘In the case of projects of national importance, the 
government may, after balancing economic, social and environmental priorities including non-
compliance with specific provisions of this Plan, conclude that the positive aspects of these 
projects outweigh the negatives and decide in their favour. When such cases present 
themselves, the government will provide a reasoning detailing the issues it has taken into 
account and how it arrived at its final conclusion’. ERA considers that the SEA study needs to 
examine the implications of this statement particularly in respect of the environmental 
obligations and requirements which, irrespective of the statement, would still need to be 
adhered to. 
 

4.3 The NSS is ‘expected to have both a positive and negative effect on policies and on the 
environment’. A list of the environmental impact driving forces that are interconnected to the 
spatial strategy is made in the scoping report. Moreover, ERA considers that the following 
terms need to be clarified further: 

 the term “habitat occupation”, as it unclear whether this is referring to natural 
habitats and ecosystems or human settlements (or similar); 

 the term “population accumulation”. The latter should refer to changes in population 
and population densities, both in terms of changes in numbers and spatial 
distribution; and 

 the driving forces relating to “changes in infrastructure” should also consider land 
degradation, soil erosion and soil sealing, habitat degradation and destruction.   

 
4.4 It is recommended that the ER should also have regard to the positive effects that the 

emerging NSS could have on the environment, for example in:  

 conserving natural sites, wildlife and biodiversity, including ecological corridors;  

 protecting the countryside, Malta’s rural character, the natural coast and public 
access, valleys, the landscape and seascape, the topography and its features, etc.;  

 identifying degraded areas needing ecological and landscape restoration;  

 amongst other environmental priorities. 
 
4.5 Nature-based solutions are a key tool for effective climate change mitigation and adaptation, 

whilst helping in improving quality of life, economic resilience and combatting biodiversity 
loss. It is suggested that the paragraph relating to climate change in page 7 of the scoping 
report also includes the following:  

 ‘exploring the implementation of nature-based solutions, including green and blue 
infrastructure, for increasing climate change resilience across the economy, society 
and the environment’. 
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Section 3.1: Relationship with other Plans and Programmes 
 

4.6 An indication of the relationship with other relevant plans and programmes is to be provided 
in the ER, in line with the SEA Regulations (S.L.549.61). The ER should have regard to 
environmentally relevant plans, programmes and policies which may be affected by, or which 
may influence, the integration of spatially relevant environmental objectives into the Strategy 
(NSS), and/or its environmental assessment and/or the monitoring of the NSS. Relevant 
environmental plans, policies and legislation include, but are not limited to, the following: 

 The Environment Protection Act, particularly Article 4 regarding the duty to protect the 
environment; 

 Wellbeing First for Malta’s Environment 2050 (and the emerging National Strategy for the 
Environment); 

 State of the Environment Reports; 

 the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan; 

 the National Trees and Woodlands Strategy and Action Plan; 

 the Flora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations; 

 Natura 2000 Management Plans and Conservation Orders; 

 the Long-term Waste Management Plan; 

 the Construction & Demolition Waste Strategy; 

 the Water Catchment Management Plan; 

 the Bathing Water Quality Regulations; 

 Malta’s Programme of Measures for the Marine Strategy Framework Directive; 

 the Air Quality Plan for the Maltese Islands;  

 the Noise Action Plan, etc. 
 

Various environmental plans, programmes and policies are available from ERA’s website at  
https://era.org.mt/legislation-policy/. The evaluation of these plans and programmes needs to 
be integrated and comprehensive so as to ensure that the protection of the environment is 
considered holistically rather than in a fragmented manner.  
 
Section 4: Consideration of potential significant environmental effects 

 
4.7 Information for the ER should be examined according to suitable criteria and indicators, as 

per Schedule I of the SEA Regulations, to predict the likely significant environmental impacts 
of the Strategy. It is important that the chosen criteria and indicators are representative and 
comprehensive to ensure that all relevant parameters are suitably addressed in the 
assessment, including the inter-relationships between them. The criteria and indicators, which 
are to be used for the assessment of impacts on the environmental themes listed in the SEA 
Regulations, should be defined in the ER. Such information should be decoupled from the 
baseline information and should be discussed and presented as a separate section in the ER.  
 

4.8 The ER needs to establish the environmental baseline relevant to the NSS. The collection of a 
suitable baseline for the environmental parameters listed in Schedule I (f) of the SEA 
Regulations (S.L549.61) is necessary so as to effectively assess impacts resulting from the 
implementation of the NSS. The baseline should also include the source of information. 
  

4.9 In addition to the proposals in the scoping report, the ER also needs to take into consideration 
other important aspects of the relevant environmental themes to ensure that environmental 
impacts are addressed comprehensively, as follows: 

 With regards to the section on biodiversityi, the assessment of impacts should also take 
into account pressures and threats on important natural sites and features, even those 



5 

 

which are not officially protected as yet, such as valleys and watercourses, natural 
habitats (including garrigue, rocky steppe, maquis and other habitats); landscape and 
geological features (e.g. caves, coastal cliffs/escarpments); urban biodiversity and green 
open spaces; environmental factors essential to ecosystems (e.g. water, soil), the marine 
environment (e.g. Posidonia meadows); protected areas (both on land and at sea) and 
their habitats, etc.; 

 The section on population and human health should also address potential impacts on 
water quality (potable and bathing), light pollution and ambient noise levels.  

 The study should consider potential impacts on soil as a result of land take-up, erosion 
and contamination.  

 The study should assess potential impacts on soil and ecosystem services from factors 
such as climatic conditions, erosion rates, vegetation cover, biodiversity, agricultural 
practices and land use change.  

 The scoping report highlights that the geographical area to be covered by the SEA study 
includes the whole territory of the Maltese Islands and the extent of its territorial waters, 
which will be subject to the NSS. All aspects of the NSS need to be assessed strategically 
in view of their potential impacts on coastal waters, surface freshwaters and natural 
groundwater, and the hydrology of affected areas, such as from proposed infrastructure 
(e.g. renewable energy, aquaculture, treated wastewater, etc.). The chemical analysis of 
water should be clearly linked to the Water Framework Directive (WFD).  

 It is understood that the NSS will also serve as Malta’s Marine Spatial Plan. Therefore, the 
SEA should address the potential impacts of the NSS on Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) 
and Malta’s MSFD Programme of Measures (POMs).  

 The SEA objective for air should seek to improve air quality. Therefore, the assessment of 
impacts should not be limited to densely populated areas and Industrial Areas but should 
also consider other drivers of air pollutant emissions (such as GHG emissions from 
vehicular traffic flows), and how these can affect climate change.  

 Section 4.7 (Infrastructure) of the scoping report highlights the provision of various 
infrastructure that may be required by the NSS, such as treated wastewater, transport, 
waste management, renewable energy, etc. With respect to waste management, the SEA 
objective should first focus on waste prevention and circular economy, prior to 
considering other waste management objectives, such as those involving the provision of 
additional physical infrastructure. 

 Land is one of the main relevant issues. However, the scoping report does not propose a 
specific indicator for assessing development impacts on land specifically. Therefore, the 
ER should take into account land as a stand alone resource, and thus addressing potential 
issues relating to land take-up, land degradation, etc. Potential impacts on landform and 
topography, landscape, the natural beauty and scenic amenity of the landscape, the rural 
character, etc., also needs to be addressed. 

 It is also recommended that the socio-economic drivers relevant to the proposed NSS 
(such as tourism trends, population growth) and their environmental impacts are 
reflected comprehensively as a cross-cutting consideration in the assessment. 

 

Section 4.10: Impact effects 
 

4.10 ERA acknowledges that the evaluations of the likely significant impacts of the proposed 
measures on the environmental factors listed in Schedule I (f) of the SEA Regulations (S.L. 
549.61), will also include an assessment of secondary, cumulative, synergistic, short, medium 
and long-term, permanent and temporary, positive and negative impacts of the Strategy. 
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5. Alternatives 
 

5.1 The SEA should consider suitable alternatives at generic/local level as may be appropriate. The 
alternatives highlighted in the scoping report, which may include alternative layouts, 
alternative land uses, relocation, downsizing etc., are very specific and more likely to be 
relevant for project-level alternatives. The ER should consider other suitable strategic 
alternatives, such as different scenarios for future development growth/projections, the vision 
for improved urban areas and the conservation of the countryside/marine area, together with 
an evaluation of the likely environmental impacts associated with them. Alternatives should 
also consider options for the use, upgrading and/or provision of infrastructure needed for 
different projected forecasts and conservation strategies. 
 

5.2 The environmental justification for selecting particular alternative/s needs to be explained in 
the ER, in line with the provisions of the SEA Regulations and related international guidance. 

 
6. Mitigation 

 
6.1 Suitable measures are to be considered after the initial assessment of impacts to address the 

identified impacts and to subsequently determine the envisaged residual impacts. The SEA is 
to evaluate whether the plan-level measures are expected to be effective in pre-empting 
significant impacts or whether the residual impact would remain significant. 

 
i - The following text is to be corrected so that it reads ‘The islands cover a total area of 316 km2, the area of 
Malta Continental Shelf is 75,474 km2 and the Area of the Fisheries Management Conservation Zone (FMCZ), 
which extends to 25 nm from the baselines from which the breadth of the territorial waters is measured 
(Territorial Waters and Contiguous Zone Act, Cap. 226) is approximately 11,678 km². 
- Information regarding the conservation status of habitats and species needs to reflect the latest Article 17 
report as per the ‘National summary dashboards - Habitats Directive – Art.17 — European Environment 
Agency (europa.eu)’. 

 
 


