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1 Introduction 

1.1 Purpose of the Plan 
To set out the proposed approach to the issuing of petroleum authorisations, and the 
consideration of the possible offshore exploration activities that could take place 
under such authorisations, following the decision to end the issuing of licences for 
new exploration and extraction, and the subsequent placing of this commitment on a 
statutory basis.  

Holders of existing authorisations are not affected by the changes, and may apply to 
progress their authorisations through the licensing stages towards a natural 
conclusion – which may include expiry, relinquishment or production. Any such 
applications, or applications to undertake offshore activities under an authorisation, 
remain subject to Ministerial consent, and will continue to be required to meet 
environmental, technical and financial standards as appropriate. 

1.2 Duration of the Plan 
From adoption to 2030.  

2030 is a key milestone across a number of Government policies which are relevant 
to reducing our reliance on fossil fuels. For example, it aligns with the timeframe for 
a number of targets/priorities in the Climate Action Plan 2021 (which reflects 
Ireland’s commitment to achieving the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development), 
including 

• Reducing our greenhouse gas emissions by 51% by 2030 
• Increasing the proportion of renewable electricity to up to 80% by 2030 

including an increased target of up to 5 gigawatts of offshore wind energy 
• Significant cut in transport emissions by 2030 

The recently published National Development plan sets out a total public investment 
of €165bn over the period 2021 to 2030. 

Given the above and the policy and legislative background with regard to issuing 
new petroleum authorisations, it is appropriate that this plan be in place until 2030. 

 

2 Policy and legislative Background 

2.1 Programme for Government commitment to end new 
licences for exploration 

“End the issue of new licenses for the exploration and extraction of gas, on the same 
basis as the recent decision in relation to oil exploration and extraction.” [PfG page 
36] 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/
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2.2 New Petroleum Policy Statement 
The Department of the Environment, Climate and Communications expects to 
publish a revised policy statement on Petroleum Exploration and Production in 
Ireland in Q2 2022. This will replace the December 2019 Policy Statement – 
Petroleum Exploration and Production Activities as part of Ireland’s Transition to a 
Low Carbon Economy. The new policy statement will take into account the policy 
and legislative changes that have taken place since 2019.  

2.3 National Marine Planning Framework 
The National Marine Planning Framework brings together all marine-based human 
activities for the first time, outlining the government’s vision, objectives and marine 
planning policies for each marine activity. Chapter 14 focuses on petroleum: “Energy 
– Petroleum”. 

2.4 Climate Action and Low Carbon Development 
(Amendment) Act 2021 

Section 21 of the Climate Action and Low Carbon Development (Amendment) Act 
2021 makes amendments to the Petroleum and Other Minerals Development Act 
1960 which restrict the Minister’s power to issue authorisations. 

2.5 Petroleum and Other Minerals Development Act 1960 
(as amended) 

This Act contains the statutory basis for the issuing of authorisations (in particular, 
sections 7, 8, 9, 10, 13 and 19), and for environmental impact assessment of plans 
for the working of petroleum (sections 13A and 13B). 

2.6 European Union (Environmental Impact Assessment) 
(Petroleum Exploration) Regulations 2013 (as 
amended) SI 134 of 2013. 

This statutory instrument contains the statutory basis for consenting to offshore 
activities (including seismic surveys and drilling of wells) under a petroleum licence. 
This includes environmental impact assessment of those activities. 

 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/60e57-national-marine-planning-framework/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/60e57-national-marine-planning-framework/
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3 The Plan 

3.1 New authorisations restricted to progression of 
existing authorisations only, for the exploration for and 
production of oil and gas1. 

Areas of the offshore not currently subject to an authorisation will not be able to be 
licensed in future. A map showing the existing authorisations (at end December 
2021) is available on gov.ie.  

3.1.1 Types of authorisation that may be granted and description of 
what that authorisation provides for: 
Exploration licences (s.8 of the 1960 Act); lease undertaking (s.10 of the 1960 Act); 
Petroleum lease (s.13 of the 1960 Act); Petroleum Prospecting Licence (s.9 of the 
1960 Act); Reserved Area Licence (s.19 of the 1960 Act) 

3.1.2 Requirement for applications to be in accordance with the 
Licensing Terms for Offshore Oil and Gas Exploration, 
Development & Production and other DECC documentation, 
as appropriate. 
Applications for authorisations must be made in accordance with the Licensing 
Terms for Offshore Oil and Gas Exploration, Development & Production 1992 or 
2007, as appropriate. In addition, petroleum lease applications must also made in 
accordance with Part 5 of the Rules And Procedures Manual for Offshore Petroleum 
Production Operations.  

3.2 Offshore activities within current acreage will be 
considered by the Minister, with focus on seismic 
acquisition and drilling of exploration, appraisal and 
production wells 

 

 
1 The September 2019 announcement that no new exploration for oil would take place was made on 
the basis that existing authorisations would be unaffected. The Programme for Government (June 
2020) commitment which extended this to natural gas exploration was made on the same basis. All 
relevant existing authorisations have been in place since before September 2019 and therefore can 
apply to progress, subject to Ministerial approval, on the basis of exploration for both oil and natural 
gas. 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/10d43-acreage-reports-and-concession-maps/
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3.2.1 Applications subject to approval by Minister under 1960 Act 
(plan for the working of petroleum) or the 2013 Regs 
(activities under a licence) 
Prior to carrying out offshore activities under a petroleum licence, an application for 
Ministerial consent must be made accordance with SI 134 of 2013. Prior to 
production activities occurring under a petroleum lease, a lessee must submit for the 
Minister’s approval a plan for the working of petroleum in accordance with the 
Petroleum and Other Minerals Development Act 1960.  

3.2.2 Requirement for applications to be made in accordance with 
DECC documentation as appropriate, in particular the 
Department’s Rules and Procedures Manuals. 
All applications for offshore activities, or for approval of a plan for the working of 
petroleum must also be submitted in the form prescribed in the Department’s Rules 
and Procedures Manuals. 

3.2.3 Subject to EIA/AA screening [& full assessment if required] 
SI 134 of 2013 and the Petroleum and Other Minerals Development Act 1960 contain 
Environmental Impact Assessment provisions for petroleum-related activities. SI 477 
of 2011 – European Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations 2011 (as 
amended) also applies in relation to petroleum activities. 

4 Scenarios and Assumptions for the Plan 
The levels of activity identified in sections 4.1.2, 4.1.3 and 4.2.2 represent the maximum 
levels of seismic acquisition and maximum number of wells that may be drilled per 
annum across the duration of the Plan, and have been developed to inform the 
environmental assessment of this Plan. It is possible that actual levels of activity will be 
lower than these values. For comparison, whilst the Plan for issue of Petroleum 
Exploration and Production Authorisations in Irish Offshore Waters during the Period 
2015 to 2020 (which was the subject of IOSEA5) was undertaken on the basis of 
assumptions of a maximum of 10 wells per annum, 25,000km of 2D seismic survey per 
annum and 20,000km2 of 3D seismic survey per annum, the actual levels of activity were 
well below those values. Over the entire duration of the Plan (i.e. in the period 2015-
2020), there was a sum total of 3 wells drilled, 15,533.5km 2D seismic survey and 
20,695km2 3D seismic survey. 
 

4.1 Seismic surveys (2D and 3D) 

4.1.1 Information on both 2D and 3D seismic survey activity 
A 2D seismic survey is the simplest form of seismic survey and consists of a single 
acoustic source and a single towed streamer. These streamers are normally between 
3 and 8km long but can be up to 12km long. The resulting image of the seabed 
represents a two-dimensional profile in time beneath the survey line. It is normally the 
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first type of seismic survey undertaken during exploration, with the results analysed 
and used to inform where a follow-up 3D survey should take place or where a 
potential drilling target may exist.  

A 3D seismic survey is a more complex survey method involving more sophisticated 
equipment. At a basic level, a 3D seismic survey is a dense grid of 2D seismic lines. 
These surveys typically use multiple towed streamers enabling the acquisition of 
many closely spaced 2D lines over a single sail line. The acquired data can then be 
used to create a 3D image or data volume of the subsurface rock. This provides a 
much more detailed view of the underlying geology, and it is generally used to cover 
a specific geological target, as informed by the 2D survey.  

Both 2D and 3D seismic surveys are typically conducted by a vessel towing acoustic 
sound sources (air guns) 5 to 10m below the sea surface along pre-determined 
survey lines. The air guns emit high intensity and low frequency noise (under 200 Hz 
frequency band with a broad peak around 20-120 Hz and incidental sounds up to 22 
kHz) into the surrounding water by the release of bubbles of compressed air, which 
produces a primary energy pulse and an oscillating bubble. The air guns contain 
different chamber volumes designed to generate an optimal tuned energy output of 
specific frequencies.  

Seismic surveys would also generate noise from the operations of the primary 
seismic vessel and guard vessel (e.g. machinery, propellers and hull flow noise) and 
by helicopters (e.g. for crew transport) during survey operations.  

Routine vessel discharges are limited to galley waste, which comprises food waste 
which emanates from the vessel kitchen.  

Sea node and sea bottom cable surveys are non-conventional seismic acquisition 
techniques with Ocean Bottom Cables or Ocean-Bottom Nodes – essentially a 
seismic source detached from the receivers. Nodes are attached to the seabed, to 
receive the seismic energy transmitted by vessels. Ocean-bottom cable (OBC) 
acquisition is deployed on the seafloor and connected by electrical wires. An 
assembly of geophones and hydrophones are connected by electrical wires deployed 
on the seafloor to record and relay data to a seismic recording vessel or recording 
buoy.  

Ocean-bottom node (OBN) is also deployed on the seafloor; however, this comprises 
a set of autonomous seismic receivers/recorders deployed on the sea floor. These 
are self-contained with a rechargeable battery and generally not connected to other 
receivers by cable. In addition, it is possible that electromagnetic (EM) survey may be 
undertaken – this can either be undertaken using a towed streamer, or can use an 
array of receivers deployed on the seafloor with a towed electric dipole source. The 
survey system measures subsurface resistivity to assist in identifying hydrocarbon 
accumulations. 

4.1.2 Maximum 2D seismic survey km forecast to be acquired 
under the Plan 
A maximum of 8,000km over the duration of Plan, with a maximum of 2,000km in 
any one year. See also introductory paragraph at section 4. 
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4.1.3 Maximum 3D seismic survey km2 forecast to be acquired 
under the Plan 
A maximum of 4,000km2 over the lifetime of the plan with up to a maximum of 
1,000km2 in any one year. See also introductory paragraph at section 4. 

4.2 Wells (exploration, appraisal and production) 

4.2.1 Information on activity 
Typically, the first step in the sequence of drilling activities is to drill an exploration 
well, to see if hydrocarbons are present. The location of exploration wells will be 
guided by the results of the analysis of the seismic surveys, and the design, depth 
and dimension of the exploration well will be determined by the environmental 
characteristics of the locations and the location of the target geological horizon(s). 
This will also determine the type of drilling rig used (e.g. jackup, semi-submersible, 
drillship).  

The types of drilling rig that employed under licenses issued in accordance with the 
Plan would be Mobile Offshore Drilling Units (MODUs) as follows:  

• Moored / anchored (e.g. semi-submersible rigs);  
• Dynamically Positioned (DP) rigs, including drillships; and  
• Jack-Up rigs (used in shallower waters).  

The associated subsea equipment is likely to comprise the following:  
• anchors, chains and wire (for a moored drilling unit only);  
• wellhead and blowout preventer stack;  
• marine riser;  
• any Cuttings Transport System (CTS) or Riserless Mud Recovery (RMR) 

system, pumps, hoses, dispersion frames and hose skids; and 
• Remotely Operated Vehicle (ROV).  

As drill rigs are being brought on-line in preparation for drilling, some discharge of 
ballast water could occur.  

Typically, the first step in the sequence of drilling activities is to drill a tophole section 
into the seabed into which the conductor pipe is cemented, following which the well is 
drilled in successively smaller diameter sections until the hydrocarbon-bearing 
formation is reached. Once each well section is drilled, steel casing of appropriate 
diameter is inserted and cemented into place, to provide stability and a barrier 
between the wellbore and surrounding formations. In addition, the casing provides a 
firm anchorage for the blow out preventer (BOP) stack and structural integrity for 
subsequent drilling, testing and possible future production operations. Once the BOP 
is in place the marine riser, a large diameter pipe that connects the BOP stack to the 
drilling rig, is installed.  

The use of drilling fluid, also known as drilling mud, is intrinsic to all drilling 
operations. Drilling mud assists in a number of functions such as lubrication and 
cooling of the drilling bit, suspension and transport of rock cuttings to the surface 
and, most importantly, the provision of hydrostatic pressure to counterbalance 
formation pressure. Drilling mud consists of a liquid mixture of clay, water or oil, and 
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other chemical additives. The most commonly used drilling fluids contain water as the 
fluid continuous phase, and are known as water-base muds (WBMs). However, 
certain borehole conditions might require a mud formulation where the continuous 
phase is oil or a synthetic fluid and these are known as oil-base muds (OBMs) or 
synthetic base muds (SBMs).  

The top hole section of the well has to be drilled without the conductor and BOP in 
place, and thus with no riser from the seabed to the drilling platform. This means that 
all drilling fluids, rock cuttings, and cement returns from the top section are 
discharged directly from the top of the well onto the seabed. Once the marine riser is 
in place, the drill fluids and cuttings can be circulated from the well back up to the 
drilling rig where they will be treated so that the drilling mud can be re-used and the 
cuttings disposed of appropriately.  

Although some of the WBM is discharged with cuttings it readily disperses and tends 
not to form cuttings piles. There is, however, the potential for these cuttings to 
contain oil from the reservoir section of an oil well. 

If OBMs or SBMs are used it would be only when a marine riser is in place, with 
recovery to the drill rig through the marine riser for either skip-and-ship to shore, or 
part or full processing on the rig. The discharge of OBM or SBM cuttings is not 
permitted offshore of Ireland; instead the cuttings must be skipped and shipped for 
onshore treatment, re-use or disposal.  

If hydrocarbons are found, well test flaring is typically required in order to test the 
productivity of a potential well and determine parameters such as pressure, flow 
rates and other reservoir rock and fluid characteristics.  

Borehole seismic surveys, such as a checkshot survey or Vertical Seismic Profile 
(VSP) may be undertaken, which measure the seismic traveltime (i.e. the elapsed 
time for a seismic wave to travel from its source to a given reflector and return to a 
receiver at the Earth’s surface) from the surface to a known depth in the borehole, 
thereby allowing the well data to be correlated with the seismic data. 

4.2.2 Maximum number of wells forecast to be drilled under the 
Plan 
A maximum of 15 wells over the duration of the Plan (i.e. the period to 2030), with a 
maximum of 3 wells drilled in any one year. See also introductory paragraph at 
section 4. 

 

To be added as the Plan and associated assessments progress: 
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5 How SEA/AA processes have been integrated into 
the Plan. 

6 [Appendix] Mitigation measures identified 
through SEA/AA process 
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