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1. Introduction 

1.1. Overview 

West Connacht Coast Special Area of Conservation (SAC) (Site code: 002998) consists of two large 

bodies of marine waters off the coasts of Mayo and Galway (see Figure 1-1). The site is a Special Area 

of Conservation (SAC) selected for the Annex II species, the Bottle-nosed Dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) 

[1349]. 

There are five existing licenced sites and one application within West Connacht Coast SAC: 

1. T10/058A – finfish - licenced; 

2. T09/143A – finfish - licenced;  

3. T09/132A – finfish - licenced;  

4. T09/434A – longline seaweed- licenced 

5. T09/492A – longline mussels - licenced; and 

6. T09/524A – longline mussels - application 

The location of the sites under consideration in this report are shown in Figure 1-2.  

There are three aquaculture licences for suspended aquaculture operations to be assessed within this 

report, comprising two applications and one existing licence. One application is for renewal of licence 

at site T09/434A for macro-algal culture and one is an application for a new licence for the culture of 

mussels at site T09/524A. These applications are considered cumulatively with the existing licenced 

site for the culture of mussels T09/492A.  

The purpose of this this exercise is to consider if the suspended aquaculture operations (mussel or 

macro-algal culture) are likely to significantly impact on the conservation features of the West 

Connacht Coast SAC and adjacent Natura 2000 sites. If these activities are considered likely to 

significantly impact on conservation features, they would have to be carried forward for full Stage 2- 

Appropriate Assessment and considered on a cumulative basis with other aquaculture activities and 

in-combination with other likely disturbing activities (e.g. fisheries).   

1.2. Purpose of this Report 

Articles 3 - 11 of the European Community (EC) Directive 92/43/EEC on the Conservation of Natural 

Habitats and of Wild Flora and Fauna (Habitats Directive) provide the legislative means to protect 

habitats and species of Community interest through the conservation of an EU-wide network of 

protected sites known as Natura 2000 sites. 
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1.3. Legislative Context 

The Habitats Directive was originally transposed into Irish law by the European Communities (Natural 

Habitats) Regulations, 1997 (S.I. No. 94 of 1997). The 1997 Regulations were subsequently revoked 

and replaced by the European Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations 2011, as 

amended (herein referred to as the 2011 Birds and Natural Habitats Regulations). Natura 2000 sites 

are referred to as European sites in the 2011 Birds and Natural Habitats Regulations. The terms Natura 

2000 sites and European sites are synonymous. The term Natura 2000 sites is used in this report. 

Natura 2000 sites include SACs which are designated under the Habitats Directive and Special 

Protected Areas (SPAs) which are designated under EC Directive EC 79/409/EEC (Birds Directive).  

SACs are designated due to their significant ecological importance for habitats and species protected 

under Annex I and Annex II respectively of the Habitats Directive and while SPAs are designated for 

the protection of populations and habitats of bird species protected under the Birds Directive. The 

specific named habitats and/or (non-bird) species for which an SAC or SPA are selected are called the 

'Qualifying Interests', of the site. The specific named bird species for which a SPA is selected is called 

the 'Special Conservation Interests'. However, in practice, the common terminology of Qualifying 

Interest applies also to Special Conservation Interest. This report focuses on Annex I habitats and 

Annex II species of the Habitats Directive. The term Qualifying Interest is used throughout.  

Under Article 6(3) of the Habitats Directive any plan or project likely to significantly affect the integrity 

of a Natura 2000 site must be subject to an AA. AA focuses on the likely significant effects of a plan or 

project on a Natura 2000 site and considers the implications for the site in view of its’ conservation 

objectives. Every Natura 2000 site has Conservation Objectives which are set out by the National Parks 

and Wildlife Service (NPWS), a competent authority for the management of Natura 2000 sites in 

Ireland. The AA process also must consider any plan or proposal in combination with other activities 

that have the potential to significantly affect the integrity of the Natura 2000 site.  

DAFM is the aquaculture licensing authority under the Fisheries (Amendment) Act (1997) and 

determines applications for new aquaculture licences and applications for renewal of existing 

aquaculture licences. DAFM is also the competent authority responsible for undertaking AA of 

aquaculture licence applications. The AA in this report is part of an ongoing programme of AA of 

aquaculture activities in Ireland, as agreed with the EU Commission in 2009, and will eventually cover 

all aquaculture activities in all Natura 2000 sites. DAFM is responsible for licencing of aquaculture in 

Ireland. As part of this process DAFM must determine if the proposed aquaculture activities 

individually or in-combination with other activities are likely to significantly impact the Conservation 
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Status of Qualifying Interests and the integrity of Site 002283. DAFM must base its’ determination on 

an AA and is also responsible for ensuring that an AA is carried out 

1.4. Appropriate Assessment Process 

The requirements for AA derive directly from Article 6(3). Article 6(3) outlines the decision-making 

tests for considering plans and projects that may have a significant effect on a Natura 2000 site. No 

definition of the content or scope of AA is given in the Habitats Directive, but the concept and approach 

are set out in EC guidance (EC, 2018). The Guidance on Appropriate Assessment of Plans and Projects 

in Ireland document published by the Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government 

(DEHLG) in 2009 (DEHLG, 2009) sets out how AA of plans or proposals in Natura 2000 sites in Ireland 

should be carried out in alignment with EC guidance. In 2021 the Office of the Planning Regulator 

(OPR) published a practice note on AA Screening (OPR, 2021). The practice note provides guidance on 

how a planning authority should screen an application for planning permission for appropriate 

assessment 

DEHLG (2009) promotes a four stage process to complete the AA. The four stages are: 

 

Stage 3 and Stage 4 are not applicable here. The key procedures involved in completing the first two 

stages of the AA process are described in below.  

Stage 1: Appropriate Assessment Screening  

Stage 1 AA Screening is the process that addresses and records the reasoning and conclusions in 

relation to whether a plan or project, alone or in combination with other plans and projects, is likely 

to have significant effects on a Natura 2000 site in view of the site’s Conservation Objectives. 

If the effects are deemed to be significant, potentially significant, or uncertain, or if the screening 

process becomes overly complicated, then the process must proceed to Stage 2 AA. Screening should 

be undertaken without the inclusion of mitigation. The greatest level of evidence and justification will 

be needed in circumstances when the process ends at screening stage on grounds of no effect.  

Stage 2: Appropriate Assessment  

This stage considers whether the plan or project, alone or in combination with other projects or plans, 

will have adverse effects on the integrity of a Natura 2000 site, and includes any mitigation measures 

necessary to avoid, reduce or offset negative effects. This stage requires a targeted scientific 
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examination of the plan or project and the relevant Natura 2000 sites, to identify and characterise any 

possible implications for the site in view of the site’s Conservation Objectives, taking account of 

in-combination effects. If the assessment is negative, then recommendations on mitigation measures 

or on licensing decisions will be made. 

1.5. Structure of this Report 

The AA process followed in this report adheres closely with DEHLG (2009) and OPR (2021) guidance 

and follows worse-case scenario principles as it is assumed that cultivation activities are ongoing at all 

of the existing licenced sites and that the access routes mapped by the MED and the DAFM are in use 

(see Figure 1-1).  

 The report considers the following: 

 Stage 1: Appropriate Assessment Screening 

AA Screening is undertaken to identify potential likely significant effects to Qualifying 

Interests of Natura 2000 sites. Where the screening exercise cannot exclude on the basis of 

objective information, the Qualifying Interest would have to be brought forward for further 

consideration in a Stage 2 AA.  

This AA which has followed relevant DEHLG (DEHLG, 2009) and OPR (OPR, 2021) guidance has drawn 

on information from a number of sources, the principal sources are outlined below: 

 NPWS (2015) Conservation Objectives: West Connacht Coast SAC (Site code: 002998) 

 NPWS (2015) West Connacht Coast SAC (site code: 002998) Conservation objectives 

supporting document- marine species 

 NPWS (2014) Site Synopsis. Site Name: West Connacht Coast SAC Site Code: 002998 
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Figure 1-1:  West Connacht Coast SAC (Site code:  002998) 
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Figure 1-2:  Aquaculture sites for consideration in this assessment of interactions with West 

Connacht Coast SAC (002998) 
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2. Stage 1: Appropriate Assessment Screening 

2.1. Suspended Aquaculture in West Connacht Coast SAC.  

Macroalgae Culture 

Seaweed culture is currently practiced in Cleggan Bay and involves the natural seeding of ropes with 

young native seaweed gametophytes – which then grow through to harvest. Culture is by means of 

suspended culture with ropes hanging from floats deployed in subtidal areas.  Species considered for 

cultivation are native species such as Alaria esculenta, Palmaria palmata, Saccharina latissimi and 

Himanthalia elongata. The site is designed to deploy 15 x 110m longlines.  Depending on the species, 

the seaweed will be left to grow for months to a year, before it will be harvested manually.  One site 

is currently used for this culture practice (T09/434A) and is subject to a renewal application. 

Mussel Culture 

There is one site licenced (T09/492A) and one application for a new licence (T09/524A) for rope grown 

mussels (Mytilus edulis) in West Connacht Coast SAC. Rope mussels are farmed using a suspended 

culture system and is considered a form of intensive cultivation, by virtue of the large density of 

culture organisms in the water column positioned over a relatively small area of sea bed.  This involves 

the collection of seed mussels on suspended ropes (within the site) and subsequently grading them 

and placing the mussel seed into mesh stockings, which are suspended from floating rope long-lines 

in the water column of the on-growing areas.  The spat collectors are usually deployed in May for the 

natural collection of seed.  The grading and thinning of mussels usually takes place twice in the whole 

production cycle and very much depends on the market and the average size of 80-90 pieces per kilo.  

Harvesting occurs within 9-18 months. 

All suspended culture sites are accessed from local piers (Cleggan and within Ballinakill Harbour) using 

small inshore vessels. 

2.2. Identification of Relevant Natura 2000 Sites and Qualifying Interests 

A key factor in the consideration as to whether or not an activity is likely to interact with a Qualifying 

Interest is the existence of connectivity between the Qualifying Interest and the sources of potential 

impacts associated with the activity.  
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A Natura 2000 site will be at risk from likely significant in situ and ex situ effects (i.e. potential effects 

to Qualifying Interests within or away from Natura 2000 sites respectively) where a Source-Pathway-

Receptor (S-P-R) link exists between the activity and the Qualifying Interest of the site.  

Given the location of the existing and proposed suspended aquaculture sites within the West 

Connacht Coast SAC there is potential that aquaculture activities may interact with Qualifying Interests 

of Site 002998. Assessments of the potential for interaction of aquaculture activities with the 

Qualifying Interests of Site 002998 are presented in Section 2.3.  

There is also potential that Qualifying Interests of adjacent and distant Natura 2000 Sites (SACs and 

SPAs) may be affected the existing and proposed aquaculture activities. Assessment of the potential 

for interaction of aquaculture activities with the Qualifying Interests of adjacent and distant SACs is 

presented in Section 2.3.1. 

2.3. Screening of Qualifying Interests of Site 002998  

The Annex II Qualifying Interest species for which Site 002998 is designated are listed in Table 2.1 

alongside the associated site Conservation Objectives. Table 2-1 also summarises the Conservation 

Objective targets set for the Qualifying Interests. The Qualifying Interests can be categorised into the 

following group:  

 Annex II Species - Marine Mammals 

Table 2-1: Conservation Objectives and targets of the Qualifying Interests of West Connacht Coast 

SAC [002998]. 

Group Qualifying Interest 

Community Type 

Objective Targets 

Marine 
Mammal 

Tursiops truncatus 
(Bottlenose Dolphin) 

Maintain 
Favorable 
Conservation 
Condition 

Species range within the site should not be 
restricted by artificial barriers to site use. 

Human activities should occur at levels that do 
not adversely affect the bottlenose dolphin 
population at the site. 

 

Site 002998 supports a resident population of the Bottlenose Dolphin (Tursiops truncatus). Within this 

large SAC ( 65,000ha), it is estimated, on the basis of surveys conducted during the summers of 2013 

and 2014, that there are between 140-296 dolphins resident in the SAC.  
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There is potential that the Bottlenose Dolphin may occur within the existing and proposed aquaculture 

sites and thereby, interact with activities. This interaction is likely if they forage inshore close to the 

structures.  

It is noted, however, that the overall footprint of specified suspended aquaculture operations is small 

(i.e., approx. 30ha) and represents a very small proportion of the Dolphin habitat in the SAC (i.e., 

0.05%). Given the relatively small footprint of the suspended aquaculture locations the likelihood of 

interactions is very small. In addition, the locations of the structures are relatively close to the 

shorelines, and as such they do not present a barrier to movement of this species. Furthermore, the 

structures are such that echolocating species, such as dolphin, can easily avoid the structures/sites 

(Watson-Capps and Mann, 2005; Heinrich, 2006; Ribeiro et al., 2007) and therefore, avoid any risk of 

entanglement.  

It is also important to note that there are no energy sources (e.g., light, noise etc.)  likely to result from 

activities at the sites that pose a risk to dolphin.  

Finally, research has demonstrated that dolphin may be attracted to structures similar to those used 

in culture operations (Diaz-Lopez and Methion, 2017), presumably on the basis that they act as fish 

attraction devices (Callier et al., 2017) and therefore act as a food source aggregation area. Given 

these observations it is concluded there are no likely significant effects posed by the suspended 

aquaculture operations on bottlenose dolphin in West Connacht Coast SAC.  

As there are no potential pathways for significant interaction with activities (i.e., suspended shellfish 

and macroalgal culture), effects on the Qualifying Interest can be excluded. The Qualifying Interest 

Tursiops truncatus (Common Bottlenose Dolphin) [1349] is not considered further.
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2.3.1. Screening of Adjacent Natura 2000 sites for ex-situ Effects 

A total of 12 SACs are located within 15km of the proposed aquaculture sites at West Connacht Coast 

SAC (see Table 2-2). The sites are: 

1. Aughrusbeg Machair and Lake SAC [001228] 

2. Barnahallia Lough SAC [002118] 

3. Omey Island Machair SAC [001309] 

4. Inishbofin and Inishshark SAC - 5.03 km 

5. Kingstown Bay SAC - 5.39 km 

6. Tully Mountain SAC - 5.55 km 

7. Rusheenduff Lough SAC - 7.86 km 

8. Tully Lough SAC - 8.39 km 

9. Slyne Head Peninsula SAC - 9.67 km 

10. The Twelve Bens/Garraun Complex SAC - 10.2 km 

11. Connemara Bog Complex SAC - 11.67 km 

12. Slyne Head Islands SAC - 12.88 km 

The characteristic features of the above SAC sites are identified in Table 2-2 where a screening is 

carried out on the likely interaction of the Conservation features with specified aquaculture activities 

within West Connacht Coast SAC.  
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Table 2-2: Natura Sites (Special Areas of Conservation) adjacent (within 15km) of the West Connacht 
Coast SAC and qualifying features with initial screening assessment on likely interactions with 
proposed aquaculture activities. 

Natura site Qualifying features 
(habitat/species code) 

Aquaculture AA Screening 

Aughrusbeg 
Machair and Lake 
SAC [001228] 

Oligotrophic to mesotrophic 
standing waters with vegetation of 
the Littorelletea uniflorae and/or 
Isoeto-Nanojuncetea [3130] 

Northern Atlantic wet heaths with 
Erica tetralix [4010] 

This SAC is 1.7km (line of sight distance) from 
the closest aquaculture site. Given the 
predominantly terrestrial and freshwater 
nature of this SAC and that there is no spatial 
overlap or likely interactions identified between 
aquaculture activities in West Connacht Coast 
SAC, and the conservation features in 
Aughrusbeg Machair and Lake SAC, it is 
considered that there is no clear “source–
pathway–receptor” interactions and therefore, 
no significant effects posed by the suspended 
aquaculture on the ‘qualifying interests’ of this 
Natura 2000 site.  

Barnahallia Lough 
SAC [002118] 

Oligotrophic to mesotrophic 
standing waters with vegetation of 
the Littorelletea uniflorae and/or 
Isoeto-Nanojuncetea [3130] 
 
Najas flexilis (Slender Naiad) [1833] 

This SAC is 3km (line of sight distance) from the 
closest aquaculture site. Given the 
predominantly freshwater nature of this SAC 
and that there is no spatial overlap or likely 
interactions identified between the 
aquaculture activities in West Connacht Coast 
SAC and the conservation features in 
Barnahallia Lough SAC,  it is considered that 
there is be no clear “source–pathway–
receptor” interactions and therefore, no 
significant effects posed by the culture of 
suspended  on the ‘qualifying interests’ of this 
Natura 2000 site. 

Omey Island 
Machair SAC 
[001309] 

Machairs (* in Ireland) [21A0] 

Hard oligo-mesotrophic waters with 
benthic vegetation of Chara spp. 
[3140] 

Petalophyllum ralfsii (Petalwort) 
[1395] 

This SAC is 3.5km from the closest shellfish 
aquaculture site. Given the predominantly 
terrestrial and freshwater nature of this SAC 
and that there is no spatial overlap or likely 
interactions identified between the 
aquaculture activities in West Connacht Coast 
SAC and the conservation features in Omey 
Island Machair SAC,  it is considered that there 
will be no clear “source–pathway–receptor” 
interactions and therefore, no significant 
effects posed by the culture of shellfish on the 
‘qualifying interests’ of this Natura 2000 site. 
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Natura site Qualifying features 
(habitat/species code) 

Aquaculture AA Screening 

Inishbofin and 
Inishshark SAC 
[000278] 

Coastal lagoons [1150] 

Oligotrophic waters containing very 
few minerals of sandy plains 
(Littorelletalia uniflorae) [3110] 

Northern Atlantic wet heaths with 
Erica tetralix [4010] 

European dry heaths [4030] 

This SAC is 5km (line of sight distance) from the 
closest aquaculture site. Given the 
predominantly terrestrial and freshwater 
nature of this SAC and that there is no spatial 
overlap or likely interactions identified between 
the aquaculture activities in West Connacht 
Coast SAC and these conservation features in 
Omey Island Machair SAC,  it is considered that 
there will be no clear “source–pathway–
receptor” interactions and therefore, no 
significant effects posed by the culture of 
shellfish on these ‘qualifying interests’ of this 
Natura 2000 site. 

 Halichoerus grypus (Grey Seal) 
[1364] 

Grey Seal within Inishbofin and Inishshark SAC 
may migrate into the West Connacht Coast SAC.  
It is possible that those individuals (seals) may 
interact with the shellfish and macro-algal 
aquaculture operations if they forage inshore. 
However, given the distance to Inishbofin and 
Inishshark SAC, it is unlikely that the existing or 
proposed activities will negatively impact on 
those conservation targets relating to haul-out 
locations. In addition, the proposed activities 
do not result in those pressures considered to 
be threats to the species (NPWS 2019), (i.e., 
Geotechnical Surveying and Marine fish and 
shellfish harvesting using tangle nets) and are 
not to be found therein. The structures 
associated with suspended aquaculture may 
act as fish attraction devices and thus, may 
prove beneficial to the seal. On this basis, it is 
unlikely that this species will negatively interact 
with the existing and proposed suspended 
aquaculture activities.   

Kingstown Bay SAC Large shallow inlets and bays [1160] This SAC is 5.4km (line of sight distance) from 
the closest aquaculture site. Given the even 
greater hydrological distance (>12km) between 
the SAC and aquaculture operations and that 
there is no spatial overlap or likely interactions 
identified between the aquaculture activities in 
West Connacht Coast SAC and the conservation 
features in Kingstown Bay SAC, it is considered 
that there will be no clear “source–pathway–
receptor” interactions and therefore, no 
significant effects posed by the suspended 
aquaculture on this  ‘qualifying interest’ of this 
Natura 2000 site. 
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Natura site Qualifying features 
(habitat/species code) 

Aquaculture AA Screening 

Tully Mountain 
SAC [000330] 

European dry heaths [4030] 

Alpine and Boreal heaths [4060] 

This SAC is approx. 200m (line of sight distance) 
from the closest aquaculture site. Given the 
terrestrial nature of this SAC and that there is 
no spatial overlap or likely interactions 
identified between the aquaculture activities in 
West Connacht Coast SAC and the conservation 
features in Tully Mountain SAC, it is considered 
that there is no clear “source–pathway–
receptor” interactions and therefore, no likely 
effects posed by the suspended aquaculture on 
the ‘qualifying interests’ of this Natura 2000 
site.  

Rusheenduff 
Lough SAC 
[001311] 

Oligotrophic to mesotrophic 
standing waters with vegetation of 
the Littorelletea uniflorae and/or 
Isoeto-Nanojuncetea [3130] 
 
Najas flexilis (Slender Naiad) [1833]  

This SAC is 2.8km (line of sight distance) from 
the closest aquaculture site. Given the 
freshwater nature of this SAC and that there is 
no spatial overlap or likely interactions 
identified between the aquaculture activities in 
West Connacht Coast SAC and the conservation 
features in Rusheenduff Lough SAC, it is 
considered that there is no clear “source–
pathway–receptor” interactions and therefore, 
no significant effects posed by the suspended 
aquaculture on the ‘qualifying interests’ of this 
Natura 2000 site. 

Tully Lough SAC 
[002130] 

Oligotrophic to mesotrophic 
standing waters with vegetation of 
the Littorelletea uniflorae and/or 
Isoeto-Nanojuncetea [3130] 
 
Najas flexilis (Slender Naiad) [1833]  

This SAC is 2.4km (line of sight distance) from 
the closest aquaculture site. Given the 
freshwater nature of this SAC and that there is 
no spatial overlap or likely interactions 
identified between the aquaculture activities in 
West Connacht Coast SAC and the conservation 
features in Rusheenduff Lough SAC, it is 
considered that there is no clear “source–
pathway–receptor” interactions and therefore, 
no significant effects posed by the suspended 
aquaculture on the ‘qualifying interests’ of this 
Natura 2000 site. 

Slyne Head 
Peninsula SAC 
[002074] 

Coastal lagoons [1150] 

Large shallow inlets and bays [1160] 

Reefs [1170] 

This SAC is approx. 9.5km (line of sight distance) 
from the closest aquaculture site. Given the 
even greater hydrological distance (>16km) 
between the SAC and aquaculture operations 
and that there is no spatial overlap or likely 
interactions identified between the 
aquaculture activities in West Connacht Coast 
SAC and these conservation features in Slyne 
Head Peninsula SAC, it is considered that there 
will be no clear “source–pathway–receptor” 
interactions and therefore, no significant 
effects posed by the suspended aquaculture on 
these ‘qualifying interests’ of this Natura 2000 
site 
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Natura site Qualifying features 
(habitat/species code) 

Aquaculture AA Screening 

Annual vegetation of drift lines 
[1210] 

Perennial vegetation of stony banks 
[1220] 

Atlantic salt meadows (Glauco-
Puccinellietalia maritimae) [1330] 

Mediterranean salt meadows 
(Juncetalia maritimi) [1410] 

Embryonic shifting dunes [2110] 

Shifting dunes along the shoreline 
with Ammophila arenaria (white 
dunes) [2120] 

Machairs (* in Ireland) [21A0] 

Oligotrophic waters containing very 
few minerals of sandy plains 
(Littorelletalia uniflorae) [3110] 

Oligotrophic to mesotrophic 
standing waters with vegetation of 
the Littorelletea uniflorae and/or 
Isoeto-Nanojuncetea [3130] 

Hard oligo-mesotrophic waters with 
benthic vegetation of Chara spp. 
[3140] 

European dry heaths [4030] 

Juniperus communis formations on 
heaths or calcareous grasslands 
[5130] 

Semi-natural dry grasslands and 
scrubland facies on calcareous 
substrates (Festuco-Brometalia) (* 
important orchid sites) [6210] 

Molinia meadows on calcareous, 
peaty or clayey-silt-laden soils 
(Molinion caeruleae) [6410] 

Lowland hay meadows (Alopecurus 
pratensis, Sanguisorba officinalis) 
[6510] 

Alkaline fens [7230] 

Petalophyllum ralfsii (Petalwort) 
[1395] 

Given the predominantly terrestrial and 
freshwater nature of these qualifying interests 
and that there is no spatial overlap or likely 
interactions identified between aquaculture 
activities in West Connacht Coast SAC, and 
these conservation features in Slyne Head 
Peninsula SAC, it is considered that there is no 
clear “source–pathway–receptor” interactions 
and therefore, no significant effects posed by 
the suspended aquaculture on these ‘qualifying 
interests’ of this Natura 2000 site.  

Tursiops truncatus (Common 
Bottlenose Dolphin) [1349] 

Bottlenose Dolphin from Slyne Head Islands 
SAC will likely migrate into the West Connacht 
Coast SAC.  It is possible that those individuals 
may interact with the shellfish and macro-algal 
aquaculture operations if they forage inshore. 
However, given the relatively small footprint 
of the suspended aquaculture locations 
(approx. 30ha) and the locations adjacent to 
shorelines, they do not present a barrier to 
movement of this species and will likely avoid 
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Natura site Qualifying features 
(habitat/species code) 

Aquaculture AA Screening 

the structures (Watson-Capps & Mann 2005). 
In addition, there is no energy sources likely to 
result from activities at the sites that pose a 
risk to dolphin. Finally, research has 
demonstrated that dolphin can be attracted to 
structures similar to those used in these 
culture operations (Diaz-Lopez and Methion, 
2017), presumably on the basis that they form 
fish attraction devices (Callier et al., 2017). 
Given these observations it is concluded there 
are no significant effects posed by the culture 
of shellfish on bottlenose dolphin in Slyne 
Head Peninsula SAC. 

The Twelve 
Bens/Garraun 
Complex SAC 
[002031] 

Oligotrophic waters containing very 
few minerals of sandy plains 
(Littorelletalia uniflorae) [3110] 

Oligotrophic to mesotrophic 
standing waters with vegetation of 
the Littorelletea uniflorae and/or 
Isoeto-Nanojuncetea [3130] 

Alpine and Boreal heaths [4060] 

Blanket bogs (* if active bog) [7130] 

Depressions on peat substrates of 
the Rhynchosporion [7150] 

Calcareous rocky slopes with 
chasmophytic vegetation [8210] 

Siliceous rocky slopes with 
chasmophytic vegetation [8220] 

Old sessile oak woods with Ilex and 
Blechnum in the British Isles [91A0] 

Najas flexilis (Slender Naiad) [1833] 

Margaritifera margaritifera 
(Freshwater Pearl Mussel) [1029] 

This SAC is 4.5km (line of sight distance) from 
the closest aquaculture site. Given the 
predominantly terrestrial and freshwater 
nature of this SAC and that there is no spatial 
overlap or likely interactions identified 
between the aquaculture activities in West 
Connacht Coast SAC and these conservation 
features in The Twelve Bens/Garraun Complex 
SAC, it is considered that there will be no clear 
“source–pathway–receptor” interactions and 
therefore, no significant effects posed by the 
culture of shellfish on these ‘qualifying 
interests’ of this Natura 2000 site. 
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Natura site Qualifying features 
(habitat/species code) 

Aquaculture AA Screening 

Salmo salar (Salmon) [1106] 

Lutra lutra (Otter) [1355] 

Given the predominantly freshwater nature of 
the qualifying interests for these species, it is 
considered that there is no clear “source–
pathway–receptor” interactions and therefore, 
no significant effects posed by the suspended 
aquaculture on these ‘qualifying interests’ of 
this Natura 2000 site. These species, however, 
may interact with the suspended aquaculture 
operations either during foraging (Otter) or 
migrating to/from natal streams (Salmon). 
Given the location adjacent to coastline and 
the relatively dispersed nature of the ‘dropper‘ 
ropes at the sites, both species can move 
freely among the structures. They do not 
present a barrier to movement. In the case of 
disturbance, activities at the site occur during 
daylight hours and will not overlap with the 
crepuscular foraging of otter. Given these 
observations it is concluded there are no 
significant effects posed by the suspended 
aquaculture on salmon and otter in The 
Twelve Bens/Garraun Complex SAC.  
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Natura site Qualifying features 
(habitat/species code) 

Aquaculture AA Screening 

Connemara Bog 
Complex SAC 
[002034] 

Oligotrophic waters containing very 
few minerals of sandy plains 
(Littorelletalia uniflorae) [3110] 

Oligotrophic to mesotrophic 
standing waters with vegetation of 
the Littorelletea uniflorae and/or 
Isoeto-Nanojuncetea [3130] 

Natural dystrophic lakes and ponds 
[3160] 

Water courses of plain to montane 
levels with the Ranunculion 
fluitantis and Callitricho-Batrachion 
vegetation [3260] 

Northern Atlantic wet heaths with 
Erica tetralix [4010] 

European dry heaths [4030] 

Molinia meadows on calcareous, 
peaty or clayey-silt-laden soils 
(Molinion caeruleae) [6410] 

Blanket bogs (* if active bog) [7130] 

Transition mires and quaking bogs 
[7140] 

Depressions on peat substrates of 
the Rhynchosporion [7150] 

Alkaline fens [7230] 

Old sessile oak woods with Ilex and 
Blechnum in the British Isles [91A0] 

Euphydryas aurinia (Marsh 
Fritillary) [1065] 

Salmo salar (Salmon) [1106] 

Lutra lutra (Otter) [1355] 

Najas flexilis (Slender Naiad) [1833] 

This SAC is approx. 12.5km (line of sight 
distance) from the closest aquaculture site. 
Given the even greater hydrological distance 
(>25km) between this SAC and the closest 
aquaculture operation and that there is no 
spatial overlap or likely interactions identified 
between the aquaculture activities in West 
Connacht Coast SAC and the conservation 
features in Connemara Bog Complex SAC, it is 
considered that there will be no clear “source–
pathway–receptor” interactions and therefore, 
no significant effects posed by the suspended 
aquaculture on this  ‘qualifying interests’ of 
this Natura 2000 site 

Slyne Head Islands 
SAC [00328] 

Reefs [1170] This SAC is approx. 13km (line of sight 
distance) from the closest aquaculture site. 
Given the even greater hydrological distance 
(>18km) between the SAC and aquaculture 
operations and that there is no spatial overlap 
or likely interactions identified between the 
aquaculture activities in West Connacht Coast 
SAC and the conservation feature reef in Slyne 
Head Islands SAC, it is considered that there 
will be no clear “source–pathway–receptor” 
interactions and therefore, no significant 
effects posed by the suspended aquaculture 
on these ‘qualifying interests’ of this Natura 
2000 site 

 Tursiops truncatus (Common 
Bottlenose Dolphin) [1349] 

Bottlenose Dolphin from Slyne Head Islands 
SAC will likely migrate into the West Connacht 
Coast SAC.  It is possible that those individuals 
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Natura site Qualifying features 
(habitat/species code) 

Aquaculture AA Screening 

may interact with the shellfish and macro-algal 
aquaculture operations if they forage inshore. 
However, given the relatively small footprint 
of the suspended aquaculture locations 
(approx. 30ha) and the locations adjacent to 
shorelines, they do not present a barrier to 
movement of this species and will likely avoid 
the structures (Watson-Capps & Mann 2005). 
In addition, there is no energy sources likely to 
result from activities at the sites that pose a 
risk to dolphin. Finally, research has 
demonstrated that dolphin can be attracted to 
structures similar to those used in these 
culture operations (Diaz-Lopez and Methion, 
2017), presumably on the basis that they form 
fish attraction devices (Callier et al., 2017). 
Given these observations it is concluded there 
are no significant effects posed by the culture 
of shellfish and macroalgae on bottlenose 
dolphin in Slyne Head Peninsula SAC. 

 Halichoerus grypus (Grey Seal) 
[1364] 

Grey Seal within Slyne Head Islands SAC may 
migrate into the West Connacht Coast SAC.  It is 
possible that those individuals (seals) may 
interact with the shellfish and macro-algal 
aquaculture operations if they forage inshore. 
However, given the distance to Slyne Head 
Islands SAC, it is unlikely that the existing or 
proposed activities will negatively impact on 
those conservation targets relating to haul-out 
locations (i.e. breeding, moulting and resting 
sites). In addition, the proposed activities do 
not result in those pressures considered to be 
threats to the species (NPWS 2019), (i.e., 
Geotechnical Surveying – man made noise and 
Marine fish and shellfish harvesting using 
tangle nets) and are not to be found therein. 
The structures associated with suspended 
aquaculture may act as fish attraction devices 
and thus, may prove beneficial to the seal. On 
this basis, it is unlikely that this species will 
negatively interact with the existing and 
proposed suspended aquaculture activities.  
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2.3.2. Screening of Adjacent SPAs for Ex-Situ Effects 

A total of 5 SACs are located within 15km of the proposed aquaculture sites at West Connacht Coast 

SAC (Table 2-3). The sites are: 

1. Inishbofin, Omey Island and Turbot Island SPA - 4.57 km 

2. High Island, Inishshark and Davillaun SPA - 5.04 km 

3. Cruagh Island SPA - 7.27 km 

4. Illaunnanoon SPA - 8.92 km 

5. Connemara Bog Complex SPA - 13.21 km 

The characteristic Species of Conservation Interests (SCIs) of the above SPA sites are identified in Table 

2-3 where a preliminary screening is carried out on the likely interaction with aquaculture activities 

within West Connacht Coast SAC. 

Table 2-3 Natura Sites (Special Protection Areas) adjacent (within 15km) to the West Connacht Coast 
SAC and qualifying features with initial screening assessment on likely interactions with existing and 
proposed aquaculture activities. 

Natura site Qualifying features (habitat/species code) Aquaculture AA Screening 

Inishbofin, 
Omey Island 
and Turbot 
Island SPA 
[004231] 

Corncrake (Crex crex) [A122] This SPA is approx. 4.5km (line of sight distance) 
from the closest aquaculture site. Inishbofin, Omey 
Island and Turbot Island SPA is designated for 
Corncrake. The Corncrake is included on the red list 
of Birds of conservation concern due to significant 
declines in the Irish breeding populations; due in a 
large part to agricultural intensification. It 
overwinters in Africa and breeds from April to 
August on a number of coastal islands. In terms of 
habitat use Corncrake favour dense vegetation 
such as hay meadows. Proposed and existing 
suspended aquaculture activities in West Connacht 
Coast SAC will not negatively impact on Corncrake 
either directly or indirectly through loss of prey / 
habitat. It is concluded that there will be no clear 
“source–pathway–receptor” interactions and 
therefore, no significant effects posed by the 
suspended aquaculture on the ‘qualifying interest-
Corncrake’ of this Natura 2000 site. 
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Natura site Qualifying features (habitat/species code) Aquaculture AA Screening 

High Island, 
Inishshark and 
Davillaun SPA 
[004144] 

Fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis) [A009] 

Barnacle Goose (Branta leucopsis) [A045] 

Arctic Tern (Sterna paradisaea) [A194] 

 

High Island, Inishshark and Davillaun SPA is 
designated for Fulmar (830 pairs) (counts from 
2000; NPWS site synopsis), Barnacle Goose (371- 
counts from 1993-2003) and Arctic Tern (64 pairs - 
1995 count). 

Fulmar will all tend to forage at sea rather than in 
sheltered inshore areas where the existing and 
proposed suspended aquaculture operations are 
located.  

Given the continued increase in the Barnacle 
Goose flock nationally and internationally; it would 
appear that aquaculture activities are unlikely to 
negatively impact on Barnacle Geese using the 
High Island, Inishshark and Davillaun SPA.  
 
Due to the proposed scale of operations, distance 

from High Island, Inishshark and Davillaun  (5km) 
and possible influence of structures as fish 
attracting devices - it is unlikely that suspended 
aquaculture operations would have a negative 
impact on Arctic Tern breeding at this SPA. 
 
Proposed and existing suspended aquaculture 
activities in West Connacht Coast SAC will not 
negatively impact on this SPA special conservation 
interests either directly or indirectly through loss of 
prey / habitat or disturbance. It is concluded that 
there is no clear “source–pathway–receptor” 
interactions and therefore, no significant effects 
posed by the suspended aquaculture on the 
‘special conservation interests’ of this Natura 2000 
site. 

Cruagh Island 
SPA [004170] 

Manx Shearwater (Puffinus puffinus) [A013] 

Barnacle Goose (Branta leucopsis) [A045] 

 

Cruagh Island SPA is located approx. 7km from the 
closest suspended aquaculture operation in West 
Connacht Coast SAC. Cruagh Island SPA is 
designated for Barnacle Goose and Manx 
Shearwater. 

Given the continued increase in the Barnacle 
Goose flock nationally and internationally; it would 
appear that aquaculture activities are unlikely to 
negatively impact on Barnacle Geese using the 
Cruagh Island SPA.  
 
Cruagh Island SPA has an internationally 
important population of nesting Manx Shearwater. 
Colony estimates of 3,286 pairs have been 
reported (NPWS Site synopsis). They forage at sea 
during daylight hours and return to the nests at 
night. It is unlikely they will forage inshore close to 
the existing and proposed suspended aquaculture 
operations. 
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Natura site Qualifying features (habitat/species code) Aquaculture AA Screening 

Proposed and existing suspended aquaculture 
activities in West Connacht Coast SAC will not 
negatively impact on this SPA special conservation 
interests either directly or indirectly through loss of 
prey / habitat or disturbance. It is concluded that 
there is no clear “source–pathway–receptor” 
interactions and therefore, no significant effects 
posed by the suspended aquaculture on the 
‘special conservation interests’ of this Natura 2000 
site. 

Illaunnanoon 
SPA [004221] 

Sandwich Tern (Sterna sandvicensis) [A191] The site is of national importance for breeding 
terns. Aquaculture activities within the West 
Connacht coast SAC take place approx. 9km from 
the Illaunnanoon SPA. Sandwich Tern have a mean 
foraging range of 15km which would place them 
predominantly in waters west of the aquaculture 
sites of interest. Overall, due to the proposed scale 
of activities, distance from the Illaunnanoon 
breeding colony and the possible influence of 
structures as fish attracting devices - it is unlikely 
that the existing and proposed aquaculture sites in 
West Connacht Coast SAC would have a negative 
impact on Sandwich Tern breeding at Illaunnanoon 
SPA directly or indirectly through loss of prey / 
habitat or disturbance. It is concluded that there is 
no clear “source–pathway–receptor” interactions 
and therefore, no significant effects posed by the 
suspended aquaculture on the ‘special 
conservation interests’ of this Natura 2000 site. 

Connemara 
Bog Complex 
SPA [004181]  

Cormorant (Phalacrocorax carbo) [A017] 

Merlin (Falco columbarius) [A098] 

Golden Plover (Pluvialis apricaria) [A140] 

Common Gull (Larus canus) [A182] 

This SPA is approx. 13km (line of sight distance) 
from the closest aquaculture site. This SPA is an 
important breeding site for the listed special 
conservation interests. 
 
Structures in the water is considered likely to have 
neutral or positive impacts on the availability of 
prey resources for Cormorant in the areas 
occupied by the activity. Therefore, existing and 
proposed suspended aquaculture operations are 
not likely to cause any displacement of Cormorant 
or impact at the population level.  

The aquatic and subtidal nature of the location of 
the aquaculture operations are not considered 
suitable feeding areas for Merlin.   

It is unlikely that aquaculture activities will impact 
on the breeding populations of Golden Plover. 
These species will feed close to their breeding 
grounds and are unlikely to forage to the coast 
from the bog and heath breeding habitats.  

There is a diverse range of agricultural grassland; 
freshwater loughs; and sheltered intertidal and 
subtidal waters offering a diverse array of foraging 
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Natura site Qualifying features (habitat/species code) Aquaculture AA Screening 

habitat close to the breeding grounds. 
Furthermore, recent studies of Irish breeding 
colonies suggest that during the breeding season 
terrestrial habitat use and prey items dominate 
(Kelly et al., 2012). Thus, it is very unlikely that 
breeding Common Gull from the Connemara Bog 
Complex SPA colonies would be affected by the 
existing and proposed aquaculture activities. 
 
Given the observation above, it is concluded that 
there is no clear “source–pathway–receptor” 
interactions and therefore, no significant effects 
posed by the suspended aquaculture on the 
‘special conservation interests’ of this Natura 2000 
site. 

 

2.4. Screening Conclusion 

The screening assessment investigates the potential for suspended aquaculture activities to have 

significant effects on the conservation interests of the West Connacht Coast SAC [Site Code 002998] 

and adjacent Natura sites within the Natura 2000 network.  

The screening assessment has determined, in light of best available scientific data, that there is no 

potential for significant effects of proposed or existing suspended aquaculture activities (i.e., mussel 

and macro-algal culture) on the following Qualifying Interests of Site 002998: 

 Tursiops truncatus (Common Bottlenose Dolphin) [1349] 

The likelihood of significant ex-situ effects on Qualifying Interests of adjacent SAC and SPA sites have 

also been excluded (screened out).  
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