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The Chairperson (Ms Dillon): I welcome from DAERA Colin Armstrong, Joe Breen and Carol 
O'Boyle, marine conservation and reporting on the EMFG.  Thank you very much for coming along.  
We ask you to keep your presentation to about 10 minutes to allow time for Committee members to 
ask questions. 
 
Mr Colin Armstrong (Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs): Chair and 
members, thank you very much for the opportunity to give you an update on the marine conservation 
zone (MCZ) proposals.  I will provide a quick background to the proposals, how we have got here and 
a summary of the consultation responses that we received.  I will then outline the next steps.  I 
understand that, when the evidence session was previously tabled, you had requested an update on 
exclusion zones associated with the Fair Head tidal energy project.  I will be able to give you a quick 
update on that position as well. 
 
Marine conservation zones were provided for in the Marine Act (Northern Ireland) 2013 for nationally 
important habitats and species.  At the time, we committed to designating marine conservation zones 
by December 2016.  That is an important step towards the development of an ecologically coherent 
network of marine protected areas, with the aims of safeguarding the critical stages of life cycles for 
things such as the fish, birds and mammals that live in the sea and protecting nursery areas and 
breeding grounds.  The aim of the well-managed aspect is to be able to support the sustainability of 
the seas while safeguarding biodiversity and ecosystems. 
 



2 

Once the Marine Act was introduced, we commenced a stakeholder engagement programme, which 
has now been running for about three years.  We held a number of workshops and targeted the key 
stakeholder groups.  At those workshops, we gave stakeholders the opportunity to nominate proposals 
and identified the areas that we felt were important and should be considered.  We identified eight 
initial areas of search and, through the consultation process and the gathering of evidence, developed 
the four proposals that went out to consultation last December.  Those proposals were Rathlin, 
Waterfoot, outer Belfast lough and Carlingford lough. 
 
I will now provide a quick summary of what those sites are.  The Rathlin proposed MCZ includes an 
area to the north of Rathlin island and the existing special area of conservation (SAC).  It is the largest 
site, with an area of 92 square kilometres.  The feature that we are interested in there is the deep 
seabed to the north, which is an important habitat that is up to 250 metres deep.  It is unique to get 
waters of that depth around our shores.  The habitat in the area has strong tidal currents, stable 
temperatures and deep light penetration, which, collectively, contribute to the rich biodiversity in the 
area.  When you consider those factors, it is an area that, up until now, has not been regularly fished, 
and no other activities take place in the area.  Therefore, the seabed may be in what we would call a 
natural or undisturbed condition.  It is important to get that protection at this stage.  We are also 
protecting black guillemot in Rathlin and some very important geological and geomorphological 
features.  There are submerged lagoons and sea arches, all of which are unique and special and 
support an important ecosystem. 
 
In contrast to the large area of Rathlin, the Waterfoot site is less than 1 square kilometre.  It is about 
0·8 square kilometres.  That site was nominated by stakeholders.  The local diving group Seasearch, 
which is a national group but has a Northern Ireland interest, recommended the site and provided us 
with the initial data that allowed us to go and look at the seagrass.  What we found there was possibly 
the largest seagrass bed that we have.  In the sea in general, seagrass beds are declining, but that 
area was seen to be in very good condition and relatively large in comparison.  Seagrass is an 
important part of the ecosystem and supports some important ecological processes.  It is a nursery 
area, providing hiding places for fish.  It also helps to lock up nutrients and is potentially a carbon 
store, so it could mitigate climate change in the future. 
 
The Belfast lough site is slightly larger at 2·5 square kilometres.  The feature of interest there is the 
ocean quahog.  That is a bivalve that can live up to 400 years old, although the species that we have 
recorded in Belfast are 220.  Quahogs are an important part of the ecosystem, in that they are a food 
source for fish, including cod. 
 
The final site is Carlingford lough, which is slightly bigger again but just 3·2 square kilometres.  That is 
home to other unique communities that we have in Northern Ireland — sea pens and white sea slugs 
are what we are seeking to protect there.  As you know, Carlingford lough is an important area for 
aquaculture.  We had very good engagement with the local aquaculture industry, and the boundary 
that we have established was sought with agreement from it.  We identified where it was that we 
wanted to protect, identified where the aquaculture activity was and agreed on a buffer zone.  It was 
really set through a combination of protecting the feature and supporting the industry at the same time. 
 
We took those proposals together and put them out to consultation, and a total of 36 people 
responded, of which the majority were supportive.  We had seven who didn't support the proposals, 
and I will identify some of the issues that they raised.  Importantly, the Northern Ireland Marine Task 
Force (NIMTF) organised a very positive campaign in support of the proposals and managed to get a 
campaign response of over 1,400 people.  The campaign also got some useful media coverage 
associated with the proposals.I will move on to the specific issues that were raised.  For Rathlin, 
although most people were supportive of the MCZ, very strong concern was raised about the impact 
that it would have on the fishing industry.  The Northern Ireland Fish Producers' Organisation (NIFPO) 
specifically asked us to go and look at that impact.  It was concerned that we had not quantified the 
fishing effort in the area but, rather, had done a qualitative assessment.  We then did that.  What we 
did was look at the data from the vessel monitoring systems.  We have looked at that over the past 
number of years and compared it as a proportion of the total effort in each of the ICES statistical 
rectangles.  We were able to find out that it was only about 1%.  That supports the view that it has a 
low impact on fishing. 
  
NIFPO provided us with a polygon of what it considers to be the important queen scallop area.  When 
we overlaid that with the boundary, we found that it lies just to the north of the proposed area.  We 
consider that the proposal will have no impact on the queen scallop fishery that lies to the north of 
Rathlin.  At this stage, we would consider keeping the boundary the way that it is. 
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For Waterfoot, the majority of responses were again supportive.  Sixteen people were supportive of 
the MCZ.  The main concerns that were raised about the site were associated with water sports.  It is 
an important area for water sports.  The local yacht club and boat users who put down mooring buoys 
in the area were concerned that the proposal would prohibit them from their activity there.  It is also a 
known refuge area for boats that transit the Country Antrim coast.  In storms, they go in there for 
shelter.  I think that we have allayed those concerns by saying that, in the event of an emergency, no 
conservation zone would ever prohibit somebody from going and anchoring in safety.  We will 
continue to work with the local yacht club to come to a management agreement on how we can 
manage its activity.  As regards fishing, we will talk to the local pot fishermen about potential impacts.  
An important point that was raised about the Waterfoot site was the extent.  Last week, my colleague 
Joe went out and resurveyed the extent, so we now know a bit more about it.  There may be a very 
small boundary amendment as a result of the evidence, but we will talk to local fishermen and the 
yacht club about that. 
 
On Belfast Lough, the response was again supportive.  NIFPO addressed the same issue of the 
fishing effort there.  When we started to interrogate the evidence, we found that there were reasons to 
reduce the size of the site there and that we had misapplied some of the criteria.  We have now 
reduced the site from just over 5 square kilometres to 2·5 square kilometres.  In doing that, the fishing 
effort is less than 1% of the ICES rectangle.  By going forward with that boundary, we will still protect 
the feature — the quahog — and keep the impact on the fishing industry very low. 
 
The key issue that was raised for Carlingford lough related to the operation of Warrenpoint port and its 
future development.  We had some very good discussions with Warrenpoint Harbour Authority about 
its ideas for the port's future development.  Although it was supportive of the proposal, it identified 
concerns.  Anything that happens will be considered through any future planning permission or marine 
licensing application.  How we communicate on that with the port will be a continuing development.  
There were no specific issues with that proposal, however. 
 
On the next steps, given that the responses really were positive and that we consider we have 
addressed the issues that were raised, we intend to designate the sites formally by the end of 
December, as we had committed to do.  We are now doing some of the final economic assessments.  
We will take the fishing effort and compare it with the landings effort and get an economic value for the 
impact on the fishing.  That will be in the final regulatory impact assessment. 
 
A lot of the consultees asked about what we plan to do next.  We are doing an assessment of where 
there will be further gaps in the network.  That assessment will decide what sites we will do in the next 
year, if sites are needed, but our aim is to have a coherent network and not to get into the process of 
continuously designating sites.  If the network is genuinely complete, we will stop and move into our 
management stage, but if there are gaps in the network, we will seek to address them.  We are doing 
that assessment at the moment and should be in a position by early next year to say where the gaps 
are.  That is the summary on the marine conservation zones. 
 
I will move on quickly to the Fair Head tidal energy project and the specific questions asked about that.  
There are two proposals in the Fair Head area.  There is Tidal Ventures at Torr Head.  That is at the 
stage at which a draft licence has been submitted to the Department.  The company has produced an 
environmental statement showing a fisheries displacement area of 6·8 square kilometres, unless the 
Maritime and Coastguard Agency requests a wider exclusion area for navigational reasons.  The exact 
size, however, will have to be negotiated with the fishing industry, following the best practice guidance 
developed by the Fishing Liaison with Offshore Wind and Wet Renewables Group (FLOWW), which 
includes the fishing industry, the renewables industry, the Crown Estate and other stakeholders. 
 
The second proposal is from the Fair Head tidal company.  That is not as far advanced.  It has not yet 
submitted an application, so it is not possible to identify any associated displacement areas.  Again, 
that will be negotiated with the fishing industry using best practice guidance. 
 
That brings me to the end of my quick summary.  I hope that we are able to answer any questions that 
you have on either of the issues. 

 
The Chairperson (Ms Dillon): Thank you very much for your presentation and for allowing members 
to ask a few questions.  The four proposed marine conservation zones were to be funded through an 
INTERREG application.  What is the status of that funding application now? 
 
Mr C Armstrong: None of this is funded by INTERREG.  This is all work that we are taking forward 
ourselves.  Possibly what you are referring to are management plans for the marine special areas of 
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conservation, which are the European designated sites.  I will need to check what the position is.  As 
far as I know, a decision has been made on those projects, but they have not received any letter of 
offer from the Special EU Programmes Body (SEUPB).  That was to develop specific management 
plans for the sites.  Those sites are already designated. 
 
The Chairperson (Ms Dillon): Do they believe that they will get an offer?  Is there any issue in the 
light of the referendum result? 
 
Mr C Armstrong: Yes, it is the same issue as applies to all the INTERREG programmes.  My 
understanding is that, at the moment, the letters have not been issued, and they will not be, because 
there is still a lack of clarity about the delays.  Those are important projects, and we have committed to 
developing management plans for those special areas of conservation.  We will need to look at how 
we develop management plans for those sites if the funding does not go ahead. 
 
The Chairperson (Ms Dillon): Is there much value in having them without the management plans?  Is 
it fair enough to say that you need the management plans in order for the sites to be of real value? 
 
Mr C Armstrong: Yes, it is.  We have management plans already for two other special areas of 
conservation — Strangford lough and Rathlin — and we are developing one at the moment for 
Skerries and Causeway SAC on the north coast.  Even last night, we met the local stakeholder group 
on the north coast about developing a management plan.  The commitment is to have a well-managed 
plan.  We need management plans, and we will do what we need to do to develop those and to 
engage with the stakeholders. 
 
Mr McGlone: Your question has elicited the answer, in so far as you can give it about INTERREG 
funding in any event, so we will park that in the meantime. 
 
You mentioned your meeting with the NI Fish Producers' Organisation about any quantifiable impact 
there might be on the fishing industry.  You said that you had accommodated some of the aquaculture 
sectors around zoning and the designation of boundaries.  You then went on to refer to the regulatory 
impact and the economic value of the impact of it.  Will you explain to me what that is?  Are they all a 
consequence of one another?  What happens if you get to the regulatory impact and learn that it could 
have an effect on the industry, which is not the most wonderful of industries to be in at the minute? 

 
Mr C Armstrong: On the stages of getting to the economic impact, we took the effort from the vessel 
monitoring systems, which are on board the vessels.  We use that as an indicator of the quantity of the 
effort.  We then couple that with the value of the landings data to give it an economic value.  The effort 
has indicated that the impact is low. The landings value is at ICES rectangle level, so we are saying 
that it is — 
 
Mr McGlone: Sorry, it is what? 
 
Mr C Armstrong: It is at the ICES rectangle, which is the management unit of the sea, which is how 
— 
 
Mr McGlone: I was trying to figure out how a rectangle fitted into money here, because that is what it 
is about. 
 
Mr C Armstrong: When the industry's catch is recorded, it is attributed to a particular area of the sea, 
which is the ICES rectangle.  We therefore use the value of the rectangle and have said that the effort 
is 0·11%, so it will be 0·11% of the total value in the rectangle.  That is how, even at this stage, we can 
say that it is going to be low. 
 
Mr McGlone: You are saying that it is minimal. 
 
Mr C Armstrong: Yes, it is 0·11% of the rectangle. 
 
Mr McGlone: Therefore, based on the economic value of the regulatory impact that you referred to, 
how does what you are saying feed into that, or does something wider have to be done to conduct the 
regulatory impact? 
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Mr C Armstrong: When we have that economic value, that will be what will inform.  A draft regulatory 
impact assessment was issued with the consultation, and it was based on a qualitative assessment 
that the impact on the fishing industry would be low.  The Fish Producers' Organisation contested that 
and said, "But you have not done a quantified assessment".  It then suggested that we use this 
method, which is a method that it had used for one of the offshore Irish Sea marine conservation 
zones that are part of the DEFRA process.  It asked us to follow that methodology in coming to a 
quantified effort, so we used it. 
 
Mr McGlone: OK, and it is happy enough with that. 
 
Mr C Armstrong: It had commissioned a report through Seafish and the Agri-Food and Biosciences 
Institute (AFBI) to do the assessment to present to DEFRA.  We therefore followed the same 
methodology. 
 
Mr McMullan: Thank you for your presentation.  On the MCZ at Fair Head, there is a scoping exercise 
at the minute for the tidal power scheme there.  I was reading about it, and a lot will depend on what is 
put into the sea to harness tidal energy.  I do not think that the type of equipment has been announced 
yet.  Will that have a bearing on your MCZ? 
 
Mr Joe Breen (Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs): Fair Head is not an 
MCZ site.  The nearest MCZ to Fair Head is, obviously, Rathlin, which is 6 miles away.  To the south, 
you have Redbay SAC, just off Cushendall and Cushendun, and the new proposed Waterfoot MCZ in 
Waterfoot Bay. 
 
Mr McMullan: Sorry, I should have said that that whole coast is an Atlantic salmon run. 
 
Mr Breen: I accept that, but the features in the MCZs and the SACs are not for Atlantic salmon, so we 
are not protecting Atlantic salmon within those sites.  Certainly, when it comes to the licence 
consideration stage and the environmental impact statement for the proposed tidal sites, all that will be 
taken into consideration through the consultation process.  So, it is considered but not within the MCZ 
process for those particular sites.  There are two different issues going on at the minute:  the MCZs 
and, in parallel, what is happening off Fair Head. 
 
Mr McMullan: There was talk of drilling for gas off Rathlin. 
 
Mr Breen: I think there was an announcement about three months ago to say the company had 
stopped its interest in that area. 
 
Mr McMullan: It stopped that interest: that is good news.  
 
Nobody knew there was grass in the sea at Waterfoot.  You have talked to the boat club and the 
fishermen.  What about the salmon farm? 

 
Mr Breen: We have spoken to the salmon farm as well. 
 
Mr McMullan: I did not hear that mentioned.  What is its view?  What is your view on the salmon 
farm? 
 
Mr Breen: The salmon farm — Northern Salmon — was obviously a respondent to the consultation.  It 
highlighted what we already knew, which is that it has a farm in the vicinity.  It wanted to know whether 
any future new expansions or anything like that would be impacted negatively by the MCZ.  We were 
able to show [Inaudible.] from the MCZ to the salmon farm.  Certainly, there is no seagrass anywhere 
near that particular site.   
 
Seagrass is not to be confused with normal seaweed.  It is actually the only flowering plant in the sea.  
It produces flowers and seeds, so it is an angiosperm.  It lives in shallow water, so it goes down to 
about only 5 or 6 metres.  Those particular fish farms are in about 25 metres of water. 

 
Mr McMullan: But it is very tidal there, and the feedstuff that goes into the salmon farm — 
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Mr Breen: That was all considered at the time of the licence application and the granting of the licence 
for the farm.  They would have looked at dispersion, and hydrodynamic modelling was done to see 
whether there would be any localised impacts from the farm.  The impacts are within the licence 
conditions, which are largely restricted to what is below the farm and maybe slightly fewer than 100 
metres away from the farm.  The Department monitors that on a regular basis.  Certainly, any base 
material arising from the fish farms is not going to impact the MCZ and vice versa.  The MCZ, as its 
boundary is set at the minute, is unlikely to affect the further development of the fish farm. 
 
Mr McMullan: Did you contact the Crown Estate? 
 
Mr Breen: Yes. 
 
Mr McMullan: And what is its view? 
 
Mr Breen: Its view is that, as the landowner, it is not for or against it.  It sees the need for that 
ecologically coherent network of marine protected areas, and it is supportive.  It is not going to charge 
us for it in the way it would charge fish farms and others.  It is what it is.  Obviously, it would be 
concerned if there were future restrictions on its activities, such as mooring and stuff like that.  Yes, we 
will be targeting people from mooring not to do it into the seagrass bed.  You already have the harbour 
area, which is excluded from the MCZ boundary, and we worked recently with it to select an area 
within that area where it could put temporary moorings for that vessel.  We did the survey ourselves to 
accurately position the anchor so that it was not harming the seagrass.  We will work with anyone who 
wants to develop within or near those boundaries to mitigate — [Inaudible.]  
 
Mr McMullan: What depth did you say are you working to off Rathlin? 
 
Mr Breen: It is 250-plus metres. 
 
Mr McMullan: That is nearly 900 feet. 
 
Mr Breen: Yes. 
 
Mr McMullan: Did you consult the MOD? 
 
Mr C Armstrong: At a very early stage back in March 2012.  Its representatives attended one of the 
workshops.  We did not get a formal consultation response from it, but it was on the consultation list. 
 
Mr McMullan: It is guarded; it does not have to.  Am I correct?  It cannot be prosecuted.  Who 
prosecutes it? 
 
Mr Breen: I am not sure who would prosecute it, but I am certainly aware there is a large exercise 
going on north of Rathlin at the moment — Joint Warrior — and I have seen for operational purposes, 
certainly several months ago, habitat regulatory impact assessments (HRIAs).  It has taken into 
consideration all the protected sites on the north coast, what the features are and how its activities are 
likely to impact on those features, particularly underwater explosions and stuff like that, and how they 
will affect the harbour porpoise, which is what Skerries and Causeway has been designated for.  They 
are not doing any activity that will affect that particular site.  It will have modelled where the impact 
would be.  It has an environmental consideration, so it just cannot do what it wants where it wants.  It 
has to go through the same process as anyone else applying for a licence. 
 
Mr McMullan: Will it tell you when it is in the area? 
 
Mr Breen: That is what it did for this exercise, yes. 
 
Mr McMullan: All its boats? 
 
Mr Breen: Not routinely, if it is just passing through.  For a major exercise such as Joint Warrior, it 
does a full habitat regulatory impact assessment. 
 
Mr McMullan: I am worried a wee bit, because, correct me if I am wrong, but in the MCZs and that 
one at Rathlin, we allow pot fishing. 
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Mr Breen: Pot fishing, yes.  We are extending the existing SAC. 
 
Mr McMullan: For local fishermen?  Is that not correct? 
 
Mr Breen: Yes.  Pot fishing will not be impacted. 
 
Mr McMullan: No, but that is the point I am making.  It is a very busy lane for the MOD; we have 
known that for years.  We do not know what is coming through it.  In light of what happened in County 
Down last year and in Scotland, we should now be pushing for better information about what shipping 
could be coming through that area.  We do not want another accident with our fishermen.  Looking 
through the MCZs and even the Marine Act, we see that the MOD is protected.  You cannot prosecute 
it.  That is a failing within that whole thing, because you can prosecute anybody who has a small boat 
for doing something they should not be doing in an MCZ, but you cannot prosecute anybody who has 
a large warship or submarine.  That is the point I am making. 
 
Mr Breen: Within the management of the MCZs and these protected sites, we are restricted to what 
the features are.  Certainly, if the navy was going to do anything that was going to impact on the 
features, we would make that known to it.  That is what we are tied to.  We have to work within our 
legislation.  That means that if the MOD came along with a big plan to set off depth charges that were 
going to destroy the submerged lagoons or the arches, which are geomorphological features of the 
MCZ, we would then have something to say, and that just would not happen. 
 
Mr McMullan: Would it listen to you? 
 
Mr Breen: Yes. 
 
Mr McMullan: I am glad to know it listens to somebody. 
 
Mr Breen: It would have to have a good reason. 
 
Mr McMullan: It has not listened to anybody to date, but anyway, good luck.  Thank you. 
 
The Chairperson (Ms Dillon): Before I bring Caoimhe in, I think I know where you are going with that, 
Oliver.  We should probably ask for information from somewhere about what is being done to protect 
fishermen and ensure that does not happen again.  I am not sure it is this Department's responsibility; 
it may well be the Department of Justice. 
 
The Committee Clerk: Defence, as far as I am aware, is not devolved, so it would be the NIO. 
 
The Chairperson (Ms Dillon): We should write to the NIO on behalf of the fishermen. 
 
Mr McMullan: We should also write to the Agriculture Minister to tell her that we raised this. 
 
The Chairperson (Ms Dillon): Yes, just to let her know we have raised it. 
 
Mr Breen: Just for clarification, we have a channel to the MOD through the Joint Nature Conservation 
Committee, which is the overarching conservation body in the UK.  It comprises the four nature 
conservation bodies, and we are represented at that table.  We have a method of communication 
directly to the navy about biodiversity — 
 
The Chairperson (Ms Dillon): But that is more to do with conservation than protecting the fishermen. 
 
Mr Breen: It is, and that is all it is. 
 
Ms Carol O'Boyle (Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs): Just to clarify, all 
Departments and public authorities are bound by the requirement in the Marine Act on MCZs so that 
they are to exercise their functions in a way that either furthers the conservation objectives or least 
hinders them.  The MOD would be bound by that requirement, so it has that obligation on it, 
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notwithstanding that it cannot be prosecuted.  That is why it provides HRAs for the activities that Joe 
was explaining. 
 
The Chairperson (Ms Dillon): In conservation, there is stuff happening, but this is a separate issue 
and is not really for you.  We should address it anyway.  I think Oliver raised a valid point. 
 
Ms Archibald: Thank you for your presentation.  There are a few points I would like to pick up.  The 
next stage is to formally designate and develop the management plans for the sites.  Who is 
responsible for the managing, monitoring and surveillance?  Is there any role for local government?  Is 
it involved?  If there were an infringement, who would be responsible for enforcement and that kind of 
thing? 
 
Mr C Armstrong: We will be the lead in the development of the management, but as Carol indicated, 
every competent authority then has duties they must fulfil.  They cannot give a permission for a plan or 
a project without considering it.  There is a duty on all public authorities, in central and local 
government, in that. 
 
We will take the same approach to management plans as we took to the European sites and special 
areas of conservation.  The only difference is that, where there is also a European site, as on Rathlin, 
we will seek to bring the management plan for the marine conservation zone into that system.  We will 
engage with a local stakeholder group.  I will give you the example of what we are doing on Skerries 
and Causeway at the moment.  We have engaged with the Causeway Coast and Glens Heritage Trust 
to network for us with local stakeholders.  Last night, we had a workshop with those stakeholders 
where we considered the opportunities and challenges of the Skerries and Causeway SAC, and that 
will be used to develop a management plan for the site. 
 
There may be some specific management measures that need to be brought in.  At this stage, we are 
not sure exactly; the stakeholder engagement process will identify that.  I will take the example of what 
we have done on Rathlin.  You recently considered the Rathlin prohibition regulations.  If there is need 
for a fishing management measure to be brought in, that will be done through a fisheries regulation, 
and it will be brought back for consideration at that stage.  We will be doing the work of monitoring and 
enforcement ourselves within the DAERA marine and fisheries division.  We will be monitoring the 
condition of those sites and, where necessary, doing inspections and enforcement.  It will just become 
part of the work of the Department. 

 
Mr Swann: Thanks, Colin, for your presentation.  Going back to the MCZ off the north of Rathlin, does 
it cover just the seabed, or does it cover traffic that goes — 
 
Mr C Armstrong: It covers everything.  It is the three-dimensional sea:  the water column, the surface 
and down to the bed.  It is the entirety. 
 
Mr Swann: That is also a major shipping lane for Lisahally port.  What concerns have you about the 
traffic going through there, considering the nature of some of the product? 
 
Mr C Armstrong: At the moment, we have absolutely no concern at all.  We are aware that just to the 
north of it is a very important navigation, transport and separation zone.  It is marked on the Admiralty 
charts.  We know it is a very busy shipping lane. 
 
Mr Swann: It does not cross over the MCZ? 
 
Mr C Armstrong: It does not cross over the MCZ; it just extends to the corner. 
 
Mr Breen: Again, those vessels are not necessarily affecting or impacting upon the features we are 
protecting.  Analysis of the traffic through shows that [Inaudible.] vessels are going through. 
 
Mr Swann: Joe, would that assessment also be taken of the cargo they are carrying? 
 
Mr Breen: No, not particularly.  That is the responsibility of other Departments; it is for the Department 
of Transport, which has its own regulations covering hazardous material.  Certainly, if you are heading 
towards the argument of what happens if a vessel sinks with hazardous cargo, it would become an 
issue then.  There are thousands of movements every year, and we cannot plan for every eventuality.   
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Certainly, we had an incident in the past when the Portrush lifeboat went ashore in Rathlin as an SAC.  
It actually went up on to an area of special scientific interest (ASSI).  It was stranded on limestone 
pavement, which is a quite sensitive habitat.  For the recovery of that vessel, it meant we had to put in 
extra mitigation to ensure the protection of those features while allowing that vessel to be recovered in 
an economic manner.  It is a question of using it to get the best environmental outcome for everybody 
concerned. 

 
Mr Swann: Oliver mentioned Tidal Ventures, and he referred to the impact of Fair Head Tidal Energy 
Park.  Is the cumulative effect of those taken into consideration, or are they stand-alone? 
 
Mr C Armstrong: That will need to be considered through the marine licensing process.  A habitats 
regulations assessment is taken out for every marine licence decision, and that has to look at the 
project in combination [Inaudible.] That is taken into consideration at the licensing stage. 
 
Mr Swann: From listening to you, it looks as though Tidal Ventures is further down the process than 
Fair Head Tidal Energy Park, I think it is called.  If one becomes established, the cumulative effect 
knocks on to the second.  Is that right? 
 
Mr C Armstrong: I cannot comment specifically on that at the moment.  It will be considered, but I do 
not know the viability of the two projects.  I do not have that information. 
 
Mr M Bradley: Thanks very much for your presentation and for the information.  It was fascinating 
reading for somebody who is interested in the sea.  Having read this, I would like to ask you about 
your future plans.  You mentioned during your presentation future plans for an extension of your 
MCZs.  Is that for across the north coast area?  I am thinking specifically from the Causeway bank 
across to Portrush, Portstewart and Castlerock. 
 
Mr C Armstrong: Not currently.  In that area, we have the Skerries and Causeway special area of 
conservation, which comes from Portstewart head and goes east to just beyond the Giant's 
Causeway.  The basis of the network is that we look at the protection of a representation of all types of 
habitats so that each habitat type is designated somewhere within the network.  The network 
assessment will identify gaps.  That area — Joe can correct me — is a sandy area, and there is 
already sufficient sand designated in the network, so it would not merit consideration at this stage and 
is unlikely to be one of the areas that will be identified as a gap.  We will probably be picking up small 
areas in outer Ards, which we are doing some survey work on at the moment, and then we are looking 
for an area for skate.  Those are two interest areas at the moment, but we do not have the specifics on 
that.  The network analysis will show us that. 
 
Mr M Bradley: I want to ask about your opinion on artificial reefs in that area to protect fish stocks and 
stop some of the fishing vessels coming in too close to the shore, especially some of the sweepers.  
They have no problem in the sandy environment we have in that area. 
 
Mr Breen: You mentioned the Causeway bank, which is part of the Skerries and Causeway SAC.  It is 
de facto protected.  The other feature within the Skerries and Causeway SAC is reef.  Colin mentioned 
the assessment of the coherence of the network across the United Kingdom and eventually across the 
whole of the European region.  The European regions are the ones who judge whether we have 
sufficiency, and they came back and said we did not have enough sandbanks and enough reef, and 
that supported getting the Skerries and Causeway SAC through.   
 
As a Department, we believe we are sufficient in reef and have the sandbank in that area.  We do not 
yet have an opinion on whether we need to add extra artificial reefs.  There has been discussion for 
years about it.  Fishermen will see it as an advantage; other people will see it as a disadvantage to 
navigation.  In the area that you are talking about, probably off Castlerock and The Tuns, an argument 
was put up several years ago that putting artificial reefs there would act as fish-attraction devices and 
give sheltered areas for fish to hang about and wait to feed on smolts coming out of the Foyle system, 
and that could have a negative impact on the salmon system in the Foyle.Again, artificial reef is a big 
discussion area.  We do not have a policy on it yet.  I know that in other regions, such as the Gulf 
coast, where they have just sand and nothing else, they are going down the route of putting in artificial 
reef to enhance a commercial angling industry.  But we have no views or opinions on that at the 
minute. 

 
Mr M Bradley: Can I push my luck? 
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The Chairperson (Ms Dillon): You can, of course; we have time. 
 
Mr M Bradley: You said you had a meeting last night with the Causeway Coast and Glens Heritage 
Trust.  Is there any chance of feedback from that meeting, please? 
 
Mr C Armstrong: Yes.  I can just give you a very quick summary now.  Is that what you would like? 
 
Mr M Bradley: Yes. 
 
Mr C Armstrong: Twenty or 30 local people were at it.  We had representatives from NGOs and the 
local heritage trust council and two or three local fishermen at that meeting.  We set out the reasons 
why it is designated.  The focus of this management is for people not to be concerned about what is 
getting closed because of a special area of conservation but to develop a management plan that 
supports the sustainable use of the site [Inaudible.] while protecting the ecosystem.  That was the tone 
we tried to set in that meeting.  We got some very good ideas about the opportunities that would arise 
out of making the most of this area.  Representatives from the local diving club, Aquaholics, boat 
tours, kayak clubs and that sort of thing were there and could see opportunities.  It is very early 
stages.  Causeway Coast and Glens Heritage Trust will now go away and draft the skeleton of a 
management plan.  We have given it the funding from the environment fund to do that.  It is to 
complete it by the end of March.  We will consult formally on a management scheme for Skerries and 
Causeway at that stage.  This is really a bit of stakeholder engagement before a formal public 
consultation on a management plan.  That is where we are. 
 
Mr McMullan: I will go through these very quickly.  Does marine planning come under local planning 
law?  Who decides on marine planning? 
 
Ms O'Boyle: Marine planning comes jointly from the Marine and Coastal Access Act and from the 
Marine Act (Northern Ireland). 
 
Mr McMullan: So, the local authorities do not have any say in it. 
 
Ms O'Boyle: They are involved in the development of the plan.  I am aware that colleagues in the 
division have been working on the marine plan, and I think they hope to publish it fairly soon.  They 
are finalising the sustainability appraisal that had to be undertaken as part of that process.  There was 
widespread consultation and workshops on the marine plan as well.  There is a role for local 
government. 
 
Mr McMullan: You have a responsibility with the 12-mile sea limit.  The Crown Estate is not held 
responsible to anybody.  It can run ahead and lease ground before it even gets as far as planning.  
That is happening all the time. 
 
Mr Breen: In fairness, the Crown Estate consults with us. 
 
Mr McMullan: It can lease and then consult.  It is ticking a box, no matter what way you look at it.  I 
think that is something the council should have a bigger say in. 
 
Ms O'Boyle: Although the council does not lease an area, if it requires a marine licence and that is not 
granted, the developer is not allowed to develop that area.  Crown Estate has now made its leases 
conditional on the necessary permissions being in place. 
 
Mr McMullan: When you are having a chat about artificial reef, can you think about using waste tyres 
as part of the reef? 
 
Ms O'Boyle: Waste tyres cannot be used as part of the reef because of the OSPAR convention, to 
which we are signatories.  It is an international agreement for the protection of the north-east Atlantic. 
 
Mr McMullan: Is OSPAR mandatory? 
 
Ms O'Boyle: Yes, we are a signatory to that convention. 
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Mr McMullan: But it is not mandatory. 
 
Ms O'Boyle: Yes, as we have signed the convention, we cannot do that.  It is an international 
convention. 
 
Mr McMullan: Britain signed the OSPAR convention and the London dumping agreement but 
continued to dump munitions, atomic waste etc in Beaufort's Dyke and along the whole coast. 
 
Mr Breen: It does not dump now. 
 
Mr McMullan: It did dump after it signed it.  So, that signature is not mandatory; it is like a gentleman's 
agreement.  The other thing, which Maurice brought up and is a very relevant point, was that, when 
the workshops are being carried out, most times MLAs from the area are never told about them.  
Councillors and others are told, which is good.  Could the MLAs be added on to that list?  It is 
important for an MLA to know what goes on in their area, because they may have to [Inaudible.]  
 
Mr Swann: Did your councillors not tell you? 
 
Mr McMullan: I cannot tell you what our councillors tell me. [Laughter.]  
 
The Chairperson (Ms Dillon): Thank you very much for the briefing, I appreciate it. 


