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1. Summary 
 
An Appropriate Assessment is an assessment of the potential effects of a proposed project or plan, on 
its own, or in combination with other plans or projects, on one or more NATURA 2000 sites (Special 
Areas of Conservation (SAC) or Special Protection Areas (SPA)).  
 
The following Appropriate Assessment (Screening Stage) has been prepared by Altemar Ltd. at the 
request of McMahon Design & Management Ltd. and TE Subcom, as part of the site investigations 
application for a Foreshore Licence. The foreshore licence survey relates to the groundtruthing (site 
investigations) of the potential route of a fibre-optic cable, having a landfall at Old Head, Co. Mayo.  
The purpose of this report is to determine the impact, if any, of the proposed site investigations to be 
carried out, as part of the Foreshore Licence application for the routing of a fibre optic cable, 
individually or in combination with other plans or projects, on NATURA 2000 sites. This report 
concludes that, due to the nature of the works and the site specific conservation objectives of the 
Natura 2000 sites within 15 km, an Appropriate Assessment Screening for the proposed site 
investigations is deemed sufficient and a Stage 2 Appropriate Assessment is not required, as no 
significant impacts are foreseen on Natura 2000 sites, based on the project on its own, or in 
combination with other plans or projects.   

Background to Altemar Ltd.  

Altemar is an environmental consultancy based in Greystones, Co. Wicklow. Since its inception in 
2001, Altemar has been delivering ecological and environmental services to a broad range of clients. 
Operational areas include marine, residential, infrastructural, renewable, oil & gas, private industry, 
local authorities, EC projects and environmental consultancy for State/semi-State Departments. Bryan 
Deegan is the managing director of Altemar. Bryan is an environmental scientist and marine biologist 
with 20 years’ experience working in Irish terrestrial and aquatic environments, providing services to 
the State, Semi-State and industry. Bryan Deegan (MCIEEM) holds a MSc in Environmental Science, 
BSc (Hons.) in Applied Marine Biology, NCEA National Diploma in Applied Aquatic Science and a 
NCEA National Certificate in Science (Aquaculture). Altemar has managed environmental aspects of 
several marine fibre optic cable projects including landfalls at Bull Island (North Dublin), Killala Bay 
(Co. Mayo), Loughshinny (Co. Dublin), and Garretstown (Co. Cork).  

2. Background to Appropriate Assessment 

The Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC (together with the Birds Directive (79/409/EEC)) forms the 
cornerstone of Europe's nature conservation policy. The Directive protects over 1000 animals and 
plant species and over 200 "habitat types" which are of European importance.  In the Directive, 
Articles 3 to 9 provide the legislative means to protect habitats and species of European Community 
interest through the establishment and conservation of an EU-wide network of conservation sites 
(NATURA, 2000). These are Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) designated under the Habitats 
Directive and Special Protection Areas (SPAs) designated under the Birds Directive), Article 6(3) and 
6(4) of the Habitats Directive set out the decision-making tests for plans and projects likely to affect 
NATURA 2000 sites (Annex 1.1). Article 6(3) establishes the requirement for Appropriate Assessment: 
 
"Any plan or project not directly connected with or necessary to the management of the [NATURA 2000] site but likely 
to have a significant effect thereon, either individually or in combination with other plans and projects, shall be subjected to 
appropriate assessment of its implications for the site in view of the site's conservation objectives. In light of the conclusions 
of the assessment of the implication for the site and subject to the provisions of paragraph 4, the component national 
authorities shall agree to the plan or project only after having ascertained that it will not adversely affect the integrity of the 
site concerned and, if appropriate, after having obtained the opinion of the general public" 
As outlined in the guidance document on Article 6(4) (January 2007): 
 “Appropriate assessments of the implications of the plan or project for the site concerned must precede its approval and 
take into account the cumulative effects which result from the combination of that plan or project with other plans or 
projects in view of the site's conservation objectives. This implies that all aspects of the plan or project which can, either 
individually or in combination with other plans or projects, affect those objectives must be identified in the light of the best 
scientific knowledge in the field. 
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Assessment procedures of plans or projects likely to affect NATURA 2000 sites should guarantee full consideration of 
all elements contributing to the site integrity and to the overall coherence of the network, both in the definition of the 
baseline conditions and in the stages leading to identification of potential impacts, mitigation measures and residual 
impacts. These determine what has to be compensated, both in quality and quantity. Regardless of whether the provisions 
of Article 6(3) are delivered following existing environmental impact assessment procedures or other specific methods, it 
must be ensured that: 

• Article 6(3) assessment results allow full traceability of the decisions eventually made, including the selection of 
alternatives and any imperative reasons of overriding public interest. 

• The assessment should include all elements contributing to the site’s integrity and to the overall coherence of the 
network as defined in the site’s conservation objectives and Standard Data Form, and be based on best available 
scientific knowledge in the field. The information required should be updated and could include the following issues: 

o Structure and function, and the respective role of the site’s ecological assets; 
o Area, representativity and conservation status of the priority and nonpriority habitats in the site; 
o Population size, degree of isolation, ecotype, genetic pool, age class structure, and conservation status of species under 

Annex II of the Habitats Directive or Annex I of the Birds Directive present in the site; 
o Role of the site within the biographical region and in the coherence of the NATURA 2000 network; and, 
o Any other ecological assets and functions identified in the site. 

• It should include a comprehensive identification of all the potential impacts of the plan or project likely 
to be significant on the site, taking into account cumulative impacts and other impacts likely to arise as a result of 
the combined action of the plan or project under assessment and other plans or projects. 

• The assessment under Article 6(3) applies the best available techniques and methods, to estimate the 
extent of the effects of the plan or project on the biological integrity of the site(s) likely to be damaged. 

• The assessment provides for the incorporation of the most effective mitigation measures into the plan or 
project concerned, in order to avoid, reduce or even cancel the negative impacts on the site. 

• The characterisation of the biological integrity and the impact assessment should be based on the best 
possible indicators specific to the NATURA 2000 assets which must also be useful to monitor the plan or project 
implementation.” 
 

Plans 
Plans, as defined by NPWS (2009), include all statutory and non-statutory land use, framework and 
sectoral plans and strategies to the extent that they have the potential to have significant effects on a 
NATURA 2000 site. This incorporates ‘plans and programmes’ covered by the SEA Directive 11, and 
other plans and strategies, including those that are designed or intended to benefit the environment or 
heritage, such as Heritage and Biodiversity plans, recreation/amenity plans or strategies, and River 
Basin Management Plans. 
 
Projects 
The Commission (EC, 2006) puts the position as follows: “such a definition of project[i.e. definition of 
‘project’ from the EIA Directive] is relevant to defining the concept of plan or project as provided for 
in the Habitats Directive, which, seeks, as does Directive 85/337, to prevent activities which are likely 
to damage the environment from being authorised without prior assessment of their impact on the 
environment”, and goes on to say that “the fact that the activity has been carried on periodically for 
several years on the site concerned and that a licence has to be obtained for it every year does not in 
itself constitute an obstacle to considering it, at the time of each application, as a distinct plan or 
project within the meaning of the Habitats Directive”. 
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3. Stages of Appropriate Assessment 

This Report for Appropriate Assessment screening was undertaken in accordance with the European 
Commission Methodological Guidance on the provision of Article 6(3) and 6(4) of the 'Habitats' 
Directive 92/43/EEC (EC, 2001) and the European Commission Guidance 'Managing NATURA 2000 
Sites'.  This report also takes into account the December 2009 publication from the Department of 
Environment, Heritage and Local Government entitled ‘Appropriate Assessment of Plans and Projects 
in Ireland: Guidance for Planning Authorities’ and the European Communities (Birds and Natural 
Habitats) Regulations 2011. 
In order to comply with the above Guidance, the Appropriate Assessment process is structured as 
follows: 

1)  Stage 1: Screening: 

• Description of the proposed project; 

• Identification of NATURA 2000 sites potentially affected; 

• Identification and description of individual and cumulative impacts likely to result from the 
proposed project;  

• Assessment of the significance of the impacts identified above on site integrity. Exclusion 
of sites where it can be objectively concluded that there will be no significant effects; and, 

• Conclusions. 
 

2)  Stage 2: Appropriate Assessment (Natura Impact Statement): 

• Description of the NATURA 2000 sites that will be considered further; 

• Description of significant impacts on the conservation feature of these sites likely to occur 
from the project; and, 

• Mitigation/Recommendations/Conclusions. 
 

 

3)  Stage 3: Assessment of Alternative Solutions  

If mitigation is possible that enables a risk to be avoided fully, then, subject to other necessary 
approvals, the project or plan may proceed.  If mitigation measures are insufficient, or are not 
actually practicable and achievable to avoid the risk entirely, then, in the light of a negative 
assessment, the plan or project may not proceed.  A wider search for alternative solutions may 
need to be considered – Stage 3. 1 

 
4)  Stage 4: Assessment where no alternative solutions exist and where adverse impacts remain 

(Imperative Reasons of Overriding Public Interest (IROPI)/Derogation).: Stage 4 is the main 
derogation process of Article 6(4) which examines whether there are imperative reasons of 
overriding public interest (IROPI) for allowing a plan or project that will have adverse effects 
on the integrity of a NATURA 2000 site to proceed in cases where it has been established that 
no less damaging alternative solution exists. The extra protection measures for Annex I priority 
habitats come into effect when making the IROPI case. 

 

This report presents the findings from Stage 1, Screening for Appropriate Assessment.  

 

 

                                                 
1 (DoEHLG, 2009) Appropriate Assessment of Plans and projects in Ireland: Guidance for planning authorities.  
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4. Screening Stage  
a) Management of the Site 

The plan or project is not directly connected with, or necessary to, the management of NATURA 
2000 sites. 

b)  Description of the Proposed Project 
America Europe Connect 2 Ltd is planning to construct a trans-Atlantic fibre optic cable from New 
Jersey in the United States to Blaabjerg in Denmark (Fig. 1 inset) with spurs to Ireland (Figure 1) and 
Norway. The spur to Ireland is planned to extend from Old Head, Louisburg, Co. Mayo to a sub-sea 
branching unit in the deep waters of the Rockall Trough at a distance of 286 kilometres from the Mayo 
coastline. America Europe Connect 2 Ltd. has commissioned TE Subcom to plan, design, permit and 
install the cable system. This Appropriate Assessment Screening relates to an application for a 
Foreshore Licence for Marine Survey and Site Investigations at the landfall and along the section of 
cable in Irish waters. 
 

 

Figure 1. Proposed Route of fibre Optic Cable 

Site Selection 

The project partners have investigated landfall sites on the west coast of Ireland and have taken into 
account environmental, logistical, infrastructural and engineering factors. Following a desk based and 
visual review of several sites, Old Head has been chosen as a possible landfall option. As a result of this 
selection process, site investigations are required to properly assess the suitability of this potential 
landfall site and cable route.  The proposed works will be carried out predominantly by seaborne 
electronic equipment (geophysical survey) with some selective sampling of the seabed (geotechnical 
survey). Inter tidal investigations will also be carried out. Once the results of the survey are obtained 
detailed route selection, design and method statements will be developed and a final Route Position 
List (RPL) will be defined. It is at this stage that the preferred route and landfall details will be finalised.  
A further submission for a Foreshore Licence for installation works, at the preferred landfall and for 
the preferred route will include an additional assessment as required under the European Communities 
(Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations 2011.  



8 
 

Landfall Location  

The location of the proposed landfall at Old Head, Co. Mayo and the proposed survey route/corridor 
are shown on satellite imagery in Figure 2 and in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 2. Proposed Landfall Location on satellite imagery. 
 

Figure 3. Proposed Landfall Location on 6” Ordnance Survey Map. 
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Proposed Marine Survey and Site Investigations 

The principal objective of the Marine Survey & Site Investigations is to ascertain a feasible and safe 
route for cable system design, deployment, survivability and subsequent maintenance, with due regard 
for environmental considerations. The survey will also allow decisions to be made about cable 
armouring and burial. The survey will identify all route obstacles and cable hazards and provide 
detailed information to support cable route and installation engineering. The site investigations will 
enable “ground-truthing” of the seabed along the route. 
 
The survey operations will be broken down into separate, but overlapping areas, with boundaries 
defined by water depth as specified in the technical requirements outlined below. These water depth 
boundaries will be adjusted based on the limitations of the survey vessel(s) and survey gear. The 
surveys will ensure that there are no gaps or unsurveyed areas between the different survey operations. 
For the marine route survey, the sidescan ranges will be limited to those providing the greatest 
resolution possible (able to resolve a 0.5m object or better), while following the required minimum line 
spacing and overlap. The maximum speeds outlined will be used as guidelines. Bathymetry data 
collection will, at minimum, comply with the requirements in this document or with International 
Hydrographic Office standards (S44). 
 
Survey line spacing is to be designed to ensure adequate coverage and overlap of geophysical 
measurements.   For swathe bathymetry, “20% overlap” signifies that adjacent acquisition swathes 
within the survey corridor overlap by 20%. For side scan sonar (SSS), 100% overlap requires two 
passes of complete coverage over a given area of sea-floor, with the two passes each ensonifying the 
sea-floor from opposite directions to ensure targets are adequately imaged. In order to ensure data 
continuity, the following overlaps between survey regions are to be established as a minimum; 
 
Table 1. Overlap of survey Areas: 
 

Survey Overlap 

Landfall Site Survey to Diver Swim  50m 
Diver Swim Survey to Small Boat  50m 
Small Boat Survey to Offshore  500m 

Landfall Site Survey & Site Investigations  
A Topographic Laser Scanner in combination with RTK positioning will be used to digitalize the 
landing site area of the beach along the line of the proposed cable route from the carpark to the low 
water mark.  
Site Investigations at Old Head will consist of; 

• 3 No. Trial Pits (Figure 4) on the beach (2.5m depth by JCB, excavated and immediately 
reinstated) at 50m centres starting seaward of the High Water Mark. The 3 No. Trial Pits will 
be excavated, logged, photographed and backfilled in a single intertidal period of less than 1 
hour. The trial pits will be backfilled with the original excavated materials in the sequence in 
which they are excavated.   

• Bar probes on the beach and from the Low Water Line to the 3 metre contour The bar probes 
on the beach will be every 25m and out to the 3m contour. They are simply to prove the depth 
of sand, gravel or soft material and are effectively non-intrusive. 

• Ecology Survey may include localised digging to identify infauna within the route.  

• Archaeological investigations  

Diver Swim Survey  
The Diver Swim Survey will extend from the low water line outward to 3m contour. A diver swim rope 
with 25m gradations will be positioned along the route. Dive lines will be configured to provide 
representative coverage across the entire survey corridor (nominally spaced at 125m). Bathymetry will 
be measured by diver depth gauge at each 25m gradation. Geomorphology will be determined by 
underwater video along the length of the diver swim rope. The diver video will be undertaken along 
each line in the survey swathe; divers will use a dive slate or other clearly written method to indicate 
Kilometre Point (KP) and water depth at the specified gradations along the rope. Tie lines will be 
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nominally spaced at 125m parallel to shore and will verify primary survey data within the Diver Swim 
area. Bathymetry and seabed composition are to be noted along tie lines. A minimum of 5 tie lines will 
be performed (Table 2). The Diver Swim Survey will also investigate and identify any obstacles found 
during the Small Boat Survey up to safe diving limits. Two spot dives will be considered part of the 
standard scope of work. The Diver Swim Survey will comply with the requirements of the Underwater 
Archaeology Unit of the Department of Arts, Heritage & the Gaeltacht.  
 
In order to get relevant detailed information in deeper water it is necessary to use acoustics. Video was 
considered, but deemed to be ineffectual for the survey, as outlined in the rationale Appendix I for 
underwater acoustic survey. 
 
Table 2. Diver swim survey requirements 

Survey Area Depth Range Corridor Min. # of Lines 

Diver Swim 0 (LAT) to 3m 250m 5 

 

 
Figure 4. Proposed Landfall, diver swim sampling points and trial pit locations 

Small Boat Survey 
The area extending seaward from the 3m water depth contour and inshore of the safe working draft 
limits of the primary survey vessel will be accurately surveyed with a small craft using Multibeam 
Echosounder (MBES), sidescan sonar and sub-bottom profile equipment. Sub-bottom profile 
equipment will be able to discern the nature and density of the upper 3 meters of seabed, and will be 
used on a non-interfering basis with other sounding systems. Tie lines (Table 3) will be performed to 
verify primary survey data and will have a nominal spacing of 10 times the primary line spacing with a 
minimum of two tie lines. A minimum of seven survey lines, based upon the Survey RPL, is required. 
 
Features such as shallow reefs, surge channels, debris fields, archaeological features or anything that 
could be a hazard to the cable, or installation team, will be noted. General reconnaissance of the survey 
corridor beyond the planned survey lines and tie lines will be necessary to describe the seabed as 
accurately as possible. A diver swim survey (spot dive) will be required to investigate and identify any 
obstacles or archaeological features found during the small boat survey up to safe diving limits. A line 
plan showing number of survey lines as a function of depth will be provided prior to start of survey 
operations. The site investigations in the area from the Low Water Line to the 15m contour will be 
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undertaken from a small vessel having the appropriate draft. The site investigations seaward of the 15m 
contour will be undertaken from a larger sea-going vessel. 
 

Table 3. Small Boat Survey Requirements 
Survey Area Depth 

Range 
Corridor Min. #  of Lines Min. Overlap Max. Speed 

Small Boat 3m to 15m 500m 7 SSS: min 100% 
MBES Bathy: 20% 

4 knots 

 
Shallow Water Survey  
The shallow water survey extends from the 15m water depth until 1500m water depth. The boundaries 
of the shallow water survey extend 250 meters to each side of the proposed cable routes (Figures 5 & 
6). The proposed cable route is shown as a black line within a medium grey survey corridor. The work 
to be performed for the shallow water survey involves the MV Fugro Gauss, MV Fugro Discovery, 
MV Fugro Searcher and/or MV Fugro Helmert, all foreign flagged vessels, performing 24 hour 
operations to ensonify the seafloor with MBES, SSS, and SBP (Table 4). Furthermore, a magnetometer 
may be used to help locate and geo-reference any existing cables or pipelines that are within the survey 
corridor. It will not be used on most survey lines but instead used only when existing cables or 
pipelines are encountered. The magnetometer will be a passive system, putting no energy into the 
water. Likewise, it will be shallow towed from the back of the vessel, mitigating any risk of collision of 
the magnetometer, as it will be close to the surface of the water. The magnetometer that will be used 
for this survey is the Geometrics G-882. Also, the shallow water survey involves the use of a gravity 
corer or grab samples (after gravity corer failure) to take sediment samples approximately every 10 
kilometres. Each gravity core has a maximum length of 2 metres and a grab sample takes max. 250cm³ 
of the top sediment layer on the seafloor. The samples will be immediately photographed then returned 

to the seafloor, making this process non‐invasive to the seafloor. It is also possible that the use of a 
CPT is required. The cone will penetrate the seafloor up to a maximum depth of 2 metres.  
 
Deep Water Survey 
The deep water survey extends from the 1500m water depth to EEZ Ireland. The boundaries of the 
deep water surveys extend to 3 times the water depth centred on the proposed cable routes. The work 
to be performed for the deep water survey involves the MV Fugro Gauss, MV Fugro Discovery, MV 
Fugro Searcher, all foreign flagged vessels, performing 24 hour operations to ensonify the seafloor with 
MBES.  
  
Table 4. Shallow Water Surveys Segment 2 and Deep Water Surveys 

Survey Area Depth Range Corridor Min. #  of Lines Min. Overlap Max. Speed 
Shallow 2 > 15m 

<1500m 
500m 3 SSS: min 100% 

MBES Bathy:20% 
4 knots 

Deep Water >1500m  
–Exit EEZ 

500m 3 SSS: min 100% 
MBES Bathy:20% 

4 knots 

Seabed Sampling 
The shallow water survey  involves the use of a gravity corer or grab samples (after gravity corer 
failure) to take sediment samples approximately every 10 kilometres. Each gravity core has a maximum 
length of 2 meters and a grab sample takes max. 250cm³ of the top sediment layer on the seafloor.  

 
Table 5. Seabed Sampling Requirements 

Survey Area Depth Type Avg. Spacing 

Small Boat 3 - 15 m Grab Sampler 1 per 500 m 

Offshore > 15m Gravity Corer (GC) or Cone Penetrometer (CPT) 
Grab Sampler (After GC/CPT Failure) 

1 per 10km 

The marine survey and site investigations will be undertaken in compliance with best practice and 
having regard for the protection of marine mammals. The marine survey and site investigations will be 
undertaken along the route line shown on the Foreshore Licence Map Drawings. 
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Figure 5. Proposed inshore sampling stations. 
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Figure 6. Proposed offshore sampling stations. 
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Survey Equipment Parameters  

The marine surveys will include 

• Bathymetry 

• Side Scan Sonar 

• Sub-Bottom Profiling 

• Magnetometer 

Equipment and Procedures 
The marine survey will be carried out in compliance with the “Code of Practice for the Protection of 
Marine Mammals during Acoustic Seafloor Surveys in Irish Waters” and with the “General 
Requirements for a Geophysical Survey for Archaeological Purposes”. The survey equipment acoustic 
properties have the following characteristics (Table 6); 
 
Table 6. Survey Equipment 

Equipment Type Frequency (Energy level in dB re 1 µPa) 

Dual Frequency Single Beam Echosounder – 
Reson Navisound 420 

33 and 210kHz (168 – 174) 

Dual Frequency Side Scan Sonar –  
Edgetech 4200 Sidescan Towfish 

100 and 400kHz (226 effective) 
or 300/600Khz 

Sub-bottom Profiler –  
Geoacoustics 4 x 4 Hull-mounted SBP Pinger System 

3 – 7.5kHz (-225) 

Magnetometer -Geometrics Type 882 
(>15m Kongsberg HiPap 502 USBL) 

Magnetometers are ‘‘passive’’ 
instruments and do not emit sounds, 

impulses, or signals, and are not 
expected to affect marine mammals. 

 
In the case of the Small Boat Survey the survey line spacing will be set at 25m (0m-15m), 50m (15-
1500m) for the Side Scan Sonar. In deeper water the spacing will increase. Specific soft-start 
procedures (to comply with the “Code of Practice for the Protection of Marine Mammals during 
Acoustic Seafloor Surveys in Irish Waters”) will be developed and incorporated in the project 
execution plan before mobilisation. The duration of noise-generating surveys will be reduced to the 
minimum necessary to collect results of sufficient quality. The survey will be undertaken by a specialist 
survey vessel having experience of marine survey and having approved appropriate survey equipment. 
Details of the survey vessel and of the survey equipment to be used will be made available prior to 
commencement of the survey. The data to be provided will include; 
 

1. Name of vessel 
2. Name of Captain 
3. Name of Client’s Representative 
4. Contact details for the vessel 
5. Details of Multi-Beam Equipment including; 
6. The sound intensity, the frequency of pitch and the tone or bandwidth for the Echo Sounder, 

the Side Scan Sonar and the Sub-Bottom Profiler. 
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c) Identification of NATURA 2000 sites/species potentially affected. 

 
The following figures show the proposed fibre optic cable route and survey corridor in relation to 
Natura 2000 sites; the Irish territorial waters, and SAC’s (Figure 7), with 15km buffer (Figure 8), 
inshore elements and SAC’s (Figure 9) and satellite imagery of the proposed landfall at Old Head and 
proximity to Oldhead Wood SAC and West Connacht Coast SAC (Figure 10), 15km buffer and SPA’s 
(Figure 11) and inshore elements in relation to SPA’s (Figure 12). Natura 2000 Sites. 
 
The NATURA 2000 sites within 15km of the proposed route and landfall are: 
 
Special Areas of Conservation 

• Oldhead Wood SAC (150m from cable survey corridor) 

• West Connacht Coast SAC (500m from cable survey corridor) 

• Clare Island Cliffs SAC (1.75km from cable survey corridor) 

• Achill Head SAC (3.2km from cable survey corridor)  

• Corraun Plateau SAC (3.9km from cable survey corridor) 

• Mweelrea/Sheeffrey/Erriff Complex SAC (4.25 km from cable survey corridor) 

• Clew Bay Complex SAC (4.75km from cable survey corridor) 

• Croaghaun/Slievemore (6.1km from cable survey corridor) 

• Keel Machair/Menaun Cliffs (6.7km from cable survey corridor) 

• Lough Cahasy, Lough Baun and Roonah Lough SAC (7.75km from cable survey corridor) 

• Lough Gall Bog SAC (11.6km from cable survey corridor) 

• Cross Lough (Killadoon) SAC (12.25 km from cable survey corridor) 

• Bellacragher Samtmarsh SAC (12.6km from cable survey corridor) 

• Blackloon Woods SAC (13.25km from cable survey corridor) 
 
Special Protection Areas 

• Bills Rocks SPA (1.2km from cable survey corridor) 

• Clare Island SPA (1.5 km from cable survey corridor) 

• Owenduff/Nephin Complex SPA (10.75 km from cable survey corridor) 

• Cross Lough (Killadoon) SPA (12.5km from cable survey corridor) 
 
Initial screening of these sites can be seen in Table 7. The proposed landfall is not within a designated 
conservation area.  
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Figure 7. Position of proposed fibre optic cable route and survey corridor in relation to the Irish territorial waters and SAC’s. 

12nm Limit 



17 
 

 
Figure 8. Position of proposed fibre optic cable route, survey corridor (5km, 10km & 15km buffers) in relation to the Irish territorial waters and SAC’s. 
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Figure 9. Position of proposed inshore fibre optic cable route, survey corridor (5km & 10km buffers) in relation to the SAC’s. 
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Figure 10. Position of proposed inshore fibre optic cable route in relation to the boundaries of West Connacht Coast and Oldhead Wood SACs 
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Figure 11. Position of proposed fibre optic cable route and survey corridor in relation to the Irish territorial waters and SPA’s. 
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Figure 12. Position of proposed fibre optic cable route, survey corridor (5km, 10km & 15km buffers) in relation to the Irish territorial waters and SPA’s. 
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Table 7. Initial screening of Natura 2000 sites within 15km of the proposed cable route and survey.  

Special Areas of Conservation 

NATURA 
CODE 

NAME Screened 
In/Out 

Details/Reason 

IE 000532 Oldhead 
Wood SAC  

 

Out Conservation Objectives: 
To maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of the 
Annex I habitat(s) and/or the Annex II species for which the SAC has 
been selected. 
 

Qualifying Interests 
European dry heaths [4030] 
Old sessile oak woods with Ilex and Blechnum in the British Isles 
[91A0] 
 
Potential Impact 
Oldhead Wood SAC (150m from cable survey corridor, min 270m from 
terrestrial cable route) 

No impact on the qualifying interests of this SAC is foreseen, due 
limited nature of the survey in the intertidal and subtidal.  All 
operations will be in the intertidal and subtidal and will not involve 
terrestrial works. The works will not impact the qualifying interests of 
this site. Terrestrial elements of the site investigations are non-
intrusive.  
 
No significant effects are likely                                   

IE 002998 West 
Connacht 
Coast SAC  

IN Conservation Objectives: 
To maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of the 
Annex I habitat(s) and/or the Annex II species for which the SAC has 
been selected. 
 

Qualifying Interests 
Common Bottlenose Dolphin Tursiops truncatus [1349] 
 
Potential Impact 
West Connacht Coast SAC (500m from cable survey corridor) 

The survey will involve acoustic equipment and the generation of 
underwater noise. Further assessment is required. This is carried out 
on page33.  
 
Additional Information is required.                                       

IE002243 Clare Island 
Cliffs SAC  

Out Conservation Objectives: 
To maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of the 
Annex I habitat(s) and/or the Annex II species for which the SAC has 
been selected. 
 

Qualifying Interests 
Vegetated sea cliffs of the Atlantic and Baltic coasts [1230] 
Calcareous rocky slopes with chasmophytic vegetation [8210] 
Siliceous rocky slopes with chasmophytic vegetation [8220]  
 
Potential Impact 
Clare Island Cliffs SAC (1.75km from cable survey corridor) 

No impact on the qualifying interests of this SAC is foreseen, due 
limited nature of the survey in the intertidal and subtidal. All 
operations will be a minimum of 1.75 km from the SAC in an area 
whose qualifying interests are terrestrial. The works will not impact the 
qualifying interests of this site. 
No significant effects are likely                                     
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Special Areas of Conservation 

NATURA 
CODE 

NAME Screened 
In/Out 

Details/Reason 

IE002268 Achill Head 
SAC  

Out Conservation Objectives: 
To maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of the 
Annex I habitat(s) and/or the Annex II species for which the SAC has 
been selected. 
 

Qualifying Interests 
Mudflats and sandflats not covered by seawater at low tide [1140] 
Large shallow inlets and bays [1160] 
Reefs [1170]  
 
Potential Impact 
Achill Head SAC (3.2km from cable survey corridor)  

No impact on the qualifying interests of this SAC is foreseen, due 
limited nature of the survey in both area and temporal extent. All 
survey operations will be a minimum of 3.2 km from the SAC in an 
area that has regular boat traffic. The proposed route has been selected 
to avoid reef areas to assist in the laying of the cable. Sampling of the 
seabed may create localised disturbance of the sediment but this is 
deemed not to be of significance to the qualifying interest of this SAC, 
3.2km from the proposed survey route. The works will not impact the 
qualifying interests of this site. 
 
No significant effects are likely                                       

IE000485 Corraun 
Plateau SAC  

 

Out Conservation Objectives: 
To maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of the 
Annex I habitat(s) and/or the Annex II species for which the SAC has 
been selected. 
 

Qualifying Interests 
Northern Atlantic wet heaths with Erica tetralix [4010] 
European dry heaths [4030] 
Alpine and Boreal heaths [4060] 
Juniperus communis formations on heaths or calcareous grasslands 
[5130] 
Siliceous scree of the montane to snow levels (Androsacetalia alpinae and 
Galeopsietalia ladani) [8110] 
Siliceous rocky slopes with chasmophytic vegetation [8220]) 
 
Potential Impact 
Corraun Plateau SAC (3.9km from cable survey corridor) 

No impact on the qualifying interests of this SAC is foreseen, due the 
fact that the survey is in the intertidal and subtidal, 3.9km from this 
SAC whose qualifying interests are terrestrial habitats and species. 
There is no direct link to this SAC. The works will not impact the 
qualifying interests of this site. 
No significant effects are likely                                  
 

IE001932 Mweelrea/ 
Sheeffrey/  
Erriff 
Complex 
SAC 

 

Out Conservation Objectives: 
To maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of the 
Annex I habitat(s) and/or the Annex II species for which the SAC has 
been selected. 
 

Qualifying Interests 
Coastal lagoons [1150] 
Annual vegetation of drift lines [1210] 
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Special Areas of Conservation 

NATURA 
CODE 

NAME Screened 
In/Out 

Details/Reason 

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] 
Atlantic decalcified fixed dunes (Calluno-Ulicetea) [2150] 
Dunes with Salix repens ssp. argentea (Salicion arenariae) [2170] 
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] 
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] 
Alpine and Boreal heaths [4060] 
Juniperus communis formations on heaths or calcareous grasslands [5130] 
Hydrophilous tall herb fringe communities of plains and of the 
montane to alpine levels [6430] 
Blanket bogs (* if active bog) [7130] 
Transition mires and quaking bogs [7140] 
Depressions on peat substrates of the Rhynchosporion [7150] 
Petrifying springs with tufa formation (Cratoneurion) [7220] 
Alkaline fens [7230] 
Siliceous scree of the montane to snow levels (Androsacetalia alpinae and 
Galeopsietalia ladani) [8110] 
Calcareous rocky slopes with chasmophytic vegetation [8210] 
Siliceous rocky slopes with chasmophytic vegetation [8220] 
Vertigo geyeri (Geyer's Whorl Snail) [1013] 
Vertigo angustior (Narrow-mouthed Whorl Snail) [1014] 
Margaritifera margaritifera (Freshwater Pearl Mussel) [1029] 
Salmo salar (Salmon) [1106] 
Lutra lutra (Otter) [1355] 
Petalophyllum ralfsii (Petalwort) [1395] 
Najas flexilis (Slender Naiad) [1833] 
 
Potential Impact 
Mweelrea/Sheeffrey/Erriff Complex SAC (4.25 km from cable survey 
corridor) 

No impact on the qualifying interests of this SAC is foreseen. The 
majority of qualifying interests of this SAC are terrestrial and do not 
have a stage in the marine environment. However, Atlantic salmon do 
have a stage in their lifecycle in the marine environment. All 
watercourses in the vicinity of Old Head Beach are short and do not 
extend in to this SAC. As outlined in McGinnity, et al (2003) they are 
“Not considered a significant producer of Salmonids”. The Bunowen 
River is a salmon river and is located 4.5 Km to the west of the landfall 
and this river extends into this SAC and the upper part of the 
catchment is within this SAC. The proposed survey is at minimum  
4.5km from the Bunowen River. Salmon that use this river may be in 
the vicinity of the proposed survey and would not be impacted by 
acoustic survey. If salmon were in the vicinity of the physical sampling 
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Special Areas of Conservation 

NATURA 
CODE 

NAME Screened 
In/Out 

Details/Reason 

equipment they have the ability to avoid the area. If present minor and 
short term disturbance may occur and this would not be seen as 
damaging to individual salmon or the conservation objectives of this 
SAC. 
No significant effects are likely    
 

IE 001482 Clew Bay 
Complex 
SAC  

Out Conservation Objectives: 
To maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of the 
Annex I habitat(s) and/or the Annex II species for which the SAC has 
been selected. 
 

Qualifying Interests 
Mudflats and sandflats not covered by seawater at low tide [1140] 
Coastal lagoons [1150] 
Large shallow inlets and bays [1160] 
Annual vegetation of drift lines [1210] 
Perennial vegetation of stony banks [1220] 
Atlantic salt meadows (Glauco-Puccinellietalia maritimae) [1330] 
Embryonic shifting dunes [2110] 
Shifting dunes along the shoreline with Ammophila arenaria (white 
dunes) [2120] 
Machairs (* in Ireland) [21A0] 
Old sessile oak woods with Ilex and Blechnum in the British Isles 
[91A0] 
Vertigo geyeri (Geyer's Whorl Snail) [1013] 
Lutra lutra (Otter) [1355] 
Phoca vitulina (Harbour Seal) [1365]) 
 
Potential Impact 
All operations will be a minimum of 4.75 km from the SAC in an area 
that has regular boat traffic and in close proximity to Old Head beach 
and pier.  No impact on the qualifying interests of this SAC is 
foreseen, due limited nature of the survey in both area and temporal 
extent. However, Harbour Seal that utilise this SAC may be in the 
vicinity of the survey. Therefore as a precautionary measure a Marine 
Mammal Observer is recommended to ensure that Harbour Seals are 
not disturbed by the proposed survey. Due to the boat, human and 
dog activity already in this area the seals appear used to disturbance. 
The works are not likely to impact the qualifying interests of this site. 
 
No significant effects are likely                                       

IE001955 Croaghaun/
Slievemore  

Out Conservation Objectives: 
To maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of the 
Annex I habitat(s) and/or the Annex II species for which the SAC has 
been selected. 
 

Qualifying Interests 
 
Northern Atlantic wet heaths with Erica tetralix [4010] 
European dry heaths [4030] 
Alpine and Boreal heaths [4060] 
Siliceous scree of the montane to snow levels (Androsacetalia alpinae and 
Galeopsietalia ladani) [8110] 
Siliceous rocky slopes with chasmophytic vegetation [8220]) 
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Special Areas of Conservation 

NATURA 
CODE 

NAME Screened 
In/Out 

Details/Reason 

 
Potential Impact 
Croaghaun/Slievemore (6.1km from cable survey corridor) 
No impact on the qualifying interests of this SAC is foreseen, due the 
fact that the survey is in the intertidal and subtidal, 6.1km from this 
SAC whose qualifying interests are terrestrial habitats and species. 
There is no direct link to this SAC. The works will not impact the 
qualifying interests of this site. 
 
No significant effects are likely                                       
 

IE001513 Keel 
Machair/ 
Menaun 
Cliffs  

Out Conservation Objectives: 
To maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of the 
Annex I habitat(s) and/or the Annex II species for which the SAC has 
been selected. 
 

Qualifying Interests 
Perennial vegetation of stony banks [1220] 
Machairs (* in Ireland) [21A0] 
Alpine and Boreal heaths [4060] 
Petalophyllum ralfsii (Petalwort) [1395]  
 
Potential Impact 
Keel Machair/Menaun Cliffs (6.7km from cable survey corridor) 

No impact on the qualifying interests of this SAC is foreseen, due the 
fact that the survey is in the intertidal and subtidal, 6.7km from this 
SAC whose qualifying interests are terrestrial habitats and species. Due 
to the limited nature of the survey Perennial vegetation of stony banks 
[1220] that may be present on the upper intertidal will not be impacted. 
The works will not impact the qualifying interests of this site. 
No significant effects are likely                                       
 

IE001529 Lough 
Cahasy, 
Lough Baun 
and Roonah 
Lough SAC  

 

Out Conservation Objectives: 
To maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of the 
Annex I habitat(s) and/or the Annex II species for which the SAC has 
been selected. 
 

Qualifying Interests 
Coastal lagoons [1150] 
Perennial vegetation of stony banks [1220] 
Shifting dunes along the shoreline with Ammophila arenaria (white 
dunes) [2120] 
 
Potential Impact 
Lough Cahasy, Lough Baun and Roonah Lough SAC (7.75km from 
cable survey corridor) 
No impact on the qualifying interests of this SAC is foreseen, due the 
fact that the survey is in the intertidal and subtidal, 7.75km from this 
SAC whose qualifying interests are terrestrial and coastal habitats.  Due 
to the limited nature of the survey Perennial vegetation of stony banks 
[1220] that may be present on the upper intertidal will not be impacted. 
The works will not impact the qualifying interests of this site. 
 
No significant effects are likely                                       
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Special Areas of Conservation 

NATURA 
CODE 

NAME Screened 
In/Out 

Details/Reason 

IE000522 Lough Gall 
Bog SAC  

 

Out Conservation Objectives: 
To maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of the 
Annex I habitat(s) and/or the Annex II species for which the SAC has 
been selected. 
 

Qualifying Interests 
Blanket bogs (* if active bog) [7130] 
Depressions on peat substrates of the Rhynchosporion [7150] 
 
Potential Impact 
No impact on the qualifying interests of this SAC is foreseen, due 
limited nature of the survey in both area and temporal extent. All 
operations will be a minimum of 11.6 km from the SAC in an area that 
has regular boat traffic and in close proximity to Old Head beach, 
which is a designated bathing water. The works will not impact the 
qualifying interests of this site. 
 
No significant effects are likely                                       

IE000484 Cross Lough 
(Killadoon) 
SAC  

 

Out Conservation Objectives: 
To maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of the 
Annex I habitat(s) and/or the Annex II species for which the SAC has 
been selected. 
 

Qualifying Interests 
Perennial vegetation of stony banks [1220] 
 
Potential Impact 
Cross Lough (Killadoon) SAC (12.25 km from cable survey corridor) 
No impact on the qualifying interests of this SAC is foreseen, due 
limited nature of the survey in both area and temporal extent. All 
operations will be a minimum of 12.25km from the SAC in an area 
that has regular boat traffic and in close proximity to Old Head beach, 
which is a designated bathing water. The works will not impact the 
qualifying interests of this site. 
 
No significant effects are likely                                       

IE002005 Bellacragher 
Saltmarsh 
SAC  

 

Out Conservation Objectives: 
To maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of the 
Annex I habitat(s) and/or the Annex II species for which the SAC has 
been selected. 
 

Qualifying Interests 
Atlantic salt meadows (Glauco-Puccinellietalia maritimae) [1330] 
Mediterranean salt meadows (Juncetalia maritimi) [1410] 
 
Potential Impact 
No impact on the qualifying interests of this SAC is foreseen, due 
limited nature of the survey in both area and temporal extent. All 
operations will be a minimum of 12.6 km from the SAC in an area that 
has regular boat traffic and in close proximity to Old Head beach, 
which is a designated bathing water. The works will not impact the 
qualifying interests of this site. 
 
No significant effects are likely                                     
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Special Areas of Conservation 

NATURA 
CODE 

NAME Screened 
In/Out 

Details/Reason 

IE00471 Blackloon 
Woods SAC  

 

Out Conservation Objectives: 
To maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of the 
Annex I habitat(s) and/or the Annex II species for which the SAC has 
been selected. 
 

Qualifying Interests 
Old sessile oak woods with Ilex and Blechnum in the British Isles 
[91A0] 
 
Potential Impact 
Blackloon Woods SAC (13.25km from cable survey corridor) 
No impact on the qualifying interests of this SAC is foreseen, due 
limited nature of the survey in both area and temporal extent. All 
operations will be a minimum of 13.25 km from the SAC in an area 
that has regular boat traffic and in close proximity to Old Head beach, 
which is a designated bathing water. The works will not impact the 
qualifying interests of this site. 
 
No significant effects likely                                       
 

 
 
 
 

Special Protection Areas  

NATURA 
CODE 

NAME Screened 
In/Out 

Details/Reason 

IE0004177 Bills Rocks 
SPA 

Out Conservation Objective: The maintenance of habitats and 
species within Natura 2000 sites at favourable conservation 
condition will contribute to the overall maintenance of favourable 
conservation status of those habitats and species at a national 
level. 
 
Qualifying Interests 
Storm Petrel (Hydrobates pelagicus) [A014] 
Puffin (Fratercula arctica) [A204]  
 
Potential Impact 
No impact on the bird species representing the qualifying 
interests of this SPA is foreseen, due limited nature of the survey 
in both area and temporal extent. All operations will be a 
minimum of 1.2km from the SPA in an area that has regular boat 
traffic. 
 
No significant effects are likely                                       

IE0004136 Clare Island 
SPA  

Out Conservation Objective: The maintenance of habitats and 
species within Natura 2000 sites at favourable conservation 
condition will contribute to the overall maintenance of favourable 
conservation status of those habitats and species at a national 
level. 
 
Qualifying Interests 
Fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis) [A009] 
Shag (Phalacrocorax aristotelis) [A018] 
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Common Gull (Larus canus) [A182] 
Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla) [A188] 
Guillemot (Uria aalge) [A199] 
Razorbill (Alca torda) [A200] 
Chough (Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax) [A346]  
 
Potential Impact 
No impact on the bird species representing the qualifying 
interests of this SPA is foreseen, due limited nature of the survey 
in both area and temporal extent. All operations will be a 
minimum of 1.5 km from the SPA in an area that has regular boat 
traffic. 
 
No significant effects are likely                                       

IE004098 Owenduff/N
ephin 
Complex SPA  
 

Out Conservation Objective: The maintenance of habitats and 
species within Natura 2000 sites at favourable conservation 
condition will contribute to the overall maintenance of favourable 
conservation status of those habitats and species at a national 
level. 
 
Qualifying Interests 
Merlin (Falco columbarius) [A098] 
Golden Plover (Pluvialis apricaria) [A140] 
 
Potential Impact 
No impact on the bird species representing the qualifying 
interests of this SPA is foreseen, due limited nature of the survey 
in both area and temporal extent. All operations will be a 
minimum of 10.75 km from the SPA in an area that has regular 
boat traffic. 
 
No significant effects likely                                                                     

IE004212 Cross Lough 
(Killadoon) 
SPA  
 

Out Conservation Objective: The maintenance of habitats and 
species within Natura 2000 sites at favourable conservation 
condition will contribute to the overall maintenance of favourable 
conservation status of those habitats and species at a national 
level. 
 
Qualifying Interests 
Sandwich Tern (Sterna sandvicensis) [A191] 
 
Potential Impact 
 
No impact on the bird species representing the qualifying 
interests of this SPA is foreseen, due limited nature of the survey 
in both area and temporal extent. All operations will be a 
minimum of 12.5 km from the SPA in an area that has regular 
boat traffic. Disturbance would be minor and temporary in nature 
and would not be seen to impact Sandwich Tern populations in 
this SAC.. 
 
No significant effects are likely                                       
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d)  Field Observations at Old Head, Co. Mayo. 
 

During fieldwork, only those features relevant to the proposed site investigations for the fibre optic 
cable, the potential cumulative effects in relation the site investigations and impacts that may have an 
adverse effect on the integrity of NATURA 2000 sites, have been considered. A site visit was carried 
out at Old Head at low water (spring tide 1.0m) 11.30 am on Saturday 18th November 2017.  
 
The proposed route into Old Head is seen in Figure 13. Harbour seals and Brent geese were noted on 
site 100m to the east of the survey route (Plate I). The proposed intertidal route and landfall is down 
the centre of the beach from the main beach access and Car Park and approximately 25m east of Old 
Head Pier, so as to avoid reef areas (Plate II). The upper shore is made up of fine sand and with no 
drift line evident. Occasional Lanice conchilega were noted with rare casts of juvenile Arenicola marina on 
the lower shore. No Zostera sp. or Mytilus edulis were noted on the intertidal or in the shallow subtidal 
route of the proposed fibre optic cable at the time of the survey. A stream is noted entering the 
intertidal to the east of the landfall and crosses the intertidal. 
 

 
Figure 13: Satellite image of the Old Head Strand Area and proposed route of cable. 

 
Plate I: Brent geese and Harbour seals at Old Head Beach (50m to the east of the proposed route). 
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. Plate II: Proposed cable route and landfall at Old Head 
 

 
Plate III: Intertidal reef on the lower-mid shore of Old Head Beach 

Proposed Route of fibre-optic cable 
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e) Potential impact and the significance of the impact on West Connacht Coast SAC 

Conservation Objectives and overall status of relevant species and habitats in the West 
Connacht Coast SAC (IE 002998) 

 
As outlined in conservation objectives supporting document-marine species (NPWS, 2015) “The West 
Connacht Coast population of bottlenose dolphins is described as resident within the SAC, with 
groups of dolphins being present in the wider Connemara-Mayo region throughout the year. There is 
repeated occurrence of known individuals within and between years (i.e. site fidelity) and a fine scale 
genetic distinction is evident between members of this population and populations/communities 
occurring in the Shannon Estuary and offshore. Survey efforts primarily targeting the summer-autumn 
period and using a photo-ID based mark-recapture technique have so far delivered population 
estimates of relevance to the SAC within the wider west/north-west region in 2009, 2010, 2013 and 
2014. The figures generated have been relatively consistent between years although the statistical 
precision of the estimates has been quite variable. This is due to methodological constraints as well as, 
for example, effort-related and natural variability and animal movements. The most recent population 
estimation surveys conducted in the summers of 2013 and 2014 resulted in estimates of 140-296 
individual dolphins (i.e. lower and upper 95% Confidence Intervals) with the 2014 estimate being 
considerably more precise and thus more reliable for a single sampling year (i.e. N=159±15 individuals; 
95% Confidence Intervals: 140-190; Coefficient of Variation=0.10). 
 
It should be noted that this population estimate for the west coast of Ireland incorporates dolphins 
encountered in Donegal Bay from which there is evidence emerging of fluid dolphin movement and 
community exchange or integration between dolphin groups. Some more extensive movements of 
several individually-recognisable individuals are also documented (e.g. to south-west Ireland). Overall, 
studies of community (social) structure undertaken so far within the West Connacht Coast site describe 
a very dynamic, changeable model often termed a ‘fission-fusion’ model of social structure but with a 
high degree of interconnection between all individuals in the population. Mean group sizes tend to 
peak between 10-20 individuals but dolphin groups may be highly variable in composition and larger 
aggregations of 50 dolphins or more may also be recorded. 
 
Important cohorts within the West Connacht Coast population, such as free-ranging and site-faithful 
adults, juveniles and newborn calves, have consistently been recorded since research studies began at 
the site. The species breeds annually in Irish waters and indications are that the birth and early rearing 
of newborn calves takes place predominantly during the summer and early autumn months (i.e. May to 
September). Calving in the West Connacht Coast SAC is thought to occur within the same period. 
However female bottlenose dolphins do not produce a new calf each year and instead an average 
interval of 3-4 years or more between individual calving is described for the species. Newborn dolphin 
calves depend primarily upon their mother’s nutrient-rich milk for at least their first year and are 
generally weaned before they are two years old. Maternal investment in the growing juvenile typically 
continues until the birth of a new calf, while successful mating activity appears to take place primarily 
during the same season that calving is taking place. 
 
Individual and groups of bottlenose dolphins are known to range widely throughout the West 
Connacht Coast SAC, and some further afield as described above. Due to its spatial extent, the 
challenges of exposure to Atlantic Sea conditions and the more consistent data available from a range 
of sources, research effort has tended to focus on waters situated inshore of the islands (e.g. High 
Island, Inishbofin, Inishturk, Clare Island, the Inishkea Islands). Yet the majority of recorded 
encounters with bottlenose dolphins have taken place within just 5-6km of the mainland. Based on the 
available data it is currently considered that the population of dolphins inhabiting the West Connacht 
Coast SAC is more coastal in its habits and may be specialised in its life history, ecology and habitat use 
accordingly. While there are indications that certain areas in which important clusters of dolphin 
records occur, e.g. outer Killary Harbour (Co. Galway/Co. Mayo) or off the Mullet Peninsula (Co. 
Mayo), could represent high-value habitats used preferentially by the species (e.g. for foraging or 
socialising) it should be noted that all suitable aquatic habitat (Figure 14) is considered relevant to the 
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species range and ecological requirements within the site and is therefore of potential use by bottlenose 
dolphins. 
 
Bottlenose dolphin is a successful aquatic predator that feeds on a wide variety of fish (e.g. mackerel, 
horse mackerel, salmonids, gadoids, eels, Trisopterus spp., flatfish and dogfish), cephalopods (e.g. 
squid) and occasionally crustacean species occurring in the water column or close to/within the seabed. 
Foraging areas for bottlenose dolphin are often associated with areas of strong tidal current and 
associated eddies, therefore the occurrence of foraging dolphins close to shore or adjacent to cliffs, 
islands, prominent headlands and tidal narrows is commonly reported. This is also the case in the West 
Connacht Coast SAC where co-operative foraging behaviour and prey capture have been documented 
across several studies. 
 
Appropriate Assessment Notes 
 
Annex II species 
The following technical clarification is provided in relation to specific conservation objectives and 
targets for Annex II species to facilitate the appropriate assessment process: 
Objective To maintain the favourable conservation condition of bottlenose dolphin in West Connacht 
Coast, which is defined by the following list of attributes and targets 
 
Target 1 Species range within the site should not be restricted by artificial barriers to site use. 

• This target may be considered relevant to proposed activities or operations that will result in 
the permanent exclusion of bottlenose dolphin from part of its range within the site, or will 
permanently prevent access for the species to suitable habitat therein. 

• It does not refer to short-term or temporary restriction of access or range. 

• Early consultation or scoping with the Department in advance of formal application is 
advisable for proposals that are likely to result in permanent exclusion. 
 

Target 2 Human activities should occur at levels that do not adversely affect the bottlenose dolphin 
population at the site. 

• Proposed activities or operations should not introduce man-made energy (e.g. aerial or 
underwater noise, light or thermal energy) at levels that could result in a significant negative 
impact on individuals and/or the population of bottlenose dolphin within the site. This refers 
to the aquatic habitats used by the species in addition to important natural behaviours during 
the species annual cycle. 

• This target also relates to proposed activities or operations that may result in the deterioration 
of key resources (e.g. water quality, feeding, etc.) upon which bottlenose dolphins depend. In 
the absence of complete knowledge on the species ecological requirements in this site, such 
considerations should be assessed where appropriate on a case-by-case basis. 

• Proposed activities or operations should not cause death or injury to individuals to an extent 
that may ultimately affect the bottlenose dolphin population at the site.” 
 

Conclusion 
Species of importance are located in the vicinity of the proposed site investigations. The cable survey 
route does not pass within the SAC. At its closest point (near Old Head Pier) the proposed survey is 
470m from the SAC. By the time it has moved 2km from the LWM at Old Head it will be 1.3km from 
the SAC and the distance increases to 2.8km from the SAC on the east side of Clare Island.  
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Figure 14. Tursiops truncatus - Habitat within the West Connacht Coast SAC.  

Proposed route 
(approx.) 
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f) Impact of the proposed site investigations on Cetaceans including Tursiops 
truncates Feature of interest of the West Connacht Coast SAC 

 
All cetaceans are listed under Annex IV of the Habitats Directive, which means that they are protected 
wherever they occur. Bottle-nosed Dolphin and Harbour Porpoise are also listed under Annex II of 
the Directive. Annex II species require that core areas of their habitat are designated as sites of 
Community importance i.e. SAC’s. West Connacht Coast SAC has been designated for Tursiops truncatus 
(common bottlenose dolphin, also known as bottlenose dolphin or bottle-nosed dolphin).  
 
Cetaceans have been recorded near the proposed survey route, with bottle-nosed dolphin (Tursiops 
truncates) being the species most frequently reported inshore (IWDG, sighting scheme) followed by 
Phocena phocoena (Harbour porpoise) with Delphinus delphis (short-beaked common dolphin) being noted 
in deeper water, proximal to the proposed survey route. The proposed survey would be expected to 
impact on cetaceans primarily through the emission of noise due to the vessel and acoustics from 
survey equipment including multibeam.  
 
As outlined by O’Brien (2005), “sound travels 4.5 times faster in water than in air and low frequency 
sounds travel farther underwater than high frequency sounds.  Multi-beam can be defined as Low 
frequency (<1 kHz), Mid-frequency (1-10 kHz) and High Frequency (>10 kHz).  The hearing ranges 
and sensitivity of marine mammals differ from one species to another depending on their audiogram.  
For example, harbour porpoises are sensitive from 3 kHz to 130 kHz, with peak sensitivity at 125-130 
kHz, and bottlenose dolphins from 5-110 kHz, with peak sensitivity at 40 and 60-116 kHz (Southall et 
al., 2007). Common seals are sensitive 4-45 kHz (peak sensitivity at 32 kHz) and grey seals 8-40 kHz.  
Humans are sensitive only to frequencies from 20 Hz to 16-18 kHz but with peak sensitivity from 2-4 
kHz. Most small cetaceans, excluding harbour porpoise, have an auditory bandwidth of 150 HZ to – 
160 kHz, while harbour porpoise to frequencies within 200 Hz to 180 kHz. Pinnipeds in water are 
thought to have an auditory bandwidth of between of 75 Hz to 75 kHz and from 75 Hz to 30 kHz in 
air (Southall et al. 2007).”  
 
The cetacean species observed along the route of the proposed marine survey are high frequency 
(harbour porpoise), mid-frequency (common dolphin, bottle-nosed dolphin) and low frequency (Minke 
whale) cetaceans. Harbour Seals may also be present from the nearby Clew Bay Complex SAC, where 
they are listed as a feature of interest of the SAC. Southall et al. (2007) outlined in their publication 
“Marine Mammal Noise Exposure Criteria: Initial Scientific Recommendations” that for discrete noise 
events such as multi-beam, for mid-frequency and high frequency cetaceans maximum peak pressure 
level of 230 dB re 1 uPa and a maximum received sound pressure level of 198 dB re 1 uPa2-s (Table 11) 
 
Table 11. Southall et al. (2007) Proposed injury criteria for individual marine mammals exposed to 
“discrete” noise events (either single or multiple exposures within a 24-h period). 
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Figure 19. Distribution of Cetacean sightings (IWDG sightings scheme)and SAC’s within 12nm limit and proximity to the proposed cable route.  
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Figure 20. Distribution of Cetacean sightings during Q1 (IWDG sightings scheme) and SAC’s within 12nm limit and proximity to the proposed cable route. 
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The proposed survey equipment and the noise frequency emissions are seen in Table 12. The high frequencies 
emitted from the equipment (210 kHz, 400 kHz & 600 kHz) are above the auditory range of the mid frequency 
but within the hearing range of high frequency cetaceans observed and on the proposed cable route (Tables 12 
& 13).   
 
Table 12. Proposed survey equipment. 
 

Equipment Type Frequency (Energy level in dB re 1 µPa) 

Dual Frequency Single Beam Echosounder – 
Reson Navisound 420 

33 and 210kHz (168 – 174) 

Dual Frequency Side Scan Sonar –  
Edgetech 4200 Sidescan Towfish 

100 and 400kHz (226 effective) 
or 300/600Khz 

Sub-bottom Profiler –  
Geoacoustics 4 x 4 Hull-mounted SBP Pinger System 

3 – 7.5kHz (-225) 

Magnetometer -Geometrics Type 882 
(>15m Kongsberg HiPap 502 USBL) 

Magnetometers are ‘‘passive’’ 
instruments and do not emit sounds, 

impulses, or signals, and are not 
expected to affect marine mammals. 

 
 

The 100 kHz (Edgetech 4200 Sidescan towfish) and 33 kHz (Reson Navisound 420mid-frequencies of) emit 
mid-range frequencies within the hearing ranges of small cetaceans (and seals).  The Geoacoustics 4x4 hull 
mounted sub-bottom profiler Pinger (3-7.5kHz) emits low frequency noise, within the auditory range of harbor 
porpoise, minke whale and the lower detection range of dolphins. The Reson Navisound 420 (168-174 dB) 
emits noise below the acceptable received source level (db) and should not adversely affect cetaceans.  As the 
Geoacoustics Sub-bottom Profiler and Edgetech 4200 Sidescan towfish emit noise of 225 dB (re 1 uPa2) at 4-
7.5k Hz and 226 dB (re 1 uPa2) at 11 kHz, which is above the 198 (re 1 uPa2) proposed injury levels indicated by 
Southall et al. (2007), negative impacts may be foreseen if cetaceans are close enough to the equipment to 
receive sound levels above this indicative threshold. 
 
Table 13. Marine Mammal Functional Hearing Groups and Estimated Functional Hearing Ranges 
Proposed by Southall et al. (2007) 
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Lurton (2016) modelled the sound field radiated by multibeam echosounders for acoustical impact assessment. 
He stated that “considering the injury criteria, the results illustrate that injury hazards are possible only at very 
short distances from the source: e.g. about 5 m for SPL and 12 m for SEL in the case of a 240-dB source level, 
considering cetaceans. For behavioural response criteria, the corresponding values are 9 m and 70 m.” The 
survey would comply with the DoEHLG’s Code of Practice for the Protection of Marine Mammals during 
Acoustic Seafloor Surveys in Irish Waters2 . These guidelines require a 1000m distance which would be deemed 
adequate to mitigate the negative impacts of the proposed survey. In addition, cetaceans in the vicinity of the 
vessel during start up procedures would be given ample time to leave the site with the soft start procedures 
outlined in the guidelines.    
 

The potential impact and the significance of the impact of the activity in combination with the other plans and 
projects for each of the conservation objectives in the screened NATURA 2000 sites are seen in the tables 
below:  

 

West Connacht Coast SAC (site code: 002998) 

Qualifying  Interest Impact and Significance 

1349 Common Bottlenose Dolphin 
Tursiops truncatus 

This species could occur in the vicinity of the proposed site 
investigations. The proposed site investigations will not pass 
through this SAC and will be a minimum of 470m from this 
SAC at Old Head and 2.8km from the SAC at Clare Island. 
 
The proposed works will not result in the species range within 
the site being restricted by artificial barriers.  
 
Proposed activities or operations should not introduce man-
made energy (e.g. aerial or underwater noise, light or thermal 
energy) at levels that could result in a significant negative impact 
on individuals and/or the community of Bottlenose Dolphin 
within the site. This refers to the aquatic habitats used by the 
species in addition to important natural behaviours during the 
species annual cycle. Proposed activities or operations should 
not cause death or injury to individuals to an extent that may 
ultimately affect the harbour porpoise community at the site. 
 
The survey would comply with the DoEHLG’s Code of Practice 
for the Protection of Marine Mammals during Acoustic Seafloor 
Surveys in Irish Waters.  
 
No cumulative impact would be seen on Bottle-nosed dolphin 
in combination with the proposed site investigations for the Old 
Head landfall option. 
 
As a result it is concluded that the Human activities proposed 
will occur at levels that do not adversely affect the bottle-nosed 
dolphin community at the site. 
 
No Significant Impacts are Likely. 

                                                 
2 http://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/general/Underwater%20sound%20guidance_Jan%202014.pdf  

http://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/general/Underwater%20sound%20guidance_Jan%202014.pdf
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Survey Control Measures to limit potential impact of the survey 

 
1. Under no circumstance should seals hauled out in the area be disturbed such that they enter the water.  

This is unlikely, as this area is not recognised as a haul out area.  
2. All site investigations should not take place if birds of conservation interest are present in the immediate 

area. If roosting birds are present on the uppershore, the survey should be postponed until the birds 
depart, without provocation.  

3. Drift lines if present on the uppershore should be avoided by machinery. 
4. The bucket of the digger should have teeth, so as to minimize scraping of metal against rock/boulders, 

if these are found to be present.  
5. The trial pits should be dug on a receding tide. This is to ensure all operations are done on one tidal 

cycle and should be completed before an incoming tide when many of the birds return to feed and 
infauna are exposed to a minimum amount of disturbance. 

6. Trial pits should be dug within the tracks of disturbance caused by machinery. Machinery should exit 
the beach on the same tracks that it entered the beach.  

7. The sand layer should be treated as a separate layer and stored on the surface separately to ensure the 
integrity of the sandflat upon completion of the site investigation. 

8. Images should be taken of the process and upon completion for inspection.  
9. Cetaceans: The survey would comply with the DoEHLG’s Code of Practice for the Protection of 

Marine Mammals during Acoustic Seafloor Surveys in Irish Waters. These guidelines require a 1000m 
distance which would be deemed adequate to mitigate the negative impacts of the proposed survey. In 
addition, cetaceans in the vicinity of the vessel during start up procedures would be given ample time to 
leave the site with the soft start procedures outlined in the guidelines.   

10. All vessel bilges should be cleaned prior to the survey commencing. No discharges or pumping out 
should be carried out in the vicinity inshore Natura 2000 sites.  

 

E) Cumulative Impacts 

 
Disturbance 
Old Head is a very popular beach with a range of activities taking place. The main activities at the beach are 
swimming and surfing, but the beach is also used for windsurfing, sailing, canoeing, water skiing, jet skis, scuba-
diving/snorkeling and fishing. The maximum number of visitors during a day in high season is 800 and the 
approximate number of visitor during the bathing season: 250 (Bathing Water Profile). Moorings are located 
offshore and there is an active pier on site.  
 
The underwater acoustic noise emitted during site investigations (involving boat traffic) would not be thought 
to be higher than normal acoustic levels on a day to day basis during summer months in this area. No planning 
applications since 2009 were observed in the vicinity of the landfall location at Old Head.  
 
Fibre-optic Cable Laying 
If the site investigations prove to be positive the proposed impact of the laying of the fibre optic cable will need 
to be assessed and considered. This will be dealt with in the main lay permissions including requirements under 
the European Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations 2011.  

F) Conclusion 

In conclusion, it is considered that there will be no significant impact on NATURA 2000 sites or their 
conservation objectives. A stage 2 Appropriate Assessment is not required. 
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5. Finding of No Significant Effects Report 

Details of project  

Name and Location of the 
NATURA 2000 site 

Special Areas of Conservation 
 
Oldhead Wood SAC (150m from cable survey corridor) 
West Connacht Coast SAC (500m from cable survey corridor) 
Clare Island Cliffs SAC (1.75km from cable survey corridor) 
Achill Head SAC (3.2km from cable survey corridor)  
Corraun Plateau SAC (3.9km from cable survey corridor) 
Mweelrea/Sheeffrey/Erriff Complex SAC (4.25 km from cable survey 
corridor) 
Clew Bay Complex SAC (4.75km from cable survey corridor) 
Croaghaun/Slievemore (6.1km from cable survey corridor) 
Keel Machair/Menaun Cliffs (6.7km from cable survey corridor) 
Lough Cahasy, Lough Baun and Roonah Lough SAC (7.75km from cable 
survey corridor) 
Lough Gall Bog SAC (11.6km from cable survey corridor) 
Cross Lough (Killadoon) SAC (12.25 km from cable survey corridor) 
Bellacragher Samtmarsh SAC (12.6km from cable survey corridor) 
Blackloon Woods SAC (13.25km from cable survey corridor) 
 
Special Protection Areas 
Bills Rocks SPA (1.2km from cable survey corridor) 
Clare Island SPA (1.5 km from cable survey corridor) 
Owenduff/Nephin Complex SPA (10.75 km from cable survey 
corridor)Cross Lough (Killadoon) SPA (12.5km from cable survey 
corridor) 
 

Description of the Project Appropriate Assessment Screening for site investigations (Foreshore 
Licence Application) for TE Subcom fibre-optic cable site investigations 
(marine & landfall at Old Head, Co. Mayo). 

Is the Project directly connected 
with the management of the 
NATURA 2000 site? 

No 

Details of any other projects or 
plans that together with this 
project could affect the Natura 
2000 site 

None 

The assessment of significant 
effects 

 

Describe how the project is 
likely to affect the NATURA 
2000 site 

Temporary introduction of vessel and acoustic noise into West Connacht 
Coast SAC but not at levels to cause impact on features of interest. MMO 
will comply to DoEHLG’s Code of Practice for the Protection of Marine 
Mammals during Acoustic Seafloor Surveys in Irish Water.  

Response to consultation N/A 

Data collected to carry out the 
assessment 

 

Who carried out the assessment  Altemar Ltd. 

Sources of data NPWS website, standard data form, conservation objectives data, field 
survey of the site and references outlined in the AA Screening Report. 

Explain why the effects are not 
considered 
significant 

Deemed to be not a significant effect due to the minor and limited 
temporal nature of the site investigations. Minor disturbance may occur but 
standard marine survey control measures are proposed. 

Level of assessment completed Stage 1 Screening 

Where can full results be 
accessed and reviewed 

National Parks and Wildlife Service 

Overall conclusions  

In conclusion, it is considered that there will be no significant impact on NATURA 2000 sites or their 
conservation objectives. A stage 2 Appropriate Assessment is not required. 
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Appendix I Notes on proposed methodologies 

 
Underwater Acoustics and Video Survey Rationale  
 
Video is proposed within the diver swim area in order to compile geomorphological information but, this 
technology is not considered for the deeper-water areas. Underwater video is a very useful tool to assist in route 
selection and in constraints and habitat assessments in marine cable laying operations. It provides fine detail of 
the features on the surface of the seabed particularly in relation to species and habitats e.g. reef. However, in 
order to protect the cable from anthropogenic influences e.g. trawling, it is necessary to bury the cable. 
Underwater video alone of the deeper areas will not provide sufficient information on sediment depth, which is 
necessary to route the cable satisfactorily. Video would be seen as a less accurate method and would more than 
likely suffer from poor resolution. As a result, the field of view would be very limited and would give a very 
narrow survey line which would limit the ability of the cable to effectively avoid obstacles if encountered. Also, 
no additional information on routing options would be provided, as it is limited to a very narrow field of view. 
It would also be difficult for the cable lay ship to relate what is seen on the camera to accurately avoid 
underwater features that protrude above the seabed.  
 
The choice of using video in the 0-3m is primarily because it is difficult to obtain good acoustic data from the 
seabed in the 0-3m. As a result, the divers will use video and a steel pole to test if there is sufficient depth for 
the cable to be buried. This is not feasible for the deeper areas of the proposed route. 


