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SECTION 1 - INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

Arup with Hartley Anderson Limited have been commissioned by the Department of Housing, 
Local Government and Heritage (DHLGH) to conduct an Article 121 Risk Assessment of an 
application by O’Hanlon and Sons Ltd for a Foreshore Licence for maintenance dredging in 
the navigation channel of Dundalk Port.  Due to ongoing sediment accretion in the approaches 
to Dundalk Port, vessel access has become limited.  This is having a negative impact on the 
Port’s trade and therefore maintenance dredging is required in the areas of Soldiers Point, 
and Buoy 15 to restore depth in the channel and safe vessel access. 
 
The sand is good quality sediment and will be dredged and then landed ashore at Dundalk 
Port.  No marine disposal permit is required for this activity so a Dumping at Sea permit is not 
being required/sought from the Environmental Protection Agency. 
 

1.2 Relevant consultation responses  

The licence application was open for public consultation between 20th July 2021 to 19th August 
2021.  No responses relevant to this Article 12 Risk Assessment were received.   
 

1.3 Legislative context 

The Foreshore Act 1933 (as amended), requires that a lease or licence must be obtained from 
the Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage for the carrying out of works or 
placing structures or material on, or for the occupation of or removal of material from, State-
owned foreshore.   
 
The 1992 EU Habitats Directive (Council Directive 92/43/EC) and Birds Directive 
(2009/147/EC) are transposed into Irish law by Part XAB of the Planning and Development 
Act 2000 (as amended) and the European Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) 
Regulations 2011 (as amended).   
 
In addition to the requirement to consider potential effects of a plan or project on European 
Sites under Article 6(3) of the Habitats Directive, the Directive requires consideration of the 
potential effects on species listed under Annex IV of the Directive (termed Annex IV species).  
Under Article 12, Annex IV species are afforded strict protection throughout their range, both 
inside and outside of designated protected areas.  All cetaceans are included in Annex IV of 
the Directive. 
 
 
  

 
1 Article 12 of the Habitats Directive addresses the protection of species listed in Annex IV(a).  The 
article applies throughout the natural range of the species within the EU and aims to address their direct 
threats, rather than those of their habitats. 
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SECTION 2 - DESCRIPTION OF PROPOSED WORKS 

2.1 Site location 

Dundalk Bay is located on the east coast of Ireland and stretches for approximately 16km from 
the Cooley Peninsula in the north, to Annagassan and Dunany Point in the south.  The bay 
has large expanses of inter-tidal areas which are exposed at low water. 
 
The Castletown River is used by vessels to access Dundalk Harbour.  The river provides a 
channel through the intertidal zone in the north-west corner of the bay and has been used by 
small ships to access to Dundalk Port for many years.  The location of the channel is shown 
in Figure 2.1.  
 

Figure 2.1: Dundalk Harbour Navigation Channel 

 
 
Due to ongoing sediment accretion in the approaches to Dundalk Port, vessel access has 
become limited.  This is having a negative impact on the Port’s trade and therefore 
maintenance dredging is required in the areas of Soldiers Point, and Buoy 15 to restore depth 
in the channel and safe vessel access. 
 
The Port therefore seeks a foreshore license to facilitate proposed maintenance dredging at 
Soldiers Point (Area A - 6.78ha) and near Buoy 15 (Area B - 1.94ha) in the navigation channel 
(Figure 2.2). 
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Figure 2.2: Foreshore boundary (red line) of areas to be dredged  

 
 

2.2 Description of proposed works 

Proposed maintenance dredging 

It is proposed to carry out maintenance dredging in the areas highlighted in Figure 2.2.  It is 
planned to dredge the seabed to at least 0m Chart Datum and if possible, restore the historical 
navigation levels of 0.75m below CD during the maintenance dredging operations.  The 
estimated volume of material to be removed is approximately 5,000m³ per year.  A 
hydrographic survey was completed in the navigation channel in September 2020 and the 
depths over the area to be dredged ranges up to 0.8m above Chart Datum, severely restricting 
tidal access to the Port. 
 
The material to be removed is primarily clean fine to medium sand with an average grain size 
of 0.21mm.  The chemical and physical properties of the sediment are described in the 
supporting information document of the foreshore application. 
 
It is proposed that the sandy material dredged will not be disposed of at an offshore disposal 
site.  The dredged sand will be brought ashore and used beneficially as a product, as in 2014, 
or, failing this for any reason, will be responsibly managed and placed in an appropriate facility. 
 
It is proposed that the Foreshore Licence will run for a 10 year period from 2022 to 2031 
inclusively, with an annual dredging allowance of 5,000m³. 
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Proposed vessel and dredging operation 

Dundalk Port proposes to use the Trailer Suction Hopper Dredger (TSHD) the "Argus" (or 
similar) to carry out the dredging operations.  This vessel is owned by Londonderry Port and 
Harbour Commissioners, who use it to maintain depths at Foyle Port and on the approaches 
in Lough Foyle.  It also works at Drogheda Port.  
 
A TSHD works by raising sediment to the surface by suction.  A pipe is lowered through the 
water column into the seabed sediments.  Suction is then created in the pipe by the rapid 
rotation of an impeller drawing sediments and water into the pipe.  The mixture of sediment 
and water passes through the pump and into the hopper of the vessel via a sequence of sealed 
pipes.  If the material is resistant to removal by suction alone then water jets may be employed 
at the lower end of the pipe to fluidise the sediment as the suction head passes over it. 
 
The vessel will travel over the area to be dredged at a very slow speed, typically less than 2 
knots.  As the vessel progresses along the site the suction head passes over the area requiring 
dredging producing a trench in the sediment.  Successive passes over the area result in the 
total removal of all sediments above a specific level.  The dredge master monitors the depth 
of the suction head at all times. 
 
The dredger will operate across the area in an east-west direction in straight lines.  The bed 
will be lowered each time until the required target depth is achieved.  By moving along the 
seabed in this way, other vessels can pass by the dredger when it is working and enter or exit 
Dundalk Port unimpeded.  In this way, navigation will not be interfered with during the dredging 
operations. 
 
The dredged sediment will be raised to the surface by hydraulic action and stored within the 
hopper of the vessel.  Once the vessel is full with a mixture of sediments and water the 
dredging process may continue in order to increase the sediment to water ratio in the hopper.  
This is achieved by allowing the surface water, in the hopper, to overflow through a dedicated 
weir system within the hopper.  The optimum period of overflow depends on the particle size 
and density of the dredged material.  Based on the sediment test results and the Port’s 
experience in 2014, it is expected that most of the material dredged will be retained in the 
hopper. 
 
Once the hopper is full, dredging stops and the suction pipe is raised to the surface and stowed 
on deck.  The vessel will then return to Dundalk Port and berth alongside the quay.  The sand 
will be off-loaded from the hopper using a grab.  After the sediment is off-loaded, the dredger 
will return to the dredging area on a reciprocal course and the cycle will commence again. 
 
Should a suitable TSHD not be available, then the dredging may alternatively be undertaken 
mechanically by a backhoe dredger or by a grab (clamshell) dredger.  The sand would be 
excavated, transported within a hopper/hold, and unloaded, as outlined above, at the quay at 
Dundalk Port. 
 
The works will be undertaken in compliance with industry best practice including the following 
measures: 

• Dredging will be undertaken as efficiently as possible so that the number of dredger 
movements is minimised, 

• There will be no ancillary waste deposited into the sea from the dredger at any time, 

• Maintaining a low speed during dredging, 

• Bilge water and wastewater from the dredger would be brought onshore for proper 
removal and disposal by a licensed waste contractor, 
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• Contractors working on site during the operation would be responsible for the 
collection, control and disposal of all wastes generated by the works, 

• Refuelling of the dredging vessel will take place at the quayside using suitable hoses 
etc. to avoid any spillages; and 

• Dredging will be carried out over a period outside of the months of March to May, which 
is the migratory period of juvenile salmon (smolts). 
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SECTION 3 - RELEVANT ANNEX IV SPECIES 

Under Article 12 of the Habitats Directive, Annex IV species are afforded strict protection 
throughout their range, both inside and outside of designated protected areas.  Those Annex 
IV species that could potentially occur at the dredging location and surrounding waters are 
described below. 
 

3.1 Cetaceans 

The dredging location lies within Stratum 5 of the ObSERVE surveys, which extends from 
Carlingford Lough in the north to Carnsore Point in the south, and from the coast offshore to 
approximately the limit of the Irish EEZ.  This area was surveyed a total of four times during 
the ObSERVE programme, in summer and winter 2015 and 2016.  Harbour porpoise were 
observed throughout this area in all surveys, with density estimates of between approximately 
0.7 and 1.0 porpoise per km2 – the highest estimated across any survey strata.  A single small 
group of bottlenose dolphins were recorded in one survey; waters to the south and west of 
Ireland are more important for this species.  Small numbers of Risso’s dolphins and minke 
whale were also observed in summer (Rogan et al. 2018).  Other cetacean species previously 
recorded in low numbers in the area include common dolphin, fin whale and humpback whale 
(Wall et al. 2013). 
 
Berrow et al. (2011) carried out a visual and passive acoustic survey in a block within the 
northern Irish Sea, extending from Carlingford Lough, Co. Louth in the north to Bray Head, 
Co. Wicklow in the south (noting that the northern block was offshore of Dundalk Bay).  
Harbour porpoise was by far the most commonly recorded marine mammal species, with 51 
sightings comprising 83 individuals (estimated density of between 1.54-1.59 animals km2), 6 
minke whales were also recorded.  Most sightings of harbour porpoise were east of Rockabill 
and Lambay Island off north County Dublin and towards the southern end of the survey area 
east of Greystones, Co. Wicklow.  Minke whale sightings were east of Rockabill and Lambay 
Island off north County Dublin (Berrow et al. 2011). 
 
Recent monthly boat-based and aerial surveys to inform a Foreshore Licence application for 
site investigations of the proposed Oriel windfarm (FS0073832) provide relevant information 
on the cetaceans which may be present (summarised in Hartley Anderson 2021a).  Harbour 
porpoise were sighted in every month of the boat-based surveys within the offshore wind farm 
area and buffer with data from these surveys providing modelled estimates of a monthly 
average of 0.57 animals per km2 and monthly peak of 1.33 animals per km2.  Static acoustic 
monitoring showed porpoises to be present on average 99% of days monitored with detection 
rates varying between 1-9 detections per hour across the four locations monitored within the 
survey area, with dolphins rarely detected.  Season appeared to influence porpoise presence 
differently across the survey area, with winter and summer overall important periods for 
porpoise presence.  The effect of diel cycle also varied, although night, morning and/or 
evening phases often yielded more detections than day phases.  Tidal cycle and tidal phase 
only affected detection rate at some locations, where slack low water coincided with increased 
detections. 
 
Aerial survey of the marine survey area and surrounding area indicated that over the 6 month 
period between April and September 2020, 53 individual cetaceans were observed, of which 
45 were recorded as dolphin/porpoise (April: 18 individuals, May: 5, August: 15, September: 
7), 3 harbour porpoise (June: 1 individuals, August: 2) and 3 dolphin species (September).  

 
2 https://www.gov.ie/en/foreshore-notice/b8eb7-oriel-windfarm-limited-site-investigations-for-the-
proposed-offshore-oriel-wind-farm/  

https://www.gov.ie/en/foreshore-notice/b8eb7-oriel-windfarm-limited-site-investigations-for-the-proposed-offshore-oriel-wind-farm/
https://www.gov.ie/en/foreshore-notice/b8eb7-oriel-windfarm-limited-site-investigations-for-the-proposed-offshore-oriel-wind-farm/
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One baleen whale and one minke whale were recorded in September.  Very few dolphins were 
recorded by the boat-based surveys.  Minke whale were sighted during the boat-based site-
specific surveys between the months of June and October, although most sightings were 
outside the offshore wind farm area.  These sightings provided modelled estimates of a 
monthly average of 0.04 animals per km2 and a monthly peak of 0.26 animals per km2. 
 
Section 5.6 of the applicant’s supporting documentation provided a summary of marine 
mammal sightings (IWDG data) in the area but only up to 2012.  From this, the applicant noted 
that all of the marine mammal sightings (which included one harbour porpoise sighting) took 
place in the Outer Dundalk Bay area.  There were no sightings close to Soldiers Point/Buoy 
15 where the proposed maintenance dredging will take place.   
 
Of relevance, is more recent IWDG sightings data prepared as part of a Drogheda Port 
maintenance dredging Foreshore Licence application (FS007359)3.  The sightings data 
included validated records of whale and dolphin sightings off the coasts of Louth, Meath and 
North Dublin in the period 2000-2019.  There were 397 separate records, comprising 1,494 
individuals.  In this period, nine species were confirmed as being sighted within the study area: 
Harbour porpoise, bottlenose dolphin, minke whale, common dolphin, humpback whale, killer 
whale, fin whale, northern bottlenose whale and bowhead whale.  Of the confirmed species, 
only the first five were sighted more than once in the period considered.  Harbour porpoise 
was the most commonly sighted species, with 326 sightings totalling 1,101 individuals 
(including those recorded as ‘possible harbour porpoise’), followed by bottlenose dolphin (23 
sightings, 228 individuals), minke whale (18 sightings, 22 individuals), common dolphin (6 
sightings, 87 individuals) and humpback whale (3 sightings, 3 individuals) (as summarised in 
Hartley Anderson 2021b).  
 

3.2 Other Annex IV species 

Otters are widespread in Ireland, found in a variety of aquatic habitats, both freshwater and 
marine.  However, they always require access to fresh water.  The applicant did not provide 
any information on the potential presence of otter in the area.  However, the National 
Biodiversity Data Centre provides several records from Castletown River and Blackrock 
beach4, so they are likely to be present in areas of appropriate habitats.  The most important 
areas tend to be characterised by better quality semi-natural river channel with good riparian 
cover and lower levels of encroachment and or associated disturbance (Macklin et al. 2019).  
The coastal fringe in proximity to the proposed dredging area appears to be a public footpath 
with limited tree cover and access to fresh water, limiting its suitability for otters.  Dundalk Port 
is an industrial area with high levels of disturbance. 
 
Five species of marine turtle have been recorded in the seas around Ireland and the UK: 
leatherback turtle (Dermochelys coriacea), loggerhead turtle (Caretta caretta), Kemp’s ridley 
turtle (Lepidochelys kempii), green turtle (Chelonia mydas) and hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys 
imbricata).  The leatherback turtle is the largest of the marine turtles and is the only species 
of turtle to have developed adaptions to cold water (Goff & Stenson 1988).   
 
A significant majority of turtle sightings recorded in Irish waters are of the leatherback turtle 
(King & Berrow 2009), which migrates into the waters of the Celtic and Irish Seas in response 
to the distribution of the gelatinous zooplankton which make up their favoured diet (Doyle et 
al. 2008, Fossette et al. 2010).  Tagging studies show that they migrate across the Atlantic 
from the eastern American mainland and the Caribbean (Hays et al. 2004, Doyle et al. 2008). 

 
3 https://www.gov.ie/en/foreshore-notice/31be7-fs007359-drogheda-port-company-maintenance-
dredging-temporary-licence/  
4   

https://www.gov.ie/en/foreshore-notice/31be7-fs007359-drogheda-port-company-maintenance-dredging-temporary-licence/
https://www.gov.ie/en/foreshore-notice/31be7-fs007359-drogheda-port-company-maintenance-dredging-temporary-licence/
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Sightings in the wider region are concentrated off the south and west of Ireland, the southwest 
of England and the west coast of Wales but also in the Irish Sea.  Most sightings occur in the 
summer, peaking in August (Penrose & Gander 2016, Botterell et al. 2020).  The decadal trend 
of records in the UK and Ireland for leatherback turtles generally increased, peaking in the 
1990s from which it has since decreased.  Data from the National Biodiversity Data Centre5 
reflects these patterns with the predominance of sightings in the south and west of Ireland, 
and relatively few sightings in the Irish Sea, the latest of which was recorded in 2004.  Aerial 
surveys for the ObSERVE project from 2015-2016 recorded a handful of leatherback turtle 
sightings at the southern limits of Irish offshore waters in summer; none were observed in the 
Irish Sea (Rogan et al. 2018).  No marine turtles were recorded during the monthly boat-based 
and aerial surveys of the proposed Oriel windfarm described above. 
 
 

 
5 https://maps.biodiversityireland.ie/Species/128443  

https://maps.biodiversityireland.ie/Species/128443
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SECTION 4 - RISK ASSESSMENT 

4.1 Potential impacts associated with dredging  

Dredging operations within the shipping channel will mainly be undertaken by a Trailer Suction 
Hopper Dredger (TSHD).  Potential impacts from the operation of the dredger on relevant 
Annex IV species are related to underwater noise, collision and accidental pollution. 
 

4.1.1 Underwater noise  

The applicant did not consider the potential for underwater noise from the proposed dredging 
works to cause disturbance to sensitive receptors.  DAHG (2014) guidance to manage the risk 
to marine mammals from man-made sound sources in Irish waters indicates that while sound 
exposure levels from coastal dredging operations are thought to be below those expected to 
cause injury to a marine mammal, they have the potential to cause lower level disturbance, 
masking or behavioural impacts.  It notes that dredging activity tends to occur in a fixed area 
for a prolonged period of days or weeks and it therefore has the potential to introduce 
continuous anthropogenic sound at levels that may impact upon marine mammal individuals 
and/or local populations.   
 
The noise levels generated during dredging operations depends on the characteristics of the 
vessel used, as well as the nature of the dredged material, with gravel being noisier than sand 
(Robinson et al. 2011).  Given that the material to be dredged is predominantly sand, the noise 
generated by the dredger will be similar to that generated by a normal vessel of a similar size, 
(DAHG 2014, Robinson et al. 2011).  DAHG (2014) indicates dredging operations have been 
reported to produce low frequency omnidirectional sound of several tens of Hz to several 
thousand Hz (and up to approximately 20 kHz) at sound pressure levels of 135-186 dB re: 
1μPa.  Defra (2003) found that noise from the TSHD Arco Adur was not detectable above 
ambient levels at a range of 500m.  Short-term avoidance by harbour porpoises at ranges of 
600m from a TSHD operating to the west of Sylt (Germany) was recorded by Diederichs et al. 
(2010).  Richardson et al. (1995) summarised harbour porpoise avoidance of ships as possible 
from a distance of 1-1.5km, with a stronger reaction within 400m.   
 
The limited dredging operations will be carried out by a single TSHD working in the navigation 
channel to Dundalk Port.  The data available for harbour porpoise in the vicinity of the 
navigation channel and adjacent waters suggests there is likely to be limited exposure of 
harbour porpoises to noise generated by the dredger due to low occurrence of the species. 
 
This, combined with the tendency of harbour porpoises to avoid ships within 400m, means 
that any physical effect on harbour porpoises in the form of TTS is highly unlikely.  The only 
likely effect of the proposed dredging is an avoidance of the immediate vicinity of the dredger, 
which will not have any significant impact on the species at any geographical scale. 
 
There is the potential for disturbance and displacement of otter which may be transiting 
through or foraging within the navigation channel.  However, otter are a primarily nocturnal 
species and given the relevant coastal area does not appear to represent suitable habitat, the 
risk of disturbance and displacement is negligible.   
 
Available information on potential effects of underwater sound on marine turtles is very limited 
(Nelms et al. 2016).  The hearing range of cheloniid species has been estimated as between 
50-2,000Hz, with highest sensitivity below 400Hz (Popper et al. 2014).  For leatherback turtles, 
measurements made on hatchlings suggested a similar low frequency sensitivity, with sound 
detection ranging between 50 and 1,200Hz when in water and between 50 and 1,600Hz in air 
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(Dow Piniak et al. 2012).  Underwater noise generated by dredging may be detectable by 
leatherback turtles, although their low density and limited seasonal presence in the area 
dictates that very few individuals are likely to be exposed to noise levels beyond that of the 
background for the region. 
   

4.1.2 Collision 

Marine mammals can suffer injury, or even death, as a result of collision with boats and ships.  
Various factors affect the likelihood of collision, including species, age and sex, habitat, vessel 
size, vessel speed, shipping density (Van Waerebeek et al. 2007).  A study by Baker & Martin 
(1992) on 41 stranded harbour porpoises found no evidence of vessel collision.  Similarly, 
Deaville (2016) reported no stranded harbour porpoise with injuries consistent with boat 
collision for 2014 and 2015, with ship strike identified as the major cause of death in less than 
5% of UK stranded harbour porpoises for the period 2011-2013.  Collision impacts on small 
marine mammals tend to be from smaller, faster watercraft, including jet skis.   
 
The slow speeds at which the dredger will be operating during dredging, and the limited 
presence of Annex IV species in the area, means that the risk of collision with any relevant 
species is negligible and not significant at any geographical scale. 
 

4.1.3 Accidental pollution 

There are potential sources of pollution of the marine environment that may arise as a result 
of the proposed works, limited to the release of substances from the dredging vessel, including 
oil and fuel.  However, an accidental pollution event of a significant magnitude is highly unlikely 
given that the vessel is required to be equipped and operate in accordance with MARPOL 
standards, and the 1972 Convention on the International Regulations for Preventing Collisions 
at Sea.  Further, as noted by the applicant, the dredger will operate by moving along the area 
to be dredged in an east-west direction in straight lines, allowing others vessels to pass by the 
dredger when it is working and enter or exit Dundalk Port unimpeded.  In this way, navigation 
will not be interfered with during the dredging operations and the potential for accidents is 
reduced.  The vessel will also travel over the area to be dredged at a very slow speed, typically 
less than 2 knots, further reducing the risk of accidents with other vessels.  For these reasons 
and given the limited temporal and spatial extent of the dredging operations, the potential for 
significant effects to cetaceans associated with accidental pollution can be excluded. 
 
As no significant impacts at any geographical scale were identified on Annex IV species from 
the proposed dredging, no mitigation measures are required to protect these species.   
 

4.2 Conclusion 

The Article 12 assessment of the potential impacts on Annex IV species from activities 
associated with the proposed dredging works concluded that: 
 

• Displacement resulting from noise associated with the dredging works would be very 
localised and of short duration; 

• Any physical effect on harbour porpoises in the form of TTS is highly unlikely;  
• The potential for collision is negligible, 
• The potential for accidental pollution effects is negligible. 

 
Therefore, it is concluded that the proposed dredging works will not give rise to significant 
impacts to species listed under Annex IV of the Habitats Directive.  
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