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1. INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Introduction 

MaresConnect Ltd. is completing feasibility studies for the MaresConnect Interconnector 
(MaresConnect), a new High Voltage Direct Current (HVDC) interconnector connecting the United 
Kingdom (UK) and the Republic of Ireland (ROI). The UK grid connection point will be established at a 
new substation in Bodelwyddan, North Wales. The Irish grid connection point will be established at an 
existing substation (Woodland, Belcamp or Maynooth) in the vicinity of Co. Dublin. The project will 
provide a 750 MW (megawatt) cross-border transmission capacity between the networks of Ireland 
and Great Britain. 

The project is currently in its planning stages and requires planning permission in ROI and Wales and 
the completion of environmental and technical assessments to inform the final interconnector design.  

1.2 Project Scope 
The Investigative Foreshore Licence Application (FLA) is for site investigation works to determine the 
suitability for cable routeing.  The results of these surveys will also provide baseline data for 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) and a subsequent Environmental Impact Assessment Report 
(EIAR) should the development be taken forward to the planning/consenting stage.  

The Foreshore Licence Application Area (FLAA) is presented in Foreshore Licence Map 1 (Drawing Ref: 
P2578-LOC-006). The FLAA covers approximately 730.7km2 (73070 hectares) and extends from the 
coast (mean high water springs) out to the 12 nautical mile (NM) limit (the ‘foreshore’ as defined in 
the Foreshore Act 1933, as amended).  

In accordance with the European Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations 2011 (S.I No. 
477 of 2011) (as amended) - Part 5, Regulation 42(1), as the project is not directly connected with or 
necessary to the management of the European sites, the project should be subject to the Appropriate 
Assessment (AA) process, to assess, in view of best scientific knowledge and in view of the 
conservation objectives of the site, if the project, individually or in combination with other plans or 
projects is likely to have a significant effect on the European site. 

The AA process will be undertaken by the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage 
(DHLGH).  This supporting information for screening for AA has been prepared by Intertek on behalf 
of The Client, in accordance with relevant guidance, to inform the AA process. 
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1.3 Aim of this Report 
This report forms part of the supporting information for the Foreshore Licence Application (FLA) to 
the DHLGH to undertake site investigation works.  The aim of this report is to inform the AA process 
in determining whether the proposed site investigations, both alone and in combination with other 
plans or projects, are likely to have an adverse effect on the integrity any European site.  The effects 
of the site investigations on the European sites are considered in the context of the Special Protection 
Area (SPA) and Special Area of Conservation (SAC) conservation objectives and specifically on the 
habitats and species for which the European sites have been designated.  If significant effects are likely 
then effects are examined to determine if they will either alone, or in combination with other plans or 
projects effect the integrity of the European site. 

This report should be read in conjunction with the Schedule of Survey Works (SoSW) 
(P2578_5971_Rev1), the Non-Statutory Environmental Report (NSER) (P2758_R5972_Rev1)) and the 
Supporting Information for Appropriate Assessment (SISAA) (P2578_R5969_Rev1)). A description of 
the site investigation works, the receiving environment, the potential pressures that could arise from 
the planned activities on the receiving environment, and potential in-combination effects of this 
project with other plans/projects in the nearby vicinity have been described in these documents.    

This report presents a summary of the findings of the Stage 1 Screening for Appropriate Assessment 
(Section 2) whereby it is determined if there is any connectivity between the proposed site 
investigations and any European sites. Any sites where a pathway between the site investigation 
works, and the European site is certain or uncertain have been examined to determine the potential 
for likely significant effect (LSE) on the conservation objectives of these sites. Where a potential LSE 
on a Qualifying Interest / Special Conservation Interest has been identified, the potential for an 
adverse effect on the integrity of the European site has been assessed and information to support the 
AA has been provided (Section 3).  If necessary, mitigation to reduce the significance of effects has 
been proposed (Section 3).  

This report has been prepared in accordance with current guidance: 

1. The European Commission (EC) notice "Managing Natura 2000 Sites. The provisions of Article 6 of 
the 'Habitats' Directive 92/43/EEC", 21 November 2018; 

2. The Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht “Marine Natura Impact Statements in Irish 
Special Areas of Conservation: A Working Document, April 2012.” 

3. Office of the Planning Regulator (OPR) Practice Note 1 (PN01) “Appropriate Assessment Screening 
for Development Management, March 2021.”  

4. The European Commission Guidance “Assessment of plans and projects significantly affecting 
Natura 2000 Sites: Methodological guidance on the provisions of Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats 
Directive 92/43/EEC, September 2021”. 

1.4 Legislative Context 
The Birds Directive (2009/147/EC) and the Habitats Directive (92/42/EEC) require European Union (EU) 
Member States to establish a network of sites of highest biodiversity importance for rare and 
threatened habitats and species across the EU.  This network of sites is known as the Natura 2000 
network. The network comprises SACs designated under the Habitats Directive, and SPAs designated 
under the Birds Directive. SPAs and SACs are designated by the individual member states and are 
collectively referred to as European sites.  

The Natura 2000 network in Ireland is made up of European sites which include SACs, SPAs, candidate 
SACs (cSACs) and proposed SPAs (pSPAs). cSACs and pSPAs also form part of the network and are 
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treated in Irish law as if fully designated. SACs are designated for the protection of Annex I habitats 
and Annex II species referred to as the Qualifying Interests (QI) of the site.  SPAs are established for 
the protection of endangered species of wild birds designated under Annex I of the Birds Directive, 
along with regularly occurring migratory species, such as ducks, geese and waders and areas of 
wetland and they are referred to as the Special Conservation Interests (SCI) for the site. 

A key requirement of the Habitats Directive is that the effects of any plan or project, alone, or in 
combination with other plans or projects, on the European site network, should be assessed before 
any decision is made to allow that plan or project to proceed. This process is known as Appropriate 
Assessment (AA). Each plan or project considered for approval, must take into consideration the 
possible effects it may have in combination with other plans and projects when going through the AA 
process. 

The obligation to undertake AA derives from Article 6(3) and 6(4) of the Habitats Directive. 

Article 6(3) of the Habitats Directive states that: 

“Any plan or project not directly connected with or necessary to the management of the site but likely 
to have a significant effect thereon, either individually or in combination with other plans or projects, 
shall be subject to appropriate assessment of its implications for the site in view of the site's 
conservation objectives. In the light of the conclusions of the assessment of the implications for the site 
and subject to the provisions of paragraph 4, the competent 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.” 

This provision is transposed into Irish law in respect of this Foreshore Application by Part 5 of the 
European Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations, 2011 (S.I. No. 477 of 2011), (as 
amended). Regulation 42(1) of the 2011 Regulations provides for screening for Appropriate 
Assessment as follows: 

“A screening for Appropriate Assessment of a plan or project for which an application for consent is 
received, or which a public authority wishes to undertake or adopt, and which is not directly connected 
with or necessary to the management of the site as a European Site, shall be carried out by the public 
authority to assess, in view of best scientific knowledge and in view of the conservation objectives of 
the site, if that plan or project, individually or in combination with other plans or projects is likely to 
have a significant effect on the European site.”  

Regulations 42(6) and 42(7) provide for the outcome of screening for Appropriate Assessment as 
follows: 

“The public authority shall determine that an Appropriate Assessment of a plan or project is required 
where the plan or project is not directly connected with or necessary to the management of the site as 
a European Site and if it cannot be excluded, on the basis of objective scientific information following 
screening under this Regulation, that the plan or project, individually or in combination with other plans 
or projects, will have a significant effect on a European site. Alternatively, a public authority shall 
determine that an Appropriate Assessment of a plan or project is not required where: the plan or 
project is not directly connected with or necessary to the management of the site as a European Site 
and if it can be excluded on the basis of objective scientific information following screening under this 
Regulation, that the plan or project, individually or in combination with other plans or projects, will 
have a significant effect on a European site.” 

Pursuant to the Foreshore Act 1933 as amended (the “Foreshore Acts”) this NIS will be submitted to 
the DHLGH to support the FLA for Site Investigation Works across the MaresConnect site.   

The European Commission’s methodological guidance (EC 2001) outlines a four-stage approach to the 
AA process, where the outcome at each successive stage determines whether a further stage in the 
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process is required. The results at each step must be documented so there is transparency of the 
decisions made.  The four stages are shown in Figure 1-2 and described below. 

Figure 1-2 Stages of AA 

 

1.4.2 Stage 1 - Screening for Appropriate Assessment  

Stage 1 of the AA process is referred to as screening for Appropriate Assessment and identifies 
whether the proposed plan or project, either on its own or in combination with other plans or projects, 
would be “likely to have a significant effect” upon any European site. A likely effect is one that cannot 
be ruled out on the basis of objective information. The test is a ‘possibility’ of effects rather than a 
‘certainty’ of effects. The test of significance is whether a plan or project could undermine the site’s 
conservation objectives. 

1.4.3 Stage 2 - Appropriate Assessment  

If effects are considered likely to be significant, potentially significant or uncertain, or if the screening 
process becomes overly complicated, the process must proceed to Stage 2: Appropriate Assessment, 
with the preparation of an NIS to inform the Appropriate Assessment that is to be conducted by the 
competent authority. 

The European Court of Justice has also made a relevant ruling on what should be contained within an 
Appropriate Assessment: 

“[The Appropriate Assessment] cannot have lacunae and must contain complete, precise and definitive 
findings and conclusions capable of removing all reasonable scientific doubt as to the effects of the 
works proposed on the protected site concerned”. 

1.4.4 Stage 3 – Alternative solutions 

This stage examines any alternative solutions or options that could enable the plan or project to 
proceed without adverse effects on the integrity of a European Site. Demonstrating that all reasonable 
alternatives have been considered and assessed, and that the least damaging option has been 
selected, is necessary to progress to Stage 4. 

1.4.5 Stage 4 - 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 European 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.  IROPI reasons that may be raised for sites hosting priority habitats are those relating to human 
health, public safety or beneficial consequences of primary importance to the environment. In the 
case of other IROPI for Annex I priority habitats, the opinion of the European Commission is necessary 
and should be included in the AA.  Compensatory measures must be proposed and assessed. The 
European Commission must be informed of the compensatory measures.  Compensatory measures 
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must be practical, implementable, likely to succeed, proportionate and enforceable, and they must be 
approved by the Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage 
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2. SCREENING STATEMENT AND 
CONCLUSIONS 

2.1 Screening statement and conclusions 
To determine whether the proposed site investigations will have an LSE on any European sites, either 
individually or in-combination with other plans or projects, Screening for AA was carried out. 

The screening assessed 148 European sites that were either within the direct zone of influence of the 
proposed site investigations or contain mobile QIs / SCIs which could potentially travel into the FLAA.     

It was identified that the proposed site investigations could induce the following pressures on QIs / 
SCIs which required assessment for LSE: 

▪ Siltation rates (including smothering); 

▪ Penetration and/or disturbance of the substrate below the surface of the seabed, including 
abrasion; 

▪ Visual disturbance and above water noise; and  

▪ Underwater sound changes. 

Other projects and plans in the area were identified and assessed to determine if they could interact 
with the proposed site investigations to have an in-combination effect.  It was determined that there 
exists a potential spatial and temporal pathway between this FLAAs proposed site investigations and 
other offshore site investigation works.    

Initial screening of the 148 European sites identified a pressure-receptor pathway between the 
proposed site investigations and the QIs / SCIs of 19 European sites (Tables 2-4 to 2-7).  Of these 19 
sites, assessment for likely significant effects concluded that for nine of the sites it cannot be ruled out 
that the proposed worksite investigations either alone or in-combination with other plans and projects 
will not have a likely significant effect and that Stage 2 Appropriate Assessment is required.   

Table 2-1 summarises the conclusions of the assessment of likely significant effects.  

Table 2-1 Summary – Potential for likely significant effects  

Site Code & Name Qualifying Interest Screened In for 
LSE 

Potential pressure Potential in-
combination effect 

Conclusion  

Rockabill to Dalkey 
Island SAC 

▪ Reef Siltation rate changes 
(including smothering) 

No No LSE 

Penetration and/or 
disturbance of the 
substrate below the 
surface of the seabed, 
including abrasion. 

No No LSE 

▪ Harbour Porpoise Underwater sound 
changes 

No No LSE 

Lambay Island SAC ▪ Reef Siltation rate changes 
(including smothering)  

No No LSE 
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Site Code & Name Qualifying Interest Screened In for 
LSE 

Potential pressure Potential in-
combination effect 

Conclusion  

▪ Vegetated sea cliffs of the 
Atlantic and Baltic coasts  

 

Penetration and/or 
disturbance of the 
substrate below the 
surface of the seabed, 
including abrasion. 

No No LSE 

▪ Grey seal 
▪ Harbour seal 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

No LSE cannot be 
ruled out / AA is 
required 

Underwater sound 
changes 

No No LSE 

Rogerstown Estuary 
SAC 

▪ Estuaries  
▪ Mudflats and sandflats not 

covered by seawater at low 
tide  

▪ Salicornia and other annuals 
colonising mud and sand  

▪ Atlantic salt meadows 
(Glauco-Puccinellietalia 
maritimae)  

▪ Mediterranean salt meadows 
(Juncetalia maritimi) 

Siltation rate changes 
(including smothering) 

No No LSE 

Penetration and/or 
disturbance of the 
substrate below the 
surface of the seabed, 
including abrasion. 

No No LSE 

Malahide Estuary 
SAC 

▪ Mudflats and sandflats not 
covered by seawater at low 
tide  

▪ Salicornia and other annuals 
colonising mud and sand 

▪ Atlantic salt meadows 
(Glauco-Puccinellietalia 
maritimae)  

▪ Mediterranean salt meadows 
(Juncetalia maritimi)  

Siltation rate changes 
(including smothering) 

No No LSE 

Penetration and/or 
disturbance of the 
substrate below the 
surface of the seabed, 
including abrasion. 

No No LSE 

Murlough SAC ▪ Phoca vitulina (Harbour seal) Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

No No LSE 

Underwater sound 
changes 

No  

Slaney River Valley 
SAC 

▪ Phoca vitulina (Harbour Seal) Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

No No LSE 

Underwater sound 
changes 

No  

Malahide Estuary 
SPA 

▪ Great Crested Grebe (Podiceps 
cristatus)  

▪ Light-bellied Brent Goose 
(Branta bernicla hrota)  

▪ Shelduck (Tadorna tadorna) 
▪ Pintail (Anas acuta)  
▪ Goldeneye (Bucephala 

clangula)  

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

No LSE cannot be 
ruled out / AA is 
required 
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Site Code & Name Qualifying Interest Screened In for 
LSE 

Potential pressure Potential in-
combination effect 

Conclusion  

▪ Red-breasted Merganser 
(Mergus serrator)  

▪ Oystercatcher (Haematopus 
ostralegus)  

▪ Golden Plover (Pluvialis 
apricaria)  

▪ Grey Plover (Pluvialis 
squatarola)  

▪ Knot (Calidris canutus)  
▪ Dunlin (Calidris alpina)  
▪ Black-tailed Godwit (Limosa 

limosa)  
▪ Bar-tailed Godwit (Limosa 

lapponica)  
▪ Redshank (Tringa totanus)  
▪ Wetland and Waterbirds  

Rogerstown Estuary 
SPA 

▪ Greylag Goose (Anser anser)  
▪ Light-bellied Brent Goose 

(Branta bernicla hrota)  
▪ Shelduck (Tadorna tadorna)  
▪ Shoveler (Anas clypeata)  
▪ Oystercatcher (Haematopus 

ostralegus) 
▪ Ringed Plover (Charadrius 

hiaticula)  
▪ Grey Plover (Pluvialis 

squatarola)  
▪ Knot (Calidris canutus)  
▪ Dunlin (Calidris alpina)  
▪ Black-tailed Godwit (Limosa 

limosa)  
▪ Redshank (Tringa totanus)  
▪ Wetland and Waterbirds 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

No LSE cannot be 
ruled out / AA is 
required 

Lambay Island SPA ▪ Fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis) 

▪ Cormorant (Phalacrocorax 
carbo)  

▪ Shag (Phalacrocorax 
aristotelis)  

▪ Greylag Goose (Anser anser)  
▪ Lesser Black-backed Gull 

(Larus fuscus)  
▪ Herring Gull (Larus 

argentatus) 
▪ Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla)  
▪ Guillemot (Uria aalge)  
▪ Razorbill (Alca torda)  
▪ Puffin (Fratercula arctica) 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

No LSE cannot be 
ruled out / AA is 
required 

Skerries Islands SPA ▪ Cormorant (Phalacrocorax 
carbo) 

▪ Shag (Phalacrocorax 
aristotelis)  

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

No LSE cannot be 
ruled out / AA is 
required 
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Site Code & Name Qualifying Interest Screened In for 
LSE 

Potential pressure Potential in-
combination effect 

Conclusion  

▪ Light-bellied Brent Goose 
(Branta bernicla hrota)  

▪ Purple Sandpiper (Calidris 
maritima)  

▪ Turnstone (Arenaria interpres)  
▪ Herring Gull (Larus 

argentatus)  

Rockabill SPA ▪ Purple Sandpiper (Calidris 
maritima)  

▪ Roseate Tern (Sterna 
dougallii)  

▪ Common Tern (Sterna 
hirundo)  

▪ Arctic Tern (Sterna 
paradisaea) 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

No LSE cannot be 
ruled out / AA is 
required 

Baldoyle Bay SPA ▪ Light-bellied Brent Goose 
(Branta bernicla hrota)  

▪ Shelduck (Tadorna tadorna)  
▪ Ringed Plover (Charadrius 

hiaticula)  
▪ Golden Plover (Pluvialis 

apricaria)  
▪ Grey Plover (Pluvialis 

squatarola)  
▪ Bar-tailed Godwit (Limosa 

lapponica)  
▪ Wetland and Waterbirds 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

No LSE cannot be 
ruled out / AA is 
required 

River Nanny Estuary 
and Shore SPA 

▪ Oystercatcher (Haematopus 
ostralegus) 

▪ Ringed Plover (Charadrius 
hiaticula) 

▪ Golden Plover (Pluvialis 
apricaria) 

▪ Knot (Calidris canutus)  
▪ Sanderling (Calidris alba)  
▪ Herring Gull (Larus 

argentatus) 
▪ Wetland and Waterbirds 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

No LSE cannot be 
ruled out / AA is 
required 

Ireland's Eye SPA ▪ Cormorant (Phalacrocorax 
carbo)  

▪ Herring Gull (Larus 
argentatus)  

▪ Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla)  
▪ Guillemot (Uria aalge)  
▪ Razorbill (Alca torda) 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

No LSE cannot be 
ruled out / AA is 
required 

River Barrow And 
River Nore SAC 

▪ Alosa fallax fallax (Twaite 
Shad)  

Underwater sound 
changes 

No No LSE 

North Anglesey 
Marine / Gogledd 
Môn Forol SAC 

▪ Phocoena phocoena (Harbour 
propoise) 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

No No LSE 
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Site Code & Name Qualifying Interest Screened In for 
LSE 

Potential pressure Potential in-
combination effect 

Conclusion  

Underwater sound 
changes 

No No LSE 

Murlough SAC ▪ Phoca vitulina (Harbour seal) Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

No No LSE 

Underwater sound 
changes 

No No LSE 

North Channel SAC ▪ Harbour porpoise Phocoena 
phocoena 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

No No LSE 

Underwater sound 
changes 

No No LSE 

West Wales Marine 
/ Gorllewin Cymru 
Forol SAC 

▪ Harbour porpoise (Phocoena 
phocoena) 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

No No LSE 

Underwater sound 
changes 

No No LSE 

Pen Llyn a`r Sarnau/ 
Lleyn Peninsula and 
the Sarnau SAC 

▪ Bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops 
truncates) 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

No No LSE 

Underwater sound 
changes 

No No LSE 
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3. STAGE 2 – NATURA IMPACT STATEMENT 
 

3.1 Introduction 
The Stage 1 Screening for AA concluded that the proposed geotechnical and geophysical surveys will 
lead to visual (and above water noise) disturbance that have the potential for LSE on nine European 
sites and that an AA is required. 

AA is a focused and detailed impact assessment of the implications of the plan or project (alone and 
in combination with other plans and projects), on the integrity of a European Site.  The assessment 
considers the conservation objectives of the European Site.  It is undertaken by the competent 
authority, which for Foreshore Licence applications is the DHLGH. To inform the AA, the proponent of 
the plan (i.e., MaresConnect Ltd) must provide an NIS which provides data and information on 
proposed site investigations and an analysis of potential effects on the European site.    

This Stage 2 - Natura Impact Statement draws on the Screening Information for Screening for 
Appropriate Assessment document (P2578_R5969_Rev0) as summarised in Section 2 – Screening 
Statement and Conclusions above.  

3.2 Visual disturbance and above water noise 
The Screening for AA concluded that, it cannot be ruled out that the proposed site investigations either 
alone or in-combination with other projects will not disturb the QIs of designated sites.  There is 
therefore the potential there could be an LSE on the conservation objectives of these sites.  

Given the potential for LSE from visual disturbance (i.e. from the presence of survey vessels) further 
assessment is required in order to firstly understand the nature and extent of these effects and to then 
identify suitable mitigation measures to avoid or reduce effects, such that adverse effects will not 
arise. 

Marine Mammals 

Table 3-1 outlines the specific questions detailed in the NPWS (2012) guidance on Marine Natura 
Impact Statements that need to be considered by the assessment. 
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Table 3-1 Assessment of potential effects 

Questions Response 

Will the proposed operation or activity 
result in death, injury or disturbance 
of individuals? 

The geophysical survey vessel will acquire survey data across a 1km swathe 
of seabed, transiting back and forth in approximately 15 lines.  The survey 
line plan within the FLAA has not yet been determined; however, proposed 
cable routes pass in close proximity to Lambay Islands SAC.  Taking a 
precautionary approach, it has been assumed that vessels could pass in 
close proximity to the haul-out sites during the peak breeding period.   
The magnitude of the effect on marine mammals will depend on the 
degree of disturbance.  The most disruptive activities to marine mammals 
are those that are sudden, noisy or fast moving.  As such, helicopters and 
speedboats usually cause the greatest disturbance (Natural England and 
Suffolk Coast and Heaths 2012).  Vessels travelling at faster speeds cause 
a greater level of disturbance and at further distances.    
Survey vessels will be slow moving, only between approximately 3.6km/h 
to 5km/h which is slower or the same as walking speed, and at times 
stationary. Studies have shown that slow moving vessels cause little 
disturbance to marine mammals and marine mammals may habituate to 
frequent and relatively benign events and noises (Hill et al 1997 in Natural 
England and Suffolk Coast and Heaths 2012).  
In general, ships more than 1,500m away from grey seal and harbour seal 
haul-out areas are unlikely to evoke any reactions from these seal species. 
Between 900m and 1,500m, seals could be expected to detect the 
presence of vessels and at closer than 900m a flight reaction could be 
expected (Scottish Executive, 2007).  
Geophysical operations will be undertaken in accordance with DAHG 
Guidance to Manage the Risk to Marine Mammals from Man-made Sound 
Sources in Irish Waters (2014), where appropriate. Minimising the impact 
of such activity on marine mammal receptors. 
Overall, sensitivities are considered to be moderate. 

Is it possible to estimate the number 
of individuals that are likely to be 
affected 

The site synopsis indicates that in 2014 the SAC supports the principal 
breeding colony of Grey Seal on the east coast of Ireland, numbering 196-
252 seals, across all ages. It also contains regionally significant numbers of 
Common Seal, of which up to 47 individuals have been counted at the site.  
Given the location of the Lambay Islands SAC in relation to the FLAA it is 
possible, although highly unlikely, given the terrain and position of the 
islands, that the entire population could experience some level of 
disturbance.   

Will individuals be disturbed at a 
sensitive time or location during their 
life cycle 

Grey seals and harbour seals are present at the site throughout the year 
during all aspects of its annual life cycle; however, marine mammals are 
particularly vulnerable to visual disturbance during the breeding season. 
The proposed site investigations can take place at any point during the 
year and could therefore overlap with the grey seal breeding season 
which runs from August through to December and/or the harbour seal 
breeding season which runs from May through to July.   

Are the impacts likely to focus on a 
particular section of the population, 
e.g., adults vs. juveniles, males vs. 
females 

There is limited information available on the reaction to disturbance by 
boats. Given that lack of information, it is considered prudent to assume 
that the presence of the survey vessel could cause adults to startle or 
change their behaviour, which indirectly may leave juveniles vulnerable to 
predation or abandonment.   
The level of disturbance may be linked to habituation to vessel activity. 

Will the operation/activity cause 
displacement from key functional 
areas 

Survey vessels could cause brief displacement from the surrounding 
marine waters as the vessel(s) pass the SAC.  However, the survey will not 
act as a barrier and marine mammals will be able to quickly return to 
foraging grounds/haul-out sites once the vessel has passed by.   
It is therefore concluded that marine mammals will not be significantly 
displaced from key functional areas.  
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Questions Response 

Is the habitat of the species likely to 
deteriorate causing disturbance to 
individuals or populations 

The proposed site investigations will not affect the breeding or foraging 
habitat of qualifying marine mammal species. 

How quickly is the affected population 
in the SAC likely to recover once the 
operation/activity has ceased 

The geophysical survey vessels will pass backwards and forwards past or 
through the SAC as it acquires each line of data.  Each disturbance episode 
will be brief, but the vessel could be present near the SAC for up to two 
weeks.   
A study of post-disturbance haulout behaviour of harbour seals noted 52% 
of seals returned to pre-disturbance levels within 30 minutes and 94% of 
pre-disturbance numbers within four hours (Patterson et al., 2019). 

In the absence of mitigation, are the 
effects of the proposed 
operation/activity on Annex II species 
likely to have a significant effect on 
the favourable conservation condition 
of the Annex II species at the site 

In the absence of mitigation, it is uncertain as to whether temporary 
disturbance would lead to a significant effect on the favourable 
conservation objective of the qualifying seal species at the site.  Repeated 
disturbance over a period of up to two weeks for nearshore survey works 
at the wrong time of year, could lead to a delay in breeding for individuals 
or seal pup abandonments.    

What measures can be implemented 
to mitigate the significance of the 
likely adverse impact into 
insignificance? 

A frequent tool used to avoid disturbance effects is to designate a buffer 
zone around animals’ distribution in which human activity is restricted. 
Commonly either the alert distance, the distance at which the animal 
changes its behaviour in response to the approaching disturbance source, 
or the flight initiation distance, the point at which the animal flushes or 
moves away from the approaching disturbance source are used. 
It is proposed that the survey vessels will stay at least 900m away from 
known haul-out sites (SISAA Figure 2-3 and Figure 2-4) during the period 
May to December to minimise disturbance to breeding seals. 
MaresConnect Ltd will co-ordinate with any developers that are granted a 
Foreshore Licence within the region to ensure that surveys do not occur 
simultaneously or concurrently.   
Geophysical operations will be undertaken in accordance with DAHG 
Guidance to Manage the Risk to Marine Mammals from Man-made Sound 
Sources in Irish Waters (2014), where appropriate. 
In the UK, there are currently no good-practice guidelines for minimisation 
of disturbance by shipping or commercial vessels for marine mammals in 
the water (JNCC, 2008), for operations that do not require marine mammal 
observers/ passive acoustic monitoring. However, the Scottish Marine 
Wildlife Watching Code that was designed for recreational water users 
advises that the minimum approach distance for vessels to avoid visual 
and noise disturbance to dolphins and porpoises is 50m (200-400m for 
mothers and calves, or for animals that are clearly actively feeding or in 
transit). 

 

Mitigation measures in this section are proposed to inform the appropriate assessment.   

▪ Survey vessels will stay at least 900m away from known seal haul-out locations during the period 
May to December to minimise disturbance to breeding seals.  

▪ MaresConnect Ltd will co-ordinate with any developers that are granted a Foreshore Licence within 
the region to ensure that surveys do not occur simultaneously or concurrently.   

▪ Geophysical operations will be undertaken in accordance with DAHG Guidance to Manage the Risk 
to Marine Mammals from Man-made Sound Sources in Irish Waters (2014), where appropriate. 

Disturbance (visual and noise) caused by the survey vessels could temporarily disturb marine 
mammals and could therefore result in a short-term significant effect to the breeding population.  
Mitigation measures have been proposed to ensure that marine mammals will not be significantly 
disturbed and that the conservation objectives of the SPA will not be adversely affected.  
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Providing that the mitigation measures are implemented, there will be no adverse effect on the 
integrity of the designated sites, either alone or in combination with other plans or projects. 

Birds 

Table 3-2 outlines the specific questions detailed in the NPWS (2012) guidance on Marine Natura 
Impact Statements that need to be considered by the assessment. 

Table 3-2 Assessment of potential effects 

Questions Response 

Will the proposed operation or activity 
result in death, injury or disturbance 
of individuals? 

The geophysical survey vessel will acquire survey data across a 1km swathe 
of seabed, transiting back and forth in approximately 15 lines.  The survey 
line plan within the FLAA has not yet been determined; however, eight 
SPAs are either within the FLAA or within 2 km of the FLAA.  Taking a 
precautionary approach, it has been assumed that vessels could pass in 
close proximity to the nesting habitat during the peak nesting period.  
Vessels could be within an SPA or within 2km of an SPA for a few days up 
to two weeks. Survey activity will be temporary and localised.  
The magnitude of the effect on qualifying bird species will depend on the 
degree of disturbance.  The most disruptive activities to birds are those 
that are sudden, noisy or fast moving.  As such, helicopters and speedboats 
usually cause the greatest disturbance (Natural England and Suffolk Coast 
and Heaths 2012).  Vessels travelling at faster speeds cause a greater level 
of disturbance in terms of the proportion of birds flushing and at further 
distances.    
Survey vessels will be slow moving, only between approximately 3.6km/h 
to 5km/h which is slower or the same as walking speed, and at times 
stationary.  At such slow speeds, the vessels are effectively stationary in 
terms of bird displacement.  Studies have shown that slow moving vessels 
cause little disturbance to birds and birds may habituate to frequent and 
relatively benign events and noises (Hill et al., 1997 in Natural England and 
Suffolk Coast and Heaths 2012).  Any disturbance to   qualifying bird 
species will be brief. 

Is it possible to estimate the number 
of individuals that are likely to be 
affected 

Given the location of the SPA in relation to the FLAA it is possible, although 
highly unlikely, given the terrain and position of the islands, that the entire 
population could experience some level of disturbance.   

Will individuals be disturbed at a 
sensitive time or location during their 
life cycle 

The proposed site investigations can take place at any point during the 
year and could overlap with the breeding season which runs from 
February through to September.   

Are the impacts likely to focus on a 
particular section of the population, 
e.g., adults vs. juveniles, males vs. 
females 

There is limited information available on the reaction to disturbance by 
boats.   
Given that lack of information, it is considered prudent to assume that the 
presence of the survey vessel could cause adults to startle or change their 
behaviour, which indirectly may leave eggs or juveniles exposed to 
predation.   
The level of disturbance may be linked to habituation to vessel activity.    

Will the operation/activity cause 
displacement from key functional 
areas 

Survey vessels could cause brief displacement from the surrounding 
marine waters as the vessel(s) pass the coastline and SPA.  However, the 
survey will not act as a barrier and birds will be able to quickly return to 
foraging grounds once the vessel has passed by.   
It is therefore concluded that birds will not be significantly displaced from 
key functional areas.  

Is the habitat of the species likely to 
deteriorate causing disturbance to 
individuals or populations 

The proposed site investigations will not affect the breeding or foraging 
habitat of qualifying bird species. 
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Questions Response 

How quickly is the affected population 
in the SPA likely to recover once the 
operation/activity has ceased 

The geophysical survey vessels will pass backwards and forwards past or 
through the SPA as it acquires each line of data.  Each disturbance episode 
will be brief, but the vessel could be present near the SPA for up to two 
weeks.  The worst case is that disturbance at the wrong time in the 
breeding season could open the nests up to predation reducing the 
number of chicks reared for the year.   
Temporary disturbance at the wrong time of the breeding season could be 
likened to the colonies experiencing a bad year.  Against the natural annual 
fluctuations, effects related to brief disturbance will not be noticeable and 
recovery will be quick.       

In the absence of mitigation, are the 
effects of the proposed 
operation/activity on Annex II species 
likely to have a significant effect on 
the favourable conservation condition 
of the Annex II species at the site 

In the absence of mitigation, it is uncertain as to whether temporary 
disturbance would lead to a significant effect on the favourable 
conservation objective of the qualifying bird species at the site.  Repeated 
disturbance over a period of up to two weeks for nearshore survey works 
at the wrong time of year, could lead to a delay in breeding for individuals 
or nest abandonments.    

What measures can be implemented 
to mitigate the significance of the 
likely adverse impact into 
insignificance? 

A frequent tool used to avoid disturbance effects is to designate a buffer 
zone around animals distribution in which human activity is restricted. 
Commonly either the alert distance, the distance at which the animal 
changes its behaviour in response to the approaching disturbance source, 
or the flight initiation distance, the point at which the animal flushes or 
moves away from the approaching disturbance source are used. A review 
of disturbance distances in selected bird species (Ruddock and Whitfield 
2007) looked at 25 priority bird species which breed in Scotland. An initial 
review identified that there were few previous studies that quantified 
disturbance distances for bird species. The authors therefore undertook 
an expert opinion study in which opinion was solicited on static and active 
disturbance distances when birds were approached by a single pedestrian 
when incubating eggs and when with chicks. There is no comparable 
research for boat disturbance and therefore this study has been used to 
determine a reasonable buffer zone for the proposed survey. 
Red-throated diver were classed as very highly susceptible to disturbance 
(score 5 out of 5); as classified by the Joint SNCB Interim Displacement 
Advice Note 2017. The study concluded that during incubation the alert 
distance for highly-susceptible species ranged between <10m to 750m, 
with the range for the flight initiation distance being similar. During chick-
rearing the upper limit for the flight initiation distance was slightly lower 
at 500m but the alert distance was the same as during incubation. This 
suggests that a buffer of 750m from nesting birds would be appropriate. 
It is proposed that the survey vessels will stay at least 750m away from 
known breeding bird locations during the period February to September 
to minimise disturbance to nesting birds. MaresConnect Ltd will co-
ordinate with any developers that are granted a Foreshore Licence within 
the region to ensure that surveys do not occur simultaneously or 
concurrently.   

 

Mitigation measures in this section are proposed to inform the appropriate assessment.   

▪ Survey vessels will stay at least 750m away from known breeding bird locations during the period 
February to September to minimise disturbance to nesting birds.  

▪ The survey of the FLAA from the coast to 2km offshore will occur during the period September 
through to January to avoid disturbance of incubating or chick-rearing adults. 

▪ MaresConnect Ltd will co-ordinate with any developers that are granted a Foreshore Licence within 
the region to ensure that surveys do not occur simultaneously or concurrently.   

Disturbance (visual and noise) caused by the survey vessels could temporarily disturb breeding birds 
and could therefore result in a short-term significant effect to the breeding population.  Mitigation 
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measures have been proposed to ensure that breeding birds will not be significantly disturbed and 
that the conservation objectives of the SPA will not be adversely affected.  

Providing that the mitigation measures are implemented, there will be no adverse effect on the 
integrity of the designated sites, either alone or in combination with other plans or projects. 

3.3 Conclusion of Natura Impact Statement 
The NIS conducted an AA of nine protected sites and proposed mitigation for the potential impacts no 
adverse effect on the integrity of any SAC or SPA either alone or in combination with other plans or 
projects. Table 3-3 summarises the AA on the protected sites.  

Table 3-3 Summary of NIS 

Site Code & Name Qualifying Interest Screened In for 
LSE 

Potential pressure Proposed Mitigation 

Lambay Islands SAC ▪ Grey seal 
▪ Harbour seal 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

Mitigation measures in this section are 
proposed to inform the appropriate 
assessment.   

 Survey vessels will stay at least 
900m away from known seal haul-
out locations during the period 
May to December to minimise 
disturbance to breeding seals. 
Outlined in figure 3-1 (Drawing 
Reference: P2578-LOC-009-B) 
 

 Geophysical operations will be 
undertaken in accordance with 
DAHG Guidance to Manage the 
Risk to Marine Mammals from 
Man-made Sound Sources in Irish 
Waters (2014), where appropriate. 
This will include to mobilisation of 
qualified marine mammal 
observers (MMO’s) and passive 
acoustic monitoring (PAM), while 
potentially disruptive sound 
sources are used.  

 MaresConnect Ltd will co-ordinate 
with any developers that are 
granted a Foreshore Licence 
within the region to ensure that 
surveys do not occur 
simultaneously or concurrently.   

Malahide Estuary 
SPA 

▪ Great Crested Grebe (Podiceps 
cristatus)  

▪ Light-bellied Brent Goose 
(Branta bernicla hrota)  

▪ Shelduck (Tadorna tadorna) 
▪ Pintail (Anas acuta)  
▪ Goldeneye (Bucephala 

clangula)  
▪ Red-breasted Merganser 

(Mergus serrator)  
▪ Oystercatcher (Haematopus 

ostralegus)  

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

Mitigation measures in this section are 
proposed to inform the appropriate 
assessment.   

 Survey vessels will stay at least 
750m away from known breeding 
bird locations during the period 
February to August to minimise 
disturbance to nesting birds. 
Outlined in figure 3-1 (Drawing 
Reference: P2578-LOC-009-B) 

 The survey of the FLAA from the 
coast to 2km offshore will occur 
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Site Code & Name Qualifying Interest Screened In for 
LSE 

Potential pressure Proposed Mitigation 

▪ Golden Plover (Pluvialis 
apricaria)  

▪ Grey Plover (Pluvialis 
squatarola)  

▪ Knot (Calidris canutus)  
▪ Dunlin (Calidris alpina)  
▪ Black-tailed Godwit (Limosa 

limosa)  
▪ Bar-tailed Godwit (Limosa 

lapponica)  
▪ Redshank (Tringa totanus)  
▪ Wetland and Waterbirds  

during the period September 
through to January to avoid 
disturbance of incubating or chick-
rearing adults.Outlined in figure 3-
1 (Drawing Reference: P2578-LOC-
009-B) 

 MaresConnect Ltd will co-ordinate 
with any developers that are 
granted a Foreshore Licence 
within the region to ensure that 
surveys do not occur 
simultaneously or concurrently.   

Rogerstown Estuary 
SPA 

▪ Greylag Goose (Anser anser)  
▪ Light-bellied Brent Goose 

(Branta bernicla hrota)  
▪ Shelduck (Tadorna tadorna)  
▪ Shoveler (Anas clypeata)  
▪ Oystercatcher (Haematopus 

ostralegus) 
▪ Ringed Plover (Charadrius 

hiaticula)  
▪ Grey Plover (Pluvialis 

squatarola)  
▪ Knot (Calidris canutus)  
▪ Dunlin (Calidris alpina)  
▪ Black-tailed Godwit (Limosa 

limosa)  
▪ Redshank (Tringa totanus)  
▪ Wetland and Waterbirds 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

Lambay Island SPA ▪ Fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis) 

▪ Cormorant (Phalacrocorax 
carbo)  

▪ Shag (Phalacrocorax 
aristotelis)  

▪ Greylag Goose (Anser anser)  
▪ Lesser Black-backed Gull 

(Larus fuscus)  
▪ Herring Gull (Larus 

argentatus) 
▪ Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla)  
▪ Guillemot (Uria aalge)  
▪ Razorbill (Alca torda)  
▪ Puffin (Fratercula arctica) 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

Skerries Islands SPA ▪ Cormorant (Phalacrocorax 
carbo) 

▪ Shag (Phalacrocorax 
aristotelis)  

▪ Light-bellied Brent Goose 
(Branta bernicla hrota)  

▪ Purple Sandpiper (Calidris 
maritima)  

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 
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Site Code & Name Qualifying Interest Screened In for 
LSE 

Potential pressure Proposed Mitigation 

▪ Turnstone (Arenaria interpres)  
▪ Herring Gull (Larus 

argentatus)  

Rockabill SPA ▪ Purple Sandpiper (Calidris 
maritima)  

▪ Roseate Tern (Sterna 
dougallii)  

▪ Common Tern (Sterna 
hirundo)  

▪ Arctic Tern (Sterna 
paradisaea) 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

Baldoyle Bay SPA ▪ Light-bellied Brent Goose 
(Branta bernicla hrota)  

▪ Shelduck (Tadorna tadorna)  
▪ Ringed Plover (Charadrius 

hiaticula)  
▪ Golden Plover (Pluvialis 

apricaria)  
▪ Grey Plover (Pluvialis 

squatarola)  
▪ Bar-tailed Godwit (Limosa 

lapponica)  
▪ Wetland and Waterbirds 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

River Nanny Estuary 
and Shore SPA 

▪ Oystercatcher (Haematopus 
ostralegus) 

▪ Ringed Plover (Charadrius 
hiaticula) 

▪ Golden Plover (Pluvialis 
apricaria) 

▪ Knot (Calidris canutus)  
▪ Sanderling (Calidris alba)  
▪ Herring Gull (Larus 

argentatus) 
▪ Wetland and Waterbirds 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 

Ireland's Eye SPA ▪ Cormorant (Phalacrocorax 
carbo)  

▪ Herring Gull (Larus 
argentatus)  

▪ Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla)  
▪ Guillemot (Uria aalge)  
▪ Razorbill (Alca torda) 

Visual (and above water 
noise) disturbance 
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4. CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, the information presented in this NIS has determined that once the recommended 
mitigation measures have been implemented, the site investigation works will not, either alone or in 
combination with other plans or projects, will not have an adverse effect on the integrity of any Natura 
2000 site in Irish waters. 
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