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Draft Appropriate Assessment Conclusion Statement by Licensing Authority for 
Aquaculture Activities in Rutland Island and Sound Special Area of Conservation 

(Natura 2000 Site code: 002283) 
 

1.1 This draft Conclusion Statement outlines how it is proposed to licence and 

manage aquaculture activities in the Rutland Island and Sound Special Area of 

Conservation (SAC) in compliance with the EU Habitats Directive.   

1.2 Aquaculture in this Natura site will, if approved, be licensed in accordance 

with the standard licence terms and conditions as set out in the aquaculture 

licence templates i. The licences will also incorporate specific conditions to 

accommodate Natura requirements, as appropriate. 

1.3 An Article 6 Assessment of the Habitats Directive and, specifically, an 

Appropriate Assessment report relating to aquaculture in the Rutland Island 

and Sound SAC has been prepared by the Marine Institute on behalf of the 

Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine. ii The Appropriate 

Assessment considered the potential ecological impacts of aquaculture 

activities on Natura features in the SAC. 

1.4 The information upon which the Appropriate Assessment is based is the 

definitive list of existing licences and applications for aquaculture available at 

the time of assessment. This information was provided by the Department of 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine. 

1.5 The aim of the Appropriate Assessment report was to determine whether or 

not aquaculture activities at the existing and proposed sites and access routes 

within Dungloe Bay are consistent with the Conservation Objectives set for the 

Qualifying Interests of the SAC (NPWS 2013iii) or if such activities will lead to 

deterioration in the attributes of the Qualifying Interests for which the site is 

designated over time due to the scale, frequency and intensity of the 

activities. The report also determines whether or not the existing and 

proposed aquaculture activities Dungloe Bay will lead to deterioration in the 

attributes of the Qualifying Interests of other SAC sites including the Termon 

Lough SAC which is located immediately adjacent to Dungloe Bay and the 

Rutland Island and Sound SAC. 

 

 

2. Rutland Island and Sound SAC 

2.1 Rutland Island and Sound Special Area of Conservation (SAC) is located 

between Aran Island and the mainland in northwest Donegal, circa 5km 

northwest of Dungloe.  Rutland Island, Inishfree Upper, Inishal, Inisheane and 

a number of other islands are included in the SAC. Rutland Island supports 
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calcareous dunes, despite the underlying geology of the island being granite, 

and supports a range of habitat types include grasslands, dunes, as well as 

relatively wet marshes. Rutland Channel and sound areas of the s ite comprise 

sediment communities and reef complexes largely sheltered from wave action. 

The SAC is immediately adjacent to Termon Lough SAC (Site code: 001321) . 

There are nineteen existing licenced sites within Dungloe Bay. 

 

 

3. Description of the Aquaculture Activities 

3.1 There are nineteen existing licensed sites within Dungloe Bay (site references: 

T12/205A, T12/205B, T12/205C, T12/287, T12/287A, T12/302A, T12/302B, 

T12/303A, T12/304A, T12/315A, T12/316A, T12/399A, T12/399B, T12 /422A, 

T12/423A, T12/424A, T12/486A, T12/493A and T12/506A). The sites are located on 

intertidal mud/sand flats in inner Dungloe Bay in the south east of the SAC. The sites 

are licensed for oyster cultivation on trestles. The total spatial extent of the ex isting 

sites is 80.43 ha. The sites are accessed by tractors across the shore. The total spatial 

extent of the access routes is approximately 6.12 ha.   

3.2 There are applications for intertidal oyster cultivation on trestles at two 

proposed sites in inner Dungloe Bay (Site references: T12/575A, T12/576A). 

The T12/575A and T12/576A sites, which measure approximately 1.40ha and 

3.63ha respectively, are located on mudflats sand flats in the south east of the 

Bay. The sites will be accessed by tractors across the shore. The spatial extent 

of the proposed access routes is 0.86ha. 

 

4. Appropriate Assessment Screening of SAC   

4.1 A screening assessment is an initial evaluation of the possible impacts that such 

aquaculture activities may have on the qualifying interests. 

4.2 The screening assessment process resulted in the following five Qualifying Interest 

Annex I habitats and one Qualifying Interest Annex II species of the SAC being 

screened out (excluded) from further consideration by virtue of the fact no 

significant effects were expected to occur (Natura 2000 codes are in brackets): 

• Coastal lagoons (1150) 

• Annual vegetation of drift lines (1210) 

• Embryonic shifting dunes (2110) 

• Shifting dunes along the shoreline with Ammophila arenaria (white 

dunes) (2120) 

• Fixed coastal dunes with herbaceous vegetation (grey dunes)  (2130) 

• Humid dune slacks (2190) 
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4.3 The screening process also resulted in the Qualifying Interest Annex I habitat 

Coastal Lagoons (Natura 2000 code 1150) of Termon Lough SAC, which is 

located adjacent to Dungloe Bay, being screened out (excluded) from further 

consideration by virtue of the fact no significant effects were expected to 

occur. Similarly, the Qualifying Interest Annex I habitats and Annex II species 

of more distant SACs were also screened out.  

 

4.4 The following Qualifying Interests of the SAC were carried forward for full 

assessment (Natura 2000 codes are in brackets): 

• Large shallow inlets and bays (1160) 

• Reefs (1170) 

• Phoca vitulina (Harbour seal) (1365) 

A full assessment was also carried out on the potential effects of 

aquaculture activities on the Qualifying Interest Halichoerus grypus (Grey 

seal) (1364) which is not designated within the SAC but due to extended 

foraging ranges could occur there. 

 

 

5. Appropriate Assessment process  

5.1 The function of an appropriate assessment is to determine if the ongoing and 

proposed aquaculture activities are consistent with the Conservation 

Objectives for the Natura site or if such activities will lead to deterioration in 

the attributes of the habitats and species over time in relation to the scale, 

frequency, and intensity of the activities.  The National Parks and Wildlife 

Service (NPWS) provide guidance on interpretation of the Conservation 

Objectives which are, in effect, management targets for habitats and species 

in the SAC. This guidance is scaled relative to the anticipated sensitivity of 

habitats/communities and species to disturbance by the proposed activities. 

Some activities are deemed to be wholly inconsistent with long-term 

maintenance of certain sensitive habitats while other habitats can tolerate a 

range of activities. For the practical purpose of management of habitats, a 

15% threshold of overlap between an activity (or a combination of activities) 

resulting in persistent disturbance to a habitat or community type is given in 

the NPWS guidance. In-combination or cumulative disturbance to the 

community below this threshold is deemed to be not significant.  

 

Disturbance is defined as that which leads to a change in the characteri sing 

species of the habitat or community type (which may also indicate change in 

structure and function). Such disturbance may be temporary or persistent in 
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the sense that change in characterising species may recover to pre-disturbed 

state or may persist and accumulate over time.  

5.2 The Appropriate Assessment is both the process and the assessment 

undertaken by the competent authority to effectively validate the content of 

this report and carry forward any recommendations into management 

decisions and actions. It is important to note that the screening process is 

considered conservative; in that other activities which may overlap with 

habitats but which may have very benign effects are retained for full 

assessment. 

 

 

6. Findings and Recommendations of the Article 6 (3) Appropriate Assessment of 

Aquaculture  

6.1. As stated in paragraph 4.4 three Qualifying Interests designated within the 

SAC were carried forward for full assessment. Of those, the Annex I habitats 

Large shallow inlets and bays (1160) and Reefs (1170) and their constituent 

communities were found to be unaffected by the proposed aquaculture 

operations. This was for a number of reasons detailed in the MIs AA report, 

but the two primary reasons are: 

• where direct spatial overlap occurs between potent ially disturbing 

aspects of proposed operations (e.g. access routes) and other potential 

disturbing activities (e.g. fisheries) and the constituent communities of 

Annex I habitats the level overlap is less than 15%. This level of 

cumulative overlap of all potentially disturbing activities and 

constituent communities of Qualifying Interests is defined as non -

significant disturbance by NPWS; and  

• there was no spatial overlap and therefore no pathway for interaction 

between the proposed operations and the constituent communities: 

o Coarse sediment with crustaceans community complex; 

o Laminaria-dominated community complex; 

o Zostera-dominated community. 

 

6.2.  The third Qualifying Interest designated within the SAC brought forward for 

full assessment was Phoca vitulina (Harbour seal) (1365) and the findings in 

relation to this Annex II species are combined with that of  Halichoerus 

grypus (Grey seal) (1364) in Paragraph 6.4. This is because the two species of 

seal are known to share breeding, resting and moulting sites and it is during 

the use of these sites that seals could be disturbed.  

6.3. The full assessment of potential effects of the operations on the two seal 

species Phoca vitulina (Harbour Seal) (1365) and Halichoerus grypus (Grey 
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seal) (1364) found significant adverse effects can be discounted for a number 

of reasons: 

• there is likely to be sufficient distance between proposed operations 

and sites used by seals; 

• there is limited access for humans or vehicles to these seal sites 

between high tides further reducing any disturbance to seals;  

• the conservation status for both seal species is favourable . 

 

6.4. The site is at low risk from the introduction of non-native species on and 

among culture stock. 

 

 

7. Management / Mitigation Measures  

7.1 Taking account of the recommendations of the Appropriate Assessment, as 

well as additional technical/scientific observations, the following measures 

are being taken in relation to licensing aquaculture in this SAC:  

• To manage the risk of introduction of alien species to the Qualifying 

Interest habitats and associated constituent community types, all stock 

movement in the bay should strictly adhere to relevant legislation and 

follow best practice guidelines. 

• A buffer zone of approximately 200m around known seal resting, 

breeding and moulting sites shall be maintained in the absence of other 

features of the landscape which may act to shield seals from activities. 

• All future oyster licences granted in Dungloe Bay will be for triploid 

seed only.   

• The source of seed and any changes to the source of seed are to be 

approved by the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine in 

advance. 

• A Licence condition requiring strict adherence to the identified access 

route over intertidal habitat will apply to any licences issued in order 

to minimise habitat disturbance.  

• A licence condition requiring all movement of stock in and out of the 

Rutland Island and Sound SAC should adhere to relevant fish health 

legislation and follow best practice guidelines (e.g.   

http://invasivespeciesireland.com/cops/aquaculture/) will apply to 

mitigate the risk of introduction of alien species into the SAC as a result 

of aquaculture activities. 

http://invasivespeciesireland.com/cops/aquaculture/
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• All aquaculture licences are subject to standard licence conditions, 

which cover, amongst other things, any further actions that might be 

required in the event of deterioration of conservation status of 

species/habitats at site level that is directly attributable to aquaculture 

operations. 

 

8. Conclusion 

Based upon the scale of spatial overlap (i.e. <15%) and the relatively high tolera nce 

levels of the habitats and species therein, the Licensing Authority is satisfied that, 

from a habitats and species perspective, consideration can be given to licensing 

existing and proposed aquaculture operations in Rutland Island SAC, subject to the 

exceptions and mitigation measures referenced above.   

 

Accordingly, the Licensing Authority is satisfied that the proposed licensing  of 

aquaculture in Dungloe Bay is not likely to significantly and adversely affect the 

integrity of Rutland Island and Sound SAC. 

  
December 2021 

 
i Aquaculture Licence Templates https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/fcd20-aquaculture-foreshore-
management/ 
ii https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/fcd20-aquaculture-foreshore-management/#appropriate-assessments-
carried-out 
iii https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/protected -sites/conservation_objectives/CO002283.pdf  

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/fcd20-aquaculture-foreshore-management/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/fcd20-aquaculture-foreshore-management/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/fcd20-aquaculture-foreshore-management/#appropriate-assessments-carried-out
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/fcd20-aquaculture-foreshore-management/#appropriate-assessments-carried-out
https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/protected-sites/conservation_objectives/CO002283.pdf

