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Executive Summary






Ireland was obligated under the EU
Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP)
Directive to prepare an ecosystembased maritime spatial plan by March
2021. The National Marine Planning
Framework (NMPF) adopted by the
Irish Government in 2021 provides a
policy framework for marine planning.
It does not, however, allocate where
activities will take place at sea or set
out regionally differentiated priorities
for the use and protection of Ireland’s
marine space. The NMPF thus cannot
be considered a spatial plan and
consequently fails to meet a core
requirement of the EU MSP Directive.
The NMPF does not provide an
indication of the volume or intensity of
actual, planned or projected human
activities at sea, nor any indication of
their regional distribution. The NMPF
does not include an assessment or
mapping of the sensitivity of marine
ecosystems to human impacts. This
precludes
any
assessment
of
cumulative impact or carrying capacity.
It is thus not possible to assess
whether and to what extent human
impacts on the marine environment
will lead to a deterioration or
improvement of the environmental
status. Marine spatial plans are legally
required to implement an ecosystembased approach and to contribute to
the achievement and maintenance of
Good Environmental Status, as defined
by the EU Marine Strategy Framework
Directive (EU MSFD). The NMPF fails to
implement
an
ecosystem-based
approach to MSP.
Ireland’s expanded network of marine
protected areas should form the
backbone of an ecosystem-based

approach to marine spatial planning.
Once the necessary supporting
legislation has been enacted, and the
location and components of this
network are agreed upon, the NMPF
must be replaced by a national
ecosystem-based marine spatial plan.


Given the apparent paucity of data
relevant
to
Ireland’s
marine
ecosystems, all human activities at sea
must be guided by strict adherence to
the precautionary principle. This
implies that all potentially significant
adverse impacts on the marine
environment must be considered,
avoided or, where this is not possible,
minimised and mitigated, irrespective
of the availability of monitoring data to
substantiate those potential impacts.



The NMPF does not provide a longterm vision of the future of Ireland’s
marine space nor does it compare
alternative future scenarios. It thus
provides limited guidance on the
direction and priorities of Irish marine
policy and fails to formulate a clear
vision of the public interest in the use
of sea space. Consequently, there is a
serious risk that a private sector
development-led rather than plan-led
approach will take hold, characterised
by a lack of spatial coordination,
inefficiency in infrastructure provision
and insufficient regard for the
imperative to protect and restore
marine and coastal ecosystems. It is
vital that the lessons from decades of
poor planning on land are learnt and
the same mistakes are not repeated in
the marine context.



The provisions of the Maritime Area
Planning Act are insufficient to ensure
the development of a robust hierarchy
of national, regional and subnational
marine spatial plans. Regional marine
plans (in the form of Designated
Maritime Area Plans, DMAPs) should
be prepared as a matter of priority,
recognising the diversity of Ireland’s
marine sphere and the need for plans
tailored to the specific contexts of the
Irish Sea, Celtic Sea, inshore northwest
Atlantic, Porcupine Bank and other
regional areas. Regional marine plans
should be prepared by coastal local
and/or regional authorities and central
government departments / agencies
working together and where relevant,
be aligned with the boundaries of
coastal and estuarine water bodies as
defined for the purposes of EU Water
Framework Directive implementation.



The intensity of anthropogenic
pressures on Ireland’s marine space is,
in comparison to other sea areas in
Europe, relatively low. With evidenceinformed, forward-looking spatial
planning,
careful
monitoring,
mitigation of current and potential
environmental impacts and active
ecosystem restoration, it should be
possible for Ireland to realise its
offshore renewable energy ambitions
while protecting the integrity and
diversity of the marine environment.



The implementation of the NMPF must
be accompanied by both the
designation of a comprehensive
network of effective, strictly enforced
marine protected areas and a
dedicated funded programme of
measures focussed on the restoration
of coastal and marine ecosystems.

1. Introduction
1.1. Evaluating Ireland’s National Marine
Planning Framework
As Ireland develops and expands its
maritime governance framework, there is a
pressing need to ensure that effective
protection of the marine ecosystem is at
the forefront of all policy initiatives and the
National Marine Planning Framework
(NMPF) in particular. This evaluation study
comprises an expert assessment of the
alignment of Ireland’s National Marine
Planning Framework (NMPF) with EU
environmental objectives, specifically the
environmental provisions of the MSP
Directive, the Birds and Habitats Directives,
Water Framework Directive (WFD) and the
Marine Strategy Framework Directive
(MSFD).
The EU Maritime Spatial Planning Directive
(2014) established a common framework
for maritime spatial planning (MSP) in the
EU and required all Member States with
marine territories to prepare maritime
spatial plans for their coastal waters and
Exclusive Economic Zones by March 2021.
According to the Directive, MSP is defined
as “a process by which the relevant
Member State’s authorities analyse and
organise human activities in marine areas
to achieve ecological, economic and social
objectives”. The MSP Directive explicitly
calls for an ecosystem-based approach.
MSP is a spatially explicit policy instrument
focussed on managing the location and
distribution of relevant activities across
space. As a planning instrument, it also has
a strong temporal dimension, a concern for

the planning, regulating and imagining of
the future of the marine environment.
Marine spatial plans are thus forwardlooking with the potential to set out a
transformative future vision (see also Ehler
& Douvre 2009, Walsh 2021a).
This evaluation report introduces the
concept of ecosystem-based MSP and the
relevance of Good Environmental Status in
the marine spatial planning context. The
evaluation examines the extent to which
the NMPF has adapted a coherent and
systematic ecosystem-based approach
(EBA) with the capacity to achieve and
maintain Good Environmental Status for
Irish waters. It critically assesses the
implications of apparent existing deficits in
Ireland’s MSP, including the lack of a spatial
strategy or zoning component to the
NMPF, the lack of alignment with the
process of developing a comprehensive
and coherent network of Marine Protected
Areas, and a tendency to rely on case-bycase environmental impact assessments.
The evaluation examines the extent to
which the NMPF takes due regard of the
precautionary principle, a core principle of
EU legislation that calls for the
development of a comprehensive and
robust evidence base prior to decisions
with potentially negative environmental
impacts being taken. Finally, the evaluation
provides recommendations for the
ongoing development of MSP in Ireland at
both national and subnational scales.
These recommendations will draw on
existing good practice in Europe, in
ecosystem-based MSP.
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1.2. Marine Spatial Planning in Europe
The EU Maritime Spatial Planning Directive
(2014) established a common framework
for maritime spatial planning (MSP) in the
EU and required all Member States with
marine territories to prepare maritime
spatial plans for their coastal waters and
Exclusive Economic Zones by March 2021.
According to the Directive, MSP is defined
as “a process by which the relevant
Member State’s authorities analyse and
organise human activities in marine areas
to achieve ecological, economic and social
objectives”1. The MSP Directive explicitly
calls for an ecosystem-based approach:
When establishing and implementing
maritime spatial planning, Member States
shall consider economic, social and
environmental
aspects
to support
sustainable development and growth in the
maritime sector, applying an ecosystembased approach, and to promote the
coexistence of relevant activities and uses2.
MSP is a spatially explicit policy instrument
focussed on managing the location and
distribution of relevant activities across
space. As a planning instrument, it also has
a strong temporal dimension. It is focused
on planning, regulating and imagining the
future of the marine environment. Against
this background, it is important that marine
spatial plans encompass or are
accompanied by a long-term vision as well
as objectives and targets to be achieved
within specific timeframes. Dutch marine
spatial
plans,
for
example,
are
accompanied by a long-term ‘spatial

1

EU MSP (2014) Art. 3(2)

agenda’ with a time horizon of 2050 (see
Walsh 2021b). MSP bears many similarities
to spatial (urban and regional) planning on
land, but marked differences may also be
noted. MSP has evolved within a distinct
marine policy context, has an ecosystembased approach at its core and is
underpinned by scientific data-gathering
and analysis. In their practical guide to
MSP, Ehler and Douvre (2009) defined as
MSP as follows:
“Marine spatial planning is a public process
of analysing and allocating the spatial and
temporal distribution of human activities in
marine areas to achieve ecological,
economic, and social objectives that usually
have been specified through a political
process” (Ehler & Douvere, 2009).
They identified the following
characteristics of effective MSP:
 Ecosystem-based: balancing ecological,
economic and social goals and
objectives
towards
sustainable
development;
 Integrated: across sectors and agencies
and among layers of government;
 Place-based or area-based;
 Adaptive: capable of learning from
experience and responding to changing
conditions;
 Strategic and anticipatory: focussed on
the long-term;
 Participatory: active involvement of
stakeholders.
adapted from Ehler & Douvre (2009, p. 18)

2

EU MSP (2014) Art. 5(1)
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Significantly, Ehler and Douvre also
observed that MSP does not lead to a ‘onetime plan’ but may be considered as a
continuous, iterative process characterised
by learning and adaptation. MSP is thus
central to the implementation of adaptive,
ecosystem-based marine governance. It is
furthermore important to note that MSP is
intended to have an overarching
integrative function that does not replace
single-sector planning (see also WWF
2021). Relevant sectoral plans and policies
may include those for wind energy, oil and
gas, aquaculture, fisheries and marine
conservation.
MSP, as practised to date, demonstrates a
high degree of variability with the above
characteristics featuring to varying extents
depending on national contexts, prevailing
planning traditions and policy priorities. It
is possible to distinguish between two
distinct interpretations of the role of MSP
(Walsh 2021a, Walsh et al 2022). The
primary task of MSP may be understood in
terms of sea-use regulation; the regulation
of activities across marine space by means
of zoning and use designation. Sea-use
regulation can provide a degree of
certainty for economic actors and other
interests and help to ensure consistency,
coherence and compatibility among
sectoral plans. Plans of this nature are
often legally binding while allowing for
some discretion in decision-making on
individual proposals. This is, in practice, the
most common approach. MSP may,
however, also perform a strategic
visioning role, establishing a coherent
policy framework for future decisionmaking, based on a future-oriented policy
vision. Strategic vision statements are key

to realising the cross-sectoral, integrative
ambitions of MSP and may help to identify
potential synergies and points of
intersection across policy sectors. Existing
practice indicates that individual plans can
rarely perform both roles simultaneously,
but formal regulatory plans may be
complemented by strategic vision
statements or spatial agendas. The Dutch
North Sea 2050 Spatial Agenda represents
an example of good practice for a marine
spatial plan with a strong strategic
visioning role (Walsh 2021b). Marine
spatial plans can act as a catalyst for
change, an agent of transformation
contributing to a shift towards more
sustainable use and effective protection of
marine resources.
The majority of marine spatial plans
produced to date under the EU MSP
Directive have a strong spatial component,
managing competing claims through
spatial designations of sea uses (zoning).
This is an explicit requirement under Article
8(1) of the EU MSP Directive: “When
establishing and implementing maritime
spatial planning, Member States shall set
up maritime spatial plans which identify
the spatial and temporal distribution of
relevant existing and future activities and
uses in their marine waters…”.

1.3. Ecosystem-Based
Planning

Marine

Spatial

The development of an ecosystembased
approach
to
marine
management dates to the 1990s. The
adoption of twelve defining principles
for ecosystem-based management
8

under the Convention on Biological
Diversity (1998) in Malawi represents
an important milestone (see Table 1.1
below). This list of principles
emphasises the need for an integrative
governance approach, including the
participation of a wide range of
stakeholders, scientific expertise from
multiple disciplines as well as drawing
on indigenous and local knowledge.
The principles also emphasise the
importance of ecological objectives

1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

associated with ecosystem structure,
functioning and limits. The concept of
MSP subsequently emerged against
the background of calls for integrated
ecosystem-based ocean management
and specifically aimed to create a
spatial framework for networks of
marine protected areas, which could
simultaneously pursue environmental,
social and economic objectives
(Lieberknecht 2020).

Malawi Principles of the Ecosystem Approach to Biodiversity Management
The objectives of management of land, water and living resources are a matter of
societal choices.
Management should be decentralized to the lowest appropriate level.
Ecosystem managers should consider the effects (actual or potential) of their
activities on adjacent and other ecosystems.
Recognizing potential gains from management, there is usually a need to understand
and manage the ecosystem in an economic context, considering e.g. mitigating
market distortions, aligning incentives to promote sustainable use, and internalizing
costs and benefits.
Conservation of ecosystem structure and functioning, in order to maintain
ecosystem services, should be a priority target of the ecosystem approach.
Ecosystems must be managed within the limits of their functioning.
The ecosystem approach should be undertaken at the appropriate spatial and
temporal scales.
Recognizing the varying temporal scales and lag-effects that characterize ecosystem
processes, objectives for ecosystem management should be set for the long term.
Management must recognize that change is inevitable.
The ecosystem approach should seek the appropriate balance between, and
integration of, conservation and use of biological diversity.
The ecosystem approach should consider all forms of relevant information, including
scientific, indigenous and local knowledge.
The ecosystem approach should involve all relevant sectors of society and scientific
disciplines.

Table 1.1: Malawi Principles of the Ecosystem Approach to Biodiversity Management
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The EU Marine Strategy Framework
Directive (MSFD 2008) explicitly calls for an
ecosystem-based approach to marine
governance.
By applying an ecosystem-based approach
to the management of human activities
while enabling a sustainable use of marine
goods and services, priority should be given
to achieving or maintaining good
environmental status in the Community’s
marine environment, to continuing its
protection and preservation, and to
preventing subsequent deterioration3.
This statement contains two important
components. Firstly, an ecosystem-based
approach should apply to the management
of human activities, not to biodiversity
protection or marine protected areas on
their own. Secondly, achieving or
maintaining good environmental status of
the marine environment is given priority, in
order to ensure its protection and to
prevent further deterioration. This implies
that the sustainable use of marine goods
and services should be regarded as of
secondary importance.
A recent WWF position paper (WWF 2020)
further specified the concept of
ecosystem-based MSP, highlighting issues
of carrying capacity and the need for a
long-term perspective concerned with the
cumulative impacts of human activity:
An ecosystem-based approach in planning
how we use and access our seas
acknowledges that the carrying capacity of
marine ecosystems against human

3

pressures is limited. The approach
considers the marine space as an
integrated system, providing a variety of
uses and services including marine
protection. Supported by the best available
science and by participatory good
governance, it addresses the cumulative
effects of human activities on marine
ecosystems over a long-term perspective.
The WWF position paper further notes that
marine economic sectors including fishing,
tourism and renewable energies are
dependent on healthy and resilient marine
ecosystems. This perspective makes clear
why an ecosystem-based approach must
inform all aspects of a maritime spatial plan
and in fact, contributes to the sustainable
socio-economic development of marine
space.
1.4. The Precautionary Principle in MSP
The EU MSFD further stresses that
programmes of measures implemented by
Member States for the achievement of
Good Environmental Status should be
underpinned by the precautionary
principle. This legal principle, in abstract
terms, enables policy-makers to take
preventative regulatory action before risks
materialize, in order to prevent
unnecessary harm (Eckley and Selin 2004,
Tosun 2013). The EU formally adopted the
precautionary
principle
with
the
Maastricht Treaty. Today, it is set out in
Article 191(2) of the Treaty on the
Functioning of the EU. A European
Commission document states that the
principle is ‘relevant… in the event of a
potential risk, even if this risk cannot be

EU MSFD (2008) preamble (8)
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fully demonstrated or quantified or its
effects determined because of the
insufficiency or inclusive nature of the
scientific data’ (European Commission
2000: 12). This statement implies that
precautionary regulatory action should be
taken where a potential risk is identified,
independent of whether this potential risk
is substantiated by scientific data. In
everyday language, this may be summed
up by the well-known phrase “to err on the
side of caution”. With regard to MSP, this
principle implies that decisions should not
only be based on the best available
evidence but should favour protection of
marine ecosystems and/or minimal
intervention where potential negative
impacts may be anticipated but existing
scientific
studies
and
monitoring
frameworks are insufficient to quantify the
extent of such environmental risks.
1.5. Strategic Environmental Assessment
Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA)
is a systematic process for evaluating the
environmental implications of a proposed
policy, plan or programme, at the earliest
possible stage of its development. In
contrast to Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA), SEA is undertaken at the
level of strategic policy-making and focuses
specifically
on
interactions
across
ecosystem components and cumulative
impacts. There is no set agreed
methodology for SEA, and in practice, SEA
can take different forms. SEAs of maritime
spatial plans commonly assess the extent
to which the plan follows an evidenceinformed ecosystem-based approach and
evaluates the likely impact of specific
measures included within the plan. In
recent years, a number of analytical tools

have been developed to support strategic
environmental assessment. These include
the following:





Sensitivity analysis
Risk assessment
Interaction matrices
Cumulative impact analyses

These are data-driven technical tools and
require mature sophisticated monitoring
systems. Decision support tools including a
range of serious games have been
developed
to
foster
stakeholder
interaction and clarify preferences and
objectives with regard to the marine
environment (Hammar et al 2020, Abspoel
et al 2021, Depellegrin et al 2021). A
number of these decision-support tools
focus systematically on the identification of
points of conflict and tension between
distinct uses or claims on marine space
with a view towards identifying options for
multi-use, the co-location of activities at
one location or in close proximity to one
another (e.g. Bonnevie et al 2021).
At the same time, international good
practice demonstrates the potential for
approaches
building
on
local
environmental knowledge in conjunction
with scientific data and analysis. Such
approaches are particularly relevant where
traditional, community-based approaches
to coastal and marine resource use and
protection have been developed and
maintained over long periods of time. This
type of approach to ecosystem-based MSP
is exemplified by the Marine Planning
Partnership experience in British Columbia
(Diggon et al 2020, Walsh 2021a).
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The following EU environmental directives
are of particular relevance to MSP in
Europe. In Table 1.1 below, the key
elements of these four directives are set
out, for ease of comparison.

- EU Marine Strategy Framework
Directive
- Water Framework Directive
- Habitats Directive
- Birds Directive

Marine
Strategy
Framework
Directive (EU
MSFD)
Achieving and
maintaining
Good
Environmental
Status for
marine areas

Water Framework
Directive (EU WFD)

Habitats Directive

Birds Directive

Halting
deterioration of the
status of water
bodies and achieving
good ecological
status in them

Achieving favourable
conservation status of
natural habitats and
species and halting
their quantitative and
regional decline.

Means

Programme of
measures

Programmes of
measures for river
basin management
plans

Assessment

Qualitative
descriptors and
related criteria

Classification

Good Status
achieved not /
achieved.

Quality elements
(biological, hydromorphological and
water quality)
High/good/
moderate/poor/bad

Natura 2000 network
of protected sites
Other conservation
and restoration
measures
Factors of favourable
conservation status

Maintaining bird
populations at a level
that corresponds to
ecological, scientific and
cultural requirements,
while taking account of
economic and
recreational
requirements
Natura 2000 special
protection areas (SPAs)
Other measures

Objectives

Favourable/unfavoura
ble
/inadequate/unfavour
able-bad/ unknown

Species-specific data,
similar to those under
the Habitats Directive
No specific classification;
application as for the
species under the
Habitats Directive

Table 1.1. Objectives, means of implementation, assessment and classifications status of relevant EU
environmental directives (adapted from Kostamo et al 2020).
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2. Ireland’s National Marine Planning Framework: A Planning
Framework but not a Spatial Plan
Ireland’s National Marine Planning
Framework (NMPF) was published on 30th
June 2021 following its adoption by
Government. It was subject to scrutiny by
both houses of the Oireachtas. There was,
however, only a short debate in the Dáil (45
minutes) and no opportunity for more
detailed scrutiny at committee stage as
called for by numerous e-NGOs. The NMPF
was submitted to the European
Commission in accordance with Ireland’s
requirement under the EU Maritime Spatial
Planning Directive (EU MSPD) to prepare a
marine spatial plan by 31st March 2021. The
European Commission will assess the
compliance of submitted plans with
provisions of the Directive. In the
Ministerial Foreword, the purpose of the
NMPF is described as follows:
“This single framework, bringing together
all marine-based human activities,
presents our vision, objectives and
planning policies for each activity, while
recognising that our biodiversity-rich
Marine environment requires robust
protection” (NMPF, p. 5).
In the introduction to the document, it is
further stated:
“The Government believes that the NMPF,
which establishes a vision for the future
development of the marine planning
system towards 2040, will play an
important role in supporting both the shortterm recovery and the longer-term
planning, to have a lasting positive effect

on our most significant natural resource,
our maritime area” (NMPF, p. 9).
From the above statements, it is evident
that the NMPF is intended to have the
character of a framework document,
bringing disparate activities together and
setting out a vision, objectives and
planning policies. The second statement
refers to the establishment of a vision for
the future development, not of the
maritime area as might be expected but of
the marine planning system. This is in fact,
an apt description as the NMPF does not
set out a vision for the future of the
maritime area. In this respect, the NMPF is
comparable to the UK Marine Policy
Statement, which similarly provides a
framework for spatial planning, but in itself
is not a plan (HMG et al 2011).
The Maritime Area Planning Act 2021
includes a requirement for a review of the
NMPF to commence no later than six years
following its adoption, following which a
new marine spatial plan may be prepared
(it is at the discretion of the Minster to then
either prepare and publish a new MSP to
replace the first MSP or set out reasons
where they decide not to prepare and
publish a new MSP). The NMPF, however,
does not include specific objectives to be
achieved or targets to be attained within
this time frame, nor are NMPF objectives
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framed within the context of an explicit
longer-term policy vision4.
The overall strategic policy orientation of
the NMPF is, however, substantially
informed by Ireland’s Integrated Marine
Plan: Harnessing Our Ocean’s Wealth
(HOOW) published in 2012 (Department of
Agriculture, Food and the Marine 2012).
Within the HOOW document, the following
high-level goals are set out:


Goal 1 focuses on a thriving
maritime
economy,
whereby
Ireland harnesses the market
opportunities to achieve economic
recovery and socially inclusive,
sustainable growth.



Goal 2 sets out to achieve healthy
ecosystems that provide monetary
and non-monetary goods and
services (e.g. food, climate, health
and well-being).



Goal 3 aims to increase our
engagement with the sea. Building
on our rich maritime heritage, our
goal is to strengthen our maritime
identity and increase our awareness
of the value (market and
nonmarket), opportunities and
social benefits of engaging with the
sea.
(DAFM 2012, ii, reproduced in
NMPF, 14).

easily reconciled with an ecosystem-based
approach, which accords ecosystem
integrity and functionality highest priority.
This is a formal requirement of EU MSPD
and EU MSFD. 5 It is important to note that
the HOOW policy document was not
subject to Strategic Environmental
Assessment. In Chapter 6 of the NMPF, the
forward-looking role of MSP in managing
and allocating space and minimising
conflicts between human activities and
nature conservation objectives is explicitly
addressed:
Marine planning seeks to manage and
allocate space in a way that minimises
conflicts among human activities, as well
as conflicts between human activities and
nature. Where possible, marine planning
maximises compatibilities among uses.
Managing interactions to enhance
compatibilities and reduce conflicts is an
important goal and intended outcome of
marine planning.

Significant here is that these goals are given
equal weight. This equal weighting is not

Both space and time are important
considerations. Some parts of the maritime
area are busier than others, both
ecologically and economically. Species,
habitats, populations, resources and
shipping lanes are all distributed in
various places and at various times.
Successful
marine
planning
and
management need to understand how to
work with the spatial and temporal
diversity of marine interests and activities.
Understanding these spatial and temporal
distributions and mapping them is an
important part of marine planning.

4

5

Project Ireland 2040, despite its name does not
include a vision of Ireland in 2040.

EU MSPD 5 (1), EU MSFD 1 (3)
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In addition to considering current activities
and conditions, marine planning is also a
forward-looking process that seeks to
enable future spatial demands based on
policies, plans and actions that will apply
over the lifetime of the marine plan
(NMPF, p. 80-81).
The NMPF thus makes explicit reference to
the need for MSP to take into account and
manage interactions across space and time
in order to ensure compatibility of socioeconomic activities with each other and
the protection of the marine environment.
The NMPF refers to the need for a detailed
understanding and mapping of the
distribution of activities and ecosystem
components across space and time, as a
prerequisite for effective forward-looking
management. Unfortunately, the NMPF
does not deliver a coherent spatial
framework nor manage competing claims
to maritime space. Nor does it include a
forward-looking
planning
function,
focusing on the management of future
spatial demands over the lifetime of the
NMPF.
Indeed, the NMPF lacks an explicit spatial
dimension. It does not set out policy
objectives pertaining to specific locations
or areas within the marine territory. There
is no zoning component or map of spatial
priorities. It is to be expected that
subnational marine spatial plans will be
prepared at a later date and provision for
this is made within the Maritime Area
Planning Act 2021. There is, however, no
specific requirement for such plans to be
prepared, nor a timeline for their
preparation. The NMPF thus constitutes
the core statement of marine planning

policy in the short to medium term yet
does not include an explicit spatial
dimension. By way of comparison, it is
worth noting that the National Planning
Framework (NPF, published in 2018) sets
out a national-level spatial vision for
planning on land, with distinct policies for
urban centres of different sizes and types
of rural areas. The NPF does not only set
out a framework for planning in general; it
is regionally differentiated and placespecific. The NMPF, in contrast, does not
perform this function. While marine spatial
plans produced by EU Member States to
date vary significantly in their level of detail
and role within national governance
systems, it is very unusual for a national
level MSP not to include explicit spatial
priorities or zoning of marine areas.
The Strategic Environmental Assessment
(NMPF SEA) compared two alternative
policy options as follows:
Strategic Alternative 1: High level spatial
and policy-based NMPF providing clear
identification of zones and uses within the
maritime area.
Strategic Alternative 2: High-level policybased NMPF providing a lower level of
spatial specificity. (SEA, p. 80).
It was concluded that the inclusion of a
spatial dimension (Strategic Alternative 1)
would be preferable as it:
•

brings
greater
certainty
in
acceptable location-specific activity
and hence greater certainty for
investors and other users;
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•

•
•

facilitates the designation of
necessary MPA allowing an
ecosystem services approach to
prevail as intended by the MSP
Directive;
addresses conflict resolution early
in the planning hierarchy; and
allows for better assessment of
cumulative impacts.

Strategic Alternative 2 is considered to
have a potentially negative impact “as
there would be less specific policy guidance
over the location of future development
and activity with potential … to be less
effective in protecting important marine
resources and uses into the future” (SEA p.
80).
The SEA statement notes that
Strategic Alternative 2 does not facilitate a
cumulative impact assessment. An
explanation as to why Strategic Alternative
2 (no spatial dimension) was chosen is not
provided in the NMPF or SEA, other than a
reference to provisions within the
Maritime Area Planning Bill 2021 for zoning
of specific areas of Ireland’s seas for
particular purposes.
Against this background, it is possible to
conclude that Ireland’s NMPF is a planning
framework but not a marine spatial plan.
As such it does not meet the requirements
of the EU MSP Directive, Article 8 (1). The

NMPF in the absence of detailed spatiallyexplicit subnational marine spatial plans
and a long-term strategic vision risks
facilitating a ‘development-led’ system
whereby the location of socio-economic
activities at sea is not steered by
government policy but private interests. It
is essential that Irish MSP is steered by a
clear articulation of the public interest, in
the form of concrete measurable
objectives. This is missing from the NMPF.
The extent to which a planning system
(whether terrestrial or marine) is in effect
driven by public or private sector interests
(plan-led or development-led) is, however,
dependent not only on the details of the
relevant legal and policy frameworks but
also on the prevailing culture of planning
(see Buitlear et al 2011, Lennon 2022).
Given the history of clientelist,
development-led planning in Ireland, and a
legacy of mismatch between planning
objectives and development outcomes
(Walsh 2012, Daly 2016), it is critically
important that MSP policy and practice in
Ireland charts a markedly different course.
Any delays in the preparation and adoption
of sub-national marine plans risk
reinforcing pre-conceived perceptions of a
system operating by default if not by
design, in the private interest.
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3. Ireland’s National Marine Planning Framework: An Ecosystem-Based
Approach?
The EU MSP Directive requires Member
States to protect Europe’s marine waters
by employing an ecosystem-based
approach. As discussed above, the NMPF
provides a framework for decision-making.
It does not include substantial decisions on
the location of activities at sea. As such, it
is not possible to directly evaluate the
extent to which such decisions are
informed or aligned with an ecosystembased approach. The NMPF does, however,
make reference to the need for core
elements of an ecosystem-based approach
to be addressed in decision-making on
individual proposals on a case-by-case
basis. As a consequence of this approach,
the degree to which marine spatial
planning in practice follows an ecosystembased approach will depend on the
robustness of the consenting process and
environmental assessments undertaken
further ‘downstream’ in the policy process
(i.e. Environmental Impact Assessment
(EIA) and Appropriate Assessment (AA) in
the case of protected areas). Major
limitations of project-level assessments
such as EIA and AA include the fact that
they occur at a very late stage in the
planning and can only represent only one
snapshot in time (Arts et al 2005). Projectlevel assessments have limited scope to
influence the planning and design of
proposed developments and do not
provide a substitute for cumulative impact
assessment and sensitivity analyses at the
level of the NMPF. Whereas the
preparation of the NMPF (and SEA) has
included extensive public consultation, the

Maritime Area Planning Act 2021 contains
no such provision in relation to the
consenting process. As a consequence, the
shifting of responsibility to the project level
reduces the scope for third parties (e.g.
environmental
NGOs)
to
provide
independent oversight and input to the
planning process.

3.1. The Precautionary Principle in the
NMPF
The NMPF contains explicit reference to
the application of the precautionary
principle in future decision-making on a
case-by-case basis. With regard to each of
the topics listed below, it is argued in the
text, that in the absence of relevant or
sufficiently detailed scientific data, the
precautionary principle must be followed.
The precise implications of this are not
clearly stated, but it may be interpreted to
mean that if there is a risk of negative
impact on marine ecosystems due to
particular activities at a certain location,
then those activities at that location should
be avoided. With regard to the protection
of birds, for example, this implies that,
should
comprehensive
scientific
information on the sensitivity of individual
bird species during specific stages of their
life cycle not be available, they should
nevertheless be afforded a high level of
protection, based on the information that
is available. Similarly, measures should be
undertaken to reduce the likelihood of
non-indigenous species being brought into
17

the maritime area or the spread of such
species already existing within Irish marine
space, irrespective of the availability of
data pertaining to individual species. It
should be noted, however, that many nonindigenous species will have adapted
successfully to conditions within Irish
waters and do not necessarily pose a threat
to ecosystem or biodiversity (see Reise et
al 2006). A distinction between invasive
Chapter
and page
number
Ch.
5
Ocean
Health, p.
36

Ch.
5
Ocean
Health, p.
47

Ch.
Ocean
Health,
p. 54

Ch.
Ocean
Health

5

5

and non-invasive species is relevant here.
Given the paucity of scientific knowledge
concerning deep-sea habitats in Irish
marine space, a precautionary approach, in
this case, implies that the starting
assumption must be that these habitats are
both rich in biodiversity and particularly
vulnerable to human impacts.

Topic

Reference to the precautionary
principle

Protection of birds. Periods of breeding, rearing,
hibernation and migration are considered to be
especially sensitive periods in relation to disturbance.
These periods can only be defined by using a speciesby-species approach, due to ecological, biological and
behavioural differences between species.
Non-indigenous species. Public Bodies must assess
new proposals for measures to avoid or minimise
adverse impacts on the maritime area from the
introduction and transport of non-indigenous
species, or the spread of non-indigenous species
known to exist in the area.
Deep-sea habitats. The ability of these ecosystems to
recover from physical damage is uncertain, but the
slow-growing nature of the species of which they are
comprised suggests that recovery will be slow or may
never occur. Pressure is also not limited to physical
disturbance alone but also includes smothering and
increased levels of suspended particles in the water
column

Decision-makers will need to apply the
best available evidence and the
precautionary principle on a case-bycase basis.

Marine Litter: the MSFD Marine Strategy part 1
report states that as with many other anthropogenic
pressures, quantifying the effects of marine litter in
isolation on biodiversity is very challenging.

Best available evidence and
application of the precautionary
principle must be used as a way of
approaching decision-making in the
absence of full scientific information.
The focus on deep-sea habitats in this
Chapter reflects the particular need to
apply a precautionary approach given
their fragility and reflecting the limited
knowledge available about them.
Given the uncertainty around the
distribution and nature of deep-sea
habitats, a precautionary approach
should be taken to identification as
well as ascertaining potential impacts
and related steps to avoid, minimise,
or mitigate them.
Currently, it remains necessary to rely
on the precautionary principle to
develop policy in relation to marine
litter

Table 3.1: References to the Precautionary Principle in the NMPF
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3.2. Assessment of Cumulative Impacts
and the NMPF
Consideration of cumulative impacts is
necessary in order to evaluate the
potential or likely impacts of multiple
activities. Cumulative impacts may be
defined as “the impacts (positive or
negative, direct and indirect, long-term and
short-term impacts) arising from a range of
activities throughout an area or region,
where each individual effect may not be
significant if taken in isolation” (European
Environment Agency online6, following
European Commission 1999). Such an
assessment should have an explicit
temporal dimension, taking account of the
impact arising from changes brought about
by
past,
present
and
future
foreseeable/planned
actions.
An
assessment of cumulative impacts,
therefore, includes an analysis of the
overall impact of pressures on the marine
environment based on an analysis of
existing activities and projections of the
volume of activity to take place within the
plan period. Cumulative impacts may be
additive (e.g. linear increase in pollutant
levels), synergistic (where the whole is
greater than the sum of the parts) or
antagonistic (where individual impacts
work against each other) (Mullan Crain et
al 2008). Cumulative impact assessment
(CIA) in the marine context is challenging
due to the complexity of marine
ecosystems and incomplete information on
the direct and indirect impacts of activities
(on their own, and in combination) on
marine
ecosystems.
Robust
CIA
methodologies have, however, been
developed for this purpose and applied to

European sea basins (e.g. Hammar et al
2020, Gusatu et al 2021). The dynamic
geospatial approach developed by Gusatu
et al (2021) is significant for its capacity to
assess projected impacts across the
different phases of offshore windfarm
development (construction, operational
and decommissioning).
A systematic assessment of cumulative
impacts has not been undertaken as part of
the SEA process for the NMPF. This is
explained by 1) the comparative lack of
high resolution spatial and temporal data
for Ireland’s marine territory and 2) the
lack of zoning or indications of spatial
strategy in the NMPF. As with the
precautionary principle, the NMPF
contains explicit reference to the
application
of
cumulative
impact
assessment in future decision-making on a
case-by-case basis. The first four topics
which reference cumulative impacts (water
quality, air pollution, co-existence and
tourism and recreation) refer to impacts on
the marine environment. The remaining
two topics (Displacement of Activities with
Social
Benefits
and
Sustainable
Development) broaden the range of
impacts under consideration to include
both social and economic aspects (Table
3.2 below). The NMPF does not provide
guidance as to which range of activities
should be considered within a cumulative
impact assessment. Assessment of
cumulative impacts will require, at a
minimum, close monitoring of both the
impacts of existing activities and the likely
impact of planned activities. It is imperative
that decisions are informed by knowledge

6

https://www.eea.europa.eu/help/glossary/eeaglossary/cumulative-impacts.
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of other proposals/applications for consent
that may be running in parallel. This
requires a high level of coordination among
planning authorities. It is important to note
that up-to-date information on the current
status of potentially relevant marine
planning applications may not be available
to individual applicants or consultants
preparing
environmental
impact
assessments. This information should be
integrated into an update of the marine
spatial planning portal under development
by the DHLGH7.
In line with the precautionary principle, the
cumulative impacts of all relevant
concurrent proposals must be considered,
the uncertainty regarding their consent
notwithstanding. The lack of zoning and
spatial strategy in the NMPF makes the task
of cumulative impact assessment more
challenging as a far wider range of activities

7

could potentially be granted consent at any
given location.
There is a substantial risk that only the
impacts of the current proposal are
considered in conjunction with the actual
or projected impacts of existing activities. It
is worth drawing a parallel with planning
decision-making on land. In the Irish
context, the environmental impact of oneoff rural housing is recognised as a
problem, but decisions continued to be
made on an individual basis with
insufficient regard for the cumulative
impact of large numbers of rural housing
applications granted over a relatively short
period of time (Walsh 2012, Kitchin et al
2015). A similar situation is currently
developing in Ireland’s near-shore zone
with
regard
to applications for
development consent submitted prior to
31st December 2019.

https://marineplan.ie.
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Chapter
and page
number
Ch. 5
Ocean
Health, p.
51

Topic

Reference to cumulative impacts

Water Quality. The following aspects of any proposal
may be relevant in identifying and managing water
quality matters…

Ch. 5
Ocean
Health, p.
66

Air pollution. Proposals that support a reduction in air
pollution should be supported, subject to the outcome
of statutory environmental assessment processes and
subsequent decision by the competent authority, and
where they contribute to the policies and objectives of
this NMPF.
Co-existence. To manage available space effectively and
to maximise the economic, social and environmental
benefits of access to it, there is a need to minimise the
footprint of proposals and consider co-existence of
activities where possible. This will enable activities to
continue and/or grow, minimise conflict, and meet local,
regional and national policy aims including economic
development. This is particularly important in areas
close to the coast where many busy locations have
aspirations for further growth.
Tourism and Recreation: Increased access for tourism
and recreation can impact on the environment that
draws visitors to a location. For example, disturbance
can impact on achieving conservation objectives of
protected sites, or harm biodiversity and heritage
assets.

Cumulative impacts in a given locality
(both the addition of new planning
applications to the existing number of
developments within the locality and
multiple new applications within a
locality);
Proposals must demonstrate
consideration of their contribution to
air pollution, both direct and
cumulative.

Ch. 6
EconomicThriving
Maritime
Economy,
p. 81

Ch. 6
EconomicThriving
Maritime
Economy,
p. 85

Ch. 7
Social
Benefits,
p. 100

Ch. 7
Social
Benefits,
p. 100

Displacement of Activities with Social Benefits:
Displacement of activities that produce social benefits,
particularly activities that are important to coastal
communities that are experiencing deprivation or other
social challenges, is a concern.

Sustainable Development: Consideration of social
impacts is especially necessary, as they are particularly
problematic to measure due to being more qualitative,
indirect and diffuse. Now, more than ever, there is a
recognition that Ireland needs to protect and conserve
our rich marine biodiversity and manage the available
natural resources in harmony with surrounding
ecosystems, whether they are biological or physical
resources, such as energy.
Table 3.2: References to the Cumulative Impact Assessment in the NMPF

Initiatives that facilitate and support
clustering for marine innovation and
entrepreneurship, aligning ‘blue
growth’ with the sustainable use of
shared marine resources should be
encouraged, though bearing in mind
the need to avoid cumulative
negative effects.

To avoid adverse impacts (including
temporary and cumulative impacts),
New access needs to consider
theappropriateness of the setting
and potential impacts on
biodiversity, heritage assets,
landscape/seascape, existing access
and use for recreation and tourism.
There is a recognised need to better
understand the potential social
impacts (positive and negative,
direct and indirect, permanent and
temporary, as well as those resulting
from cumulative effects) of
displacement.
Sustainable development requires
balanced assessment of
environmental, social and economic
cumulative impacts.
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3.3. Good Environmental Status and the
NMPF
Chapter 5 of the NMPF concerns the role of
the NMPF in contributing to the realization
of ‘the opportunities Ireland has to
continually improve its marine and coastal
environment’ (NMPF, p. 25). Extensive
reference
is
made
to
existing
environmental targets for the achievement
of Good Environmental Status (GES) which
Ireland has committed to under the EU
Marine Strategy Framework Directive. It is
emphasized that in light of “the farreaching measures already in place, the
NMPF sets out a range of policies that seek
to complement rather than duplicate” (p.
29). A set of 25 environmental targets or
descriptors for the achievement of GES in
the marine environment were outlined in a
report published by the Department of
Housing, Planning and Local Government in
2020 (DHPLG 2020). This set of 25 targets
was designed to optimise alignment with
the EU Habitats Directive and EU Water
Framework Directive as well as meeting the
requirements of the EU MSFD. A
Programme of Measures pertaining to this
set of indicators is due for consultation in
2022. Existing measures pertaining to the
achievement of environmental targets
under the EU MSFD are listed in a summary
report published in 2016 (DECLG 2016) and
an interim progress report, published in
2019 (DHPLG 2019). The measures listed
indicate a heavy reliance on international
measures such as fisheries management
under the Common Fisheries Policy and
management plans for Natura 2000 sites to
achieve environmental objectives. To date,

there is no clear indication of the planning
or financing of additional measures, over
and above existing regulations, which will
be required to improve the environmental
status of marine ecosystems (to achieve
GES where environmental status is
currently less than good). The report also
noted significant information gaps in
relation to a number of target descriptors
(e.g. information on non-indigenous
species in Irish waters). From this
perspective, it is unclear which ‘farreaching measures’ the NMPF refers to in
the quote above. As an example of existing
measures, the requirement for an
Appropriate Assessment to be undertaken
should a plan or project have a significant
impact on protected areas designated
under the Habitats or Birds Directives (SACs
and SPAs) is noted. Given that protected
areas currently cover a very small
percentage of Ireland’s marine area and do
not in all cases provide strict protection
(e.g. with no-take zones to protect fish
species), this measure may be viewed as a
minimum standard with limited overall
impact. Furthermore, the necessary
conservation measures for all 423 SACs in
Ireland (on both land and sea) have not
been established, and as a result, Ireland
has been referred to the European Court of
Justice8. This is a major breach of Ireland’s
commitments under the EU Habitats
Directive.
The biodiversity policies of the NMPF are
supported by a risk mitigation hierarchy.
Proposals are required to demonstrate that
they will, in order of preference, a) avoid,

8

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/de
tail/en/IP_20_1235.
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b) or minimize c) mitigate impacts:
“Policies with steps a) to c) indicate that
proposals should not proceed unless
criteria in a) to c) are met in order of
preference. In other words, proposals
cannot proceed to b) unless they have first
demonstrated why they cannot meet a)
and likewise cannot proceed to c) unless
they have first demonstrated why they
cannot meet a) and b).” (NMPF, p. 29-30).
This risk mitigation hierarchy is derived
from the EU Environmental Impact
Assessment Directive and is already found
in existing guidance for planning
authorities on the carrying out of
Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA)
(DHPLG 2018). Effectively, reference to the
avoid, minimize, mitigate risk mitigation
hierarchy in the NMPF serves to highlight
the requirement for Environment Impact
Assessments to be conducted, and that EIA
reports should explicitly detail how a
proposal responds to these aspects. It does
not provide for additional protection,
beyond EIA requirements. Mitigation in
this context refers to the offsetting of
negative impacts through positive impacts
elsewhere. Mitigation efforts entail a
degree of uncertainty as the realized
outcomes of such efforts (net benefits to
the ecosystem) can only be determined in
a measurable way following a significant
period of time.
The NMPF notes that policies on
biodiversity and protected sites are
intended to contribute to MSFD GES
objectives. The biodiversity policies of the
NMPF are outlined below in Table 3.2.

9

Supported by an internationally agreed
methodology developed under the auspices of the

The risk mitigation hierarchy is explicitly
incorporated within Biodiversity Policies 1,
3 and 4. Policy 2 requires avoidance of
significant reduction in the distribution and
net extent of certain important habitats
and species. Important habitats are limited
to those listed under Annex 1 of the
Habitats Directive and/or founded on a list
of threatened/declining habitats compiled
under the OSPAR Convention and
associated recommendations (NMPF, p.
35-36). Important species are defined
according to both international (Habitats
Directive, OSPAR, IUCN) and national
criteria (Wildlife Acts, SPAs and Birds of
Conservation Concern). Biodiversity Policy
3 includes a fourth option (d) allowing for
the possibility for proposals to be
consented to even where significant
adverse impacts on marine or coastal
natural capital assets are not mitigated
against. This represents a significant
qualification of the protected status of
natural capital assets. The concept of
natural capital assets stems from the
Government’s National Biodiversity Action
Plan 2017-2021 (Department of Culture,
Heritage and the Gaeltacht, 2017). The
term natural capital may be defined as the
“stock of renewable and non-renewable
resources that combine to yield a flow of
benefits to people” (Natural Capital
Coalition 2016). Natural capital assets are
understood to support the provision of
ecosystem services of benefit to the
economy (Leach et al 2019). In the Irish
context, natural capital accounting9 is
understood as means of valuing natural
resources such as forests, wetlands and
agricultural land, taking full account of the
UN Statistical Commission of the System for
Environmental and Economic Accounts (SEEA).
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ecosystem services attributable to such
resources (DCHG 2017, 27). The natural
capital accounting approach has received
extensive criticism internationally for its
assumptions that natural resources or
processes can be monetised and treated in
a similar manner to other economic
resources (see Sullivan 2014). It can,
NMPF
reference
Ch. 5 Ocean
Health, p. 32

Topic

Policy

species adaptation or
migration, or natural native
habitat connectivity

Proposals incorporating features that enhance or facilitate
species adaptation or migration, or natural native habitat
connectivity will be supported…
Proposals that may have significant adverse impacts… must
demonstrate that they will, in order of preference and in
accordance with legal requirements:
a) avoid, b) minimise, or c) mitigate
significant adverse impacts
Proposals that protect, maintain, restore and enhance the
distribution and net extent of important habitats and
distribution of important species will be supported…
Proposals must avoid a significant reduction in the
distribution and net extent of important habitats and other
habitats that important species depend on, including
avoidance of activity that may result in disturbance or
displacement of habitats.
Proposals must seek to enhance marine or coastal natural
capital assets where possible. Proposals must demonstrate
that they will in order of preference, and in accordance with
legal requirements: a) avoid, b) minimise, or c) mitigate
significant adverse impacts on marine or coastal natural
capital assets, or d) if it is not possible to mitigate significant
adverse impacts on marine or coastal natural capital assets
proposals must set out the reasons for proceeding.
Proposals must demonstrate that they will, in order of
preference and in accordance with legal requirements: a)
avoid, b) minimise, or c) mitigate significant disturbance to,
or displacement of, highly mobile species.

Biodiversity
Policy 1)

Ch. 5 Ocean
Health, p. 33
Biodiversity
Policy 2)

Ch. 5 Ocean
Health, p. 33

protect, maintain, restore
and enhance the
distribution and net extent
of important habitats and
distribution of important
species

Marine or Coastal Natural
Capital Assets recognized
by Government

Biodiversity
Policy 3)

Ch. 5 Ocean
Health, p. 33
Biodiversity
Policy 4)

however, if carefully implemented, provide
an instrument for securing the
implementation of key environmental
principles such as the polluter pays
principle and for ensuring public goods
such as biodiversity and land- / seascapes
are valued (Helm 2019).

Highly Mobile Species

Table 3.2: References to the Achievement of Good Environmental Status in the NMPF

The National Biodiversity Action Plan
includes a commitment to develop a
Natural Capital Asset Register and national
natural capital assets accounts by 2020.

This action is led by the Central Statistics
Office. To date, a Natural Capital Assets
Register has not been compiled and a
system of natural capital accounting has
24

yet to be implemented10. It is not known
when the Natural Assets Register will be
completed. As a consequence of the above,
there is currently no means for the
implementation of Biodiversity Policy 3.
The biodiversity policies, set out above,
indicate active support for proposals that
support biodiversity objectives. In practice,
it is very unlikely that private sector
initiatives alone will make a substantial
contribution to achieving biodiversity and
nature restoration objectives but some
public sector proposals may fall within this
category. Ecosystem restoration must be
recognised as a public sector responsibility.

10

Information received in response to a query
presented to the Central Statistics Office.
11
https://www.birdlife.org/news/2022/01/21/theeu-is-developing-a-nature-restoration-law-and-itcan-be-a-gamechanger/

In order to achieve and maintain Good
Environmental Status, it is necessary to
move beyond traditional conservation to
develop measures for the active
restoration of ecosystems and the
improvement
of
nature
values.
Subnational marine plans (DMAPs) can play
an important role in the active planning of
ecosystem restoration measures aligned
with the MSFD Programme of Measures,
NMPF and RBMP (for coastal and estuarine
waters). The forthcoming European
Ecosystem Restoration Law11 is expected to
introduce legally binding targets and add
weight to existing provisions in the EU
Biodiversity Strategy.

https://www.wwf.eu/what_we_do/biodiversity/na
ture_restoration/
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4. Protected Area Management and the NMPF: Putting the Cart Before
the Horse?
The NMPF has been prepared and adopted
in advance of the planned expansion of
Ireland’s marine protected area network.
Legislation pertaining to the identification,
designation and management of marine
protected areas is in the process of
development.
Currently,
designated
protected areas cover 10,420 km2 or 2.4%
of Ireland’s marine territory (excluding the
continental shelf area outside of the EEZ
limit). These areas are designated as SPAs
and/or SACs and managed under the
Natura 2000 framework. This is very low in

comparison with many other European
countries (Figures 4.1 and 4.2). In total,
12.6% of EU marine waters are protected
as Natura 2000 areas. The only Member
State with a lower share of its marine
waters protected under Natura 2000, is
Italy (2.2%). The UK’s marine territory
(731,309 km2) is 1.7 times larger than
Ireland’s
(UK
overseas
territories
excluded). Natura 2000 protected areas
account for an area of UK marine space
that is 12.9 times larger than is the case for
Ireland.
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Figure 4.1: Ireland’s marine territory and Natura 2000 protected area in European comparison (data sources: EEA
Natura 2000 Barometer (2019 data)12, MCI Marine Protection Atlas)13.

12
13

https://www.eea.europa.eu/ds_resolveuid/DAT-112-en
https://mpatlas.org

26

The Irish Government is committed to
increasing marine protected area (MPA)
coverage to 10% of its maritime area as
soon as is practicably possible and to
achieve the internationally agreed target of
30% MPA by 2030 (Department of the
Taoiseach 2020). This represents a
commitment to a 14-fold increase over the
coming nine years. The NMPF has been
prepared against this background and

anticipates the expansion of Ireland’s MPA
network. There is, nevertheless, a
considerable risk that large areas will be
designated/zoned for offshore wind energy
and other uses prior to a comprehensive
network of MPAs being put in place. It is, as
yet, unclear what level of protection an
expanded MPA network will bring and how
MPA regulations will be enforced.
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Figure 4.2: Percentage of European marine territory 14 of EU Member states and UK designated as Natura 2000
protected sites. (data sources: EEA Natura 2000 Barometer (2019 data) 15, MCI Marine Protection Atlas)16.

It is, however, not unusual internationally
for designation and management of MPAs
to take place separately from marine
spatial planning. MPAs and MSP have
evolved as distinct policy instruments. How
they relate to each other in practice within

a specific jurisdiction is dependent on a
number of factors. In a review of 44 MSP
initiatives worldwide, Trouillet (2020)
distinguishes between those with a hard
and soft sustainability focus. From a hard
sustainability perspective, an ecosystem-

14

The European marine territory as defined includes those portions of European EEZs that are adjacent to
mainland territories of member states. The EEZs of Greenland, the Canary Islands and Azores are excluded.
15
https://www.eea.europa.eu/ds_resolveuid/DAT-112-en
16
https://mpatlas.org

27

based marine spatial plan can provide an
overarching framework for the planning
and management of MPAs. In such a
scenario, there may be advantages to
preparing a high-level MSP prior to the
designation of individual MPAs (Trouillet &
Jay 2021). Indeed, a large multi-use MPA
could, in practical terms, have a similar role
to that of an MSP. From a soft sustainability
perspective, biodiversity protection and
MPA management are viewed as claims to
sea space, competing against other claims.
In some cases, there may be an explicit
prioritisation of economic growth over
nature conservation. Within the EU, it is
not uncommon for MSP initiatives to be
informed by multiple sectoral policy
objectives (e.g. fisheries, shipping,
renewable energy, biodiversity) that are
not necessarily aligned with and, at times
contradict, each other (Trouillet & Jay
2021).
Ireland’s NMPF has, unquestionably, been
prepared from a soft sustainability
perspective. It is imperative that the
planned expansion of the MPA network
proceeds as a matter of urgency and that,
in the meantime, a precautionary,
ecosystem-based approach to marine
planning decision-making is adopted to
avoid adverse impacts on the marine
environment. It is, critically important that
current
protection
measures
are
implemented in a manner that provides
sufficient protection and that Ireland’s
marine environment is safeguarded in its
entirety, both outside of as well as inside,
the boundaries of existing and proposed
protected areas. The limited extent of
Ireland’s MPA network notwithstanding,
the NMPF does allow for proposed

developments, in certain circumstances, to
have adverse impacts on existing protected
sites. Protected Marine Sites Policy 1
states:
“Proposals must demonstrate that they
can be implemented without adverse
effects on the integrity of Special Areas of
Conservation (SACs) or Special Protection
Areas (SPAs). Where adverse effects from
proposals remain following mitigation, in
line with Habitats Directive Article 6(3),
consent for the proposals cannot be
granted unless the prerequisites set by
Article 6(4) are met”.
Article 6(4) of the Habitats Directive,
referenced here, makes provision for
compensatory measures to be undertaken,
in cases of overriding public interest, where
alternative solutions are absent:
“If in spite of a negative assessment of the
implications for the site and in the absence
of alternative solutions, a plan or project
must nevertheless be carried out for
imperative reasons of overriding public
interest, including those of a social or
economic nature, the Member State shall
take all compensatory measures necessary
to ensure that the overall coherence of
Natura 2000 is protected. It shall inform
the Commission of the compensatory
measures adopted” (EU Habitats Directive
6(4)).
The NMPF further notes that proposals
‘supporting the objectives of protected
marine sites’ and proposals that ‘enhance
a protected marine site’s ability to adapt to
climate change’ should be supported. The
fourth policy under the Protected Marine
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Sites section of Chapter 5, refers to current
plans for the expansion of Ireland’s MPA
network:
“Until the ecological coherence of the
network of protected marine sites is
examined and understood, proposals
should identify, by review of best available
evidence (including consultation with the
competent authority with responsibility for
designating such areas as required), the
features, under consideration at the time
the application is made, that may be
required to develop and further establish
the network.
Based upon identified features that may be
required to develop and further establish
the
network,
proposals
should
demonstrate that they will, in order of
preference, and in accordance with legal
requirements: a) avoid, b) minimise, or c)
mitigate significant impacts on features
that may be required to develop and
further establish the network, or d) if it is
not possible to mitigate significant impacts,
proposals should set out the reasons for
proceeding”.
It is unclear at precisely what point in time
the ecological coherence of the
(expanding) network of protected marine
sites will be considered to be sufficiently
understood. In fact, it is to be expected that
this network of protected sites (MPAs) will
require
extensive and
continuous
monitoring over a longer period of time
post-designation and that scientific
understanding of the network’s ecological
coherence will evolve over time. It may be
assumed, however, that this is an interim
measure to cover the period before an

extensive network of MPAs is in place
and/or operational, a period where a large
number of applications for new economic
activities/developments at sea can be
expected. The requirement to identify
features that may be required for the
future development of the MPA network
and to (where possible) avoid, minimise or
mitigate adverse impacts on those features
must be considered as a weak policy
provision. If the relevant features of an
expanded network of MPAs are known to a
competent authority (presumably the
NPWS and DHLGH) then this information
should be made publicly available in order
to allow for third parties to appeal
decisions on marine planning applications
with potential adverse impacts on marine
and coastal ecosystems. The relevant
features of the expanded MPA network
must be integrated within the DHLGH
marine planning portal (and labelled as
such) as soon as is practicably possible.
The NMPF fails to provide any indication of
the location of particularly vulnerable or
valuable marine ecosystems or ecosystem
components (habitats, species). A
systematic sensitivity analysis has not been
conducted as part of the Strategic
Environmental Assessment. This is
particularly concerning, as it suggests that
there is a serious lack of relevant spatially
referenced monitoring data pertaining to
Ireland’s marine territory, or alternatively,
that
the
relevant
Government
departments are not making use of the
data that is available (see also SWAN
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2020a). Ireland’s Marine Atlas17, hosted by
Marine
Institute
Ireland, contains
information on the spatial distribution of
broad benthic habitat types and a limited
range of species. On its own, however, it is
insufficient to provide an evidence base for
informed decision-making. It is essential
that the DHLGH marine planning tool is
made fully operational through the input of
all available and relevant data, including
the sensitivity mapping currently being
carried out by the Department of
Environment,
Climate
and

17

Communications (DECC), as part of the
preparation for the second Offshore
Renewable Energy Development Plan
(OREDP II). To satisfy the requirements of
an ecosystem-based approach, this
sensitivity mapping must be expanded to
cover all sectors and not just offshore wind
energy.

http://atlas.marine.ie/#?c=53.9043:-15.9082:6
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5. The NMPF in its wider Governance Context
The NMPF has been prepared in a dynamic
governance context. Despite some
progress being made in recent years,
coastal and marine governance in Ireland
continues to be fragmented and, at times,
incoherent (O’ Hagan et al 2020, Smith et al
2022). Marine spatial planning is the
responsibility of the DHLGH whereas other
key aspects of marine policy (including
fisheries and aquaculture) are under the
remit of the Department of Agriculture,
Food and the Marine. Since the publication
of the NMPF in 2021, maritime spatial
planning legislation – the Maritime Area
Planning 2021 Act has passed through both
Houses of the Oireachtas and been
adopted by Government. The full
implications of this piece of legislation will
depend to a large extent on its
implementation in practice and remains to
be seen. At the same time, the
Government is, as noted in Section 4
above, committed to a large-scale
expansion of its network of marine
protected areas. A comprehensive study
has been prepared by a Scientific Advisory
Group and published in early 2021, but so
far, the preparation of the necessary
legislation to support this commitment has
not been initiated. The NMPF was thus
prepared without a coherent network of
proposed or designated protected areas in
place. Effective coastal planning and
management, furthermore, requires close
coordination between the implementation
of marine spatial planning and river basin
management planning. This implies a
coordinated approach to the achievement
of the environmental objectives of the EU

Marine Strategy Framework Directive and
the EU Water Framework Directive. As
evidenced by the omission of estuarine and
coastal waters from national River Basin
Management Plans, this cross-sectoral
coordination has been lacking to date. The
NMPF has the potential to act as a crosssectoral framework for integrated planning
of Ireland’s coastal and marine waters. The
degree to which this potential is realised in
practice critically depends on the active
adoption of a whole-of-government
approach and a willingness at political level
to recognise and resolve conflicts and
tensions
between
sectoral
policy
objectives as they arise.
Table 5.1 below, sets out relevant
legislative and policy commitments
pertaining to the period 2022-2030. The
timeframes in the table are indicative,
based on currently available information.
The coastal and marine governance
landscape will remain dynamic and
continue to evolve over this period. The
sequencing of new legislation and the
development of new and revised plans is
uncertain and dependent on a range of
factors. For example, although a public
consultation on the process of expanding
Ireland’s MPA network was conducted in
2021, there is no guarantee that the
respective legislation will be initiated in
2022 or enacted by a particular date.
Similarly, a successor to the National
Biodiversity Action Plan is to be expected
given that the previous plan ran until the
end of 2021. Many of the commitments
within the 2017-2021 are yet to be
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implemented. At this time, it is difficult to
predict when Ireland’s expanded MPA
network will be legislated for and
operationalised. It is also unclear when
regional and local-scale marine plans will
be prepared and whether this will be
conducted in a systematic coherent
manner, within a clear multilevel planning
hierarchy or on an ad-hoc basis. It is,
however, to be expected, that pressures on
the marine environment will increase due
to the expansion of offshore wind energy
and other sea-based activities. It must be
considered likely that a large number of
offshore windfarms will be granted
consent without sufficient consideration of

their cumulative impacts on vulnerable
marine
ecosystems
or
systematic
coordination with other marine uses.
Offshore wind energy developers will make
use of the existing window of opportunity
prior to the designation of an expanded
network of MPAs.
It is imperative that the revision of the
NMPF is commenced as early as possible
following the publication of the MPA Bill
and adopts a holistic ecosystem-based
approach focussed on the achievement of
Good Environmental Status. The expanded
MPA network should form the backbone of
this revised NMPF.

Legislative and Policy Commitments

Timeframe

Marine Protected Areas Bill

2023

Adoption of 2022-2027 River Basin Management Plan (RBMP)

2022

Adoption of revised EU MSFD Programme of Measures

2022

Publication of second Offshore Wind Energy Development Plan

2023

Publication of successor to National Biodiversity Action Plan 2017-2021

2022

Preparation of successor to HOOW Integrated Marine Plan

2022 / 2023

Designation of Marine Protected Areas and realisation of expanded MPA network

2023-2030

Review and Revision of NMPF

By 2027

Table 5.1: Indicative overview of relevant legislative and policy commitments for the period 2022-2030.

The revised NMPF must include an explicit
spatial framework with clearly identified
spatial policy objectives either in the form
of formal zoning or indicative mapping of
spatial priorities, with zoning carried out at
a lower spatial scale (assuming the

introduction of a formal planning
hierarchy). It is worth noting that the
National Spatial Strategy (DELG 200218)
adopted the latter approach with
individual chapter’s maps outlining the
spatial priorities for each region. The

18

Precursor to the National Planning Framework
(DHPLG 2018).
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revision of the NMPF, furthermore, must
be coordinated with the preparation of
subsequent RBMPs and MSFD programme
of measures. These documents should
include commitments to a common set of
measures focusing on the protection and
restoration of estuarine and coastal waters
and their ecosystems.
The following sections of this report
address this wider governance context,
with specific reference to the preparation
of subnational plans under the framework
provided by the Maritime Area Planning
2021 Act and the planning and
management of coastal and estuarine
waters (MSP and river basin management
integration).

5.1. From a National Marine Planning
Framework to Maritime Spatial Plans
The Maritime Area Planning 2021 Act
makes provision for the preparation of
maritime spatial plans at both national and
subnational scales. Such plans may be
geographical (focussed on all relevant
issues within a specific area) or sectoral
(focussed on one sectoral use only) and are
the responsibility of the Minister for
Housing, Local Government and Heritage
(MAP 2021, §16). The MAP 2021 Act
stipulates that the current NMPF is
reviewed within six years of its publication,
and that following this, a new MSP may or
may not be prepared (MAP 2021, §17 (2)).
The EU MSPD stipulates that marine spatial
plans are reviewed within ten years of their
adoption.19

19

The Act also makes provision for the
preparation of Designated Maritime Area
Plans (DMAPs). These plans are prepared
by a competent authority (designated by
the Minister) and must be aligned with the
selected objectives of the NMPF. DMAPs
may be prepared in relation to a specific
geographical sub-section of the overall
maritime area or have a sectoral focus
(MAP 2001, §20 - §22). DMAPs are subject
to public participation procedures and
require the preparation of a Strategic
Environmental Assessment (MAP 2021,
§33). They are reviewed by the Minister to
ensure consistency with NMPF objectives.
DMAPs which apply exclusively to the
nearshore area (provisionally defined as up
three nautical miles offshore from the
high-water mark) may be prepared by and
adopted by one or more coastal local
authorities (MAP 2001, §27). DMAPs that
do not exclusively apply to nearshore areas
must be passed by both Houses of the
Oireachtas. It is expected that the majority
of DMAPs will fall into this category.
DMAPs must be reviewed within six years
of their publication.
The Maritime Area Planning legislation
provides a framework for the preparation
of marine spatial plans at various spatial
scales and for various purposes. In contrast
to the terrestrial planning on land, a formal
hierarchy of spatial plans at local, regional
and national levels is, however, not
envisaged. Rather, Designated Maritime
Area Plans will be prepared where the
Minister and competent authorities
designated by the Minister consider that
there is a need for the preparation of a

EU MSPD §6 (3).

33

detailed plan. A DMAP with a sectoral focus
is likely to be prepared for offshore wind
energy. DMAPs with a geographical focus
may be small-scale and similar in function
to a Local Area Plan in an urban context
which would typically focus on a small
number of individual development
proposals and their implications at the
neighbourhood level. They may, however,
also be prepared for areas of much larger
scale. There is no requirement for a DMAP
to be prepared in advance of the granting
of consent for individual proposals.
In the marine context, small-scale DMAPs
might apply to a wind farm development or
cluster of wind farms located in relatively
close proximity to each other. This might
prove an effective means of coordinating
the planning of related infrastructures (e.g.
cabling) and the spatial distribution of
turbines within a specific plan area. Such
processes have the potential to facilitate a
thorough systematic assessment of the
likely cumulative impacts of proposed
developments on the marine ecosystem.
Small-scale DMAPs could also apply to
other marine or coastal uses such as
aquaculture, mineral extraction or indeed,
proposed areas of ecosystem restoration,
such as areas for seagrass or saltmarsh
restoration. Aquaculture and related
activities (e.g. seaweed harvesting) are
currently not within the scope of the MAP
Act but may be included at a later date.
They continue to be subject to the
provisions of the Foreshore Act (1933, as
amended). There is, however, no limit on
the geographical area covered by DMAPs
and the same procedure could also be

applied to a regional area sea such as the
Celtic or Irish Seas20, or indeed a large
offshore area such as the Porcupine Bight
or Rockall Trough.
The flexibility of the MAP legislative
framework allows for the relevant
authorities to respond to where demand
on marine space is highest, which is where
pressures on the marine environment are
also likely to be most significant. The
option given to coastal local authorities to
prepare DMAPs for their nearshore waters
is to be welcomed. Local authority-level
DMAPs need to be placed within a
coherent statutory framework within an
explicit legislative requirement for all
coastal local authorities to engage in
marine spatial planning. Local authority-led
DMAPs may allow for greater coordination
between planning and development on
land and planning and development for
coastal waters, as well as river basin
planning under the EU WFD. Ideally, such
DMAPs would be integrated within or
prepared in parallel to the preparation of
City/County Development Plans or,
alternatively Local Area Plans for the
coastal zone and integrated within river
basin management plans (see Callanan &
Keogan 2003, O’ Hagan & Ballinger 2010).
A detailed assessment of the extent to
which this might be technically and legally
possible is beyond the scope of this study.
The three nautical mile delimitation for the
nearshore area may be considered
restrictive. It is important to note that MAP
2021 Act does allow for a revision of this
boundary. Consideration should be given
to the extension of this limit to twelve
nautical miles (the territorial sea area). This

20

To the extent that these sea areas lie within Irish
jurisdiction.
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would provide greater scope for the
development of integrated local authority
led approaches to marine spatial planning
at the local scale, encompassing a wider
range of uses. The provision for nearshore
DMAPs to be made by more than one
coastal authority allows for coordinated
and coherent approaches to the planning
and development of estuarine, coastal and
marine water which lie at or cross county
boundaries. Areas, where this is
particularly relevant, include Galway Bay,
the Shannon Estuary and the estuaries of
the Blackwater and Barrow. Such
nearshore DMAPs should be aligned with
the boundaries of coastal water bodies as
defined for the purposes of EU WFD
implementation.
During committee stage debates on the
NMPF, government officials indicated the
intention to introduce coastal partnerships
as a means of encouraging local
community and stakeholder involvement
in MSP:
“Something we also want to roll out over
the next year is pilot coastal partnerships...
I would hope to take a bay area such as
Clew Bay or Bantry Bay, where there is a lot
of good work happening already, and
create local advisory groups that would
take ownership of the marine planning
process, feed into it and, in some ways,
direct it. That should be carried out
through the local authority and elected
members should have a lot of influence
over those groups. That would really put
shape on what type of forward plan those
21

Joint Oireachtas Committee on Housing, Local
Government and Heritage, debate on the draft
NMPF, 06.04.2021,

areas will have over the next ten to 20
years” (statement by Conor McCabe,
DHLGH official21).
There is a wealth of experience in coastal
partnership working in the UK (Stojanovic
& Barker 2008, Buchan & Yates 2019). They
can provide an effective means of
facilitating multi-stakeholder dialogue and
identifying possible common objectives
and potential synergies. They do, however,
require a long-term commitment of
resources and safeguards to ensure that
civil society and private sector stakeholders
are not burdened with statutory
responsibilities
(see
also
Coastal
Partnerships Network 2012). There is also
potential for the DMAP approach to
provide a template for North-South interjurisdictional cooperation with respect to
Carlingford Lough and Lough Foyle (see
also Flannery et al 2015, Ritchie et al 2019).
Close attention will need to be paid to the
definition of DMAP boundaries to ensure
that possible adverse impacts on
vulnerable habitats or species found
outside of the boundaries are given full
consideration. In the marine context, it is
particularly important that due attention is
given to seasonal and lifecycle variations in
the location and concentration of mobile
species. It must also be recognised that
noise and vibrations caused, for example,
by the construction of wind turbines can
carry over long distances. The assessment
of such impacts requires detailed, highresolution spatio-temporal monitoring.
The flexibility inherent in the DMAP
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/joi
nt_committee_on_housing_local_government_an
d_heritage/2021-04-06/2/.
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approach is also cause for concern. The
absence of a requirement to produce
regional-scale marine spatial plans
(whether MSPs or DMAPs) risks a situation
whereby there is insufficient coordination
of uses and anticipated pressures on
coastal and marine ecosystems within their
specific regional contexts. As with localauthority-led plans, the preparation of
regional marine plans should be set within
a statutory framework, requiring their
completion within a certain time period. A
spatially differentiated approach should be
applied, recognising that nearshore,
offshore and far offshore areas are

physically and ecologically distinct and
subject to very different pressures and
levels of anticipated use. A marine spatial
plan with a hard sustainability, ecosystembased approach or a very large-scale
marine protected area may be applicable
to far offshore areas of high biodiversity
values. Proposals for the regional
governance of Irish waters have been
outlined in more detail elsewhere (Walsh
2021c). Figure 5.1 below illustrates one
possible regional division of Ireland’s
marine space.

Figure 5.1: Map of possible regional divisions of Irish marine space. Map produced by the
author (source Walsh 2021c).
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5.2. Management of the Coastal Zone and
EU WFD implementation
The EU MSP Directive (2014) requires that
maritime spatial planning takes account of
land-sea interactions and calls for an
integrated approach to the management of
coastal waters. There is a risk, however,
that the institutionalisation of MSP will
lead to the divide between terrestrial and
marine planning and policy becoming more
pronounced. This can be the case if MSP is
considered to replace integrated coastal
zone management (ICZM) (Shipman and
Stojanovic, 2007, 389; Walsh and Kannen,
2019). To ensure that the coast does not
get ‘squeezed out’, it is important that
processes of spatial planning on land and at
sea are closely linked, and that the impacts
of agricultural, domestic and industrial
runoff for coastal and estuarine
ecosystems are systematically addressed.
Nearshore coastal22 and estuarine waters
fall under the remit of the EU Water
Framework Directive (EU WFD) as well as
the EU MSFD. The EU WFD commits EU
Member States to the achievement and
maintenance of good quality status for all
water bodies (rivers, lakes, transitional and
coastal and groundwater). In contrast to
the EU MSFD, good status under the WFD
is determined by a broad and prescriptive
set of criteria (biological, hydromorphological, chemical and physicalchemical). The NMPF stipulates that
proposals should be compliant with, and
contribute to the aims and objectives of
the River Basin Management Plans

(RMBPs) prepared under the WFD.
Unfortunately, management and water
quality issues pertaining to coastal and
transitional waters have been omitted
from the 2018-2021 RMBP and the draft
RBMP 2022 - 2027. In particular, non-landbased pressures such as aquaculture,
inshore fisheries, bottom trawling,
dredging and seaweed harvesting have not
been addressed by RMBP measures to date
(SWAN 2020b). As such, it is imperative
that WFD implementation and marine
spatial planning are closely integrated and
that such issues are addressed via
nearshore DMAPs (see Section 5.1 above).
The Draft 2022-2027 RBMP, (currently
undergoing public consultation), however,
makes only marginal references to the
NMPF and wider marine spatial planning
context. According to the 2022-2027 draft
RBMP, 63% of transitional water bodies
and 21% of coastal water bodies failed to
meet WFD standards (DHLGH 2021, also
EPA 2021). Dedicated measures to restore
the 79 coastal and transitional water
bodies currently failing to meet WFD
standards are not included in either the
Draft 2022-2027 RBMP or the NMPF. The
ecological and chemical quality of Irish
coastal and marine waters is impacted
substantially by land-based pollution
sources. These include agricultural runoff
and untreated sewage (see also Withers et
al 2014). An Environmental Protection
Agency study, for example, found that
recent improvements in water quality in
the Blackwater river estuary (entering the
sea at the Youghal, Co. Cork), are likely to

22

Nearshore coastal waters are for the purposes of
the WFD defined as those within one nautical mile
of the shore.
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be undermined or negated by intensified
dairy production and resultant increases in
nutrient pollution (O’ Boyle et al 2017).
Eutrophication due to nutrient loss from
agricultural sources is recognised as a main
threat to Irish estuarine water quality
status (Hartnett et al 2011, EPA 2021).
Without a coordinated approach and
dedicated measures to address pressures
on transitional and coastal waters from
both land and non-land-based sources, the
ecological and chemical status of such
waters will continue to deteriorate with
projected significant impacts on coastal,
estuarine and marine ecosystems.
Consequently,
land-sea
interactions
including the pollution of aquatic and
marine ecosystems through poor land
management must be explicitly addressed
within DMAPs (see also ESPON 2020). This
is necessary to meet key legislative
requirements under the EU WFD and EU
MSFD. A holistic approach to the planning
and management of coastal and estuarine
waters,
furthermore,
requires
consideration of the full range of (land and

estuary/sea-based)
socio-economic
activities and their environmental impacts,
including the following:
- Aquaculture,
- Coastal defence and climate change
adaptation,
- Ecosystem restoration
- In-shore fisheries,
- Management of agricultural land
- Rural housing and accompanying
sewerage systems
- Renewable energy generation
(wind,
tidal)
and
related
infrastructure
- Sand and gravel extraction,
- Seaweed harvesting
- Shipping and port activity.
In additional to direct impacts on
ecological, chemical and physical water
quality status, the impacts of noise and
light pollution must be considered, as well
as visual impacts on the amenity value of
the coast.
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6. Summary Assessment of the NMPF










The NMPF provides policy guidance on
marine spatial planning for Irish waters.
It is a framework document that brings
together multiple policy perspectives
and sets out planning policies.
The NMPF is not a spatial plan. It does
not allocate where activities will take
place at sea or set out differentiated
priorities for the use and protection of
areas of marine space (e.g. nearshore,
offshore, far offshore, Irish Sea, Celtic
Sea, Atlantic seaboard, continental
shelf).
The NMPF does not provide an
indication of the volume of expected
or planned activity (e.g. offshore wind
energy, fisheries, aquaculture, seabed
mining, shipping, recreation) over the
period of the plan. This makes any
assessment of carrying capacity or
cumulative impact very challenging.
The NMPF does not provide a longterm vision of the future of Ireland’s
marine space nor does it compare
alternative future scenarios. It is not
explicitly linked to broader strategic
visions of societal transformation (e.g.
European Green Deal, Ireland’s climate
change commitments).
In the absence of sufficient scientific
data, the NMPF makes extensive
reference to the precautionary
principle. The implementation of the
precautionary principle requires that
marine planning applicants ensure
their proposals take account of all
potentially significant adverse impacts
on
the
marine
environment,









irrespective of the availability of
monitoring data to substantiate those
impacts.
The NMPF relies to a great extent on
environmental impact assessment
(EIA) on a case-case basis. This is in line
with the polluter pays principle,
embedded in international law. It
nevertheless presents challenges to the
assessment of the cumulative impacts
of activities. The effectiveness of this
approach will depend on the degree of
rigour with which EIAs are conducted
and will require close monitoring and
quality control on the part of the
relevant competent authorities.
The NMPF makes explicit reference to
the assessment of cumulative impacts
in relation to individual planning
applications. It is imperative that a
standardised methodology is applied
which takes account of the potential
impacts of concurrent planning
applications,
whether
these
applications are granted consent or not
at the time of application.
The NMPF does not make provision for
substantial measures to achieve and
maintain Good Environmental Status
of Irish waters. There is a continued
reliance on existing international and
national
measures
(fisheries
management under the EU CFP,
management plans of Natura 2000
sites).
The NMPF includes policies for the
protection of biodiversity which are
dependent for their implementation
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on actions committed to within the
2017-2021 Biodiversity Action Plan,
which are not yet completed (e.g.
protection of natural capital assets).
The NMPF allows for the possibility
that certain activities will have
adverse impacts on Natura 2000
protected sites (SACs and SPAs)
without
the
requirement
for
mitigation measures. This is in
alignment with the Habitats Directive
but indicates that the NMPF does not
provide for strict protection for existing
protected sites.
The NMPF is not informed by an
analysis of particularly sensitive
and/or valuable marine ecosystems,
habitats or species. This is a major
deficit. The process of expanding
Ireland’s network of marine protected
areas is intended to address this deficit.
There may, however, may be a
significant period of time before the
necessary legislation is enacted and



marine
protected
areas
are
designated. It is to be expected that
private actors will make strategic use of
this time window to submit proposals
for large scale developments with
potentially adverse impacts on sites
that may be designated as MPAs in
future years. The provisions within the
NMPF in relation to features of future
protected sites are insufficient to
mitigate this risk.
The NMPF relies on existing measures
under the EU WFD to reduce or
mitigate against the impacts of
pollution from land-based activities
(housing, industry, agriculture) on the
water quality of inshore areas. This is
unlikely to be sufficient to achieve and
maintain Good Ecological Status for
these waters, given that the RBMP
includes no measures specific for
coastal waters.
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7. Learning from International Experience
MSP has become established worldwide as
a leading instrument for the governance of
marine territories. According to UNESCO,
approximately 70 countries/ territories
now have MSP initiatives, whether in
preparation or operational23. MSP has
emerged as a concept and is being
implemented in a diverse range of national,
regional and transboundary contexts
within a remarkably short space of time.
Within Europe, Germany, the Netherlands,
Norway and the UK were the forerunners
in the development of MSPs, with Germany
and the Netherlands both publishing their
first plans in 2009. At the transboundary
level of regional seas, Baltic Sea States have
been particularly active in developing
innovative approaches, coordinating the
preparation of national-level MSPs across
borders and explicitly linking MSP to
environmental protection objectives.
Broad-scale principles for MSP for the
Baltic Sea were produced on a
transboundary basis through a joint
initiative of HELCOM24 and VASAB in 201025
(HELCOM & VASAB 2010). The principles
set out the role of MSP in contributing to
the achievement of environmental
objectives. These principles are significant
for their high-level (intergovernmental)
status,
and
their
emphasis
on
transboundary coordination and land-sea

interactions. They state clearly that the
ecosystem approach should be treated as
an overarching cross-sectoral principle,
aligned with the achievement of GES under
the EU MSFD. Subsequently, in 2016, joint
transboundary
guidelines
for
the
implementation of an ecosystem-based
approach to MSP have been produced by
HELCOM and VASAB (HELCOM & VASAB
2016). A recent assessment of MSPs for the
Baltic Sea, concluded that national-level
plans published to date do not adequately
ensure the protection and restoration of
marine ecosystems (WWF 2022).

23

Sea from all sources of pollution,
https://helcom.fi/.
25
VASAB (Visions and Strategies around the Baltic
Sea), established in 1992, is an intergovernmental
multilateral co-operation of the Baltic Sea Region
focussed on spatial planning and development,
https://vasab.org/.

https://www.mspglobal2030.org/msproadmap/msp-around-the-world/
24
The Baltic Marine Environment Protection
Commission – also known as the Helsinki
Commission (HELCOM) – is an intergovernmental
organisation and a regional sea convention in the
Baltic Sea area. HELCOM was established in 1974
to protect the marine environment of the Baltic

It is important to note that the intensity
and volume of human activities at sea vary
very significantly across European marine
space. Anthropogenic pressures are
particularly high in the southern North Sea
(territorial waters / EEZs of Belgium, the
Netherlands and Germany). The intensity
of shipping traffic and risk of accidents
(collisions or spillages) is a critical issue in
the Belgian sector of the North Sea. The
German government plans for 30
Gigawatts (GW) of offshore renewable
energy within its EEZ (33,000 km2) by 2030
and 70 Gigawatts by 2045 with potentially
serious implications for marine mammals
and bird species26. In contrast, Ireland
plans for 5 GW of offshore wind energy by

26

https://www.nabu.de/news/2022/01/31034.html
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203027, with a marine territory of 490,000
km2. Eutrophication due to agricultural
runoff, on the other hand, is a particularly
critical issue for the Baltic Sea.
In the following, we showcase specific
aspects of good practice in MSP in three
European countries (Sweden, Finland and
the Netherlands), which are particularly
relevant to the Irish context. It should be
noted that each of the plans included
below, despite their different approaches,
include detailed zoning maps and set out
clear priorities for the use of marine space.

7.1. Evidence-informed ecosystem-based
MSP: the Swedish case
The Swedish Agency for Marine and Water
Management (SwAM), the governmental
body responsible for MSP at national level,
has developed and applied a GIS28
application
for
assessing
the
environmental impacts of alternative MSP
scenarios. This tool, known as Symphony
has been applied as a fundamental
component of the strategic environmental
assessment of the Swedish MSP29. Plan
proposals for MSP in Sweden were
published in draft form in 2019 and
adopted by the Government of Sweden in
February 2022. The Swedish national MSP
covers offshore water (122,095 km2)
beyond 1 nautical mile from the shoreline,
including territorial water and the Exclusive
Economic Zone, while coastal waters are
27

https://theconversation.com/ireland-has-thewind-and-seas-to-become-an-offshoresuperpower-174553.
28
Geographic Information Systems
29
https://www.havochvatten.se/en/eu-andinternational/marine-spatial-planning/swedish-

under the responsibility of local
authorities. Swedish marine spatial plans
are not legally binding. The MSP ordinance
designates the plans to be the principal
decision support for future marine policy,
consenting
procedures,
and
local
development plans. They thus have a
strong guiding role in decision-making.
The Symphony model is based on an
assessment of cumulative impacts,
calculated as the sum of all impacts of
identified pressures on all ecosystem
components for every location within the
MSP space. In total, 33 ecosystem
components (habitats and population
distributions assigned ecological values)
and 37 human pressures were integrated
within the model, producing individual
maps for each human pressure and
ecosystem component. The map grid has a
spatial resolution of 250 x 250 metres. As
most data were not available at this
resolution, interpolation and modelling
techniques were used to compensate for
missing field data. Confidence maps were
also produced for each ecosystem
component, providing an indication of the
degree of uncertainty involved. In a
subsequent step, a matrix of the sensitivity
of each ecosystem sensitivity to each
pressure was compiled, drawing on expert
judgement obtained through specifically
designed structured questionnaires. In the
Baltic Sea (Swedish sector), the pressures
currently contributing the most to
cumulative environmental impact were
marine-spatial-planning/the-marine-spatialplanning-process/development-of-planproposals/symphony---a-tool-for-ecosystembased-marine-spatial-planning.html

42

found to be eutrophication (63%),
pollution (25%) and shipping (8%). For the
(relatively small) Swedish part of the North
Sea, fisheries were found to have a greater
impact (53%), followed by pollution,
eutrophication and shipping (Hammar et
al. 2020).
On this basis, the environmental impacts of
two alternative MSP scenarios were
evaluated: the negotiated scenario and an
eco-alternative scenario. Each of the
scenarios was also compared to a Businessas-Usual Scenario for the year 2030 (a
simple projection of industry trends with
less wind energy than in the other
scenarios). The environmental assessment
indicates, however, that both the
negotiated plans and an eco-alternative
scenario would contribute only marginally
to a reduction in overall impact on the
ecosystems of the Baltic and North Seas
(compared to a business as usual
alternative with less wind energy
generation). This may in part, be explained
by the role of human pressures that are
impacted to a limited extent only by MSP
(e.g. fisheries, eutrophication due to
agricultural runoff). It is also possible that
changes in the weighting of specific values
(pressures, sensitivity) could impact
meaningfully on the overall results.
The Swedish case demonstrates the
potential of a GIS-based approach to the
assessment of cumulative impacts,
ecosystem sensitivities and the comparison
of alternative scenarios. It represents the
most advanced application of this type of
approach to MSP at national level. Recent

studies indicate the potential to expand
this type of model to include temporal
aspects (e.g. impacts specific to the
construction or operational phases of wind
farm development) (see Gusatu et al.
2021). There is also potential to take
greater account of ecosystem and species
dynamics such as seasonal variations and
the movements of species at different
stages of their life cycles.
Further information:
- English-language webpages of
SwAM:
https://www.havochvatten.se/en/
eu-and-international/marinespatial-planning.html
- Swedish MSP on the European MSP
Platform: https://maritime-spatialplanning.ec.europa.eu/countries/s
weden
- Scientific journal article on the
Symphony tool and its application:
Hammar et al (2020).

7.2. MSP, Integrated Water Policy and
Future Perspectives in the
Netherlands
Planning policy for the Dutch North Sea is
set out in a comprehensive policy
statement known as Policy Document on
the North Sea, which in itself is an appendix
to the National Water Plan. The most
recent version covers the period 20162021. The plans for the third MSP cycle
(2022-2027)
are
currently
under
preparation. The National Water Plan
contains the North Sea Programme30,

30

The North Sea Programme 2022-2027 is
expected to be published in March 2022.
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which itself includes: 1) programmes of
measures for implementing the EU MSFD,
2) solutions to resolve sectoral tensions
and 3) blue growth initiatives and
supporting actions. Lead responsibility for
MSP lies with the Ministry for
Infrastructure and Water Management,
supported by the Interdepartmental
Director’s Consultative Body North Sea,
and at an operational level by
Rijkswaterstaat31, a public sector agency
with core competences and expertise in
this field. The development of Dutch MSP
was furthermore accompanied by a
political process focussed on achieving
agreements between the national
government and sectoral stakeholders (e.g.
offshore wind energy industry, fishing
industry, aquaculture). The ‘North Sea
Agreement’ was subsequently adopted by
the Dutch parliament in 2020. The
Agreement, met, however, with major
objections
from
fishing
industry
organisations concerned with the loss of
fishing grounds due to offshore wind farm
development
and
protected
area
designations (Walsh 2021a).
The Policy Document on the North Sea
2016-2021 includes a legally binding
national-level MSP and a long-term spatial
vision, the North Sea Spatial Agenda 2050.
The North Sea Spatial Agenda 2050
(MvIeM, 2014) constitutes a futureoriented spatial vision. It is a strategic
policy document with
a
strong
communicative, policy-framing character.
It has an explicit future orientation and
employs a series of innovative and
31

Known as the Directorate-General for Public
Works and Water Manageement in English,
Rijkswaterstaat was founded in 1798.

conventional maps to communicate its key
messages.
Deliberately
upsetting
established cartographic norms, the maps,
through their south-north orientation,
challenge the reader to re-examine the
relationship between the North Sea and
the land, providing a view from the sea to
the land. This shift in perspective is
accompanied by a concerted effort to link
maritime and terrestrial policy, through
explicit attention to socio-economic and
cultural relations across the land-sea
interface.
The content of the North Sea Spatial
Agenda, emphasises the potential for
synergies between economic exploitation
and nature conservation, through a
development-oriented ecosystem-based
approach. This ambitious future vision is
founded on the promise of developing
sustainable solutions which contribute to
the achievement of both economic and
environmental
policy
objectives.
Considerable research effort is focussed on
the investigation of opportunities for multiuse and active ecosystem restoration (e.g.
seaweed and oyster cultivation colonising
wind turbine installations on the seabed)
(see Walsh 2021a). The Belgian MSP32
similarly includes a strategic vision for
2050, focused on the co-location of
multiple activities within a confined space,
while recognising the essential ecosystem
services provided by the marine
environment.

32

https://www.health.belgium.be/en/marinespatia
lplan.be
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Further Information:
- English Language website of Dutch
Government:
https://www.noordzeeloket.nl/en/
policy/noordzeebeleid/
- Dutch MSP on the European MSP
Platform: https://maritime-spatialplanning.ec.europa.eu/countries/n
etherlands
7.3. Alternative Future Scenarios and
Roadmaps for a RegionallyDifferentiated MSP: the case of
Finland
The first Finnish MSP was approved in
December 2020. It includes both territorial
waters and the Finnish EEZ and is
composed of three regional parts:
- Northern Bothnian Sea, Quark and
Bothnian Bay (prepared by the
Regional Councils of Lapland, Oulu
Region, Central Ostrobothnia and
Ostrobothnia);
- the Archipelago Sea and Southern
Bothnian Sea (prepared by the
Regional Councils of Satakunta and
Southwest Finland);
- the Gulf of Finland (prepared by the
Regional Councils of HelsinkiUusimaa and Kymenlaakso).
In addition, an MSP for Åland Island has
been prepared under separate
legislation in accordance with the
autonomous status of this region.
The Finnish MSP follows, for the most
part, a qualitative approach to plan
development, built on extensive public
and stakeholder consultation. The
following three detailed scenarios of

alternative future development were
developed, compared and evaluated:
-

1) Dancing with big companies
2) Profitable in environmental
terms
3) Constraints and tensions in the
Baltic Sea

The third vision is concerned with rising
geopolitical tensions, an issue of particular
relevance for Finland and other Baltic Sea
states. The implications of each scenario
for society and politics, energy, maritime
transport,
cities
and
population,
environment and the state of the marine
area, fisheries and aquaculture and
tourism and recreational use are described,
as well as a ‘plot description’ outlining a
trajectory of plausible developments for
the periods 2019-2025, 2025-2035 and
2035-2050. The alternative scenarios were
formed based on an analysis of key
uncertainties. The aim was to identify
scenarios that are logical in content and
relevant to MSP. A series of workshops
constituted a central element of the
process, through scenarios were made
more concrete, related to regional
specifics, commented upon and analysed in
terms of their likely effects. The scenarios
sought to encourage people to think in a
diverse and consistent way about possible
and plausible future developments. In
preparing the MSP, elements of each of the
scenarios were considered rather than
selecting one scenario as the preferred
option.
Subsequently, sectoral roadmaps were
developed for each of the following
industries/sectors:
45

-

Tourism and recreation
Energy
Maritime logistics
Fisheries and aquaculture
Blue biotechnology
Maritime industry
Extractive industries
Nature conservation and
management
Cultural heritage.

The Finnish MSP is not legally binding.
Rather, it provides a strategic crosssectoral perspective, outlining a vision for
the sustainable use and protection of the
marine environment. The plan is thus
enabling rather than regulatory. On the
website33 of the Finnish MSP, it is stated
that the effectiveness of the MSP is created
through the planning process, through
consensus-building among stakeholders as
well as the commitment to and ownership
of the plan by a wide range of actors. The
plan is intended to inform regional
planning and development and other
resource management plans.

Further information:
- English language website of the
Finnish
MSP:
https://meriskenaariot.info/merial
uesuunnitelma/en/suunnitelmajohdanto-eng/
- Finnish MSP interactive zoning
maps:
https://mspfinland.maps.arcgis.co
m/apps/webappviewer/index.html
?id=97f9d24e2771487995a7cc41fd
ca11c4
- Finnish MSP on the European MSP
Platform: https://maritime-spatialplanning.ec.europa.eu/countries/fi
nland

33

https://meriskenaariot.info/merialuesuunnitelma
/suunnitelma-johdanto/ (translated from Finnish).
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8. Recommendations for the Future Development of Marine Spatial
Planning in Ireland


The NMPF should be reviewed,
substantially revised and updated
once a systematic sensitivity analysis
of the marine environment has been
conducted and more information is
available on the location of the
proposed expanded network of
marine protected areas. For this
purpose, a new SEA should be
conducted. This should not wait until
MPAs are formally designated.



Future iterations of the NMPF should
include statements and maps outlining
the Government’s spatial strategy for
Ireland’s marine territory (or separately
for the regional sections thereof (e.g.
Irish Sea, Celtic Sea, northwest Atlantic
inshore, southwest Atlantic inshore,
offshore Atlantic…). This will help to
ensure that it follows a plan-led rather
than development-led approach to
marine spatial planning and that it is
perceived as such.



The NMPF should be complemented by
a set of regional-scale marine spatial
plans. These plans should include
explicit and detailed zoning to allow
for the spatial coordination of marine
uses. Such plans should be subject to a
rigorous high-resolution cumulative
impact assessment to ensure that the
impacts of proposed developments do
not have adverse impacts on marine
ecosystems.



Detailed Designated Maritime Area
Plans (DMAPs) should be prepared for
nearshore coastal and estuarine
waters. Coastal planning authorities
should be encouraged to work together
to
prepare
joint
plans
for
transboundary bay and estuary areas.
For this purpose, consideration should
be given to the extension of the
boundary nearshore area to twelve
nautical miles from the high-water
mark.



The DMAPs for nearshore coastal and
estuarine waters, as described above,
should follow an Integrated Coastal
Zone Management approach taking
explicit account of both land- and seabased uses and their impacts on marine
and
coastal
ecosystems
(e.g.
agricultural practices, inshore fishing,
aquaculture, seaweed harvesting,
dredging). Such DMAPs should
explicitly support the achievement and
maintenance of Good Environmental
Status under the EU MSFD and Good
Status (chemical, ecological, physical)
under the EU WFD.



DMAPs located fully or partially within
coastal and/or estuarine waters
should be formally required to
demonstrate full alignment with RBMP
objectives.
Options
for
integrating/aligning DMAPs with local
authority Development Plans should be
investigated.

47



Consideration should be given to the
preparation of one or more very largescale marine protected areas covering
areas of high biodiversity value within
the far offshore sections of Ireland’s
EEZ. Such marine protected areas
should be embedded within an
ecosystem-based marine spatial plan
and be accompanied by a dedicated
programme of research, exploration
and environmental education.



The implementation of the NMPF
should be accompanied by a dedicated,
funded programme of measures
focussed on the achievement and
maintenance
of
the
Good
Environmental Status as required by
the EU MSFD. Such ecosystem
restoration measures will require close
monitoring to ensure they achieve their
objectives.
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