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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

This report has been prepared by AQUAFACT, part of the APEM Group, on behalf of Marina Quarter Ltd. It 

provides the information required to assist the competent authority in assessing the potential effects of the 

proposed maritime usage on species listed in Annex IV of the EU Habitats Directive in connection with the 

Maritime Usage Licence (MUL) application. 

The MUL is sought solely to facilitate temporary intertidal and subtidal marine ecological surveys within the 

Castletown Estuary and Inner Dundalk Bay. The surveys are associated with the proposed Large-scale 

Residential Development at Haggardstown and Marshes Upper, Dundalk, Co. Louth. Wastewater from the 

Proposed Development will enter the existing public wastewater network for treatment at Dundalk 

Wastewater Treatment Plant and subsequent discharge through the existing treated-effluent outfall at 

Soldier’s Point. The proposed maritime usage does not include the construction or alteration of the outfall or 

the installation of any permanent marine infrastructure. 

The purpose of the survey programme is to characterise current ecological and sediment conditions within the 

receiving environment of the existing Dundalk WWTP outfall before wastewater flows from the Proposed 

Development become operational. The resulting data will establish a robust and repeatable baseline for future 

environmental monitoring and will provide objective ecological information for wider environmental 

assessment. When considered alongside operational, effluent and water-quality monitoring, the data may also 

inform separate assessment of WWTP performance and compliance. 

The proposed survey programme comprises Phase I and Phase II intertidal surveys, intertidal and subtidal grab 

sampling, and subsequent laboratory analysis of benthic fauna, particle-size distribution and total organic 

carbon. The survey programme has been designed to be proportionate to its objectives and limited in spatial 

extent and duration. Its objectives are: 

• To characterise and map intertidal habitats and biotope boundaries within the survey area; 

• To characterise subtidal and intertidal benthic communities through quantitative grab sampling; 

• To determine the composition and physical characteristics of intertidal and subtidal sediments 

through particle-size and total organic carbon analysis; 

• To identify benthic communities and other ecological features of conservation significance; 

• To establish fixed and repeatable survey locations against which potential future ecological changes 

may be assessed; and 
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• To undertake all survey activities in accordance with applicable regulatory requirements and in a 

manner that avoids or minimises disturbance to protected species, sensitive habitats and the seabed. 

The purpose of this Annex IV risk assessment is distinct from the objectives of the baseline survey programme. 

This assessment identifies the Annex IV species that may occur within or adjacent to the MUL application area 

and examines the potential for the proposed survey activities, including vessel movements, the presence of 

survey personnel and physical sampling, to cause injury, mortality or disturbance, or to damage or destroy 

breeding sites or resting places. It also identifies any avoidance or risk-reduction measures required to ensure 

compliance with the strict-protection provisions applicable to Annex IV species. 

Accordingly, this report assesses the potential effects of the proposed maritime survey activities themselves. 

The location of the MUL application area is shown in Figure 1..
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Figure 1: Proposed Survey Area in Dundalk Bay, Co. Louth.  

1.2 Proposed Survey Activities 

Project Background 

AQUAFACT has been appointed by Marina Quarter Ltd. to undertake intertidal and subtidal marine ecological 

surveys in the Castletown Estuary and Inner Dundalk Bay. The surveys are being undertaken in connection 

with the proposed Large-scale Residential Development at Haggardstown and Marshes Upper, Dundalk, Co. 

Louth and will focus on the receiving environment of the existing Dundalk Wastewater Treatment Plant 

(WWTP) treated-effluent outfall at Soldier’s Point.  

The proposed development will comprise 502 residential units; a two-storey crèche facility with an associated 

play area and parking; new vehicular, pedestrian and cycle access infrastructure; surface water and 

wastewater services; public lighting; roads, footpaths and cycleways; car and cycle parking; and associated 

landscaping and amenity areas. Wastewater generated by the development will be pumped via a new rising 

main along Blackrock Road (R172) and Hardy’s Lane to Finnabair Crescent, where it will discharge to the 

existing wastewater drainage network. 

The purpose of the surveys is to characterise current intertidal and subtidal ecological conditions in the 

receiving environment before wastewater flows from the Proposed Development become operational. The 
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surveys will establish a robust and repeatable baseline against which potential future changes in benthic 

communities, sediment conditions and the relevant attributes of the Qualifying Interests of Dundalk Bay 

Special Area of Conservation may be assessed. The resulting data will also provide objective ecological 

evidence for wider environmental assessment and for separate consideration of WWTP performance and 

compliance alongside operational, effluent and water-quality information. 

The proposed maritime usage is strictly limited to marine ecological survey activities, including vessel-based 

benthic sampling and intertidal assessment. The survey area lies within a sensitive receiving environment that 

includes Dundalk Bay Special Area of Conservation, Special Protection Area, Ramsar site and proposed Natural 

Heritage Area. The SAC Qualifying Interests of particular relevance to the surveys are Estuaries [1130] and 

Mudflats and sandflats not covered by seawater at low tide [1140]. These habitats support benthic 

communities that contribute to the ecological functioning of Dundalk Bay and provide important feeding 

resources for protected waterbird populations. 

The survey programme includes the following components: 

Intertidal Surveys 

The activities described above represent the full extent of the site investigation surveys assessed within this 

Annex IV Risk Assessment. No construction, demolition, dredging, piling or operational activities are included 

within the scope of this assessment. The site investigation surveys are intended solely to provide baseline 

ecological and sediment data to support the proposed Project and associated environmental assessments. 

A Phase II quantitative intertidal survey will be conducted along four transects, with sampling undertaken at 

the upper, middle and lower shore levels of each transect. Phase II surveys will involve quantitative sampling 

using quadrats and standard ecological recording methods to classify and map intertidal biotopes. 

Intertidal surveys will be undertaken on foot where safe access conditions allow. In areas where soft sediments 

or tidal conditions present a safety risk, sampling will instead be carried out from a suitably equipped vessel 

at high water using a 0.025 m² Van Veen grab. Two replicate faunal samples and one additional sediment 

sample for Particle Size Analysis and organic carbon analysis will be collected at each relevant shore level, 

where required. 

Subtidal Benthic Surveys 

Subtidal surveys will involve initial habitat characterisation at five pre-agreed stations using non-intrusive 

visual techniques, comprising DDV and/or non-contact ROV survey. The imagery will be used to identify seabed 

habitats, substrate conditions and notable ecological features, including sensitive habitats such as maërl, and 

to determine the suitability of each station for subsequent grab sampling. 
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Where seabed conditions are confirmed as suitable, targeted benthic grab sampling will be undertaken using 

a stainless steel Van Veen grab sampler of 0.025 m² deployed from a suitably equipped survey vessel. At each 

station, two replicate faunal samples will be collected to characterise benthic faunal assemblages, together 

with one additional sediment sample for Particle Size Analysis and organic carbon analysis. Sampling locations 

may be adjusted to avoid sensitive or unsuitable habitats identified during the DDV/ROV survey. Where grab 

sampling is not appropriate, DDV and/or ROV imagery will be used to characterise the seabed habitat 

Grab sampling represents a very small, point-source disturbance to the seabed at each sampling location. 

Disturbed sediments are expected to resettle naturally within a short period following sample collection. 

Vessels, Equipment and Duration 

Site investigation surveys will be undertaken using a suitably equipped survey vessel operating from existing 

harbour or slipway facilities, where required. Equipment used will be limited to DDV and/or ROV equipment, 

hand-deployed sampling gear, Global Positioning System (GPS) units, cameras and standard ecological survey 

equipment. No geophysical equipment, high-energy acoustic sources, piling, dredging, excavation or heavy 

machinery will be used. 

The surveys will be completed over a brief duration of one to two weeks, timed to suitable tidal and weather 

conditions. Activities will be intermittent and highly localised, with vessel movements and sampling confined 

to defined survey stations and transects. All site investigation surveys are temporary in nature and will not 

result in any permanent change to the foreshore, seabed or marine environment. 

Scope of Surveys Assessed 

The activities described above represent the full extent of the site investigation surveys assessed within this 

Annex IV Risk Assessment. No construction, demolition, dredging, piling or operational activities are included 

within the scope of this assessment. The site investigation surveys are intended solely to provide baseline 

ecological and sediment data to support the proposed Project and associated environmental assessments. 

The site investigation surveys will be of short duration, highly localised in extent and will not result in any 

permanent alteration of the foreshore, seabed or marine environment.   
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1.3 Purpose of this report 

This report has been prepared to assess the impacts of the Project on relevant Annex IV species identified as 

having potential to be present in the Project, under Article 12 of the European Community (EC) Directive 

(92/43/EEC) on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild flora and fauna (commonly known as the 

Habitats Directive). 

1.4 Dundalk Bay 

Dundalk is situated at the head of the Castletown River estuary, which enters the sea after flowing past 

Dundalk town. The town and port are situated on the south side of the river, southeast of Dundalk Bridge 

which marks the Castletown River navigation limit for sailing craft. The harbour has one of the highest tidal 

ranges on the east coast and largely dries on low tide, requiring vessels to work the tide and take to the ground 

on soft mud during low tidal stages (eOceanic, 2025). The harbour is used by cargo ships and fishing vessels, 

but leisure vessels aware of the conditions also occur. The narrow channel to the quay dries to 0.9 m lowest 

astronomical tide (LAT) and George’s Quay dries to 2.5 m LAT; the harbour is navigable for small craft at half 

tide and above (eOceanic, 2025). The bay is mostly shallow (less than 15 m) and extensive sand banks are 

present, uncovering at low water from Giles Quay on the northern shore of the bay to Annagassan town on 

the southern shore. 
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2. Legislation  

2.1 Legislative background 

Council Directive 92/43/EEC on the Conservation of Natural Habitats and of Wild Fauna and Flora (commonly 

known as the Habitats Directive) is European Community legislation regarding nature conservation established 

to ensure biodiversity is conserved through the conservation of natural habitats and wild fauna and flora in 

Europe. 

The Habitats Directive was originally transposed into Irish law by the European Communities (Natural Habitats) 

Regulations, 1997 (S.I. No. 94 of 1997). The 1997 Regulations were subsequently revoked and replaced by the 

European Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations 2011, as amended (herein referred to as the 

2011 Birds and Natural Habitats Regulations). 

A network of sites of conservation importance hosting habitats and species as needing to be either maintained 

at or restored to favourable conservation status have been identified by each Member State. These sites are 

known as European sites within the Natura 2000 network. 

European sites in Ireland that form part of the Natura 2000 network of protected sites comprise Special Area 

of Conservation (SAC) sites designated due to their significant ecological importance for habitats and species 

protected under Annex I and Annex II respectively of the Habitats Directive, and Special Protection Areas (SPA) 

sites designated for the protection of populations and habitats of bird species protected under the EU Birds 

Directive (Council Directive 2009/409/EEC). The sites are formally designated by the relevant minister under 

a statutory instrument. Candidate SAC and candidate SPA sites (i.e., cSAC or cSPA) have the same level of 

protection as fully designated sites under Irish Law1. The specific named habitats and/or (non-bird) species for 

which an SAC or SPA are selected are called the 'Qualifying Interests' (QIs), of the site. The specific named bird 

species for which a SPA is selected is called the 'Special Conservation Interests' (SCIs). QIs and SCIs are 

collectively referred to as conservation features (OPR, 2021). 

The Habitats Directive requirements are divided in two group chapters. The first includes the Articles 3 to 11, 

designated as ‘Conservation of natural habitats and habitats of species’. The second group includes the Articles 

12 to 16, designated as ‘Protection of Species’, which focus on establishing a system of strict protection for 

the animal species listed under Annex IV(a) of the Habitats Directive.  

 
1 Candidate sites are those that have been submitted to the European Commission, but not yet formally adopted under 
Ministerial Statutory Instrument (S.I.). Legal protection, and therefore, the requirement for AA, arises from the date that 
the Minister gives notice of his/her intention to designate the site. 
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Article 12 of the Habitats Directive, under Regulation 51 of the 2011 Birds and Natural Habitats Regulations 

states: 

1. Member States shall take the requisite measures to establish a system of strict protection for the 

animal species listed in Annex IV(a) in their natural range, prohibiting: 

(a) all forms of deliberate capture or killing of specimens of these species in the wild; 

(b) deliberate disturbance of these species, particularly during the period of breeding, rearing, 

hibernation and migration; 

(c) deliberate destruction or taking of eggs from the wild; 

(d) deterioration or destruction of breeding sites or resting places. 

2. For these species, Member States shall prohibit the keeping transport and sale or exchange, and 

offering for sale or exchange, of specimens taken from the wild, except for those taken legally before 

this Directive is implemented. 

3. The prohibition referred to in paragraph 1(a) and (b) and paragraph 2 shall apply to all stages of life of 

the animals to which this Article applies. 

4. Member States shall establish a system to monitor the incidental capture and killing of the animal 

species listed in Annex IV(a). In the light of the information gathered, Member States shall take further 

research or conservation measures as required to ensure that incidental capture and killing does not 

have a significant negative impact on the species concerned. 

Additionally, protection measures implemented under Article 12 of the Habitats Directive should ensure or 

contribute to the maintenance or restoration, at favourable conservation status, of Annex IV species of 

Community Interest. In the marine environment, Annex IV animal species of the Habitats Directive include all 

cetaceans (whales and dolphins), the otter and some marine turtles. 
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2.2 Guidance 

This report has been prepared in accordance with the following guidance:   

• Department of Art, Heritage and the Gaeltacht (DAHG) (2014) Guidance to Manage the Risk to Marine 

Mammals from Man-made Sound Sources in Irish Waters  

• Maritime Area Regulatory Authority (MARA) (2024) Applicant Technical Guidance (V7) for Maritime 

Area Consents and Licensing. 

• EC (2021) Guidance document on the strict protection of animal species of Community interest under 

the Habitats Directive. Commission Notice (2021) and 

• The Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) et al. (2010) The protection of marine European 

Protected Species from injury and disturbance: Guidance for the marine area in England and Wales 

and the United Kingdom (UK) offshore marine area’ published by the Joint Nature Conservation 

Committee (JNCC), Natural England and Countryside Council for Wales (now Natural Resources 

Wales). 

An overview of the previous literature regarding the Annex IV species baseline in Irish waters, included the 

following sources:  

• Baseline desk studies and field surveys carried out for the proposed Project area, including National 

Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC) records for otter presence and cetacean sightings within Dundalk Bay. 

These are supported by national surveys such as Reid et al. (2013a) National Otter Survey of Ireland 

2010/12, Berrow et al. (2010) Irish Cetacean Review, and Small Cetaceans in the European Atlantic 

and North Sea (SCANS) project abundance estimates (Hammond et al., 2013; Gilles et al., 2023), 

species-specific reviews such as Rogan et al., (2018) along with seal distribution data from Cronin et 

al. (2007) and Morris & Duck (2019). 

• Site Synopsis, Conservation Objective Reports and Natura 2000 Forms available from National Parks 

and Wildlife Service (NPWS), 

• Published and unpublished NPWS reports on protected habitats and species including Irish Wildlife 

Manual reports such as Bailey & Rochford (2006) Otter Survey of Ireland 2004/2005, Reid et al. (2013a) 

National Otter Survey of Ireland 2010/12, Reid et al., (2025) Otter Survey of Ireland 2023-24, and 

Morris & Duck (2019) Aerial thermal-imaging survey of seals in Ireland, Species Action Plans, and 

Conservation Management Plans and reviewed include NPWS Conservation Status Assessment Report 

for otter (Lutra lutra) [NPWS, 1355]. 
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Existing relevant mapping and databases e.g. waterbody status, species and habitat distribution etc. (sourced 

from the Environmental Protection Agency - http://gis.epa.ie/, the National Biodiversity Data Centre - 

http://maps.biodiversityireland.ie and the NPWS - http://www.npws.ie/mapsanddata/.  

http://gis.epa.ie/
http://maps.biodiversityireland.ie/
http://www.npws.ie/mapsanddata/
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3. Annex IV Species in the Project area 

Introduction 

All cetacean species are listed under Annex IV of the Habitats Directive, which affords them strict protection 

within Irish waters. To date, 27 species of cetaceans have been recorded in Ireland (NBDC, 2024), ranging from 

resident populations to wide-ranging migratory species, including the recently confirmed whale species 

(narwhal) recorded in Ireland for the first time in November 2025. 

The NBDC have a tool for generating a species list over 10 km grid squares based on NBDC records, which was 

used in assessing the marine mammal species likely to be found in the Dundalk Bay area. This includes the 

following list of grid squares J00, J10, J20, O09, O19, O29. Data was filtered to contain sightings and strandings 

within the past 10 years. The grid squares included in the assessment cover the entirety of Dundalk Bay, 

however the site investigation surveys are limited to Inner Dundalk Harbour, which as described in section 1.4 

above, is shallow and largely influenced by the tide, with large sandflats exposed on low tide that results in 

habitat unsuitable to cetacean species. 

Table 3.1: Marine mammals observed in the Dundalk Bay grid squares on the National Biodiversity Data Centre 
(NBDC). Species with an asterisk(*) are found on Annex II (i.e., not Annex IV) of the Habitats Directive. Accessed 
January 2026. 

Pinnipeds 

Grey Seal (Halichoerus grypus)* 

Harbour Seal (Phoca vitulina)* 

Odontocetes (toothed whales and dolphins) 

Bottle-nosed Dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) 

Common Dolphin (Delphinus delphis) 

Common Porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) 

Killer Whale (Orcinus orca) 

Mysticetes (baleen whales) 

Minke Whale (Balaenoptera acutorostrata) 

The proposed marine and intertidal surveys are located within Inner Dundalk Bay and the Castletown Estuary, 

an area that supports a range of marine and estuarine habitats and which may be used by Annex IV species on 

a resident, transient or occasional basis. The assessment of Annex IV species presented in this section has been 

informed by a review of available baseline information, including National Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC) 

records, National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) datasets, relevant site synopses and conservation 

objectives for European sites, and published literature relating to the distribution and ecology of Annex IV 

species in Irish coastal waters. 

Given the temporary, small-scale and localised nature of the proposed site investigation surveys, the zone of 

influence for potential effects on Annex IV species is expected to be limited to the immediate vicinity of survey 

vessels, DDV/ROV operations and sampling locations within Inner Dundalk Bay. Mobile marine species such as 
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cetaceans are capable of avoiding areas of activity, and any potential interactions would be short-lived and 

reversible. For more site-associated species such as otter, the assessment considers the availability of suitable 

habitats within and adjacent to the survey footprint, including the presence or absence of breeding or resting 

sites. 

This section provides an overview of the Annex IV species that are known or considered likely to occur within 

or in proximity to the Project area and that could, in principle, interact with the proposed site investigation 

surveys. The assessment focuses on those species for which a plausible pathway exists for interaction with the 

site investigation surveys, taking account of species ecology, habitat use and the characteristics of the 

proposed surveys. Species with no credible risk pathway are screened out at an early stage or addressed briefly 

to ensure a proportionate and focused assessment. 

Overview of the Annex IV species distribution and abundance estimations are summarised in Section 3.1 to 

Section 3.8, while Section 3.9 provides a brief summary of other (non-Annex IV) species. 
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3.1 Otter (Lutra lutra)  

The Eurasian otter is a top predator in freshwater systems; thus, its presence has a significant role in the well-

being of these ecosystems (Reid et al., 2013a). Aquatic prey and shelter availability are two basic requirements 

in the growth of otter populations. This species is strictly protected under Annex II and IV of the Habitats 

Directive; thus, its listing under Annex II requires Member States to designate Special Areas of Conservation 

(SACs) for its protection. Otters are designated as a species of conservation concern and high priority in 

Europe, due to historical and ongoing population declines associated with deterioration in water quality 

(including eutrophication), habitat loss and fragmentation, and the introduction of invasive alien species (Reid 

et al., 2013a; Gutleb & Kranz 1998; Leppakoski et al., 2002). Consequently, otters have been identified as 

‘sentinel species’ for the dynamics and diversity of pesticides in certain aquatic food webs (Lemarchand et al., 

2011; Reid et al., 2013a). The Eurasian otter is currently listed as Near Threatened on the International Union 

for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List global assessment of the species (Loy et al., 2022). However, in 

Ireland, otter are currently listed as Least Concern under Ireland’s Red List (No. 12) indicating otter are under 

less negative pressure in Ireland compared to mainland Europe. 

In Ireland, the species is widespread throughout the country and there are 44 SACs (NPWS, 2009) with otter 

as a QI, with associated habitats ranging from estuaries, lakes, coastal lagoons, dunes and alluvial forests 

(Bailey and Rochford, 2006). For the proposed Project area, the closest SAC which includes the otter as a QI 

are the River Boyne and River Blackwater SAC (002299), located approx. 30 km hydrologically to the south of 

the Project area. Within the Dundalk Bay and Castletown Estuary area, suitable otter habitat is present along 

riverbanks, estuarine margins and sections of the sheltered coastline. Records from the National Biodiversity 

Data Centre (NBDC) confirm the presence of otter in the wider Dundalk Bay area, reflecting the species’ 

widespread distribution along the east coast of Ireland. Otter use of the bay is likely to be primarily associated 

with shoreline foraging and commuting between freshwater and coastal habitats, rather than regular use of 

subtidal areas. Records of European otters in the vicinity of the proposed site investigation surveys were 

obtained from the NBDC online database (NBDC, 2025a). 

According to the NBDC database (NBDC, 2025a) the most recent evidence of otter activity in the Dundalk Bay 

area was in 2023, documented in Mammals of Ireland 2016-2025 at the Ramparts, Dundalk; records in 2014 

and 2018 are also present along the Castletown River as it runs through Dundalk town. River Forkhill, which 

enters the Irish sea at Dundalk Bay, also has records from 2002. Recent data from the NPWS National Otter 

Survey 2023–2024 (Reid et al., 2025) confirms that otters may utilise rocky shorelines and intertidal zones 

within Dundalk Bay, especially during dawn and dusk periods. Dundalk Bay lies within the Neagh–Bann River 

Basin District, which recorded the lowest otter occurrence within the study area and a decline relative to 

previous surveys; this trend may reflect localised impacts, potentially associated with harmful algal blooms in 

Lough Neagh (Reid et al., 2025). 
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The proposed site investigation surveys are limited to Phase I and Phase II intertidal surveys, DDV and/or ROV 

survey, and targeted subtidal and intertidal grab sampling undertaken from a suitably equipped survey vessel 

where required. Intertidal survey activities will be of short duration and confined to small, defined areas. No 

excavation, dredging, piling, construction or operational works will be undertaken, and no permanent 

alteration of shoreline habitats will occur. Importantly, no otter holts, couches or other resting or breeding 

sites have been identified during the desktop study within or immediately adjacent to the proposed survey 

footprints or access points. 

3.2 Common bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus)  

Common bottlenose dolphins are one of the most studied delphinid species and are widely distributed in both 

temperate and tropical marine waters worldwide with the species currently classified as Least Concern on the 

IUCN Red List (Wells and Scott, 2009; Wells et al., 2019). Bottlenose dolphins are among the most commonly 

recorded cetaceans in Irish waters (NPWS, 2019), where they are observed year-round. The species is strictly 

protected under Annex II and IV of the Habitats Directive and therefore require Member States to designate 

SACs for their protection, with ten SACs designated for this QI in Ireland. At least three genetically distinct 

populations occur in the waters off the west coast of Ireland including the resident group from the Shannon 

Estuary of which a small group of individuals utilise outer Cork Harbour, a more mobile population moving 

along the west coast referred to as the Connemara-Mayo-Donegal population and a less defined more oceanic 

population primarily represented by stranded animals (Rogan et al., 2018). Large-scale movements reported 

for dolphins occurring between the west, south, and east coasts of Ireland indicate that dolphins outside the 

Shannon Estuary are more transient and mobile. 

Records from the National Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC) indicate that bottlenose dolphins have not been 

recorded within inner Dundalk Bay, likely reflecting the bay’s shallow, intertidal nature, which dries extensively 

at low tide and is not suitable for cetacean foraging. The nearest NBDC recorded sightings of bottlenose 

dolphin to the proposed MUL area are from adjacent coastal waters approximately 9 km from the Project, 

recorded in 2010 and 2012. Compared to areas such as the Shannon Estuary or the west coast of Ireland, 

sightings are relatively infrequent. Where present, individuals are considered likely to be transient, using the 

bay as part of a broader foraging or transit range rather than as a core area for breeding, calving, or other key 

life-history functions. 

Dundalk Bay does not support a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) designated for bottlenose dolphin, and no 

areas within the bay are known to be of particular importance for the species. The nearest SAC for which 

bottlenose dolphin is a qualifying interest is Hook Head SAC, located approximately 269 km from the Project; 

there are no other SACs designated for the species along the east coast. Given the extremely shallow and 

highly tidal nature of the inner bay and harbour, which are subject to extensive drying at low tide, the Project 



Annex IV Risk Assessment  Marina Quarter Ltd 

P21372 15 

area is considered largely unsuitable for bottlenose dolphin use. As a result, the occurrence of bottlenose 

dolphins in proximity to the Project area is considered unlikely, with any presence within the wider bay 

expected to be occasional and transient.  

In 2022, Small Cetaceans in the European Atlantic and North Sea project (SCANS-IV) carried out shipboard and 

aerial surveys to estimate cetacean abundance in the continental shelf waters in the Northeast Atlantic (Gilles 

et al., 2023). Within the SCANS-IV survey framework, Dundalk Bay lies in survey Block CS-D, which extends 

from approximately Co. Wexford to Co. Belfast. The estimated abundance of bottlenose dolphins was 15,117 

individuals (95% CL: 4,966-29,157, CV = 0.406) corresponding to a predicted density of 0.4195 bottlenose 

dolphins per km2. 

3.3 Minke whale (Balaenoptera acutorostrata) 

Minke whales are the most frequently recorded baleen whale in Irish waters (Berrow et al., 2010, IWDG, 2015). 

They can be observed off most coasts of Ireland year-round; most sightings of the species are recorded from 

the south and west coast between May and October when a seasonal inshore movement of the species occurs 

in summer and autumn (Wall et al., 2013; IWDG, 2015). While they are mostly observed in shallow waters of 

depths of 35 - 205 m (Wall et al., 2004), a lack of records of the species in coastal waters in winter suggests an 

inshore-offshore movement and supporting this, they are more often observed in deeper offshore waters 

around continental shelf areas during winter (Rogan et al., 2018). Records from the NBDC (NBDC, 2025) 

indicate that minke whales are infrequently recorded within Dundalk Bay, the most recent record of an 

individual in 2011, and are less common in the Irish Sea in the vicinity of the Project area compared to the 

west. There are no records of Minke whale within Inner Dundalk harbour. Where present, individuals are 

expected to be transient, passing through coastal waters rather than utilising the bay as a foraging or resting 

area. Dundalk Bay, and particularly Inner Dundalk Bay (the Project area), does not provide suitable habitat for 

key life-history functions of the species, such as feeding aggregation, breeding or calving. During the SCANS-

IV surveys, the estimated abundance of minke whales in CS-D was 447 individuals (95% CL: 85-1,425, CV = 

0.632) corresponding to a predicted density of 0.0137 minke whales per km2. 
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3.4 Harbour Porpoise (Phocoena phocoena)  

Harbour Porpoises are one of the most widely distributed and observed cetacean species in European waters 

(Hammond et al., 2002), inhabiting shallow waters around the northern hemisphere (Todd et al., 2020). This 

species is strictly protected under Annex II and Annex IV of the Habitats Directive, thus requires Member States 

to designate SACs for their protection. There are sixteen SACs designated for harbour porpoises in Ireland. 

Rockabill to Dalkey Island SAC (003000), Lambay Island SAC (000204) and Codling Fault Zone SAC (003015) are 

the closest SACs with harbour porpoise listed as a QI and are located approximately 48 km, 61 km and 84 km 

respectively from the proposed Project. Additionally, Broadhaven Bay located in the northwest of Ireland, was 

also identified as a site of high diversity for cetacean species, including harbour porpoises, and has the longest 

marine mammal monitoring programme in Ireland (Anderwald et al., 2012; Todd et al., 2020). Harbour 

porpoise occur around all coasts of Ireland throughout the year but are more commonly recorded along the 

east coast. The Irish Whale and Dolphin Group (IWDG) identify the area between Howth Head and Dalkey, off 

County Dublin, as being of particular significance for the species, with the highest counts recorded anywhere 

in Ireland based on boat-based survey data. 

Within Dundalk Bay, harbour porpoise are the most frequently recorded cetacean according to the NBDC 

(NBDC, 2025), reflecting the species’ preference for shallow, productive coastal waters with strong tidal 

currents and abundant prey. However, these records are predominantly from the outer bay and adjacent 

coastal waters, rather than from Inner Dundalk Bay and Dundalk Harbour itself. Data from SCANS IV further 

support this interpretation, with distribution mapping for harbour porpoise showing no records within 

Dundalk Bay or in immediately adjacent inshore waters (Gilles et al., 2023). During the SCANS-IV surveys, the 

estimated abundance of harbour porpoise in CS-D was 9,773 individuals (95% CL: 4,764 – 18,125, CV = 0.316) 

corresponding to a predicted density of 0.2803 harbour porpoise per km2. Given the extremely shallow and 

highly tidal nature of Dundalk Bay, which is subject to extensive drying at low tide, harbour porpoise are 

therefore unlikely to enter or regularly use the Inner Bay are where the proposed site investigation surveys 

are located. 

3.5 Short-beaked common dolphin (Delphinus delphis) 

Short-beaked common dolphins (referred to as common dolphins) are one of the most abundant dolphin 

species around the Irish coast, inhabiting both continental shelf and offshore waters (Murphy et al., 2013). 

Records from the National Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC, 2025) indicate that sightings of short-beaked 

common dolphin within Dundalk Bay and adjacent coastal waters are infrequent; the majority of records on 

the database within the confines of Dundalk Bay are through stranding records. 
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This species is strictly protected under Annex II and IV of the Habitats Directive, thus requiring Member States 

to designate SACs for their protection. To this day, there are no SACs designated for common dolphins in 

Ireland, however previous literature has assessed that they are mostly sighted in water temperatures above 

15°C at depths of 400-1000 meters (Cañadas et al., 2009). Cañadas et al., (2009) also calculated an average 

group size of 15 ± 2.2 individuals (± standard error; range 1-239), which showed an increasing trend with depth 

from 8.0 ± 1.44 individuals in waters under 400 m of depth to 18.6 ± 2.76 individuals for water depths more 

than 2000 m. In western European waters, Reid et al. (2003) reported high numbers of common dolphins in 

the Celtic Sea, St. George’s Channel, west of the English Channel and off southern and western Ireland during 

the summer months between 1978 and 1998. During the SCANS-IV surveys, the estimated abundance of 

common dolphin in CS-D was 949 individuals (95% CL: 32 – 2,990, CV = 0.814) corresponding to a predicted 

density of 0.0272 common dolphins per km2. The shallow, sheltered and estuarine nature of Inner Dundalk 

Bay does not represent typical habitat for the species, and the area is not considered to support important 

life-history functions such as feeding aggregations, breeding or calving. 

3.6 Killer whale (Orcinus ocra) 

Killer whale are the largest dolphin species and are the most widespread cetacean species on earth (Wall et 

al., 2013). In Ireland, they are recorded predominantly in inshore waters around the northeast, north, west, 

and south coasts. In Wall et al., (2013), there were no records of killer whale in the Irish Sea. During the Scans 

IV surveys, killer whale were sighted but were not included in subsequent analysis as the sighting rate was too 

low. In Wall et al., (2013), the Scottish West Coast Community was a group that consisted of ten animals, 

however it is apparent that only two bulls remain, presumed to be the last surviving members (IWDG, 2026). 

Records from NBDC near Dundalk Bay are infrequent and sparse.  

Where present, individuals are expected to be transient, passing through coastal waters rather than utilising 

the bay as a foraging or resting area. Dundalk Bay, and particularly Inner Dundalk Bay (the Project area), does 

not provide suitable habitat for key life-history functions of the species, such as feeding aggregation, breeding 

or calving.  

3.7 Leatherback turtle (Dermochelys coriacea) and Loggerhead turtle (Caretta 
caretta) 

The most up-to-date information on marine turtle distribution in Ireland is available from the National 

Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC, 2025a), specifically through the Irish Marine Turtle Records dataset (last 

updated 8 May 2025). This dataset contains validated sightings, strandings, and captures from 1884 to 2023, 

contributed by researchers, citizen scientists, and verified expert observations. Records are dominated by the 

leatherback turtle (Dermochelys coriacea). The loggerhead turtle (Caretta caretta) is also recorded, albeit far 
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less frequently, with the most recent validated occurrence in November 2023. Occasional records also exist 

for other species such as the Green Turtle (Chelonia mydas), Hawksbill Turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata), and 

Kemp’s Ridley (Lepidochelys kempii), though these are considered exceptional vagrants. The NBDC dataset 

integrates historic literature records (King and Berrow, 2009) with modern verified submissions, ensuring a 

comprehensive record of turtle presence in Irish waters. 

Table 3.2: NBDC Marine turtle records. 

Species Total Records Most Recent Record Approx. Location 

Leatherback Turtle  974 28 Nov 2021 Coastal waters – Irish Exclusive 

Economic Zone 

Loggerhead Turtle  19 23 Nov 2023 Coastal and inshore waters 

Other Marine 

Turtle Species 

Cumulative (all species) 1,180 

records across 421 sites (1884–2023) 

  

The leatherback turtle is the most frequently recorded marine turtle species in Irish waters (King & Berrow, 

2009) and has a wide distribution in temperate waters during the summer and autumn months (Houghton et 

al., 2006). The species is strictly protected under Annexes II and IV of the Habitats Directive, requiring Member 

States to designate Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) where appropriate; however, no SACs are currently 

designated for leatherback turtles in Ireland. 

Data from the National Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC) indicate that leatherback turtle records are primarily 

concentrated along the south and southwest coasts of Ireland, with few records from the Irish Sea and 

enclosed estuarine environments, including Dundalk Bay. Available records suggest that sightings in the 

vicinity of Dundalk Bay are rare and sporadic, with no evidence that the bay supports regular use or key life-

history functions such as foraging habitat. Marine turtles do not breed in Ireland and do not typically come 

ashore except when in distress. King and Berrow (2009) compiled 1,069 records of marine turtles in Irish 

waters, of which 863 records related to leatherback turtle. Sightings were strongly seasonal, with 90.8% 

occurring in summer between June and September. 

The loggerhead turtle is the second most frequently recorded marine turtle species in Irish waters (King & 

Berrow, 2009). This species has a wide distribution across temperate and tropical regions of the Atlantic, 

Pacific, and Indian oceans and is strictly protected under Annexes II and IV of the Habitats Directive, requiring 

Member States to designate Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) where appropriate; however, no SACs are 

currently designated for loggerhead turtles in Ireland. Loggerhead turtle records in Irish waters are far less 

frequent than those of leatherback turtle, though the NBDC database includes a small number of strandings 

along the east coast of Ireland. Of the 1,069 marine turtle records compiled by King and Berrow (2009), 56 

records were attributed to loggerhead turtle. Loggerhead turtle has been recorded in every month, showing 

a peak in March representing 23.6% of all records and, 60% occurring between January to April. 
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Overall, marine turtle records in Ireland are most frequent along the south coast and off headlands in west 

Cork, which together account for 41.5% of all records. The distribution of marine turtle records by county in 

Ireland is presented in Table 3.3.  

The proposed site investigation surveys comprise Phase I and Phase II intertidal surveys, DDV and/or ROV 

survey, and short-term vessel activity related to targeted subtidal and intertidal grab sampling using standard 

ecological survey equipment. These activities will generate only low-level underwater noise, primarily 

associated with vessel movements, DDV and/or ROV operations, and brief sampling operations. Dundalk Bay, 

and particularly Inner Dundalk (the Project area), does not represent suitable habitat for key life-history 

functions of the species, such as feeding aggregation, etc., and marine turtles do not breed in Ireland. In the 

unlikely event that a marine turtle is in the vicinity of Project activities, any behavioural response would be 

limited to movement away from the source and expected to be minor, temporary and fully reversible.  

There is no pathway for injury, long-term disturbance, or displacement from important habitat, and no 

potential for the deterioration or destruction of breeding or resting sites as a result of the proposed site 

investigation surveys, noting that marine turtles do not breed in Ireland. On this basis, while marine turtles 

are included in this assessment as Annex IV species, the proposed Project is not expected to result in any 

significant disturbance or adverse effects on marine turtle species or to contravene the strict protection 

provisions of Article 12 of the Habitats Directive. 

Table 3.3: Distribution of turtle species logged around Ireland, adapted from Table-2 King & Berrow (2009). The 
proposed site investigation surveys are along the Co. Louth coast, highlighted in bold. 

County/Sea 
Turtle species 

Leatherback Loggerhead Kemp's Ridley Hawksbill Green 

Derry 4 1 0 0 0 

Antrim 10 0 0 0 0 

Down 12 0 0 0 0 

Louth 3 0 0 0 0 

Dublin 10 1 1 0 0 

Wicklow 4 0 0 0 0 

Wexford 25 1 0 0 0 

Waterford 63 3 0 0 0 

Cork 378 12 1 1 1 

Kerry 113 15 2 0 0 

Clare 18 3 1 0 0 

Galway 21 11 2 0 0 

Mayo 49 5 1 0 0 

Sligo 14 2 0 0 0 

Leitrim 1 0 0 0 0 

Donegal 109 2 2 0 0 

Celtic Sea 9 0 0 0 0 

Irish Sea 4 0 0 0 0 

Offshore 16 0 0 0 0 



Annex IV Risk Assessment  Marina Quarter Ltd 

P21372 20 

Total 863 56 10 1 1 

3.8 Bats 

There are nine species of bats established in Ireland (Roche et al., 2014; Aughney, 2022). All nine bat species 

resident in Ireland are protected under Annex IV of the Habitats Directive. Records from the National 

Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC) confirm the presence of several bat species within the wider Dundalk area, 

including common pipistrelle (Pipistrellus pipistrellus), soprano pipistrelle (Pipistrellus pygmaeus), Leisler’s bat 

(Nyctalus leisleri), Daubenton’s Bat (Myotis daubentonii) and brown long-eared bat (Plecotus auritus) (NBDC, 

2025). These species are typically associated with inland habitats, including woodland edges, hedgerows, 

watercourses and built structures, rather than open coastal or estuarine environments. 

The proposed site investigation surveys are confined to marine and intertidal environments within Dundalk 

Bay and comprise short-duration vessel activity, intertidal ecological surveys, DDV and/or ROV survey, and 

intertidal and subtidal benthic grab sampling using small, hand-deployed equipment. No surveys will take 

place within terrestrial habitats, and no structures with potential bat roosting suitability will be affected. The 

surveys will not involve lighting, tree removal, building works or other activities typically associated with 

disturbance to bats. 

Given the offshore subtidal and intertidal location of the survey activities, and the absence of suitable roosting 

or foraging habitat within the survey footprint, bats are not considered likely to interact with the proposed 

site investigation surveys. There is no pathway for injury, disturbance or deterioration of breeding or resting 

sites for bats, and no potential for effects on bat commuting or foraging behaviour. On this basis, while bats 

are included in this assessment as Annex IV species, the proposed survey activities are not expected to result 

in any significant effects on bats or to contravene the strict protection provisions of Article 12 of the Habitats 

Directive. 
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3.9 Other (Non-Annex IV) Species 

The species included in this section are: 

• Harbour seal (Phoca vitulina) [1365] 

• Grey seal (Halichoerus grypus) [1364] 

• Basking shark (Cetorhinus maximus) 

Although these species are not listed in Annex IV of the Habitats Directive, they are known for their foraging 

range which makes them a potential species to occur in the Project area. An overview of the distribution 

abundance of these species is summarised in the Section 3.9.1 through Section 3.9.3. 

3.9.1 Harbour seal (Phoca vitulina) 

Harbour seals (also referred to as Common seals) are semi-aquatic marine mammal from the Pinnipeds group 

with a wide distribution in the northern hemisphere (Cronin et al., 2007). Harbour seals are one of two seal 

species that are indigenous to Irish waters, predominantly on the west coast of Ireland. This species is included 

under Annex II of the Habitats Directive, thus requires Member States to designate SACs for their protection. 

There are 13 SACs designated for this species in Ireland, with the closest one (Lambay Island SAC [000204]) is 

located approximately 61 km from the Project area. In Ireland, harbour seals are most abundant along the 

west and north-west coasts, with smaller and more scattered populations occurring along the east coast 

(Cronin et al., 2007; Morris & Duck, 2019). Records from the NBDC indicate that harbour seals are occasionally 

recorded within Dundalk Bay and adjacent coastal waters, including evidence of a group of nine harbour seals 

hauled out in 2018, resting on the sandbanks exposed at low tide. Other records support that some individuals 

are likely to be transient or seasonal visitors using the area for foraging. Morris and Duck (2019) carried out 

thermal-imaging surveys along the coastline of Ireland in August 2017 and August 2018, which also compiled 

the counts of harbour seals from surveys in 2003, in 2011/2012 and in 2017/2018. Dundalk Bay was within 

East, Area 1 (Carlingford Lough to River Boyne (Drogheda)) where 61 harbour seals were recorded in 2011/12 

and 2017/2018 (see Table 3.4). Distribution mapping by Morris and Duck (2019) indicate that they were 

recorded in Dundalk Harbour. While harbour seals may occasionally haul-out on the intertidal sandbanks 

exposed at low water, the subtidal surveys require half-tide minimum for vessel access. The intertidal habitats 

within the bay, while extensive, are heavily influenced by tidal regimes and human activity, and are not 

considered to represent key resting or breeding areas for the species. Harbour seals using the wider area are 

therefore expected to occur at low densities and on a non-resident basis. 

The survey activities may result in the temporary presence of vessels and personnel and survey equipment 

within the bay but will not involve any physical disturbance to haul-out sites or breeding habitat. No piling, 

drilling, dredging or high-intensity noise-generating activities will occur. Any interaction between harbour 

seals and the proposed site investigation surveys are expected to be limited to short-term behavioural 
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responses, such as brief avoidance of vessels or sampling locations. Harbour seals are known to exhibit a 

degree of tolerance to routine vessel traffic in coastal environments, and any disturbance would be localised, 

temporary and fully reversible. There is no pathway for injury, significant disturbance or displacement from 

important habitat. 

Table 3.4: Count of harbour in the east region of Ireland, from surveys in 2003, 2011/2012 and 2017/2018, extracted 
from Table 1. in Morris and Duck (2019). Area 1 (Carlingford Lough to River Boyne (Drogheda)) which overlaps the 
proposed site is highlighted in bold. 

Region Area Harbour seals 

2003 2011/2012 2017/2018 

East 1 89 61 61 

2 34 29 70 

3 0 0 0 

3.9.2 Grey seal (Halichoerus grypus) 

Grey seals are the other seal species to inhabit the coast of Ireland, with greatest numbers around the western 

coast. This species is included under Annex II of the Habitats Directive, thus requires Member States to 

designate SACs for their protection. There are 10 SACs designated for this species in Ireland; however, there 

are no SACs designated for this species within or in close proximity to the proposed site investigation surveys. 

The closest significant SAC supporting grey seals is Lambay Island SAC [000204] approximately 61 km away 

from the proposed Project. 

Thermal imaging aerial surveys carried out by Duck and Morris (2012) in 2011 and by Morris and Duck (2019) 

in 2017–2018 indicate that that while grey seals are regularly recorded along the broader Louth coastline, 

Dundalk Bay does not support any major haul-out or breeding sites. In 2011/12 and 2017/18, 48 and 83 grey 

seals were recorded, respectively, within East Area 1 (Carlingford Lough to River Boyne (Drogheda)). Records 

on the NBDC indicate that the species may occasionally rest on the sandbanks when they are exposed during 

low tide.  

Grey seals are therefore likely to occur within the vicinity of the proposed Project area only on a transient 

basis, moving through the bay while foraging along coast. These counts of grey seals in the Irish east region 

are provided in Table 3.5 where Area 1 includes the Project area.  

Table 3.5: Count of grey seals in the east region of Ireland, from surveys in 2003, 2011/2012 and 2017/2018, extracted 

from Table 1 in Morris and Duck (2019). Area 1 (Carlingford Lough to River Boyne (Drogheda)) which overlaps the 

proposed site is highlighted in bold. 

Region Area Grey seals 

2003 2011/2012 2017/2018 

East 1 39 48 83 

2 211 172 335 

3 12 3 0 
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3.9.3 Basking shark (Cetorhinus maximus) 

Basking sharks are the second-largest fish species, most frequently sighted between April and September in 

shallow coastal areas in the northern Atlantic (Doherty et al., 2017). Basking sharks are protected under Section 

23(2)(a) of the Irish Wildlife Act 1976, entitled the “Wildlife Act 1976 (Protection of Wild Animals) Regulations 

2022”, making it an offense to hunt, injure, or disrupt their breeding and resting sites. They are listed under 

international legislation, such as the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and 

Flora, the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea and they are also listed in the International Union for 

Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List, classified as endangered in 2019.  

Distribution patterns of basking sharks show inter-annual site-fidelity in areas around the Isle of Man (Dolton et 

al., 2019), with the Irish Sea being identified as a migratory corridor for this species (Lieber et al., 2020). Due to 

their primary prey (zooplankton), basking shark abundance peaks have been shown to be positively correlated 

with peaks in plankton density, which can explain this species abundance during summer months (Sims and 

Quayle, 1998). Previous literature suggests that basking sharks go through extensive migrations from September 

to May (Doherty et al., 2017), as an alternative to hibernation periods (Parker and Boseman, 1954). Although their 

distribution patterns have been widely studied around Ireland and UK waters, their abundance and density 

estimations have not yet been assessed (Sims, 2008). The number of sightings and average group sizes have 

dramatically increased. In 2024, the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group recorded 262 sighting events, with a total of 

1,972 sharks observed, an average of about 7.5 sharks per sighting. That’s nearly three times the average of 

around 2.6 sharks per sighting in 2009 (IWDG, 2024). However, it has been noted that active research and 

conservation interest in the species in recent years has led to an increase in the number of sightings reported 

around Ireland (Clarke et al., 2016). 

Based on the limited records of basking shark within Dundalk Bay, the restricted spatial and temporal scope of the 

proposed activities, and the fact that any potential interaction would be on an individual basis and unlikely to 

affect the population, the proposed Project is not expected to result in any significant interaction or adverse effect 

on this protected species. 
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4. Potential Environmental Impacts 

A detailed description of the proposed survey activities is provided in Section 1.2 above. Given the nature of 

the proposed site investigation surveys, the potential impact mechanisms identified to potentially have an 

impact on Annex IV species in the Project area are: 

4.1 Potential Impact Mechanism 1: Visual disturbance (vessel 
presence/operations) 

The operation of survey vessels during subtidal and intertidal survey activities, together with human presence 

during intertidal surveys and the deployment of DDV and/or non-contact ROV equipment, has the potential 

to generate visual disturbance within the immediate vicinity of the surveys. The presence and movement of 

vessels may affect sensitive marine fauna, including marine mammals, through temporary behavioural 

responses such as avoidance or short-term displacement.  

Visual disturbance associated with the proposed survey activities will arise from vessel movements and human 

presence. These activities are limited to the proposed intertidal and subtidal survey stations and transects and 

are small in spatial extent. Noise sources associated with the proposed site investigation surveys will be limited 

to vessel engines, vessel manoeuvring, and brief deployment and recovery of sampling equipment. This noise 

will be low-frequency and low-intensity, comparable to the existing background noise associated with routine 

vessel traffic in Dundalk Bay. Any noise-related effects would therefore be localised, short-term, and restricted 

to the duration of survey operations. Disturbance will be localised and temporary, with no mechanism by 

which effects could extend beyond the immediate footprint of the surveys.  

For Annex IV species, including harbour porpoise, short-beaked common dolphin and bottlenose dolphin, 

visual disturbance may result in brief, low-level behavioural responses to vessel presence, vessel movement 

or DDV/ROV deployment. Any such responses are expected to be non-injurious, short-lived, and similar in 

nature to those elicited by routine vessel activity within Dundalk Bay. There is no plausible mechanism by 

which short-duration avoidance behaviour within the limited survey footprint could reduce foraging efficiency, 

alter movement patterns, or result in significant disturbance as defined under Article 12 of the Habitats 

Directive. Furthermore, given the shallow, highly tidal nature of the Inner Bay and its limited suitability for 

cetaceans, interaction with these species is expected to be infrequent overall. 

Otter may occasionally use intertidal areas in the vicinity of shore-based piers or docks; however, individuals 

using these locations are likely to be habituated to regular human presence, given the ongoing maritime and 

port-related activities in the area. In addition, the localised nature of the proposed vessel-related surveys and 

intertidal survey activities, together with the daytime timing of survey activities, which avoids sensitive periods 

for otter, mean that no disturbance of ecological function or protected features is expected to occur. The 
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proposed site investigation surveys are also proportionate, short in duration, and targeted, ensuring that any 

potential disturbance is entirely reversible. 

Physical disturbance associated with site activities will be further limited through the application of standard 

best-practice operational procedures, including careful vessel manoeuvring and adherence to established 

marine environmental protection measures. Vessels will follow predictable routes at regulated speeds 

consistent with existing activity in Dundalk Bay. While these measures further reduce the already low 

magnitude of disturbance, they are not required to avoid significant effects. 

Based on the small and temporary footprint of the proposed Project, the localised nature of all potential 

interactions, and the existing baseline of fishing and commercial activity within Dundalk Bay, the proposed site 

investigation surveys will not result in injury, significant disturbance, or the deterioration or destruction of 

breeding or resting sites for any Annex IV species. 
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5. Risk Assessment  

A number of Annex IV species and other protected marine fauna may occur in or near the Project site, either 

on a resident, transient, or occasional basis. These include the species listed in Section 3.  

The potential for significant effects on these species from the proposed subtidal and intertidal site 

investigation surveys has been considered in relation to the potential impact mechanisms identified in Section 

4, namely visual disturbance associated with survey vessels, human presence and DDV/ROV deployment, and 

low-level underwater noise associated with vessel operations, DDV/ROV deployment and brief sampling 

activities. Given the nature of Dundalk bay, is it largely unsuitable for regular use by cetacean species and the 

likelihood of a realise impact is low.  

Given the temporary and brief nature of the surveys, the small and localised survey footprint, and the low-

intensity nature of the activities, any effects would be limited to short-term, highly localised, and fully 

reversible behavioural responses (avoidance). Mobile species, such as harbour porpoise, short-beaked 

common dolphin, and bottlenose dolphin, are considered unlikely to enter the harbour area, and in the 

unlikely event that individuals were present in the wider bay during survey operations, they would be capable 

of readily avoiding the immediate survey area. There is no plausible mechanism by which the proposed 

activities could result in sustained disturbance, displacement from important habitat, or effects on key life-

history functions for cetaceans.  

More site-associated species, such as otter using the intertidal zone, may experience short-term disturbance 

or foraging disruption if the brief surveys overlap with feeding or commuting areas. However, based on the 

level of activity in Dundalk Bay, otters in the area are generally tolerant of localised human and vessel activity, 

and impacts are expected to be of low magnitude. Any interaction would be limited to brief, low-level 

disturbance, with no expected long-term effect on ecological function, breeding, or resting behaviour. 

Taking into account the limited suitability of Dundalk Harbour for cetaceans, the small scale and short duration 

of the proposed surveys, and the existing baseline of maritime activity within the bay, the overall risk to Annex 

IV species is considered to be very low. The proposed site investigation surveys are not expected to result in 

injury, significant disturbance, or the deterioration or destruction of breeding or resting sites, and therefore 

will not contravene the strict protection provisions of Article 12 of the Habitats Directive. A summary of the 

Annex IV risk assessment is provided in Table 5.1. 
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Table 5.1: Annex IV Risk Assessment. 

Species/Group Visual 

Disturbance 

Impact Assessment 

Common dolphin Low Wide-ranging, highly mobile species. Dundalk Bay generally unsuitable to regular use by cetaceans. Individuals  

Harbour porpoise Low Wide-ranging, highly mobile species. Dundalk Bay is generally unsuitable for regular use by cetaceans. Individuals may 

exhibit brief, localised avoidance of vessels if interaction occurs, but the effect would be temporary, fully reversible and 

not significant. 

Bottlenose dolphin Low Wide-ranging, highly mobile species. Dundalk Bay is generally unsuitable to regular use by cetaceans, so any occurrence is 

expected to be occasional and transient. Individuals may exhibit brief, localised avoidance of vessels when interacting. If 

interaction occurs, it will readily return once activity ceases (i.e., effects are fully reversible and not significant). 

Killer whale Negligible-Low Wide-ranging, highly mobile species. Dundalk Bay generally unsuitable to regular use by cetaceans. May exhibit brief, 

localised avoidance of vessels if interaction occurs but will readily return once activity ceases. 

Grey & harbour seals Negligible -Low No haul-outs or breeding sites within the survey area. Transient individuals may briefly avoid vessels or sampling points, 

but no population-level effects anticipated. 

Larger whales (e.g. 

minke, fin, humpback) 

Negligible –Low Occasionally recorded further offshore. Dundalk Bay generally unsuitable to regular use by cetaceans; unlikely to overlap 

closely with survey area. No risk of sustained displacement or disturbance. 

Basking shark Low Occasionally recorded in wider Irish coastal waters, but unlikely to overlap closely with survey area. May temporarily avoid 

areas of vessel activity, but effects are very localised and not significant.  

Marine turtles Negligible Very rare inshore occurrence. No realistic pathway for exposure to survey impacts. 

Otter Low May use intertidal and nearshore areas for foraging. Surveys have a very small, short-term footprint and utilise pre-

existing piers and maritime infrastructure. Any disturbance would be minimal and would not affect commuting or 

breeding behaviour. 

Bats Negligible The proposed surveys are confined to marine and intertidal environments; therefore, there is no pathway for effects on 

bats and no potential for disturbance or deterioration of breeding/resting sites. 
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6. Conclusion 

This Annex IV Risk Assessment has considered the potential disturbance arising from the proposed subtidal 

and intertidal site investigation surveys. The assessment has been undertaken with reference to the 

sensitivities and ecological requirements of Annex IV species known or likely to use the area. 

The survey activities are temporary, small in spatial extent and predominantly confined to the harbour area 

unsuitable for regular cetacean use. Furthermore, the Project area does not contain resting or breeding sites 

for any Annex IV species. Intertidal surveys at the harbour occupy a very limited footprint and do not overlap 

with suitable otter holt or couch habitat. Behavioural responses by cetaceans, if they occur, would be brief, 

localised and fully reversible. There is no mechanism for sustained displacement, reduced foraging success or 

any population-relevant effect. 

Physical disturbance from sampling equipment will be limited to very small, discrete grab sampling locations. 

DDV and/or ROV surveys will be undertaken in a non-contact manner, and no construction, dredging, piling, 

drilling, geophysical survey or high-energy acoustic source will be used. The proposed activities will not result 

in habitat loss, deterioration of ecological functionality, or disruption of breeding or resting sites. 

The proposed Project will not cause injury or significant disturbance to Annex IV species. 

Based on the nature and scale of the proposed site investigation surveys, the mobility of the species 

concerned, and the limited spatial and temporal extent of potential disturbances, no deliberate capture, 

killing, significant disturbance or deterioration of breeding/resting sites of Annex IV species is predicted. The 

proposed Project therefore complies with the strict protection requirements of Article 12 of the Habitats 

Directive, and a derogation licence under Regulation 54 is not required.  
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