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1. INTRODUCTION  
1.1 Purpose of Report 

This report has been prepared for the Department of the Environment, Climate and Communications 
(DECC). It is the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) Screening Report of the ‘Plan for issue of 
Petroleum Exploration and Production Authorisations in Irish Offshore Waters for the period to 2030’, 
known as “Irish Offshore Strategic Environmental Assessment 6” (IOSEA6), hereafter referred to as ‘the 
Plan’. 

The purpose of the document is to carry out a screening exercise to determine, in respect of the Plan, if SEA 
is required to be carried out in accordance with the European Directive 2001/42/EC on the Assessment of 
the Effects of Certain Plans and Programmes on the Environment (‘SEA Directive’) as transposed by the 
European Communities (Environmental Assessment of Certain Plans and Programmes) Regulations 2004 
(S.I. 435 of 2004), as amended.   

1.2 Background and Plan Overview 
The Plan will replace the existing Plan (which was the subject of IOSEA5) and will incorporate recent policy 
and legislative developments.  The Plan comprises the award of petroleum exploration and production 
authorisations for undertaking seismic survey and drilling activities in Irish waters for the period to 2030.  

In September 2019, DECC published its Policy Statement on “Petroleum Exploration and Production 
Activities as part of Ireland’s Transition to a Low Carbon Economy” which set out that all future licensing 
rounds would be for natural gas only and not oil. This commitment would be applicable from 23rd 
September 2019 and applications and authorisations in place before this date would not be affected and 
could continue towards exploration and production for both oil and/or gas as per their existing terms.  Key 
activities undertaken include seismic surveys and drilling.   

This policy was updated in the 2020 Programme for Government - Our Shared Future – which contains a 
commitment to end the issuing of new licences for the exploration and extraction of gas on the same basis 
as the decision taken in 2019 by the previous Government in relation to oil exploration and extraction.  This 
commitment has been given a statutory basis through the amendments to the Petroleum and Other 
Minerals Development Act 1960, as part of the Climate Action and Low Carbon Development (Amendment) 
Act 2021. The measure is in line with the Programme for Government commitments to reduce Ireland’s 
reliance on fossil fuels and in summary provides that no new petroleum authorisations for new exploration 
will be granted while existing petroleum authorisations may continue to apply to progress through the 
licensing stages.   

The Plan to be assessed under IOSEA6 will only consent oil and gas authorisations in areas currently under 
existing authorisations for petroleum activities to the West and South-East of Ireland.   Offshore areas which 
are not currently subject to an authorisation will not be able to be licensed in the future.  

The types of authorisations to be granted under the Plan include Exploration licences (s.8 of the 1960 Act); 
lease undertaking (s.10 of the 1960 Act); Petroleum leases (s.13 of the 1960 Act); Petroleum Prospecting 
Licences (s.9 of the 1960 Act) and Reserved Area Licences (s.19 of the 1960 Act).   

1.3 SEA Legislation 
The SEA Directive - Directive 2001/42/EC on the assessment of the effects of certain plans and programmes 
on the environment - requires that an environmental assessment is carried out of certain plans and 
programmes which are likely to have significant effects on the environment. In addition, all plans and 
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programmes which set a framework for future development consent are required to be subject to SEA.  
Eleven sectors are specified in the SEA Directive including the sector energy which is relevant to this plan.  

This Plan is therefore subject to a determination of the likely effects of its implementation on the 
environment in accordance with the SEA Directive.  The SEA Directive requires Member States to assess any 
significant effects that may result from plans or programmes prior to their adoption.   

The SEA Directive came into force in 2001 and required Member States to have transposed it into domestic 
law by July 2004. It was transposed into Irish law in 2004 through the following: 

▪ European Communities (Environmental Assessment of Certain Plans and Programmes) Regulations 
2004, (S.I. No. 435 of 2004) as amended in 2011; and 

▪ Planning and Development (Strategic Environmental Assessment) (Amendment) Regulations 2011, (S.I. 
No. 201 of 2011), amending the Planning and Development (Strategic Environmental Assessment) 
Regulations 2004 (S.I. No. 436 of 2004). 

Guidance issued by Ireland’s Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in 2003, 'Development of Strategic 
Environmental Assessment (SEA) Methodologies for Plans and Programmes in Ireland: Synthesis Report, 
(Scott and Marsden, 2003) has been used along with the S.I.s to undertake the screening for SEA on the 
Plan.  

1.4 SEA Screening  
According to the EPA 2003 Guidance, SEA screening comprises two tasks.  Task 1.1 is a pre-screening check 
which applies a decision tree (Figure 1-1) to examine the overall characteristics of the Plan to see if it falls 
within the requirements of the SEA Directive.  Task 1.2 Environmental Significance Screening looks at the 
potential environmental significance of implementing the Plan according to a series of significance criteria.  
Possible outcomes of Task 1.1, according to the EPA 2003 guidance, are presented in Table 1-1. The results 
of undertaking both tasks in relation to the Plan are provided in Sections 1.4.1.and 1.4.2. 
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Figure 1-1 SEA screening decision-tree (Scott and Marsden, 2003)  
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Table 1-1 Possible outcomes resulting from following the decision tree process (Scott and 
Marsden, 2003) 

 

 

 

 

1.4.1 Task 1.1 – Pre-Screening Check  

Is the Plan subject to preparation and/or adoption by a national, regional or local authority OR prepared by 
an authority for adoption through a legislative procedure by Parliament or Government  
The Plan has been prepared by the Department of Environment, Climate and Communication (DECC).  DECC is 
the responsible authority for the issuing of petroleum authorisations. Therefore, in accordance with the 
requirements of the EU Directive 2001/42/EC and the European Communities (Environmental Assessment of 
Certain Plans and Programmes) Regulations 2004 to 2011, implementation of the plan is the responsibility of 
DECC.   

Yes: The Plan is the subject to preparation by a national authority.   Proceed to next question.                

Is the Plan required by legislative, regulatory or administrative provisions? 
The Issuing of Petroleum Authorisations in Irish Offshore Waters is required under the Petroleum and Other 
Minerals Development Act 1960 (as amended). This constitutes the statutory basis for issuing authorisations and 
for environmental impact assessments of plans for the working of petroleum.  The Plan to be assessed under 
IOSEA6 will only consent oil and gas authorisations in areas currently under existing authorisations for petroleum 
activities to the West and South-East of Ireland.   Offshore areas which are not currently subject to an 
authorisation will not be able to be licensed in the future. In addition, the EU (EIA) (Petroleum Exploration) 
Regulations 2013 (as amended) (SI 134 of 2013) sets out the statutory basis for conducting offshore activities 
under a petroleum licence. 

Yes: The Plan is required by statutory legislation.  Proceed to next question. 

Is the sole purpose of the Plan to serve national defence or civil emergency or is it a financial/budget Plan or 
is it co-financed by the current round of SF/RDF? 
None of the above apply to the Plan.  

No: Proceed to next question.  

Number  Decision tree conclusions  

1 The Plan applies to one or more of the 11 sectors quoted in the SEA Directive and 
provides a framework for development consent of projects requiring EIA. It should, 
therefore, be taken forward to Stage 2. 

2 The Plan will significantly affect a Natura 2000 site and, therefore, requires an 
assessment under the Habitats Directive. It can be moved forward to Stage 2. 

3 The Plan does not fall into any of the sectors covered by the Directive, it will not 
significantly affect a Natura 2000 site nor does it provide a framework for 
development consent. It is, therefore, screened-out by the pre-screening check and 
no further consideration of its possible impacts is required. Under such 
circumstances, a note, highlighting the screening criteria applied and the decisions 
taken, would be kept on all relevant files. 

4 The Plan is not screened-out and may require more detailed checks to be undertaken 
(this will apply to a small-scale Plan or minor modifications of a Plan). This may 
involve the application of “Environmental Significance Screening Criteria” as 
described below. 
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Is the Plan prepared for agriculture, forestry, fisheries, energy, industry, transport, waste management, water 
management, telecoms, tourism, town and country planning or land use? 
The Plan has been developed to set a framework for the issuing of Petroleum Authorisations in Irish Offshore 
Waters which is set to incorporate recent policy and legislative developments. The Plan sets out a framework to 
update the issuing of authorisations for petroleum exploration; therefore, the answer is yes as the Plan is being 
prepared for the energy sector.  

Yes: The Plan has been in prepared for energy. SEA is required. 

Does the Plan provide a framework for development consent for projects listed in the EIA Directive? 
The purpose of the Plan is to provide a framework for the Issuing of Petroleum Authorisations in Irish Offshore 
Waters which incorporates recent policy and legislative developments.  This will provide a framework for 
development consent for petroleum exploration activities (seismic survey and drilling).  Petroleum exploration 
is listed as an activity in which environmental assessment is required under Annex II of the EIA Directive. The 
policy has been updated in the 2020 Programme for Government – Our Shared Future. It is intended that this 
Plan will replace the existing Plan, which was the subject of SEA under IOSEA5.  

Yes: The Plan does provide a framework for development consent for projects listed in the EIA Directive. SEA is 
required. 

By following the decision tree, at this point SEA is screened in on the basis of providing a framework for 
consenting activities.  Additionally, under S.I. No. 435 of 2004 it states:  

“Requirement to carry out environmental assessment. 

9. (1) Subject to sub-article (2), an environmental assessment shall be carried out for all plans and programmes 

(a) which are prepared for agriculture, forestry, fisheries, energy, industry, transport, waste management, 
water management, telecommunications, tourism and town and country planning or land use, and 
which set the framework for future development consent of projects listed in Annexes I and II to the 
Environmental Impact Assessment Directive, or 

(b) which are not directly connected with or necessary to the management of a European site but, either 
individually or in combination with other plans, are likely to have a significant effect on any such 
site”. 

Items 9(1)(a) and 9(1)(b) above form the questions to the first two outcomes presented in Table 1-1. The decision 
tree question on Natura 2000 sites has therefore been included to complete Task 1.1 of the pre-screening check 
as follows:  

Is the Plan likely to have a significant effect on a Natura 2000 site which leads to a requirement for Article 6 or 
7 assessments? 
The Plan aims to provide a framework for the Issuing of Petroleum Authorisations in Irish Offshore waters. The 
activities associated with the Plan include seismic surveys and drilling. The area in which these activities will be 
undertaken includes a number of areas currently under authorisation for petroleum activities to the West and 
South-East of Ireland.  There are a number of Natura 2000 sites within the vicinity of these areas where potential 
significant effects to Natura 2000 Sites may occur.  While it is not certain that the Plan will have a significant 
effect on any European Site (Natura 2000 Site), in either a positive or negative outcome, the possibility of such 
an occurrence cannot be rule out at this stage.  

Yes: There exists the potential for the Plan to significantly impact the Natura 2000 sites in Irish waters.  SEA is 
required.  

1.4.1.1 Outcome of 'Pre-Screening Check' 
The result of task 1.1 Pre-screening 'check' indicates the Plan constitutes a plan or programme as defined and 
characterised within the SEA Directive as per the outcomes listed in Table 1-1: 
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'The Plan applies to one or more of the 11 sectors quoted in the SEA Directive and provides a framework for 
development consent of projects requiring EIA.' 

‘The Plan is being prepared for the energy sector’ and ‘sets out a framework for reviewing and issuing Petroleum 
exploration and production authorisations’. 

As it has been determined that the Plan should be interpreted as a ‘plan or programme’ which is defined in the 
SEA Directive, the next step is to assess if the plan or programme has the potential to give rise to negative 
environmental effects and if it should therefore be subject to SEA. 

1.4.2 Task 1.2. – Applying Environmental Significance Criteria 

As described in Section 1.3, this section of the SEA Screening constitutes environmental significance screening, 
which is undertaken to assess whether the plan or programme, which has not been screened out by the pre-
screening exercise, is likely to result in significant environmental effects. The application of environmental 
significance criteria is important in determining whether an SEA is required. Schedule 1 of the Planning and 
Development (Strategic Environmental Assessment) (Amendment) Regulations 2011, (S.I. No. 201 of 2011) sets 
out the ‘statutory’ criteria that should be addressed when undertaking this stage.  

The characteristics of the plan having regard to:  

Criteria No. 1 – The degree to which the plan sets a framework for projects and other activities, either with 
regard to the location, nature, size and operating conditions, or by allocating resources 
The purpose of the Plan is to provide for the issuing of Petroleum Authorisations in Irish Offshore Waters which 
in turn will provide a framework for development consent for petroleum exploration and production activities. 
These activities may occur in relatively localised areas but taken together and in combination with other projects 
have the potential to result in cumulative effects.  

Criteria No. 2 – The degree to which the plan influences other plans, including those in a hierarchy 
The scope of the Plan has been influenced by policy change and plays a part in meeting the objectives of 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 Plan influences the scope of petroleum authorisations with new authorisations restricted to progression of 
existing authorisations only, for the exploration for and production of oil and gas. It does not directly influence 
other plans. 

Criteria No. 3 – The relevance of the plan for the integration of environmental considerations, in particular 
with a view of promoting sustainable development 
The Plan has been modified to reduce the reliance on fossil fuels in Ireland and therefore plays a key role in 
promoting sustainable development.  

Criteria No. 4 – Environmental problems relevant to the plan 
There is potential for negative impacts on species and habitats arising from activities associated with the 
implementation of the Plan. The two main project activities are seismic surveys and drilling.  The potential 
pressures which can occur due to activities associated with the Plan include ;  

▪ Underwater noise changes 

▪ Visual and above water noise disturbance 
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▪ Collision above and below water with static or moving objects not naturally found in the marine environment 

▪ Temporary habitat disturbance including penetration and abrasion  

▪ Smothering and siltation rate changes  

▪ Physical change (to another sediment type) 

▪ Indirect climate effects e.g. contributor to national greenhouse gas emissions, changes in sea temperature, 
changes in ocean acidity, changes in climate patterns  

▪ Sediment contamination / potential for bioaccumulation in food chain 

▪ Deterioration of water quality / toxic effects on species 

▪ Hydrocarbon & polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbon (PAH) contamination from unplanned event 

Criteria No. 5 – The relevance of the plan for the implementation of European Union legislation on the 
environment (e.g. plans linked to waste management or water protection) 

The Plan is not specifically linked to implementing EU legislation. Consents under the Plan will be subject to the 
requirements of relevant EU environmental legislation.  

Characteristics of the effects and of the area likely to be affected having regard in particular to:  

Criteria No. 1 – The probability, duration, frequency and reversibility of the effects 
The Plan is intended to provide a process for the consenting authorisations for petroleum exploration and 
production activities. Effects associated with implementation of the Plan are generally likely to occur over 
relatively small areas and many of the potential effects are likely to be short term, localised and temporary 
effects. However, it cannot be ruled out that some effects could be significant.  

Criteria No. 2 – The cumulative nature of the effects 
The Plan provides for the authorisation of petroleum activities in concession areas many of which are located 
adjacent to each other. There is potential for cumulative effects between petroleum activities within concession 
areas and with other offshore activities e.g. offshore renewables.    

Criteria No. 3 – The trans-boundary nature of the effects 
Due to the extent of the area considered in the Plan transboundary effects could occur from consenting activities 
on the East of Ireland with sites on the west side of the United Kingdom (including Northern Ireland, Scotland, 
Wales and England).  

Criteria No. 4 - The risks to human health or the environment (for example, due to accidents)  
As a result of implementing the Plan there is the potential for risk to human health or the environment as a result 
of the activities (seismic surveys and drilling) associated with the Plans authorisations. These activities have the 
potential to give rise to pressures which could have negative effects on the environment and human health such 
as unplanned events which could lead to hydrocarbon or chemical spills.    

Criteria No. 5 - The magnitude and spatial extent of the effects (geographical area and size of the population 
likely to be affected) 
Implementation of the Plan will provide for authorisation for petroleum activities (seismic surveys and drilling) 
in concession areas which are relatively small compared to for example large scale oil and gas appraisal seismic 
surveys. Generally, most effects will occur over a relatively small area over a short period of time.   

Criteria No. 6 - The value and vulnerability of the area likely to be affected due to: 

Special natural characteristics or cultural heritage 

There are a number of Natura 2000 sites and Natural Heritage Areas in Ireland. The Plan relates to offshore work 
and has the potential to affect both on and offshore Natura 2000 sites.  
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Exceeded environmental quality standards or limit values  

Environmental quality standards are not likely to be affected by the plan. 

Intensive land-use  

The Plan will not affect the intensity of land use. 

Criteria No. 7 - The effects on areas or landscapes which have a recognised national, European Union or 
international protection status 
Whilst most of the activities associated with implementation of the Plan are offshore and unlikely to result in 
effects on any onshore areas or landscapes which have a recognised protection status, it is possible an accidental 
hydrocarbon spill could reach the shore of a protected landscape and therefore negative effects cannot be ruled 
out at this stage. 

1.4.2.1 Outcome of Environmental Significance Screening 
The above significance screening indicates the Plan has the potential to result in significant effects on the 
environment and therefore SEA is required. 

1.5 Screening Conclusions  
Following the screening process, it has been concluded, based on the pre-screening check that the Plan does 
constitute a plan as defined and characterised within the SEA Directive.  

Based on an assessment against environmental significance criteria as set out in Schedule 1 of the Planning and 
Development (Strategic Environmental Assessment) (Amendment) Regulations 2011, (S.I. No. 201 of 2011), it 
has been concluded that a SEA is required. 
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