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The Northern Ireland Marine Task Force (NIMTF) is a coalition of non-government environmental 

organisations – it includes RSPB NI, Ulster Wildlife, Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust, WWF Northern 

Ireland, National Trust, Friends of the Earth, Irish Whale and Dolphin Group, and Northern Ireland 

Environment Link. The NIMTF has the support of approximately 100,000 local people. We are 

working towards healthy, productive and resilient seas for Northern Ireland. 

 

Northern Ireland Marine Task Force response to: 

Draft Environment Strategy for Northern Ireland 

Submitted on 18/01/2022 

 

General comments (Q8) 

The Northern Ireland Marine Task Force (NIMTF) welcome the opportunity to comment on the draft 

Environment Strategy for Northern Ireland. An ambitious Environment Strategy, also acting as 

Northern Ireland’s first Environment Improvement Plan (EIP) under the Environment Act (2020), is 

crucial to guide our natural environment towards ecosystem and species recovery in which wildlife 

not only survives, but thrives.  

Regarding the aspects of the Environment Strategy that relate to the marine environment, and in the 

context of the next five years before the first legally mandated review by the Office of 

Environmental protection (OEP), the content of the strategy is encouraging. It consists of many 

policies which NIMTF have advocated for in the recent past, including the development and 

implementation of a post 2020 MPA Strategy and Seabird Conservation Strategy for Northern 

Ireland. 

However, there are unfortunately two main and interlinked failures in this Environment Strategy 

which significantly inhibits its likelihood of success. The first is that there is no ambitious, long-term, 

legally binding target for the Environment Strategy as a whole. A satisfactory and overarching vision 

for our environment and crucially, a delivery timeframe, are missing. Other recent strategies 

consulted upon in NI, have included stated timeframes in which they intend to operate and progress 

towards an end goal (e.g., draft Green Growth Strategy and NI Energy Strategy). 

The 28 ‘Future Vision /Outcome’ sections attached to the Strategic Environmental Outcomes (SEOs) 

are welcome, but they are a poor substitute for an ambitious, overarching end-goal objective by 

which the success or failure of the Environment Strategy as a whole, can be judged. We are in the 

middle of twin climate and biodiversity crises, the latest Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/consultations/environment-strategy-consultation
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(IPCC) report1 stated it is ‘Code Red for humanity’, and assessment after assessment2,3,4 warns of 

species and habitats degradation and loss. We must act with as much ambition and urgency as 

possible, if we are to meaningfully mitigate and adapt to the already increasingly severe impacts of 

these twin planetary crises, and instigate ecosystem and species recovery in Northern Ireland. 

Fortunately, the failure to include an ambitious and long-term overarching target for our 

environment is easily remedied. NIMTF suggest including a SMART target for NI’s environment for 

the NI Executive to ensure; 

‘The protection, recovery and where necessary, the active restoration of the environment by 2030, 

so that native habitats, species and communities thrive, natural ecosystem functioning flourishes, 

and neither are hindered by human activity’ 

The second failure of the Environment Strategy is its lack of timeframes for specific ‘Targets and 

Actions’ identified as helping to achieve the Strategic Environmental Outcomes (SEOs). Every target 

in the strategy should be SMART, including ‘Timebound’. It is disappointing and unacceptable that 

only 76% (172/225) of the targets and actions in the strategy have a stated delivery timeframe. 

Failure to develop ambitious but realistic timeframes for individual policies in the strategy will 

greatly inhibit its chance of success.  

Fortunately, the failure to include specific timebound targets and actions is easily remedied. NIMTF 

suggest adding a table to the strategy which lists all 225 identified targets and actions alongside 

the intended year by which each should be achieved. For some, interim and ongoing targets will 

be necessary and should also be included. See Table 1 showing NIMTF’s suggested target dates for 

the marine environment. However, even more ambitious timeframes may be necessary. 

Adequate financial and staffing resources need to be ring-fenced on a multi-annual basis to ensure 

the success of the Environment Strategy as a whole, including the delivery of individual targets and 

actions. Without regular and substantial financial backing, the Environment Strategy will be doomed 

to cycles of underachievement and failure. NIMTF suggest that a full-time permanent team in 

DAERA are allocated to the efficient and effective delivery of the Environment Strategy including 

the annual reporting and five-year review process.  These are important and considerable pieces of 

ongoing work which will help shape the content and effectiveness of the strategy in the future. 

Therefore, it is crucial these aspects of the strategy are given the required staff time and financial 

resource on a similar ongoing basis. 

It is positive that the OEP is bound by the Environment Act (2021) to scrutinise the effectiveness of 

the NI Environment Strategy. Worryingly, the strategy is silent on how effectiveness of the strategy 

will be assessed, and crucially, what will happen should the targets fail to be achieved. Given the 

                                                           
1 IPCC, 2021: Summary for Policymakers. In: Climate Change 2021: The Physical Science Basis. Contribution of 
Working Group I to the Sixth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Cambridge 
University Press. (2021) 
2 Marine Strategy Part One: UK Updated Assessment and Good Environmental Status (2019) 
3 The State of Nature report (2019) 
4 Gilbert, G., Stanbury, A., & Lewis, L. (2021). Birds of Conservation Concern in Ireland 4: 2020–2026. Irish 
Birds, 43, 1-22. 

https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg1/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGI_SPM_final.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg1/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGI_SPM_final.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg1/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGI_SPM_final.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/921262/marine-strategy-part1-october19.pdf
https://nbn.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/State-of-Nature-2019-UK-full-report.pdf
https://www.southwexfordcoast.com/swcprom/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/BOCCI-Version-4.pdf
https://www.southwexfordcoast.com/swcprom/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/BOCCI-Version-4.pdf
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failure of many other environmental target legislation and strategy (e.g., Marine Strategy UK, Water 

Framework Directive, management plans for MPAs), robust and significant processes of 

accountability are vital to ensure the strategy is effective, and that it remains a high priority for 

this and subsequent NI Assembly and Executives. 

There are fundamental links between freshwater management, land management (catchment 

management) and coastal water quality that are not addressed by the strategy as these are examined 

in separate tables. This needs to be addressed with integrated and comprehensive targets that drive 

meaningful improvement in what is a biodiverse but sometimes fragile environment between land 

and sea.  Furthermore, considering the single biogeographic nature of marine (and fresh) waters 

surrounding the Island of Ireland, NIMTF suggest that to successfully achieve the SEOs outlined in 

the strategy, transboundary cooperation is key. Previous inaction in the transboundary loughs for 

example (Lough Foyle and Carlingford Lough) has led to environmental vulnerabilities (e.g., Tranche 1 

of the Northern Ireland Marine Conservation Zone designation process & dealing with water quality 

management issues). Therefore, North-South, East-West cooperation mechanisms are crucial for 

successful environmental stewardship and recovery. 

 

1a. Do you agree with Strategic Environmental Outcome (SEO) 1: 'Excellent air, water, land & 

neighbourhood quality'? 

Yes 

1b. Are you content with SEO 1 tables (1 to 6)? 

No 

Comments (Please limit your response to 120 words) 

Concerning tables 2 & 3: 

‘By 2027: 70% of waterbodies at Good Status’ under the WFD is disappointingly unambitious and lacks 

urgency. This is unacceptable, especially given the decline in NI waterbodies since 20155. Please revise 

to state that all waterbodies should be at Good Ecological Status as soon as possible. but at least 

before 2027, as is the target within updated UK Water Framework Regulation. 

‘Integrated ecosystem models: Lough Foyle; Carlingford Lough; & Belfast Lough’ are welcome but they 

must be accompanied with an action plan detailing how such models will be used to improve the 

health of those systems. 

‘Achieve Good Environmental Status in our seas’ is welcome but a more ambitious suite of measures 

is needed to reverse the continued failure of many MSUK descriptors. NIMTF suggestions on 

additional (NI specific) MSUK measures needed can be found on our website6. 

                                                           
5 Northern Ireland Water Framework Directive Statistics Report (2021) 
 
6 NIMTF response to the ‘Marine Strategy UK: Programme of Measures 2021’ consultation 

https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/daera/NI%20Water%20Framework%20Directive%20Statistics%202021_0.pdf
https://nimtf.files.wordpress.com/2021/11/nimtf-response-to-msuk-part-3-programme-of-measures_submitted.pdf


 
 

 

                                                4 

 

‘Integrate post 2020 international targets relating to clean seas & climate change into DAERA 

strategies’ is welcome. The huge potential for our seas to help mitigate and adapt to the impact of 

climate change must be fully recognised and pursued through active restoration of and robust 

protection for blue carbon habitats and species. The addition of a ‘Northern Ireland Blue Carbon 

Action Plan’ would inform how NI could help contribute to international targets, and greatly increase 

the potential for NI seas to help tackle the twin climate and biodiversity crises. 

There is currently no marine plan in place for Northern Ireland. An effective and spatially prescriptive 

marine plan that prioritises nature positive and sustainable development at sea, is needed. It needs 

to take an ecosystem-based approach, be integrated with other policy frameworks and allow room 

for nature preservation and restoration. 

‘Establish an ocean acidification monitoring programme and raise awareness of potential impacts of 

marine ecosystems, including fisheries & aquaculture’ is most welcome, as is the intention to 

‘Collaborate with other UK administrations and OSPAR contracting parties to manage marine noise’. 

However, more details on how such intentions will be delivered is needed. Furthermore, a particular 

focus on investigating and mitigating the impacts of increased levels of ambient noise, impulsive 

noise due to construction or other activities, and their combines cumulative impact, must be 

progressed as a matter of urgency.  

 

3a. Do you agree with Strategic Environmental Outcome (SEO) 3: 'Thriving, resilient & connected 

nature and wildlife'? 

Yes 

3b. Are you content with SEO 3 tables (13 to 15)? 

 No 

Comments (Please limit your response to 120 words) 

Concerning table 14: 

A commitment ‘By 2030: 30% of seas protected, ensuring an ecologically coherent & well managed 

MPA network’ and ‘Extend and adapt the MPA network to develop climate resilience and increase 

protection of carbon storage habitats’ are both previous policy asks of NIMTF, and are therefore, most 

welcome inclusions in the strategy. However, NIMTF strongly suggest the addition of a ‘Northern 

Ireland Blue Carbon Action Plan’ would both beneficially inform how these targets could be achieved, 

and greatly increase their likelihood of success. 

Regarding the development and implementation of ‘restoration plans’, the need for effective 

restoration plans and tools capable of promoting large-scale recovery of coastal and marine 

ecosystems in the face of intensifying climatic stress has never been greater. Across Europe, active 

restoration of habitats and species including seagrass, native oyster beds, saltmarsh, and thornback 

rays is underway, while NI is the only part of the UK without any active restoration programmes. It is 
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vital that Northern Ireland starts moving forward to bring our marine habitats and species in to 

recovery and an appropriate SMART target is included in the strategy to reflect this intention.  

NIMTF also warmly welcome the inclusion of a ‘Seabird Conservation Strategy for NI’. However, it must 

lead to tangible conservation action as soon as possible given that several independent reports 

indicate that many seabird species are continuing to decline7,8 despite conservation efforts to date. 

Swift and effective interventions to halt declines are needed. 

We also welcome NI’s contribution towards achieving an ecologically coherent and well-managed 

network of MPAs, specifically the development of fisheries management options for nine NI inshore 

MPAs. The drafting of management plans for NI inshore MPAs is also well underway. However, it is 

worth highlighting that in NI, the condition status of our MPAs and features is not readily accessible. 

While finalising management plans is an important step towards a healthy, ecologically coherent 

network, adequate resourcing, plan implementation, and site monitoring and management 

thereafter, are crucial to achieve the desired outcome. Furthermore, management plans for NI 

offshore MPAs need to be developed and implemented (e.g., Queenie Corner MCZ, South Rigg MCZ 

and Pisces Reef Complex SAC) and in terms of site designation, there are current gaps remaining in 

the network which also need addressing. 

The inclusion of overarching Sustainability, Ecosystem and Climate objectives in the Fisheries Act 

(2020) is encouraging in terms of the future sustainability of the fishing industry and fish stocks in 

Northern Ireland and across the UK. Equally, the Environment Strategy commitment to ‘Develop 

fisheries policies aligned to objectives in UK Fisheries Act 2020’ is a critical aspect of achieving healthy, 

productive, biodiverse and clean seas in NI. However, it is unclear how such high-level legislation will 

manifest into specific and beneficial action for NI fish stocks while the Joint Fisheries Statement (JFS) 

and associated Fisheries Management Plans are yet to be published, and their development so far, 

has been delayed. 

Specific fisheries management measures directed by the Fisheries Act (2020) principles are urgently 

needed to address the already overexploited and depleted status of many fish stocks in the UK7, 

including NI. In this context, the additional target in Table 18; ‘Review the Fisheries Act (NI) 1966 and 

develop fisheries policies aligned with the objectives of the UK Fisheries Act 2020’, is urgently needed. 

The review needs to culminate in new NI legislation that enshrines the positive elements of the 

Fisheries Act (2020) but also goes further by including legal obligations to limit catch quotas to 

sustainable levels. 

‘Integrate post 2020 international targets relating to biologically diverse and healthy seas, and climate 

change into DAERA strategies’ is again welcome. The huge potential for our seas to help mitigate and 

adapt to the impact of climate change must be fully recognised and pursued through active restoration 

of and robust protection for blue carbon habitats and species. As mentioned previously, the addition 

of a ‘Northern Ireland Blue Carbon Action Plan’ would inform how Northern Ireland could 

meaningfully contribute to international targets and greatly increase the potential for NI seas to help 

                                                           
7 Marine Strategy Part One: UK Updated Assessment and Good Environmental Status (2019) 
8 Gilbert, G., Stanbury, A., & Lewis, L. (2021). Birds of Conservation Concern in Ireland 4: 2020–2026. Irish 
Birds, 43, 1-22. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/921262/marine-strategy-part1-october19.pdf
https://www.southwexfordcoast.com/swcprom/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/BOCCI-Version-4.pdf
https://www.southwexfordcoast.com/swcprom/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/BOCCI-Version-4.pdf
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tackle the twin climate and biodiversity crises. Likewise, an ambitious ‘NI Biodiversity Strategy’ aligned 

with international targets to halt and reverse the decline of wildlife is urgently needed. It is absolutely 

crucial that a NI Biodiversity Strategy gives proper attention to habitats and species found in the 

marine environment, yet confusingly, no mention of it appears in sections of the strategy relating to 

the marine environment.  Given that more than half of Northern Ireland’s biodiversity is found 

beneath the sea, specific mention of a NI Biodiversity Strategy should be included in ‘Table 14. 

Protecting Nature at Sea’. Furthermore, a target to ‘Review of the NI priority species and habitats 

list’ should be included as part of this work. 

 

4a. Do you agree with Strategic Environmental Outcome (SEO) 4: 'Sustainable production & 

consumption on land and at sea'? 

Yes 

4b. Are you content with SEO 4 tables (16 to 24)? 

No 

Comments (Please limit your response to 120 words) 

Concerning table 18 

Currently, there is still no marine plan in place for Northern Ireland. Therefore, it is only right that 

targets such as ‘Adopt a ‘Marine Plan for Northern Ireland’ in 2022’ and ‘provide advice on 

implementation for Marine Plan delivery’ are included in the Environment Strategy. An effective and 

spatially prescriptive marine plan that prioritises nature positive and sustainable development is 

absolutely crucial to the health, productivity and resilience of our seas, as well as the socio-economic 

prosperity of Northern Ireland. The marine plan needs to take an ecosystem-based approach, be 

integrated with other policy frameworks (UK Marine Strategy and the establishment of an 

ecologically coherent MPA network) and allow room for nature preservation and restoration. It also 

needs to consider the consequences of planning decisions, especially those around marine/offshore 

renewables, such as fishing displacement and cumulative impacts. 

As stated previously, targets such as ‘Review the Fisheries Act (N) 1966 and develop fisheries policies 

aligned with the objectives of the UK Fisheries Act 2020’, ‘By November 2022: Publish Joint Fisheries 

Statement’, and the development of ‘Fisheries Management Plans’ are welcome and critical for the 

sustainable future of the fishing industry in Northern Ireland. However, it is unclear how such high-

level legislation will manifest into specific and beneficial action for NI fish stocks while the Joint 

Fisheries Statement (JFS) is yet to be published, including associated Fisheries Management Plans. 

Crucially, new fisheries policy and legislation in NI must enshrine the sustainability, ecosystem and 

climate objectives of the Fisheries Act (2020), but also go further by including legal obligation to limit 

catch quotas to sustainable levels. 

Other targets such as ‘Evaluate climate change scenarios and potential impacts on coastal habitats, 

fisheries & aquaculture’, ‘Publish a comprehensive baseline of marine Natural Capital’, and investment 

in ‘the protection and enhancement of blue carbon habitats and the wider marine environment’ are 
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welcome, but all need to become SMART targets and be specific about the positive conservation 

actions which will result from each package of work.  Also, these targets again highlight the need for 

a Northern Ireland Blue Carbon Action Plan mentioned previously. 

 

6a. Do you agree with Strategic Environmental Outcome (SEO) 6: 'Fair Contribution to UK net zero 

greenhouse gas emissions & improved climate resilience and adaptability'? 

Yes 

6b. Are you content with the SEO 6 table (28)? 

No 

Comments (Please limit your response to 120 words) 

Concerning table 28: 

It is disappointing that the actions and targets specified here fail to recognise or even mention the 

important role of natural habitats and species as Nature Based Solutions to climate change i.e., to 

sequester and store carbon, help prevent flooding and storm surges, prevent coastal erosion, and 

improve air and water quality. Direct and specific protection and restoration of habitats and species 

integral to providing these ecosystem services should be an integral part of NI’s strategy to tackle 

climate change. 

The marine environment in particular, has huge potential to help mitigate and adapt to climate 

change. A recent study led by Ulster Wildlife, highlighted the importance of Northern Ireland’s coastal 

and marine blue carbon habitats in helping to tackle the climate and nature crises, and achieve net 

zero greenhouse targets. The report found that; (i) more than half of the estimated current extent of 

the coastal blue carbon habitats occur within Northern Ireland’s inshore Marine Protected Area (MPA) 

network. This means there is a significant opportunity to effectively protect these carbon sinks 

through implementation and enforcement of effective and enforced MPA management plans; (ii) 

there is the potential to triple the estimated blue carbon sequestration rate of the inshore MPA 

network through habitat restoration and creation, and: (iii) partnership working and knowledge 

sharing is essential for habitat restoration programmes in order to access the expertise, funding and 

resources required for success. 

Once again, NIMTF stress the importance and value of a Northern Ireland Blue Carbon Action Plan to 

help protect and restore important NI habitats which help tackle climate change.  

 

8. Do you have any other comments or contributions? 

Please see ‘General comments (Q8)’ above. 

The suggested word limit (120 words) for each question on the Citizen Space submission portal is 

highly inappropriate for a consultation of this size and importance.  
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Contact:  

Dr. Donal Griffin 

Northern Ireland Marine Task Force officer 

donalgriffin@nimtf.org 

 

Annex:  

Table 1. Target and actions identified in the Environment Strategy with NIMTF suggested delivery 

timeframes. 

SEO: Excellent air, water, land & neighbourhood quality 
Table 3. Marine and Coastal Water Resources: Quality & Quantity 

Target or action 
completed by 

Implement UK Marine Strategy Programme of Measures 
ASAP before 
2023 

Develop integrated ecosystem models to link catchments with marine waters Before 2024 

Integrate post 2020 international targets relating to clean seas & climate 
change into DAERA strategies. 

ASAP before 
2023 

Achieve Good Environmental Status in our seas (UK Marine Strategy) Before 2027 

Implement and review Shellfish Water Protected Area Action Plans. 
ASAP before 
2023 

Conduct review of Bathing Waters and implement bathing water prediction 
models to provide early warning of short-term pollution risk at identified 
bathing waters 

ASAP before 
2023 

Implement the Water Framework Regulations through delivery of Third Cycle 
River Basin Management Plans (2022-27). 

ASAP before 
2023 

Implement water quality improvement projects and catchment-based 
improvement projects, and invest in sewage infrastructure & treatment 
works (PC21): - Dundrum Bay Pilot - SWELL project - Living with Water 
programme 

ASAP before 
2023 

Develop and implement NI Plastics Strategy and revise and implement DAERA 
Marine Litter Strategy (or as part of a proposed wider Litter Strategy) 

ASAP before 
2023 

Establish an ocean acidification monitoring programme and raise awareness 
of potential impacts on marine ecosystems, including fisheries & aquaculture. Before 2024 

Collaborate with other UK administrations and OSPAR contracting parties to 
manage marine noise. 

ASAP and 
ongoing 

    

SEO 3: Thriving, resilient & connected nature and wildlife 
Table 14. Protecting Nature at Sea 

Target or action 
completed by 

By 2030: 30% of seas protected, ensuring an ecologically coherent & well 
managed MPA network. By 2030 

mailto:donalgriffin@nimtf.org
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By 2030: DAERA will develop specific measures to protect and enhance 
relevant carbon sequestration and storage habitats By 2030 

Develop & implement: - Marine invasive species action plans; - Effective MPA 
management & restoration plans 

ASAP before 
2023 

Achieve Good Environmental Status in our seas (UK Marine Strategy) Before 2027 

Develop fisheries policies aligned to objectives in UK Fisheries Act 2020. 

ASAP before 
2023 and 
ongoing 

Through the Coastal Forum DAERA, DfI, district councils and environmental 
stakeholders will work collaboratively to progress coastal management issues. 

ASAP and 
ongoing 

Integrate post 2020 international targets relating to biologically diverse and 
healthy seas, and climate change into DAERA strategies. 

ASAP before 
2023 

Implement UK Marine Strategy Programme of Measures and UK Dolphin and 
Porpoise Conservation Strategy. 

ASAP before 
2023 

Develop and implement post 2020 MPA Strategy and Seabird Conservation 
Strategy for NI. Before 2025 

Extend and adapt the MPA network to develop climate resilience and 
increase protection of carbon storage habitats. Before 2030 

Integrate marine biodiversity into accounting and reporting systems Before 2025 

    

SEO 4: Sustainable production & consumption on land and at sea 
Table 18. Productive & Sustainably Used Seas 

Target or action 
completed by 

Integrate post 2020 international marine sustainability targets into DAERA 
strategies 

ASAP before 
2023 

Adopt a ‘Marine Plan for Northern Ireland’ in 2022. 
ASAP before 
2023 

Review the Fisheries Act (NI) 1966 and develop fisheries policies aligned with 
the objectives of the UK Fisheries Act 2020.Publish a comprehensive baseline 
of marine Natural Capital. 

ASAP before 
2024 

Evaluate climate change scenarios and potential impacts on coastal habitats, 
fisheries & aquaculture. Before 2025 

By November 2022: Publish Joint Fisheries Statement Before 2023 

Invest to support the transition to a low carbon economy, and the protection 
and enhancement of blue carbon habitats and the wider marine 
environment. 

Before 2025 and 
ongoing 

Working to achieve the fisheries objectives in the UK Fisheries Act 2020 
through development of Joint Fisheries Statement and Fisheries Management 
Plans. 

ASAP before 
2024 

Provide advice on implementation for Marine Plan delivery 
ASAP before 
2024 

Implement UK Marine Strategy Programme of Measures. 
ASAP before 
2023 

 

 


