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1. Background 

The Port of Cork Company (the Applicant) has applied to the Maritime Area Regulatory 

Authority (MARA) for a Maritime Usage Licence (MUL) to undertake marine environmental 

surveys for the purpose of site investigations, falling under Schedule 7(3) of the Maritime Area 

Planning Act 2021, as amended (the MAP Act). 

The proposed site investigations (SI) are associated with the development of future port 

infrastructure and are intended to establish baseline environmental conditions, inform 

design, and identify potential environmental impacts. The data collected from the proposed 

SI will minimise uncertainty in ground conditions at an early design stage and will inform the 

design and assessment of any future projects in the area. 

The Applicant holds a number of existing maritime authorisations, including:  

• Maritime Area Consent (MAC20230004) for capital dredging of berths at 

Ringaskiddy East and West (valid from 02/06/2025 to 02/06/2036); and  

• Foreshore Lease (FS006408) for harbour development works at Ringaskiddy 

Port (valid from 12/11/2017 to 12/10/2052); and 

• Foreshore Licence (FS007126) for maintenance dredging (valid from 

30/08/2023 to 29/08/2031).  

The Applicant also holds, or has applied for, the following consents: 

• Marine Strategic Infrastructure Development Permission (ABP321875-25; 

granted 27/11/2025); and 

• Two Dumping at Sea permit applications – S0021-03 and S0039-01.  

2. Location and Description of the Proposed Maritime Usage   

The proposed MUL area is located within inner Cork Harbour, County Cork (Figure 1). Cork 

Harbour is a large, sheltered bay system comprising several river estuaries including the Lee, 

Douglas, Owenboy, and Owennacurra. The proposed site covers 31.15 ha and is situated 

adjacent to the townland of Loughbeg along its southern boundary and ~500 m south of the 

Lough Mahon Estuary. Great Island (An tÓileán Mór) lies ~270 m to the north, while 

Haulbowline and Spike Islands are located ~375 m and 1.2 km to the east, respectively. 

 

The proposed MUL area lies within the Port of Cork Pilotage Limit and is adjacent to 

Ringaskiddy, one of Ireland’s principal port facilities and a designated National Ferry Trade 

Port. The surrounding area supports a range of commercial, industrial, and maritime activities 

associated with Cork Harbour.  
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Figure 1 Location of the proposed MUL area. 

Table 1 summarises the proposed SI activities, equipment, and survey durations. The 

Applicant has requested a three-year MUL, with the proposed SI activities expected to be 

completed over a 15-week period.   
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Table 1 Summary of proposed SI activities, survey equipment, and indicative programme of 

works. 

Survey Activities Equipment Duration + 

timing 

Geotechnical 

boreholes 

25 marine boreholes 

comprising cable percussion 

drilling to refusal and rotary 

core drilling to maximum depth 

of 25 m below the seabed (200 

mm casing diameter). 

Jack-up barge, cable 

percussion drilling equipment, 

rotary coring equipment. 

Weeks 1 - 12 

Sediment 

testing 

boreholes 

4 vibrocore boreholes for the 

recovery of soft sediment 

samples to a maximum depth of 

3 m below the seabed (106 mm 

diameter). 

7 m tall vibrocore (high-

frequency vibrations) drilling 

machinery, supported by the 

vessel Denis Murphy. 

Weeks 13 - 15 

Benthic beam 

trawl 

Beam trawl survey to 

characterise benthic fauna.  

2 m wide beam trawl 

equipped with a tickler chain 

and an 11 mm mesh, attached 

to an A-frame at the stern of 

the Denis Murphy.  

Sub-tidal 

benthic grabs 

+ drop 

down video 

survey 

 

4 surface sediment samples 

may be collected to classify the 

seabed and support biological 

analyses. DDV survey to 

characterise seabed habitats.  

Van Veen grab sampler 

(0.1m2) deployed overboard 

using a crane from a vessel 

and an ultra-compact STR 

SeaSpyder Nano drop-down 

video camera installed on a 

lightweight deployment 

frame. 

Intertidal 

benthic 

samples 

Collection of intertidal 

sediment and biological sample 

at each intertidal sample 

station for macrofaunal 

analysis, particle size analysis, 

and loss of ignition. 1x surface 

scrape will also be collected.  

Stove-pipe core (0.028 m2). 

Weeks 13 - 14 

Radiological 

sampling 

Collection of 1 sediment sample 

(1.5 kg) for radiological analysis. 

Sediment samples stored in a 

leak-proof container. 
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2.1 Brief description of the site characteristics 

Cork Harbour is a sheltered, low-energy estuarine environment that drains into the Celtic Sea 

and supports extensive intertidal and subtidal habitats. Intertidal sediments within the area 

range from muddy sand to gravelly muddy sand, with medium sand forming a significant 

component of the substrate. The sheltered hydrodynamic nature of Cork Harbour has 

resulted in deposition of these fine sediments throughout much of the estuary, forming 

significant mudflats and sandflats (723 ha).   

The proposed MUL area is located within the Cork Harbour and Estuary Seascape Character 

Area, forming part of a Large Estuary Seascape Character Type. Water depths within the 

proposed MUL area are generally shallow, ranging from ~0–20 m. 

The underlying geology is predominantly Mississippian limestone. Seabed habitats within and 

adjacent to the proposed MUL area include infralittoral coarse sediment and an infralittoral 

sandy mud habitat complex. Overall, the area is generally characterised by shallow 

circalittoral conditions with large portions of seabed comprising unclassified substrate. 

Cork Harbour is a deep-water harbour with a long-established maritime tradition, supported 

by considerable navigational infrastructure throughout the estuary to ensure navigational 

safety and facilitate significant vessel traffic. The Irish Naval Service at Haulbowline is situated 

in the vicinity of the proposed MUL area, further reflecting the maritime importance of the 

estuary in Irish shipping and naval sectors.  

3. Assessment  

In assessing a MUL application, MARA must have regard to the criteria specified in the MAP 

Act, as discussed in this section. 

3.1 National Marine Planning Framework (NMPF)  

MARA must have regard to the Marine Planning Policy Statement (MPPS) which outlines the 

Government's overarching vision, policies, and principles for managing the country's 

maritime area. MARA must also have regard to the NMPF, which sets the framework for 

implementing the forward planning component of our marine planning system as set out in 

the MPPS.  

 

The proposed SI activities will provide baseline environmental data to support the design and 

delivery of future maritime infrastructure projects in the harbour.  

 

The proposal is consistent with the objectives of the NMPF, particularly the Offshore 

Renewable Energy sectoral policies (Chapter 13), which support the sustainable development 

of ORE in Ireland as a key driver to significantly reduce greenhouse gas emissions in line with 

national and EU Policies.  
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The proposed MUL also aligns with the Ports, Harbours and Shipping policies (Chapter 18), 

which support the sustainable development of Ireland’s ports sector and provision of 

adequate capacity to meet present and future demand and to adapt to the consequences of 

climate change. 

 

The proposed MUL is also consistent with relevant overarching marine planning policies, 

including Infrastructure (Economic High-Level Objective), Employment, Heritage Assets, 

Seascape and Landscape, Social Benefits, and Transboundary policies (Social High-Level 

Objectives). Moreover, the surveys support the sustainable co-existence (Economic) of 

marine users by supporting the future development of Cork Harbour.  

 

Underwater Cultural Heritage  

The NMPF includes a policy on Heritage Assets, which supports the conservation of the 

historic environment and heritage assets both along the coast and in the underwater 

environment. The policy notes that proposals not specifically contributing to enhancing 

cultural heritage assets must demonstrate that they avoid, minimise or mitigate against harm 

to heritage assets.  

 

The proposed MUL is consistent with the NMPF Heritage Assets policy. The proposed MUL 

area does not overlap, or lie adjacent to, any known wrecks or underwater cultural heritage 

assets. The nearest recorded wreck (W11313) is located ~750 m from the proposed MUL area. 

A second wreck, the steamship Alison (SS) / Allison (W05372) is located ~1 km from the 

proposed MUL area. Spit Bank Lighthouse is situated ~3.5 km away. 

 

It is recommended that a condition requiring the Applicant to consult with the Underwater 

Archaeology Unit of the Department of Housing, Local Government, and Heritage prior to the 

commencement of the proposed SI activities be included in any Licence granted. 

3.2 Environmental Impact Assessment Directive (2014/52/EU) (EIA Directive) 

MARA carried out an EIA screening of the proposed SI activities, having considered Schedules 

5 and 7 of the Planning and Development Regulations 2001. An EIA Screening Form was issued 

by MARA on 24/04/2026 and it was concluded that the activities do not fall within the scope 

of the EIA Directive, and therefore an EIA is not required.  

 

3.3 National Biodiversity Action Plan (NBAP) 

Ireland’s 4th National Biodiversity Action Plan sets the national biodiversity agenda for the 

period 2023–2030. The objectives of the NBAP focus on the conservation and restoration of 
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biodiversity. Objective 2 of the NBAP is to meet urgent conservation and restoration needs. 

Part of its focus is to elevate efforts to tackle invasive alien species. It is recommended that a 

condition be included in the licence to address the potential risks from invasive alien species 

as a result of the survey activities where vessels and equipment are being used. Sections 3.5–

3.7 of this report also address the Habitats and Birds Directives, WFD, and MSFD, and 

recommend conditions to minimise impacts on biodiversity from the proposed SI activities.    

3.4 Climate Action and Low Carbon Development Act 2015, as amended 

Section 15(1) of the Climate Action and Low Carbon Development Act 2015, as amended (the 

‘Climate Act’) requires relevant bodies, including MARA, to perform their functions insofar as 

practicable in a manner consistent with the governance framework set out therein. The Act 

sets legally binding targets for the reduction of greenhouse gases by 2030 and net-zero 

emissions by 2050.  

 

The Cork County Council Climate Action Plan 2024–20291 and Climate Action Plan 20252 were 

reviewed in the context of the proposed SI. These plans set out objectives to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions, support climate change adaptation, and facilitate the transition to 

a low-carbon and climate-resilient county. Cork County Council has a plan which specifically 

sets out actions to increase the resilience of its human and infrastructural assets.   

 

Emissions associated with the survey vessels, construction/work barges, and support vessels 

are anticipated. Considering the temporary nature of the works (totalling 15 weeks of survey 

work), no significant increase in greenhouse gas emissions is expected to arise from the 

proposed activities that would undermine the objectives of these plans.  

3.5 Water Framework Directive (2000/60/EC) 

The Water Framework Directive (WFD) requires EU Member States to protect and improve 

water quality in all waters to achieve at least good ecological status in inland surface waters, 

transitional waters, coastal waters and groundwater by 2027, at the latest.  

 

The proposed MUL area is located within the Cork Harbour coastal water body 

(IE_SW_060_0000), which lies within the Lee, Cork Harbour and Youghal Bay WFD catchment 

and hydrodynamic area. Cork Harbour currently has a good ecological status with the water 

body assessed as being at no risk to maintaining its current status.  

 

 

1 Cork-county-council-climate-action-plan-2024-2029  

2 DECC_Climate_Action_Plan_2025   
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The proposed SI activities, comprising a walkover survey, geotechnical boreholes, vibrocore 

sampling, benthic grab sampling, and a beam trawl survey, will take place wholly within the 

Cork Harbour coastal water body. The principal pressure associated with this water body is 

excessive nutrient enrichment associated with agricultural activities. Ecological status of 

coastal water bodies is based on the assessment of biological quality elements 

(phytoplankton, benthic invertebrates, macroalgae, angiosperms) as well as supporting 

chemical (specific pollutants), physico-chemical (e.g. temperature, salinity, nutrients) and 

hydromorphological quality elements. 

 

Several conditions are recommended for inclusion in any licence granted to prevent possible 

deterioration in water quality due to the proposed SI activities, including requiring the 

Applicant to have an Oil Pollution Emergency Plan and to ensure that all vessels used during 

the proposed SI activities comply with Irish Certification Standards, as required by the Marine 

Survey Office (MSO). Additionally, the Applicant has stated that a number of separate 

embedded conditions will be incorporated into the project design and form part of standard 

working practice, including refuelling and waste handling measures, as well as onboard 

containment of oils and lubricants. A condition is recommended for inclusion in the licence, 

if granted, to ensure the activities are carried out in accordance with the plans and particulars 

submitted with the application. 

 

Subject to the implementation of prevention conditions, the proposed SI activities are not 

expected to result in a deterioration of the water quality status of Cork Harbour or 

compromise the objectives of the WFD. 

3.6 Marine Strategy Framework Directive (2008/56/EC)  

The Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) sets the framework for European marine 

environmental policy. It aims to achieve Good Environmental Status (GES) for all marine 

waters in Europe and protect the resource base for marine-related economic and social 

activities. Ireland’s 2024 assessment3 under Article 8 of the MFSD sets out the status of the 

11 qualitative descriptors that describe the state of the marine environment. Table 2 sets out 

the status of the relevant descriptors and assesses the potential impacts of the proposed 

activities. 

  

Table 2 Assessment of impact of proposed activities on MSFD descriptors. 

MFSD 

Descriptor 

Good 

Environmental 

Status achieved 

Assessment 

 

3 Ireland’s Marine Strategy Part 1: Article 8, 9 and 10 report 2024. 
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Biological 

diversity 
Partially achieved 

MARA has undertaken an AA in respect to the proposed SI 

(see Section 3.8). Mitigation measures have been 

identified and included in the Proposed Licence, which 

address potential impacts on biological diversity. It is 

recommended to include these in any licence granted to 

mitigate impacts on biological diversity. 

Non-indigenous 

species 
Yes 

To ensure that the proposed activities will not result in the 

unintended introduction of non-indigenous species, a 

condition is recommended in the Proposed Licence 

relating to the control of invasive species. 

Population of 

commercial 

fish/shellfish 

Partially achieved 

This assessment of GES is based on whether stocks are 

being fished at or below the maximum sustainable yield 

(MSY) and whether spawning stock biomass is above the 

level that can produce MSY.  

 

The proposed MUL area overlaps whiting (Merlangius 

merlangus) spawning grounds, where peak spawning 

generally occurs between April and May. The proposed 

MUL area also overlaps nursery grounds for herring 

(Clupea harengus), cod (Gadus morhua), horse mackerel 

(Trachurus trachurus), mackerel (Scomber scombrus), and 

whiting, which support juvenile life stages throughout 

much of the year.  

 

No fishing grounds overlap with the proposed MUL area. 

Some periwinkle harvesting and pot fishing occur within 

Cork Harbour; however, these activities are located a 

considerable distance from the proposed MUL area. 

Significant Irish and international pelagic trawling activity 

occurs within the main channel of Cork Harbour but does 

do not overlap the proposed MUL area and is not expected 

to be impacted by the proposed SI activities. Significant 

fishing effort for herring and pollack are recorded at the 

mouth of Cork Harbour; however, these areas are spatially 

separated from the proposed MUL areas and will not be 

impacted. 

 

The proposed SI activities are temporary and will be 

undertaken on a phased basis over a three-year period. 

The activities are not expected to result in significant 

disturbance to the identified spawning and nursery 

grounds.  
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There are no licenced aquaculture sites or shellfish 

nurseries within the proposed MUL area (discussed in 

greater detail in Section 4.2). A Fishery Order site (T05-

002OFO) is located 3.75 km to the east of the proposed 

MUL area. No finfish, seaweed or shellfish sites are found 

within the vicinity of the proposed MUL area. 

 

Accordingly, the proposed SI activities are not expected to 

adversely impact shellfish sites or negatively affect the 

achievement or maintenance of Good Environmental 

Status.  

Marine food 

webs 
Unclear 

The balance and diversity in marine food webs are not 

expected to be impacted as a result of the proposed SI 

activity. Impacts on habitats and associated benthic 

communities and water quality have been assessed in 

Section 3.5 of this report in relation to WFD and in the AA 

(Section 3.8).  

Eutrophication Yes 

The proposed SI activities do not involve the addition of 

nutrients to the marine environment and as such, will not 

impact this descriptor achieving GES.  

Sea-floor 

integrity 
Partially achieved 

The proposed SI activities will result in temporary and 

localised disturbance to the seabed habitat within the 

proposed MUL area. These disturbances will be associated 

with the geotechnical and benthic sampling activities. The 

total footprint of disturbance is limited (total disturbance 

footprint of ~19 m2) and confined to the sampling 

locations.  

 

Seabed disturbance as a result of the proposed SI activities 

is as listed in Table 1 above. 

 

The benthic habitats within the proposed MUL area are 

characterised predominantly by muddy sand substrates, 

reflecting the low-energy environment of Cork Harbour. 

These habitats are naturally dynamic and are expected to 

recover rapidly, particularly given the small-scale of 

disturbance. Likely significant long-term disturbance is not 

anticipated.  

 

It is not expected that the activities will negatively impact 

on the GES status of this descriptor. 
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Alteration of 

hydrographical 

conditions 

Yes 

The proposed SI activities will not alter the hydrographical 

conditions (e.g. changes in wave action, salinity, 

temperature) in the MUL application area.  

 

There will be some short-term increases in turbidity as a 

result of drilling and grab sampling activities and the 

localised suspension of fine sediments is expected to occur 

within the immediate area. The Applicant has provided 

measures to reduce these potential impacts, including 

bringing drill cuttings to surface level in a casing to prevent 

contact with seawater, as well as taking sediment off site 

to be disposed of at a suitable facility. The MUL, if granted, 

shall be carried out in accordance with those plans and 

particulars.   

 

Accordingly, there will be no impact on the GES status of 

this descriptor. 

Concentrations 

of contaminants 
Yes 

The proposed SI activities are not expected to introduce 

contaminants into the receiving waters of Cork Harbour. 

Any potential risk from concentrations of contaminants 

relates to accidental pollution spills, such as hydrocarbon 

spills from the survey or auxiliary vessels. The Applicant 

has outlined measures to reduce these potential impacts, 

including a commitment that no refuelling or maintenance 

of vessels or equipment will be carried out on-site, and the 

implementation of a Project Environmental Management 

Plan (PEMP). The MUL, if granted, shall be carried out in 

accordance with those plans and particulars.   

 

To further mitigate this risk, it is recommended that any 

licence, if granted, include conditions requiring the Holder 

to ensure that an oil pollution emergency plan is in place, 

and that all vessels engaged in this permitted maritime 

usage conform to Irish Certification Standards for vessels  

Contaminants in 

fish/seafood for 

human 

consumption 

Yes 

The SI activities will not introduce contaminants in fish or 

seafood. There are no licenced aquaculture sites in the 

vicinity of the proposed SI. There will be no impact on the 

achievement of GES status of this descriptor.  

Marine Litter No 

The proposed maritime usage will not result in the 

introduction of marine litter to the marine environment 

and thus will not impact on the achievement of GES status 

of this descriptor. The Proposed Licence includes a general 

condition requiring the Holder to remove all plant and 
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equipment associated with the activities and to restore the 

licenced area to its original condition. 

Introduction of 

energy including 

underwater 

noise 

Yes 

In order to inform the data collected as part of MSFD 

requirements, a condition is recommended requiring the 

Holder to provide details of all geotechnical surveys to the 

Marine Environment Division of the Department of 

Climate, Energy and the Environment in the reporting 

format of the OSPAR Impulsive Noise Registry (see 

Proposed Licence). Given the temporary and localised 

nature of the SI activities, together with the limited vessel 

use (with only the Denis Murphy proposed), it is not 

anticipated that significant energy inputs or underwater 

noise will be introduced into the environment. As such, no 

specific mitigation relating to underwater noise is 

considered necessary.  

 

3.7 Annex IV species 

Articles 12 and 13 of the Habitats Directive (92/43/EC) impose obligations on Member States 

to establish a system of strict protection for animal and plant species listed in Annex IV of the 

Directive.  

 

The Applicant submitted an Annex IV Risk Assessment in support of the application. The 

assessment considered the proposed SI activities, the relevant Annex IV species potentially 

occurring within or adjacent to the proposed MUL area, and the potential impacts associated 

with those activities. Species considered in the Applicant’s risk assessment include, in this 

instance, cetaceans, marine turtles, otters, and bats. 

 

The proposed SI activities will involve geotechnical borehole drilling, vibrocore sampling, 

benthic grab sampling, beam trawl surveys, and vessel operations over a total survey period 

of 15 weeks. Potential impacts to the listed Annex IV species include underwater and above- 

water noise and vibration, visual disturbance, vessel collision risk, and localised temporary 

increases in turbidity.  

Species such as otter, bats, and marine turtle are unlikely to be significantly impacted due to 

the proposed SI. Recent National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) records confirm no otter 

holts, couches, or breeding/resting sites within or adjacent to the proposed MUL area. The 

nearest otter habitat (freshwater) is associated with the Glashanabrack, Bride (Blackwater) 

and Knoppoge rivers to the north of the proposed MUL area, over 20 km away. Bat habitat 

suitability within the area, meanwhile, is considered low to moderate (suitability index: 

29.33). Marine turtles such as Leatherback turtles (Dermochelys coriacea) have been 
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frequently recorded off Cork Harbour, while Loggerhead turtles (Caretta caretta) are rarely 

spotted. These species are unlikely to be significantly impacted by the proposed SI activities. 

 

The Celtic Sea to the south supports a range of cetacean species and provides suitable habitat 

for marine mammals. Cetaceans including harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena), 

bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus), common dolphin (Delphinus delphis), and other 

occasionally recorded whale species may occur within Cork Harbour, particularly in the outer 

harbour and coastal waters leading into the Celtic Sea. Harbour porpoise and bottlenose 

dolphin are often recorded in Cork Harbour, with bottlenose dolphin more regularly spotted 

in Crosshaven, which is approximately 3 km south of the proposed MUL area as well as 

Roche’s Point and Power Head in the mouth of Cork Harbour. Minke whale (Balaenoptera 

acutorostrata), fin whale (Balaenoptera physalus), humpback whale (Megaptera 

novaengliae), and Risso’s dolphin (Grampus griseus) occur less frequently and are generally 

more associated with offshore coastal waters.  

 

Cork Harbour is an active commercial port with existing high levels of marine traffic with 

marine mammals likely exhibiting high levels of habituation to underwater noise disturbance. 

Nonetheless, to minimise the risk of disturbance to marine mammals, it is recommended that 

any licence granted includes a condition requiring a Marine Mammal Observer (MMO) during 

geotechnical activities, in accordance with current national guidance for the protection of 

marine mammals during noise-producing activities. 

 

No likely significant impacts to the Annex IV species discussed as a result of the proposed SI 

activities are anticipated, subject to this condition. 

 

The Applicant has stated that a derogation licence from the National Parks and Wildlife 

Service (NPWS) under the (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations 2011 as amended, is not 

required for the proposed site investigations.  

3.8 Appropriate Assessment  

The Habitats Directive (92/43/EC) and the Birds Directive (2009/147/EC) are transposed into 

Irish law by the European Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations 2011, as 

amended (the Regulations) and by Part XAB of the Planning and Development Act 2000. The 

application was subject to screening for Appropriate Assessment (AA) by MARA in accordance 

with the Regulations. MARA made an AA Screening Determination on 24/04/2026, which 

concluded that the proposed SI activities require Stage 2 AA as it could not be excluded, on 

the basis of objective scientific information, that the proposed project, either individually or 

in-combination with other plans or projects, will have a significant effect on European sites. 
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One European site, Cork Harbour Special Protection Area (SPA), was screened in for AA by 

MARA. The Special Conservation Interests (SCIs) for Cork Harbour SPA, together with the likely 

or potential sources of impact arising from the proposed SI activities, are set out in Table 5, 

Appendix 1, while Table 3 provides a summary of the potential impacts identified during the 

screening stage. The Applicant submitted a Natura Impact Statement (NIS) in support of the 

application dated 18/12/2025.  

Table 3 Potential direct and indirect impacts on the Qualifying Interests of European sites 

identified at screening stage and possible significance of those impacts. 

Potential Impacts Possible significance of Potential impacts 

(duration, magnitude, etc.) 

Visual and above water noise disturbance The proposed site investigation is located in 

proximity to Common Tern nesting locations on 

artificial structures, which are outside the Cork 

Harbour SPA boundary but may support the SCI 

population of breeding pairs. The proposed site 

investigation could therefore have a significant 

effect on the Conservation Objectives of the 

European Site due to visual and above water 

noise disturbance. The noise generated from the 

proposed site investigation (Sound Pressure 

Level 60–65 dB at 10 m) will not result in 

significant disturbance impacts on wintering 

waterbird species given the distance to the SPA. 

 

3.8.1 Assessment of Likely/Potential Impacts on European Sites  

Visual and above-water noise disturbance 

Cork Harbour SPA [004030] was screened in due to the presence of breeding Common Tern 

(Sterna hirundo). Common Terns are summer visitors to Ireland, typically occurring between 

March and October around all Irish coasts4. The Applicant’s bird survey reported the species 

within Cork Harbour between May and August, confirming its presence during the breeding 

season.  

The proposed MUL area does not overlap any part of the non-contiguous Cork Harbour SPA. 

The nearest SPA boundary lies ~500 m from the proposed MUL area. Cork Harbour SPA 

supports a nationally important breeding population of Common Tern 5  and extensive 

 

4 Common Tern - BirdWatch Ireland 

5 NPWS Cork Harbour Site Synopsis 2015 



 

Page 16 of 29   MUL250024 

 

populations of overwintering waterbirds, including Cormorant, Golden Plover, Black-tailed 

Godwit, and Curlew. Given the lack of spatial overlap with the SPA, the temporary nature of 

the proposed works, and the extensive area of Cork Harbour SPA (2,677 ha), likely significant 

disturbance to overwintering bird species is not anticipated. 

 

The proposed MUL area lies within the foraging range of breeding Common Tern (6.4 km6), 

with birds foraging widely throughout the harbour. Two mobile, artificial breeding pontoons 

supporting Common Terns are deployed in Cork Harbour (Figure 2). Deployed as part of a 

joint collaboration between the University College Cork, Cork County Council, the NPWS, and 

the Port of Cork Company, these pontoons are home to 144 recorded breeding pairs (up from 

34 in 2010). The pontoons at Ringaskiddy have been identified as the most productive 

breeding site in Cork Harbour in recent years.   

 

Figure 2 Artificial breeding structures deployed in Cork Harbour for the Tern population 

(photo taken in Cork Harbour on 05/09/2025 by members of MARA). 

Potential sources of visual and above-water noise disturbance include vessel movements, 

geotechnical boreholes, vibrocore operations, beam trawl surveys, intertidal walkover 

surveys, and the presence of a jack-up barge and associated equipment, including a vibrocore 

mast extending 7 m above deck level. These activities may result in temporary behavioural 

responses, including short-term displacement, increased vigilance, and reduced foraging 

efficiency. Common Terns within Cork Harbour are, however, habituated to high levels of 

vessel traffic (up to 4,332 routes per km2 per year (all vessels)) and other maritime activities 

 

6 Woodward, et al. (2019) 
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associated with Cork Harbour (such as MAC20230004 for capital dredging of berths at 

Ringaskiddy 02/06/2025). This level of habituation is supported by the increasing numbers of 

breeding pairs in Cork Harbour and the success of the artificial pontoons. 

 

It is likely that a sufficient separation distance exists between the proposed MUL area and the 

two artificial pontoons such that no likely significant disturbance is expected.  

 

Nevertheless, the NPWS conservation objectives for Cork Harbour SPA require that human 

activities do not adversely affect the breeding Common Tern population7. Given that the 

artificial breeding pontoons are non-stationary, there is a degree of uncertainty regarding 

their precise location. Furthermore, due to the mobility of these pontoons, their location may 

change over the three-year duration of the MUL, and their position at the commencement 

and expiry of the MUL cannot be known with certainty at the time of the assessment. 

 

Accordingly, in the absence of certainty regarding the future location of the pontoons, and in 

order to ensure the protection of  the breeding Common Tern population, it is recommended, 

as a precautionary measure, that any Licence, if granted, include a condition requiring the 

Holder to maintain an appropriate buffer (200 m8 - 12 ) around breeding tern sites, both 

artificial and natural, during the peak breeding season (1st May – 1st August). 

3.8.2 Assessment of In-combination effects 

The potential impacts of the proposed SI must be considered individually and also in 

combination with other plans or projects. All types of plans or projects that could, in-

combination with this application, have a significant effect have been considered. This in-

combination assessment has been undertaken using professional and scientific judgement 

and is assessed primarily in terms of potential spatial and temporal impacts. Table 4 below 

outlines those activities which are considered to have the potential to act in combination with 

the proposed SI. 

 

 

7 NPWS Cork Harbour SPA Conservation Objectives 2014 

8 NatureScot Research Report 1283 - Disturbance Distances Review: An updated literature review of disturbance distances of selected bird 

species | NatureScot 

9 Responses to Human Intruders by Birds Nesting in Colonies: Experimental Results and Management Guidelines on JSTOR 

10 Set-Back Distances to Protect Nesting Bird Colonies from Human Disturbance in Florida on JSTOR 

11 The Society for Conservation Biology 

12 Evaluating response distances to develop buffer zones for staging terns - Althouse - 2019 - The Journal of Wildlife Management - Wiley 

Online Library 
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The spatial scope of the in-combination assessment is 300 m based on the potential 

disturbance to birds from above-water noise (SPL 60–65 dB at 10 m) and visual disturbance13. 

The applicant has applied for a 3-year licence, and the temporal scope of the in-combination 

assessment is therefore 3 years i.e., the period over which the activities are proposed. 

Table 4 Potential sources of impact that could act in-combination with the application. 

Impact Potential Cumulative Pathway 

Visual and above water noise 

disturbance 

 

Pathway possible via light and sound travelling through air 

with impacts possible where there is spatial and temporal 

overlap with other visual and above water noise producing 

projects. 

 

Prediction: 

The magnitude and extent of identified likely cumulative effects have been predicted below. 

Visual and above-water noise disturbance 

There is the potential for increased visual and above-water noise disturbance to Common 

Terns if other sound generating projects were to spatially and temporarily overlap.   

Identification of Plans or Projects that could act in combination 

A search was carried out on 17/07/2026 of relevant databases including EPA, An Coimisiún 

Pleanála, Foreshore Unit, MARA, and Cork County Council for other plans and projects with 

characteristics that may cause in-combination effects with the proposed site investigations, 

on the SCIs of the European site identified in Table 5 of Appendix 1. The projects shown in 

Table 4 are within the CESS and CETS of the proposed site investigations.  

Table 4 Projects identified with the potential to have in-combination effects given the nature 

and location of the activities. 

Application Ref. Project description 
Approx. distance from 

MUL application area (km) 
Project Status 

S0013-03 EPA Dumping at Sea 

permit – Port of Cork 

0 Permitted 

 

13 Cutts N, Hemingway K and Spencer J (2013). The Waterbird Disturbance Mitigation Toolkit Informing Estuarine Planning and 

Construction Projects. Produced by the Institute of Estuarine and Coastal Studies (IECS). Version 3.2. 
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maintenance dredging 

works. 

OA04.321875 Proposed redevelopment 

of port facilities including 

dredging activities. 

0 Permitted 

MUL230029 & EPA 

(ref 

S0005-03) 

Department of 

Department of Defence 

maintenance dredging at 

Haulbowline in Cork 

Harbour. Maritime Usage 

Licence (MUL) granted by 

MARA and Dumping at 

Sea permit granted by the 

Environmental Protection 

Agency. 

<1 from proposed site 

investigation area 

Permitted 

MAC260011 Capital dredging and the 

enhancement of the 

existing port facilities to 

cater for the ORE market; 

two locations. 

~0.1 Applied 

MAC20230004 Capital dredging of berths 

at Ringaskiddy East & 

West Capital Dredging of 

approaches to 

Ringaskiddy West berth 

extension; two locations. 

0.002 Consented 

MUL260036 Marine environmental 

surveys for the purpose of 

site investigation. 

0 Applied 

FS006408 Harbour Development 

Works at Ringaskiddy 

Port, Cork Harbour; 7 

locations. 

~0.1 – 0.2 Consented 

FS007126 Maintenance dredging to 

facilitate the maintenance 

of the port berth, basins 

and approach channels 

into Port of Cork; 3 sites. 

0 Consented 
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The following plans were identified as having the potential to result in in-combination effects.  

 Port of Cork Masterplan 2050  

 River Basin Management Plan (RBMP) 2022–2027 

 The Cork County Development Plan 2022–2028 

 South Coast Designated Maritime Area Plan 

 The National Development Plan 2021–2030, and 

 The Climate Action Plan 2025 

In-combination Effects Assessment Conclusion 

Table 4 has identified a number of projects that overlap the proposed MUL area or fall within 

the spatial scope of the in-combination assessment. MUL260036 is an overlapping project of 

similar nature (geotechnical surveys including borehole drilling), while FS007126 is an 

overlapping project capable of contributing to above-water noise and visual disturbance in-

combination, in the absence of mitigation.  

 

However, given the mitigation measure shown below in Section 3.8.3, ensuring that there will 

be no geotechnical surveys within 200 m of the pontoons, then there is no requirement for 

additional specific in-combination mitigation.  It has been concluded based on the temporary 

nature of the works coupled with the habituation of the Common Terns, in-combination 

effects from above-water noise and visual disturbance are not anticipated, subject to the 

implementation of mitigation measures (see Section 3.8.3 below).  

3.8.3  Mitigation measures  

Mitigation measures for the impacts identified in Section 3.8.1 and 3.8.2 are detailed below. 

These mitigation measures are included as conditions in the Proposed Licence.  

Above-water noise and visual disturbance and in-combination effects 

The Holder shall not undertake geotechnical surveys as follows:  

iii) within 200 m of the Cork Harbour SPA, or within 200 m of the artificial tern 

pontoons located in Cork Harbour, during the period 1st May to Aug 1st. 

In order to minimise the level and intensity of survey activities the Holder of the licence, if 

granted, should consider the use of existing data where feasible to do so. It is recommended 

that any licence granted should include the following condition: 
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The Holder shall consider any publicly available survey data, and usage of same where 

appropriate and feasible to do so, in order to avoid duplication of survey activity in the 

Licensed Area. 

3.8.4  Residual effects  

This assessment has identified likely/potential significant impacts on European sites and their 

conservation interests and recommends mitigation measures as conditions in the Proposed 

Licence. It is considered that the mitigation measures described and their implementation 

through licence conditions will remove, or reduce to imperceptible levels, all negative impacts 

and that residual effects will not arise. 

3.8.5  Assessment of Transboundary effects 

The mitigation measures proposed as part of this appropriate assessment will mitigate against 

any transboundary effects on other European sites.  

3.8.6  Appropriate assessment conclusion 

The appropriate assessment screening process identified likely/potential significant impacts 

due to visual and above-water noise disturbance. Likely significant impacts from the proposed 

SI could not be ruled out, beyond reasonable scientific doubt, without mitigation. Mitigation 

measures were identified to ensure that impacts on Cork Harbour SPA and its SCIs do not 

occur. Therefore, with adherence to the mitigation measures specified in Section 3.8.3 and in 

view of best scientific knowledge, and of the sites’ conservation objectives, the project, 

individually or in combination with other plans or projects, will not have adverse effects on 

European sites. 

 

The appropriate assessment determination is detailed in Section 9.  

4. Consideration of other maritime users 

MARA has had regard to the rights of other users as set out in Section 3 (3)(b) of the MAP Act. 

Several conditions are recommended for inclusion in the Proposed Licence, if granted, to 

ensure minimal disruption to other users of Cork Harbour, including consultation with the 

Port of Cork Company, publication of a Marine Notice, and ensuring no interference with any 

third party’s property.  

4.1 Commercial Vessels 
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The proposed MUL area is located in Cork Harbour and lies within the statutory harbour limits 

of the Port of Cork Company. The proposed MUL area lies adjacent to Ringaskiddy, one of 

Ireland’s primary commercial ports and a designated National Ferry Trade Port. The site is 

also located near the Irish Naval Service Headquarters at Haulbowline Naval Base and is less 

than 2 km from the fishing port of Cobh. 

 

Cork Harbour supports significant commercial vessel activity, with the proposed MUL area 

overlapping ferry services (the national Cork–Roscoff route), cargo vessels, tankers, passenger 

vessels, tug and tow, service vessels, high-speed craft, fishing vessels, dredging operations, as 

well as military and law enforcement vessels. The harbour also contains established shipping 

routes used by vessels exceeding 300 gross tonnes. Vessel density within the wider harbour 

is high, exceeding 100 hours per km2 per month.   

 

The proposed SI activities, which involve several works vessels and support vessels, have the 

potential to temporarily interact with other commercial vessel operators within Cork 

Harbour. It is recommended that any licence granted includes a condition requiring the 

publication of a Marine Notice in advance of the SI activities. It is considered that likely 

significant impacts to commercial vessels would be avoided through application of these 

conditions.  

4.2 Commercial Fisheries 

The proposed MUL area does not overlap with any identified commercial inshore fishing 

grounds. The nearest recorded fishing activity is inshore pot fishing for shrimp which occurs 

more than 2 km east of the proposed MUL area. Commercial lobster and crab fisheries are 

located at a greater distance (> 8km) from the proposed MUL area. 

 

Accordingly, significant impacts on commercial fisheries are not anticipated given the 

temporary nature of the SI activities and spatial separation between the SI activities and the 

inshore fishing grounds. 

There are licenced aquaculture sites and Shellfish Water Directive areas to the east and north 

of Great Island. The nearest licenced shellfish aquaculture site (T05-002OFO; blue mussel) is 

located ~4 km from the proposed MUL area, while the nearest designated shellfish water area 

is ~7 km away. Given the distance, significant impacts on aquaculture operations or shellfish 

waters are not anticipated. 

4.3 Recreational Users 

Limited pleasure craft and sailing activity occurs within the area, with vessel densities of less 

than 36.1 hours per km2 per year. No designated bathing waters are located in the vicinity of 
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the proposed MUL area. Likely significant impacts to recreational users are not anticipated as 

a result of the proposed SI activities.  

5. Site visit 

No site visit was undertaken, as MARA staff have previously visited the site and sufficient 

knowledge of the receiving environment and local context was available to inform the 

assessment.  

6. Public body consultation  

Observations on the MUL application were invited from relevant public bodies to ensure that 

MARA takes account of all other relevant maritime usages and interests in the application 

area.  Eight responses were received. The following tables summarise the observations from 

public bodies with MARA’s response provided below each submission summary. The MARA 

website should be consulted to view the full details of the observations received. 

 

1. Observations summary – The Marine Divisions of the Department of Agriculture, Food and the 

Marine (DAFM) 

Observations were received on 12/02/2026 from the Marine Divisions of the Department of 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM). DAFM emphasised the importance of recognising 

established commercial fishing and aquaculture in the area. DAFM considered that the SI activities 

will not result in likely significant impacts on these sectors. However, DAFM highlighted that inshore 

pot fishing, and other fishing activities do occur adjacent to the proposed MUL and recommended 

appropriate communication with maritime users. DAFM also highlighted the importance of 

assessing in-combination effects and ensuring that the proposed SI activities align with the NMPF. 

 

MARA Response:  

The submission from the Marine Divisions of DAFM highlights some important considerations. 

The potential for impacts to commercial and recreational users of the marine area is discussed 

in Section 4.2, and it has been concluded that the SI activities will not lead to likely significant 

impacts to the fishing and aquaculture sectors. 

 

Given the duration of the SI activities the potential for likely significant effects on fishers and 

recreational users in Cork Harbour is unlikely. Nevertheless, a specific condition requiring the 

Applicant to issue a Marine Notice will be included in any licence granted.  

 

2. Observations summary – Geological Survey Ireland (GSI) 
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Observations were received on 04/02/2026 from the Geological Survey Ireland (GSI). GSI 

recommended that MARA consider the use of a range of independent geological datasets as part of 

its assessment.  

 

MARA response: 

MARA acknowledges the submission from GSI and can confirm the use of several geological 

datasets in the current assessment. In order to support the continued protection of the 

marine environment through availability of monitoring data, a condition will be included in 

any Licence granted requiring the Applicant to submit borehole survey data to the GSI. 

 

3. Observations summary – Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 

Observations were received on 13/01/2026 from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). The 

EPA highlighted that the current hydromorphological status of Cork Harbour is classed as “Good” 

under the WFD and that no change is expected from this classification as a result of the activities 

proposed by the Applicant. The EPA emphasised that MARA has regard to a number of Directives 

prior to making an assessment decision on the proposed SI activities.   

 

MARA response: 

MARA acknowledges the submission from the EPA and confirms that the WFD (Section 3.5), 

Environmental Impact Assessment Directive (Section 3.2), Marine Strategy Framework 

Directive (Section 3.6) as well as the Climate Action and Low Carbon Development Act 2015, 

as amended and National Biodiversity Action Plan (NBAP) (Sections 3.3–3.4) were given 

regard to prior to a decision on the proposed SI activities.  

 

4. Observations summary – Development Applications Unit of the Department of Housing, Local 

Government and Heritage 

Observations were received on 11/02/2026 from the DAU of the DHLGH. The NPWS note that the 

proposed MUL area is located in proximity to a number of documented and potentially 

undocumented and submerged archaeological features and palaeolandscapes. A suite of 

recommendations is provided to ensure protection of the State’s underwater cultural heritage, 

including the appointment of a Project Archaeologist, the undertaking of dive surveys in advance of 

geotechnical works, preparation of a UAIA, post-survey review as well as an agreement of a Protocol 

for Archaeological Discoveries.  

The NPWS stated, in their opinion, the proposed SI activities are unlikely to result to significant 

disturbance to Annex IV species or the integrity of any European site.  

 

MARA response: 

MARA acknowledges the submission from the DAU of the DHLGH. Section 3.1 of this report 

addresses underwater cultural heritage. A specific condition will be included in any licence 

granted that the Applicant consults with the Underwater Archaeology Unit of the Department 
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of Housing, Local Government, and Heritage, National Monuments Service prior to the 

commencement of the activities and comply with all applicable requirements set forth by the 

Unit, to ensure protection of maritime heritage.  

 

5. Observations summary – Marine Survey Office (MSO) 

Observations were received on 20/01/2026 from the MSO. The MSO stated they have no objection 

to the proposed SI activities from a navigational safety perspective. The MSO proposed that the 

Applicant i) issue a Marine Notice to Mariners through the Port of Cork, ii) provide a local notice to 

mariners and survey details to the UKHO, iii) that appropriate measures taken to ensure navigational 

safety, iv) any moored instruments have suitable markings and lighting, v) vessels conform to Irish 

Certification standards, vi) any use of Maritime Autonomous Surface Ship to be approved by the 

MSO, vii) all bathymetry data to be shared with the UKHO. 

 

MARA response: 

MARA acknowledges the submission from the MSO. Specific conditions will be included in any 

licence granted requiring the Applicant to arrange for the publication of a Marine Notice with 

the Port of Cork, as well as consultation with the Port of Cork Company to manage any 

potential disruption to port operations. Further conditions will be included in any Licence 

granted requiring consultation between the Applicant and the Port of Cork Company, and 

Cork Harbour Master prior to the commencement of SI activities, as well as ensuring 

conformity with Irish Certification Standards. The Applicant will be responsible for ensuring 

that any moored instruments have suitable markings and lighting, and that approval from the 

MSO is sought prior to the use of any Maritime Autonomous Surface Ships (See section 3.4 of 

Proposed Licence). As no bathymetric data will be collected, liaison with the UKHO for the 

submission of bathymetric data is not required. 

 

6. Observations summary – Bord Iascaigh Mhara (BIM) 

Observations were received on 05/02/2026 from BIM. BIM has acknowledged that potential impacts 

from increased turbidity, suspended solids and pollutants will be temporary. BIM also highlighted 

existing aquaculture and inshore fishing activity within Cork Harbour.  

 

MARA response: 

MARA acknowledges the submission from BIM. A specific condition relating to an on-board 

oil pollution emergency plan will be included in any licence granted to ensure protection of 

the marine environment. Section 4.2 discusses the potential impacts to existing inshore 

fishing and aquaculture activities. A condition requiring the publication of a Marine Notice 

will be required to ensure early communication with aquaculture and fishers within the Port 

of Cork. 

 

7. Observations summary – Fisheries Ecosystems Advisory Services (FEAS) of the Marine Institute 
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Observations were received on 03/02/2026 from FEAS. FEAS consider that the proposed SI activities 

will not interfere with fishing activities, fish ecology/biology or aquaculture. They also state that the 

potential for cumulative impacts should be considered. 

 

MARA response: 

MARA acknowledges the submission from the FEAS of the Marine Institute. The potential for 

in-combination effects is discussed in Section 3.8.2, and a condition relating to in-combination 

effects will be included in any licence granted to ensure protection of the marine environment 

and protected species and habitats. 

 

8. Observations summary – the Sea-Fisheries Protection Authority (SFPA) 

Observations were received on 28/01/2026 from the SFPA. SFPA condition the proposed SI activities 

to not adversely affect existing wild fisheries in the Port of Cork, including oyster beds located at 

Jamesbrook Rostellan. 

 

MARA response: 

MARA acknowledges the submission from the SFPA. 

7. Public consultation  

A public consultation was undertaken between 23/05/2026–23/06/2026 under Regulation 42 

of the European Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations 2011 and under 

section 117(6)(b) of the MAP Act. No submissions were received.  
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8. Recommendation 

 

Having considered the information submitted in support of the application and the criteria 

specified in the Maritime Area Planning Act 2021, as amended, I recommend that a Maritime 

Usage Licence in accordance with Section 119 of the Maritime Area Planning Act 2021, as 

amended, be granted to the Port of Cork Company, Tivoli Terminal Building, Tivoli Dock and 

Industrial Estate, Cork, for the purposes of marine environmental surveys in support of site 

investigations or in support of an application under Part XXI of the Act of 2000, subject to the 

conditions in the Proposed Licence and for a duration of 3 years.  

 

 

Signed: 

 

Prepared by:  Dr. Micheál Mac Monagail 

Marine Analyst 

Date: 20/07/2026  
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9.  Appropriate Assessment Determination  

 

Having considered: 

• the application information submitted by the applicant;  

• observations received further to public body consultation, and  

• this Maritime Usage Licence Assessment Report,  

together with my own assessment, it can be concluded, and I determine, for the purposes of 

Article 6(3) of the Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC) and Regulation 42(11) of the European 

Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats Regulations) 2011 that the proposal to carry out 

Marine environmental surveys for the purposes of site investigation or in support of an 

application under Part XXI of the Act of 2000 in Cork Harbour (MUL250024) (either 

individually or in combination with any other plans or projects), will not adversely affect the 

integrity of any European sites, in view of the sites’ conservation objectives, subject to the 

implementation of the mitigation measures specified in the foregoing Section 3.8 – 

Appropriate Assessment. These mitigation measures are included in the Proposed Licence 

and must be incorporated into any consent that may be granted in respect of the respective 

maritime usage licence application.  

 

Signed: 

Appropriate Assessment Determination by:  John Evans  

Director of Maritime Usage Licensing 

Date: 22nd July 2026 
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Appendix 1   

Table 5 European sites and qualifying interests which were screened in for appropriate assessment along with potential source of impact and 

site-specific conservation objectives. 

European Site & 

site code 

Approx. distance from 

MUL application area 

(km) 

Qualifying Interests Potential source of impact 
Site-specific conservation 

objectives 

Cork Harbour 

SPA [004030] 

0.5 km Common Tern (Sterna hirundo) [A193] The proposed site 

investigation has the potential 

to cause visual and above 

water noise disturbance 

effects 

NPWS (2014)  

Conservation Objectives: Cork 

Harbour SPA 004030. Version 1. 

National Parks and Wildlife 

Service, Department of Arts, 

Heritage and the Gaeltacht. 

 

 

  


