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Limitations 

URS Infrastructure & Environment UK Limited (“URS”) has prepared this Report for the sole use of TransportNI 
(“Client”) in accordance with the Agreement under which our services were performed [Major Works Planning, 
Assessment and Delivery Contract, April 2009]. No other warranty, expressed or implied, is made as to the 
professional advice included in this Report or any other services provided by URS. This Report may not be relied upon 
by any person other than TransportNI without the prior and express written agreement of URS.  

The conclusions and recommendations contained in this Report are based upon information provided by others and 
upon the assumption that all relevant information has been provided by those parties from whom it has been requested 
and that such information is accurate.  Information obtained by URS has not been independently verified by URS, unless 
otherwise stated in the Report. 

The methodology adopted and the sources of information used by URS in providing its services are outlined in this 
Report. The work described in this Report was undertaken between December 2009 and March 2015 and is based on 
the conditions encountered and the information available during the said period of time. The scope of this Report and the 
services are accordingly factually limited by these circumstances.

Where assessments of works or costs identified in this Report are made, such assessments are based upon the 
information available at the time and where appropriate are subject to further investigations or information which may 
become available.

URS disclaim any undertaking or obligation to advise any person of any change in any matter affecting the Report, which 
may come or be brought to URS’ attention after the date of the Report. 

Certain statements made in the Report that are not historical facts may constitute estimates, projections or other forward-
looking statements and even though they are based on reasonable assumptions as of the date of the Report, such 
forward-looking statements by their nature involve risks and uncertainties that could cause actual results to differ 
materially from the results predicted.  URS specifically does not guarantee or warrant any estimate or projections 
contained in this Report. 

Unless otherwise stated in this Report, the assessments made assume that the sites and facilities will continue to be 
used for their current purpose without significant changes.  

Where field investigations are carried out, these have been restricted to a level of detail required to meet the stated 
objectives of the services. The results of any measurements taken may vary spatially or with time and further 
confirmatory measurements should be made after any significant delay in issuing this Report. 

EU Disclaimer 

The sole responsibility of this publication lies with the author. The European Union is not responsible for any use that 
may be made of the information contained therein. 
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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

1.1 Introduction 

This document forms the Statement to Inform the Appropriate Assessment for construction of 
the proposed ‘York Street Interchange’ in Belfast (the ‘Proposed Scheme’) in relation to Natura 
2000 sites in the vicinity of it. 

The Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC) as implemented via The Conservation (Natural Habitats, 
etc.) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1995 (as amended) requires, that prior to granting 
permission to proceed with a project or plan, a competent authority should consider whether 
that project or plan will have a “Likely Significant Effect” on a European site, either alone or in 
combination with other plans or projects. Where a project or plan is considered to have Likely 
Significant Effects, then the competent authority should, prior to undertaking, or granting 
permission or consent for that project or plan, make an Appropriate Assessment of the 
implications for the site in view of that site’s conservation objectives. 

The Proposed Scheme may have the potential to impact on the conservation objectives of 
European protected Natura 2000 sites, namely Belfast Lough SPA and Belfast Lough Open 
Water SPA. To determine the level of these potential impacts, it was necessary to make an 
‘Appropriate Assessment’ of the issues to satisfy the requirements of Article 6 of the European 
Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC. This Habitats Regulations Assessment (HRA) aims to do that, 
as part of a four-stage process. 

1.2 Proposed Scheme 

The Department for Regional Development (DRD) TransportNI proposes to construct the York 
Street Interchange (‘the Proposed Scheme’) as a long-term Strategic Road Improvement (SRI) 
to improve links between the A12 Westlink (the Westlink) and the M2 and M3 motorways in 
Belfast. The Proposed Scheme would provide a fully grade-separated interchange to replace 
the existing signalised gyratory junction. Interchange links between Westlink, M2 and M3 
would be provided in underpasses aligned beneath new and existing bridge structures. 
Connections from the local road network to the new interchange links would be provided at 
Clifton Street, York Street, Dock Street and Duncrue Street in the form of on-slips. 
Connections from the strategic road network to the local road network would be provided in 
the form of off-slips from the interchange links at Clifton Street, York Street and Nelson Street.

1.3 Design History 

TransportNI has examined a range of strategies for future improvement of York Street 
junction. Reference should be made to Chapter 3 in Volume 1 of the Environmental Statement 
(January 2015) prepared in relation to the scheme for an outline of the alternatives 
considered. In 2008, URS (formerly Scott Wilson) was commissioned to assist in the 
development of the scheme to a point where a Preferred Option could be selected. This 
process involved scheme assessments at three progressive stages in accordance with the 
procedures established by the Design Manual for Roads and Bridges (DMRB). These 
procedures require the assessment of engineering, environmental, traffic and economic 
advantages and disadvantages associated with the scheme, at various stages in the 
development process. The process also included the publication of the Stage 1 ‘Preliminary 
Options Report’ in March 2009, the Stage 2 ‘Preferred Options Report’ in October 2012 and 
finally culminated in the current Stage 3 Assessment – Environmental Impact Assessment. 

A Stage 1 (Screening) HRA (2009) had been prepared alongside the Preliminary Options 
Report with the best knowledge of the Proposed Scheme design. At that stage, no significant 
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concerns became apparent, even through the consultation process in relation to potential 
impacts on the Natura 2000 sites. On that basis, no significant effects on the integrity of the 
sites were predicted and so the Assessment concluded with the preparation of a ‘Finding of 
No Significant Effects Report’.

However, during the Stage 3 EIA process, the scheme design was at an advanced stage, 
particularly in relation to the drainage design and methods of construction. This triggered a 
review of the HRA process to ensure that all new information was included, and as a result, a 
revised Stage 1 Screening Assessment was prepared which identified that the full impact of 
the Proposed Scheme on two SPA sites, Belfast Lough SPA and Belfast Lough Open Water 
SPA could not be fully determined without further examination. 

Stage 2 Appropriate Assessment 

Belfast Lough is designated under Article 4.2 of EC Directive 79/409 on the Conservation of 
Wild Birds for the internationally important numbers of Redshank Tringa tetanus it regularly 
supports during the winter. Belfast Lough Open Water SPA is also designated under Article 
4.2 of EC Directive 79/409 on the Conservation of Wild Birds for the internationally important 
numbers of Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus it regularly supports during the winter. 

The Conservation Objectives for both sites are to ensure that no significant decrease in 
population against national trends, caused by on-site factors should occur. 

On considering the Proposed Scheme at a broad scale, the Screening for Appropriate 
Assessment highlighted three issues which could not be dismissed without further 
investigation. A hydrological link would exist between the Proposed Scheme and the Natura 
2000 sites situated within Belfast Lough. Therefore, any contaminants or pollutants created, 
released or mobilised by the construction or operation of the scheme could in theory reach the 
designated sites. In sufficient quantities or concentration, they could have the potential to give 
rise to significant effects on the Natura 2000 sites and the interest features that they are 
designated for. On that basis, in line with the precautionary principle, the Habitats Regulations 
Assessment proceeded to this Stage 2 ‘Appropriate Assessment’ to examine further the three 
issues and determine whether the issues can be discounted or mitigated against.

The three issues identified and carried forward to the Stage 2 ‘Appropriate Assessment’ were: 

1.	 Drainage velocity of storm water entering Belfast Harbour - has the potential to disturb and 
re-suspend contaminants (from previous industrial activity) on the bed of Belfast Harbour 
near Gamble Street and be carried out into Belfast Lough itself; 

2.	 Disturbance of existing contaminated ground / contaminated groundwater within the 
construction footprint which has the potential indirectly to introduce the contaminants to 
the Natura 2000 sites via new run-off transmission pathways or groundwater mobilisation; 
and 

3.	 In-combination effects - from a variety of other planned developments in the area. 

The majority of the information considered for this Statement to Inform the Appropriate 
Assessment has been provided from within the Environmental Statement (January 2015) 
which has been prepared in tandem. This detailed information allowed a full and complete 
assessment to be made of the Proposed Scheme in relation to the three points above. 

In relation to the storm water discharge, various factors including the initial controlled release 
of storm water at peak flows, the reduced velocity of outflow created by the oversized culvert 
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and 1-in-500 shallow gradient, and finally the low invert level of the outflow culvert, would 
ensure that the discharged stormwater would prevent the stirring-up/re-suspension and 
mobilisation of any contaminants locked within those sediments. This would be the case even 
during low tides, and ultimately prevent the onward flow of such contaminants to the Natura 
2000 sites. It was concluded that there would be no significant effects from this aspect of the 
Proposed Scheme in relation to the integrity of the Natura 2000 sites nor their selection 
interest features. 

Secondly, it has been determined that a low level of contamination currently exists within the 
Proposed Scheme footprint. The construction method of using full cut-off diaphragm walls to 
maintain existing groundwater levels would prevent the creation of new pathways to Belfast 
Lough and the risk of throughflow of groundwater and those contaminants. On that basis, it 
was concluded that there would be a negligible risk of contaminants reaching Belfast Harbour 
and ultimately reaching the Natura 2000 sites to impact the selection features. 

Finally, other major developments were considered that were most at risk of acting in-
combination with the proposed York Street Interchange Scheme to cause significant effects on 
the Natura 2000 sites in Belfast Lough. However, as each was considered, and the individual 
aspects of each project examined, it was clear that none of the above would act in-
combination to reduce water quality below acceptable standards. No other plans or projects 
were identified that could also act in-combination with the Proposed Scheme. 

An extensive range of mitigating actions has also been specified which will be enforced 
through the Environmental Statement and subsequent Contract Documents. This would 
further reduce any risk of any adverse impacts on the Natura 2000 sites. 

1.5 Conclusion 

As outlined, each of the three issues have been thoroughly addressed and the scientific 
information provided has proved beyond reasonable doubt that there is negligible chance of 
pollutants or contaminants reaching the Natura 2000 sites or having an adverse effect on its 
selection interest features of wintering Redshank and Great-Crested Grebe respectively. 
Additional extensive mitigation as discussed would further reduce this likelihood.

In conclusion, this Assessment proves that the proposed York Street Interchange scheme 
would not adversely effect the integrity of the Natura 2000 sites of Belfast Lough SPA or 
Belfast Lough Open Water SPA or their ability to meet their conservation objectives, either 
alone or in-combination with other projects and plans. 
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2. INTRODUCTION 

This document forms a Statement to Inform the Appropriate Assessment for construction of 
the proposed ‘York Street Interchange’ in Belfast (the ‘Proposed Scheme’) in relation to Natura 
2000 sites in the vicinity of it. 

2.1 Context 

The Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC) as implemented via The Conservation (Natural Habitats, 
etc.) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1995 (as amended) requires, that prior to granting 
permission to proceed with a project or plan, a competent authority should consider whether 
that project or plan will have a “Likely Significant Effect” on a European site, either alone or in 
combination with other plans or projects. Where a project or plan is considered to have Likely 
Significant Effects, then the competent authority should, prior to undertaking, or granting 
permission or consent for that project or plan, make an Appropriate Assessment of the 
implications for the site in view of that site’s conservation objectives. 

The Proposed Scheme may have the potential to impact on the conservation objectives of 
European protected Natura 2000 sites. To determine the level of these potential impacts, it 
was necessary to make an ‘Appropriate Assessment’ of them to satisfy the requirements of 
Article 6 of the European Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC. This Habitats Regulations 
Assessment (HRA) aims to do that, as part of a four-stage process. 

3. BACKGROUND TO THE SCHEME 

3.1 Proposed Scheme

The Department for Regional Development (DRD) TransportNI proposes to construct the York 
Street Interchange (‘the Proposed Scheme’) as a long-term Strategic Road Improvement (SRI) 
to improve links between the A12 Westlink (the Westlink) and the M2 and M3 motorways in 
Belfast. The Proposed Scheme would provide a fully grade-separated interchange to replace 
the existing signalised gyratory junction. Interchange links between Westlink, M2 and M3 
would be provided in underpasses aligned beneath new bridge structures at York Street and 
under the existing Dargan and Lagan bridges. The existing North Queen Street and Dock 
Street overbridges and Whitla Street subway structure would be widened as necessary to 
accommodate the new road layout, with another new overbridge structure proposed at Dock 
Street. Retaining walls and piled embankments would be provided as required to support new 
road alignments.  Connections from the local road network to the new interchange links would 
be provided at Clifton Street, York Street, Dock Street and Duncrue Street in the form of on-
slips. Connections from the strategic road network to the local road network would be provided 
in the form of off-slips from the interchange links at Clifton Street, York Street and Nelson 
Street. The existing north-facing on and off-slip roads at Clifton Street would remain open 
within the proposed road layout. 

The existing at-grade signalised York Street junction currently links Westlink to M2 and M3 
through a complex arrangement of traffic signals that interface with the local road network, 
which includes York Street, York Link, Great George’s Street and Nelson Street. The overall 
signalised “box” created by these four signalised junctions is known as the York Street junction 
gyratory system in which road users currently experience delays and congestion when 
travelling through, especially at peak periods. 

A general location plan of the existing York Street junction relative to the surrounding strategic 
road network in the Belfast Metropolitan Area (BMA) is shown on Figure 1. The general study 
area with scheme footprint is shown on Figure 2. 
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Design History 

TransportNI has examined a range of strategies for future improvement of York Street 
junction. Reference should be made to Chapter 3 in Volume 1 of the Environmental Statement 
(January 2015) prepared in relation to the scheme for an outline of the alternatives 
considered. In 2008, URS (formerly Scott Wilson) was commissioned to assist in the 
development of the scheme to a point where a Preferred Option could be selected.  This 
included completion of a number of scheme assessments in accordance with the procedures 
established by the Design Manual for Roads and Bridges (DMRB).  These procedures require 
the assessment of engineering, environmental, traffic and economic advantages and 
disadvantages associated with the scheme, at various stages in the development process. 

In 2009, URS completed its Stage 1 scheme assessment to broadly identify the advantages 
and disadvantages associated with a range of preliminary junction options. The findings from 
the assessment were reported in the ‘Preliminary Options Report’ of March 2009, identifying 
that the improvements would provide significant benefits to the region. As endorsed by 
TransportNI, the report recommended shortlisting four of the six assessed preliminary options. 

A Stage 1 (Screening) HRA (2009) had been prepared alongside the Preliminary Options 
Report with the best knowledge of the Proposed Scheme design. At that stage, no significant 
concerns became apparent, even through the consultation process in relation to potential 
impacts on the Natura 2000 sites. On that basis, no significant effects on the integrity of the 
sites were predicted and so the Assessment concluded with the preparation of a ‘Finding of 
No Significant Effects Report’.

In October 2012, URS completed its Stage 2 scheme assessment to identify factors to be 
taken into account in the consideration of alternative interchange options and to identify 
environmental, engineering, economic and traffic advantages and disadvantages associated 
with these. The findings from the assessment were reported in the ‘Preferred Options Report’ 
of October 2012, identifying that several options would present benefits to the region. As 
endorsed by TransportNI, the report recommended that Option C (a fully grade-separated 
interchange with links aligned in underpasses below existing ground level) be selected as the 
Preferred Option for the scheme. The Minister for Regional Development subsequently made 
the public announcement of the Preferred Option for the scheme on 06 December 2012. 

Following the announcement of the Preferred Option for the scheme, URS’ commission was 
extended to include the preliminary design of the Proposed Scheme, undertake the statutory 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) in accordance with the requirements of DMRB, and 
prepare draft Orders, specifically an Environmental Statement (ES), Designation Order (DO) 
and Vesting Order (VO). At a later time, during the Stage 3 EIA process, the scheme design 
was at an advanced stage, particularly in relation to the drainage design and methods of 
construction. This triggered a review of the HRA process to ensure that all new information 
was included, and as a result, a revised Stage 1 Screening Assessment was prepared 
(Appendix 1). 

This major road improvement scheme would be delivered by TransportNI in accordance with 
the statutory procedures of the Roads (Northern Ireland) Order 1993 [as amended].  These 
are distinct from planning approval procedures and require TransportNI to prepare and publish 
an ES and draft Orders for consultation.  Depending on the nature and number of responses, 
a Public Inquiry may be convened to determine if the scheme should proceed as planned. 
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3.3 Detailed Scheme Design 

A comprehensive Scheme Description is included in Chapter 4 in Volume 1 of the 
Environmental Statement (January 2015). The following is a summary of the key aspects of 
the design. 

3.3.1 New Road Links 

As shown on Figure 3, the Proposed Scheme would provide a fully grade-separated 
interchange to replace the existing signalised gyratory junction.  Interchange links between 
Westlink, M2 and M3 would be provided in underpasses aligned beneath new bridge 
structures at York Street and under the existing Dargan and Lagan bridges. The existing North 
Queen Street and Dock Street bridges and Whitla Street subway structure would be widened 
as necessary to accommodate the new road layout, with another new overbridge structure 
proposed at Dock Street. Retaining walls and piled embankments would be provided as 
required to support the new road alignments.  Connections from the local street network to the 
new interchange links would be provided at Clifton Street, York Street, Dock Street and 
Duncrue Street in the form of on-slips.  Connections from the strategic road network to the 
local street network would be provided in the form of off-slips from interchange links at Clifton 
Street, York Street and Nelson Street. The existing north-facing on and off-slip roads at Clifton 
Street would remain open within the proposed road layout. 

3.3.2 Site Clearance 

Site clearance works would be required across the site to remove existing street furniture and 
where required, existing amenity planting vegetation. Existing vegetation on the Westlink 
embankments at Little George’s Street and Great George’s Street would require removal, in 
addition to vegetation on the existing M2 embankment between Lagan Bridge and Duncrue 
Street. 

The existing TransportNI section office and associated outbuildings at Corporation Street, in 
addition to the larger DVA office building, would also require demolition and subsequent 
removal. Other privately-owned buildings scheduled for demolition would include the existing 
Focus Security Solutions premises at Corporation Street and the single-storey buildings 
located to the north of Philip House at York Street. Details of the proposed demolitions are 
given in sub-section 12.6.1.1 in Volume 1 of the Environmental Statement (January 2015). 

3.3.3 Fencing 

The Proposed Scheme would include provision of new boundary fencing and/or other suitable 
boundary treatment at the periphery of the scheme, necessary to secure the boundaries of the 
Westlink, M2 and M3. The proposed boundary treatment measures could include options such 
as post and rail fencing, paladin fencing or other bespoke solutions for future development 
opportunity sites post construction. 

The Noise and Vibration assessment (as detailed within Chapter 13 in Volume 1 of the ES) 
has also identified that noise barriers would be required along the northbound and southbound 
carriageways of Westlink (Link Nos. 1 and 2, Figure 3) either side of North Queen Street 
Bridge. 

3.3.4 Road Restraint Systems 

The Proposed Scheme would include the provision of suitable road restraint systems, 
including vehicle and pedestrian restraint systems in accordance with Standard TD19/06 of 
the DMRB. Within the various underpasses, the associated retaining walls would be provided 
with a smooth finish to a minimum height of 1500mm above the adjacent carriageway level 
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without recourse to a steel safety barrier system. This provision is reflective of what has been 
provided on the existing Westlink, including recently upgraded sections. Away from the 
underpasses, steel safety barrier systems would provide normal containment protection to 
both road users and existing bridge structures. The existing Vertical Concrete Barrier (VCB) 
forming the central reserve on Westlink would be replaced with a Variable Concrete Step 
Barrier (VCSB) and a custom in-situ retaining wall. 

Parapets would be provided at all bridge structures and at a number of retaining walls to 
provide normal levels of containment. 

At controlled crossing points, pedestrian restraint systems in the form of guardrails would be 
provided in accordance with Local Transport Note (LTN) 2/09.

3.3.5 Drainage 

A pumped drainage system would service the proposed underpass structures, with a 
combination of drainage systems proposed to collect and convey stormwater run-off within the 
scheme. It is proposed that the system would pump collected stormwater to an existing 
combined sewer overflow at Gamble Street and outfall to Belfast Harbour. The proposed 
drainage network is shown on Figure 4 and described in more detail in sub-section 4.3 in 
Volume 1 of the Environmental Statement (January 2015).

3.3.6 Earthworks 

The vertical alignment of the proposed road links within the scheme would require construction 
of various underpasses and embankment structures. 

3.3.7 Pavements 

A detailed assessment of construction and resultant residual life of the existing road 
pavements in the vicinity of the site has not been carried out on the basis that the majority 
would require removal to make way for the new interchange links and slip roads that are in 
new horizontal and/or vertical positions. This is especially true for the existing pavements on 
Westlink, York Street, York Link, Great George’s Street and Nelson Street that comprise the 
existing junction. 

With regard to the condition and residual life of the Westlink, M2 and M3 carriageways beyond 
the extent of the scheme at the tie-in positions, it should be noted that these are under the 
management of Highway Management (City) Limited as DBFO concessionaire under the 
terms of its DBFO Contract. Under the provisions of this contract, the concessionaire is 
required to regularly inspect and report upon the condition of the existing carriageways and 
programme remedial works as required to achieve a suitable residual design life upon hand 
back to TransportNI at the end of the 30-year contract period (2036). 

The proposed pavements for the new road links would be provided in accordance with Volume 
7 of the DMRB and include a combination of flexible and rigid pavements. Surfacing options 
would be limited to those permitted by the DMRB, including Hot Rolled Asphalt (HRA) and 
Thin Surface Course Systems (TSCS). The use of TSCS is proposed for surfacing of the 
interchange links and slip roads for its noise reduction qualities, whilst HRA would be typically 
proposed for elements of the surface street network. High Friction Surfacing (HFS) would be 
provided in accordance with the requirements of the DMRB at appropriate locations. 

3.3.8 Kerbs, Footways and Paved Areas 

As part of the proposed drainage design, upstand half battered kerbs would be provided 
generally throughout the scheme, with combined kerb drainage (CKD) units used at structures 
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including the proposed bridges and underpasses, and at other areas in the scheme where 
advantageous to do so. Dropped kerbs would be provided at identified crossing points for 
pedestrians and other non-motorised users. 

Footways would be provided on the new road links at York Street (Link No. 11, Figure 3) and 
the M3 to York Street off-slip (Link No. 7, Figure 3). It should be noted that footway provision 
on York Street would be a minimum of 3m in width on both sides of the new bridge structures. 

With the removal of York Link and part of Great George’s Street for new interchange links and 
slip roads, the existing footways on these routes would be removed. In addition, the existing 
footpath between Corporation Street and Nelson Street, that runs under the Lagan Bridge, 
would be rendered redundant by the proposed road links and therefore would be removed. It 
would not be possible to replicate this lost provision within the proposed road layout, with the 
nearest alternative footways for east to west movements via the existing Dock Street, Little 
Patrick Street and Great Patrick Street footways. 

Surfacing options for pavement areas would be in accordance with Volume 7 of the DMRB. 

3.3.9 Traffic Signs and Road Markings 

Traffic signs and road markings would comply with the specification and requirements outlined 
in the DMRB and prescribed by the Traffic Signs Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1997 [as 
amended]. The location and type of traffic signs and markings would be developed at the 
detailed design stage. Traffic signs at the junctions and along the proposed road links would 
be located within the permanent fence line. 

3.3.10 Traffic Signals 

The Proposed Scheme would include the provision of new traffic signal controlled junctions at 
the following locations: 

• York Street/Great George’s Street; 

• York Street/Westlink; and 

• York Street/Cityside Retail Park/Galway House. 

In addition, the following existing signal controlled junctions would require revision to reflect 
changes introduced by the Proposed Scheme: 

• York Street/Great Patrick Street; 

• York Street/Dock Street; 

• Nelson Street/Great Patrick Street; 

• Dock Street/Nelson Street; and 

• Duncrue Street/M2 off-slip. 

The existing controlled pedestrian crossing at Whitla Street subway on Nelson Street would 
also require revision as appropriate to reflect changes introduced by the scheme. 
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3.3.11 Road Lighting 

As the Proposed Scheme is located within an urban area, it would include provision of a new 
road lighting system, with revisions to existing road lighting systems as required. It should be 
noted that separate lighting systems would be developed for systems that would be 
maintained by TransportNI and the DBFO concessionaire company for the DBFO Package 1 
contract. 

3.3.12 Motorway Communications 

The Proposed Scheme would include provision of motorway communications equipment for 
future operation of the scheme by TransportNI. 

3.3.13 Structures 

The vertical alignment of the proposed road links within the scheme would require construction 
of various structures, including bridges, underpasses, retaining walls, flood walls, 
embankments, gantries and culverts. These are all described within sub-section 4.2.3 in 
Volume 1 of the ES in more detail. 

3.3.14 Utilities 

Significant diversions of utilities infrastructure would be required for construction of the 
Proposed Scheme. Due to the nature of the scheme, these elements include retaining walls, 
underpasses, bridge piers, bridge abutments, embankments and other minor road alterations, 
such as kerb realignment and carriageway level alterations. Ground conditions in the study 
area generally at formation level have low bearing capacity and therefore it would be 
necessary for foundation strengthening works to be undertaken to provide support to 
foundations for the proposed retaining walls, bridge piers, bridge abutments and 
embankments. The intrusive nature of the works required to construct these individual 
elements would lead to severance of the existing utilities networks located within the study 
area. Therefore, significant diversionary works and mitigation measures would be required to 
ensure supply networks and systems are not detrimentally affected.   

3.3.15 Landscaping and Ecology 

The Proposed Scheme design would include the provision of landscaping and ecological 
protection measures, in accordance with the Schedule of Environmental Commitments 
included within the Environmental Statement (sub-section 18.5). 

3.4 Timescales 

The timescale for construction has not yet been finalised but at present, construction is 
targeted to commence in 2017/2018. A proposed vesting boundary has been determined. An 
Environmental Statement has been prepared and would be published alongside this 
Statement to Inform the Appropriate Assessment. An Orders Exhibition is scheduled for 
February 2015, with a possible Public Inquiry scheduled for Autumn 2015. The resulting 
Inspectors Report would require consideration before the Proposed Scheme would be 
approved to proceed. Ultimately, funding would need to be secured within future DRD budgets 
to allow the scheme to proceed.

It is anticipated that construction of the scheme would take place over an approximate three 
year (38-month) period. 
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4. PROTECTED SITES POTENTIALLY TO BE AFFECTED BY THE SCHEME 

The Habitats Regulations require assessment of any Natura 2000 sites that could potentially 
be affected by any plan or project.  Following the completion of the Stage 1 Screening 
Assessment, two SPA sites within Belfast Lough were identified where the effect on them from 
the Proposed Scheme could not be fully determined without further examination. 

The Proposed Scheme is located outside of such ecological designations by a minimum direct 
distance of some 1.6km, however, it is hydrologically linked to the European Natura 2000 
protected sites of Belfast Lough SPA and Belfast Lough Open Water SPA by virtue of the 
scheme surface water drainage which would discharge directly into Belfast Harbour, at a 
minimum of 4km(hydrological distance) from the closest Belfast Lough SPA site. Belfast 
Lough lies just beyond the waters classed as Belfast Harbour, further out to sea (Figure 5). 
The European sites of Belfast Lough are designated for their internationally and nationally 
important populations of overwintering waders and waterfowl. Their boundaries are largely co
incident with other ecological designations of Belfast Lough Ramsar site, Belfast Lough Inner 
and Outer Areas of Special Scientific Interest (ASSI). 

Belfast Lough SPA measures 432.14ha and comprises most of Inner and all of Outer Belfast 
Lough ASSI and is coincident with the Ramsar boundary. It is designated under Article 4.2 of 
EC Directive 79/409 on the Conservation of Wild Birds for the internationally important 
numbers of Redshank Tringa tetanus it regularly supports during the winter. For the period 
1991/92 to 1995/96, the five-year peak mean for Redshank was 2466 (1.6% of the 
international population). 

The site also regularly supports nationally important numbers of Shelduck Tadorna tadorna
(the 5-year peak mean for the period 1991/92 to 1995/96 was 589 (8.4%), Oystercatcher 
Haematopus ostralegus 6584 (13.2%), Purple sandpiper Calidris maritima 14 (1.4%), Dunlin 
Calidris alpina 1440 (1.2%), Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa 433 (4.8%), Bar-tailed Godwit 
Limosa lapponica 232 (1.3%), Curlew Numenius arquata 1271 (1.5%), and Turnstone 
Arenaria interpres 614 (2.7%).  

Belfast Lough Open Water SPA is also designated under Article 4.2 of EC Directive 79/409 on 
the Conservation of Wild Birds for the internationally important numbers of Great Crested 
Grebe Podiceps cristatus it regularly supports during the winter. It covers a total of 5592.99ha. 
For the period 1995 to 2000, the five-year peak mean for Great Crested Grebe was 1646. 

Belfast Lough Ramsar site qualifies under Criterion 3c by regularly supporting internationally 
important numbers of redshank in winter. 

The site also regularly supports nationally important numbers of Shelduck, Oystercatcher, 
Purple sandpiper, Dunlin, Black-tailed Godwit, Bar-tailed Godwit, Curlew and Turnstone. 
Belfast Lough as a whole is also used by several other waterfowl species including Great 
Crested Grebe, Scaup, Eider, Goldeneye and Red-breasted Merganser. 

The Proposed Scheme in relation to the designated site locations is shown in Figure 5. 
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Table 4.1: Current Qualifying Interests of Belfast Lough

Site Legislation Qualifying Interests 

Belfast Lough 
SPA 

(UK9020101) 

Designated under Birds Directive EC/79/409  Article 4.2: 
Regularly supporting populations of International 
importance (1% or more of the GB population) of species 
listed in Annex I of the Directive in winter: 

• Redshank

(Tringa tetanus) 

Belfast Lough 
Open Water 
SPA 

(UK9020290) 

Designated under Birds Directive EC/79/409 Article 4.2: 
Regularly supporting populations of International 
importance (1% or more of the GB population) of species 
listed in Annex I of the Directive in winter: 

• Great Crested Grebe 
(Podiceps cristatus) 

Belfast Lough 
Ramsar Site 

(UK12002) 

Designated under the Ramsar Convention, Ramsar 
Criteria 6: Regularly supports species / populations 
occurring at levels of international importance.

• Redshank

(Tringa tetanus) 

Source: Designation data sheets 

Conservation Objectives 

The Conservation Objectives for both the Natura 2000 sites of Belfast Lough are ‘to maintain 
each feature in favourable condition’ (Table 4.2).

For each feature, there are a number of component objectives which are outlined in Table 4.3. 
These are a series of attributes and measures which form the basis of Condition Assessment. 
The results of this will determine whether a feature is in favourable condition, or not. These 
Component Objectives are outlined in Table 4.3. 

Table 4.2: Population Size of Selection Features and the Conservation Objectives of the Sites 

Site Qualifying Interests and their Population Size Conservation Objectives 

Belfast Lough 
SPA 

(UK9020101) 

• Redshank (Tringa tetanus) 

• 2466 (5-year mean peak for 1991/92 
– 1995/96) 

• 1.4% of the international population 

To maintain each feature in 
favourable condition. 

Belfast Lough 
Open Water 
SPA 

(UK9020290) 

• Great Crested Grebe (Podiceps 
cristatus) 

• 1677 wintering individuals (5-year 
mean peak for 1996/97 – 2000/01) 

• 0.35% NW European population 

To maintain each feature in 
favourable condition. 

Belfast Lough 
Ramsar Site 

(UK12002) 

• Redshank (Tringa tetanus) 

• 1897 individuals, representing an 
average of 1.4% of the population (5- 
year peak mean 1998/9-2002/3). 

The Ramsar Convention’s mission 
is "the conservation and wise use 
of all wetlands through local, 
regional and national actions and 
international cooperation, as a 
contribution towards achieving 
sustainable development 
throughout the world”. 

Source: Designation data sheets 

Statement to Inform the Appropriate Assessment 
March 2015

11



 

   

   

 

  
   

 

 
 

     

  
   

        
 

 
         

       
  

        

     

   

  
  

      
 

        

     
  

 
   

      
       

        
     

  
   

       
   

   

    
    

     
     

    

    
 

   

  

4.2

TransportNI - 

York Street Interchange

Table 4.3: Site Component Objectives

Qualifying Interests and their 
Population Size Conservation Objectives 

Belfast Lough SPA 

Redshank wintering population No significant decrease in population against national trends, caused 
by on-site factors. 

Habitat extent 
To maintain or enhance the area of natural and semi-natural habitats 
potentially usable by Feature bird species (X ha intertidal area), 
subject to natural processes. 

Habitat extent Maintain the extent of main habitat components subject to natural 
processes. 

Roost sites Maintain or enhance sites utilised as roosts. 

Belfast Lough Open Water SPA 

Great Crested Grebe wintering 
population

No significant decrease in population against national trends, caused 
by on-site factors. 

Habitat extent Maintain the extent of main habitat components subject to natural 
processes. 

Roosting/loafing sites Maintain all locations of sites. 
Source: Site Conservation Objectives

SPA Condition Monitoring 

The Interest Features of Belfast Lough SPA and Belfast Lough Open Water SPA are 
monitored by NIEA on a monthly basis through the winter months by means of the National 
Wetland Birds Survey (WeBS) Core Counts. This survey is co-ordinated by the British Trust 
for Ornithology (BTO) although the results are provided to and considered regularly by NIEA 
for the latest population trend information on Great Crested Grebe and Redshank. Each SPA 
site is subject to a Natura 2000 monitoring round once every 5 years, where the current 
interest feature population size (as collected by WeBS) is compared with the baseline 
population size at the time of the original designation. It is assessed along with the other 
component objectives.

Following consultation with NIEA Natural Environment Division (Jan 2015), the current status 
of the selection features is highlighted in Table 4.4 for the sites in question. For the latest 
assessment, the wintering Redshank feature is noted to be in unfavourable condition within 
Belfast Lough SPA, while the Great Crested Grebe feature is considered to be in favourable 
condition within Belfast Lough Open Water SPA. 

Table 4.4: Current Condition Monitoring status of Belfast Lough SPA and Belfast Lough Open 
Water SPA 

SPA site Feature Condition 

Belfast Lough Redshank (wintering) Unfavourable 

Belfast Lough Open Water Great Crested Grebe (wintering) Favourable 

Source: NIEA Natural Environment Division Jan 2015 
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Qualifying Interests subject to Appropriate Assessment 

On considering the Proposed Scheme at a broad scale, the Screening for Appropriate 
Assessment highlighted three issues which could not be dismissed without further 
investigation. A hydrological link would exist between the Proposed Scheme and the Natura 
2000 sites situated within Belfast Lough. Therefore, any contaminants or pollutants created, 
released or mobilised by the construction or operation of the scheme could in theory reach the 
designated sites. In sufficient quantities or strength, they could have the potential to give rise 
to significant effects on the Natura 2000 sites and the interest features that they are 
designated for. On that basis, in line with the precautionary principle, the Habitats Regulations 
Assessment proceeded to this Stage 2 Appropriate Assessment to examine further the three 
issues (Table 4.5) and determine whether the issues can be discounted or mitigated against.

This Appropriate Assessment assesses the three issues and considers the mitigation 
measures to be employed on the Proposed Scheme. It examines the likely Significant Effects 
and how they would impact the Conservation Objectives of the site (Table 4.5). As both the 
sites and both selection features could be impacted, they are both assessed. 

Table 4.5: Summary of Likely Significant Effects of the Proposed Scheme on the qualifying 
interests of Belfast Lough SPA and Belfast Lough Open Water SPA 

Listing Qualifying 
Interests

Conservation 
Objectives 

Occurrence and Likely Significant 
Effects 

Belfast Lough SPA 

Occurrence: Known to feed around 
the Belfast Lough Shoreline on 
mudflats, probing the muds for 
invertebrates. 
Sufficient Uncertainty:
1. Pollutants / contaminants could 

be introduced due to the 
drainage discharge velocity of 
water outflow from the Proposed 
Scheme, stirring-up/re
suspending contaminated 
sediments already existing in 
Belfast Harbour.

2. Mobilised groundwater leachate 
contaminants leaving the 
excavated underpass areas of 
the scheme footprint. 

3. The in-combination effects of the 
Proposed Scheme could cause 
adverse impacts with other 
projects in the area. In line with 
the precautionary principle, the 
impact of potential pollution could 
be severe, should contaminants 
reach the feeding grounds of 
Redshank.  Indirect significant 
impacts could be experienced 
should there be a reduction or 
removal of invertebrate food 
resources.

Article 4.2 of Birds 
Directive 

2009/147/EC 

Regularly supporting 
populations of 
International 

importance (1% or 
more of the 

biogeographical 
populations) of 

migratory species 
(other than those 

listed in Annex I) in 
winter

No significant 
decrease in 

Redshank population 

wintering 
 against national 

population trends, caused 
by on-site 
factors. 
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Listing Qualifying 
Interests

Conservation 
Objectives 

Occurrence and Likely Significant 
Effects 

An Appropriate Assessment is 
required. 

Belfast Lough Open Water SPA 

Occurrence: Known to feed in open 
water areas off the shoreline. The 
large rafts (water surface flocks) 
move around and actively feed on 
small fish, caught from within the 
lough. 
Sufficient Uncertainty:
1. Pollutants / contaminants could 

be introduced due to the 
drainage discharge velocity of 
water outflow from the Proposed 
Scheme, stirring-up/re
suspending contaminated 
sediments already existing in 
Belfast Harbour.

2. Mobilised groundwater leachate 
contaminants leaving the 
excavated underpass areas of 
the scheme footprint. 

3. The in-combination effects of the 
Proposed Scheme could cause 
adverse impacts with other 
projects in the area. In line with 
the precautionary principle, the 
impact of potential pollution could 
be severe, should contaminants 
reach the feeding grounds of 
Great Crested Grebes.  Indirect 
significant impacts could be 
experienced through a reduction 
in fish numbers, such as a fish 
kill. 

An Appropriate Assessment is 
required.

Article 4.2 of Birds 
Directive 

2009/147/EC 

Regularly supporting 
populations of 
International 

importance (1% or 
more of the 

biogeographical 
populations) of 

migratory species 
(other than those 

listed in Annex I) in 
winter

No significant 
decrease in 

Great Crested population 
Grebe wintering against national 

population trends, caused 
by on-site 
factors. 

5. ASSESSMENT METHODOLOGIES AND ASSUMPTIONS 

Source information 

The majority of the information considered for this Statement to Inform the Appropriate 
Assessment has been provided from within the Environmental Statement (January 2015),  
which has been prepared in tandem.  
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In-built mitigation 

The scheme design has incorporated a number of elements of ‘in-built’ mitigation. These are 
borne out of best practice but have been adopted and designed in at an early stage to 
specifically or indirectly prevent adverse impacts or confer a benefit to the wider environment. 

Within the drainage design, a number of features have been included to manage flow, remove 
sediment and to minimise disturbance to receiving waters and sediments of Belfast Lough. 
These are outlined in Table 5.1 and detailed in sub-section 4.3 in Volume 1 of the 
Environmental Statement (January 2015). The majority of these have been incorporated 
primarily for the functioning and operation of the drainage design.  However, in some cases 
they confer a useful incidental environmental benefit and so are described below as in-built 
mitigation. 

Table 5.1: Elements of the drainage design which can be considered as in-built mitigation 

Element of mitigation in the 
design Purpose of mitigation Result of mitigation 

Sump units fitted at intervals 
along combined kerb and 
drainage system. Access 
available within each system 
unit. 

Removal of suspended sediments. 

Reduction in sediment load 
entering the pumping station 
and ultimately being 
discharged to Belfast Harbour. 

Carrier drains fitted with 
catchpits at intervals. Access 
available from manhole. 

Removal of suspended sediments. 

Reduction of sediment load 
entering the pumping station 
and ultimately being 
discharged to Belfast Harbour. 

Pumping station and associated 
wet wall chamber. 

Assists in the control and reduction 
of peak discharge of water outflow 
through the attenuation of flow.  

The size of the chamber to 
accommodate the proposed 
pumping infrastructure allows the 
outflow main pipeline diameter to be 
reduced, thus further limiting flow.

Use of existing culvert eliminates 
need for excavation in proximity to 
Belfast Harbour Quay wall. 

Discharge rate of water 
outflow into CSO culvert is 
reduced. 

Discharge into Belfast Harbour 
via abandoned CSO. 

Oversized culvert helps to reduce 
flow velocity. 

Culvert chosen as it was in ideal 
location, had a small downward 
gradient, and oversized nature. 

Reduced flow velocity into 
Belfast Harbour. 
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Element of mitigation in the 
design Purpose of mitigation Result of mitigation 

Flood protection in the form of 
increased heights of walls 
(sealed structures) and flood 
retaining walls are proposed 
within the underpass design to 
minimise the risk of flooding in 
an extreme situation. 

Flood protection of underpass and 
prevention of ingress of water which 
in turn could mobilise pollutants or 
introduce silt and sediment into 
drainage system which could block 
causing further problems. 

Prevention of any pollutant / 
contaminant / excess sediment 
washed into the drainage 
system through flooding and 
onward into Belfast Harbour. 
Also, prevents blockage of 
system or the need for 
drainage system clean-up from 
sediments.

The major excavations / deep cuttings during the construction process would be for the 
underpass structures associated with links between Westlink and M2/M3 (sub-section 4.2.3.2 
in Volume 1 of the ES). As all structures require a solid foundation within competent strata, 
bored/driven piles and diaphragm walls would be used to provide stability and settlement 
control, breaching further into the deposits (i.e. into the underlying fluvial sands and 
gravels/glacial till).

These construction methods can be considered as in-built mitigation as they also have the 
benefit of preventing groundwater from flowing through and into the deep excavated 
underpass areas. The diaphragm walls and piled structures would cut off this flow completely, 
and instead, intercepting it to flow around the construction footprint. In this way, there would 
be no drawdown in the groundwater levels, or new pollutant pathways created. Furthermore, 
the techniques employed in terms of boring and placement of diaphragm walls mean that 
impact upon superficial deposits and thus mobilising contaminants beyond the footprint of the 
Proposed Scheme would be minimal.  

6.	 POTENTIAL IMPACTS ON BELFAST LOUGH SPA AND BELFAST LOUGH OPEN WATER 
SPA 

Where aspects of a project or plan are identified as having a Likely Significant Effect upon a 
European site, the project can only be consented after having made an Appropriate 
Assessment that it will not adversely effect the integrity of the European Site (known as in view 
of that site’s conservation objectives). Integrity of a site is defined by the EU as the “coherence 
of its ecological structure and function, across its whole area, which enables it to sustain the 
habitat, complex of habitats and/or the levels of populations of the species for which it was 
classified” and is further defined by the ability of the site to meet its conservation objectives. 

Likely Significant Effects to be assessed 

As discussed under the sufficient uncertainty headings of Table 5.1, three issues have been 
identified which could give rise to impacts on the selection features and impact indirectly on 
their food resources.  These issues to be assessed would be: 

1.	 Drainage velocity of storm water entering Belfast Harbour - has the potential to disturb and 
re-suspend contaminants (from previous industrial activity) on the bed of Belfast Harbour 
near Gamble Street and be carried out into Belfast Lough itself; 

2.	 Disturbance of existing contaminated ground / contaminated groundwater within the 
construction footprint which has the potential indirectly to introduce the contaminants to 
the Natura 2000 sites via new run-off transmission pathways or groundwater mobilisation; 
and 
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3. In-combination effects - from a variety of other planned developments in the area. 

Each of these three issues will now be discussed and assessed in turn. 

6.2 Drainage Velocity of Storm water entering Belfast Harbour 

6.2.1 Background to Drainage Design proposals 

The existing site area predominantly drains to the sewerage network which is maintained and 
operated by NI Water. Through ongoing consultations with NI Water and in accordance with 
best practice, TransportNI (formerly Roads Service) are facilitating storm water separation i.e. 
removal of storm water from the existing sewerage network which outfalls to the Duncrue 
Street Wastewater Treatment Works (WwTW), as part of the Proposed Scheme.  

The drainage solution developed for the Proposed Scheme seeks to maximise the drainage 
catchment area (approximately 6.3ha) that would discharge storm water to the pumping 
station, which would then be conveyed onwards via the new pumping main arrangement to the 
outlet point near Gamble Street. A c.140-150 metre length of existing Combined Sewer 
Overflow (CSO) culvert would be utilised and discharge through an outfall structure in the 
quay wall of Belfast Harbour, immediately upstream (south) of Dargan Bridge (Plate 6.1). The 
CSO culvert no longer conveys foul water, instead currently facilitating drainage of a section of 
elevated M3 between Lagan Bridge and Nelson Street. Discharge of storm water from the new 
pumping station to the CSO culvert would be via a new outfall pipeline which would be 
installed as part of the Proposed Scheme (Figure 4).

As part of the ongoing design process, Drainage Engineers have reviewed record drawings 
which show the alignment (both vertical and horizontal) of the abandoned Combined Sewer 
Overflow (CSO) culvert. It conveys flow in an easterly direction from a location where Gamble 
Street and Tomb Street converge, to a point where the culvert connects through the quay wall 
and discharges to Belfast Harbour (highlighted yellow box – Plate 6.1). 

Plate 6.1: Existing Combined Sewer Overflow (CSO) culvert planned for use to drain the 
Proposed Scheme and act as the outfall point into Belfast Harbour (highlighted within the 
yellow box). 

In order to assess potential effects of the storm water drainage discharge proposals on the 
receiving water environment in the vicinity of the outfall point through the quay wall, existing 
and proposed conditions have been reviewed and design flow and flow velocity calculations 
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have been carried out and summarised in sub-section 16.6.1.5 in Volume 1 of the 
Environmental Statement (January 2015). The proposed design flow during extreme events 
would be in the range of 220 litres/sec (1-in-1 year return period flow) to 950 litres/sec (1-in
100 year return period flow) as shown in Table 6.1. 

Table 6.1: Hydraulic calculations – flow conditions within 2.7m wide x 1.5m high abandoned 
CSO culvert. 

Storm Return Period 
YSI Design Flow 

(m³/sec) 

Flow Velocity 

(m/sec) 

Flow Depth* 

(m) 

1-in-1 year 0.220 0.679 0.120 

1-in-30 year 0.680 1.041 0.242 

1-in-100 year 0.950 1.169 0.301 

*Assumes level of tide is below invert of CSO culvert (i.e. no tidal surcharge within culvert barrel) 

Following review of the hydraulic calculations in Table 6.1, the proposed flows from the 
Proposed Scheme are minor in comparison to the flow capacity of the CSO culvert.  The 1-in
100 year extreme design flow depth would only be 301mm (0.301m).  Due to the large size of 
the existing box culvert (i.e. 2.7m wide x 1.5m high), and the shallow longitudinal gradient in 
the culvert (1-in-500), the corresponding flow velocities calculated range between 0.7 and 1.2 
m/s approximately. The calculated flow velocities which are greater than 1 m/s would only 
occur on very rare occasions and are within acceptable values with respect to potential for 
scour when offset against the measures that are proposed within the design, in accordance 
with DMRB Standard HA107/04 (Design of Outfall and Culvert Details). In addition, the flow 
velocities in all cases would be less than 1.4m/s which is the upper limit at outfall locations to 
receiving waters recommended within HA107/04, albeit that this standard applies more to 
proposed outfalls to watercourses rather than to the sea. 

6.2.2 CSO Culvert at Outfall Location through Quay Wall - Potential Effects 

The culvert would however be subject to surcharge during a variety of tidal conditions (i.e. the 
invert of the culvert is regularly below the tidal level). With respect to potential disturbance of 
bed materials in Belfast Harbour (adjacent to the CSO outfall location), following construction 
of the Proposed Scheme, the worst case scenario regarding disturbance of such materials 
would occur during an extreme rainfall event (high outfall flow conditions) coinciding with a low 
tidal water level.  Even in the low tide event, the vertical drop between the invert level of the 
CSO culvert at the quay wall and the water level in the harbour would not be significant (less 
than 1m). The water depth in the harbour during low tide would be greater than 3m at this 
location and therefore a considerable margin between the storm water discharge from the 
Proposed Scheme and the harbour bed level would be in place, to facilitate dissipation of any 
residual flow turbulence.

On the basis of the foregoing, potential effects on disturbance of contaminated bed 
materials/sediments in Belfast Harbour in the vicinity of the existing CSO culvert outfall, due to 
turbulence caused by storm water discharge from the Proposed Scheme is expected to be 
negligible. 

NIEA - Water Management Unit has been consulted regarding these proposals and is content 
with the findings of the assessment (Section 9 Consultations). 
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6.2.3 Conclusions 

On consideration of the above information, it has been concluded that there would be 
negligible disturbance to the bed sediments by the storm water discharge. Various factors 
including the initial controlled release of storm water at peak flows, the reduced velocity of 
outflow created by the oversized culvert and 1-in-500 shallow gradient, and finally the low 
invert level of the outflow culvert, would ensure that the discharged stormwater would prevent 
the stirring-up/re-suspension and mobilisation of any contaminants locked within those 
sediments. This would be the case even during low tides, and ultimately prevent the onward 
flow of such contaminants to the Natura 2000 sites. It can be concluded that there would be no 
significant effects from this aspect of the Proposed Scheme in relation to the integrity of the 
Natura 2000 sites nor their selection interest features. 

6.3 Disturbance of contaminated ground / contaminated groundwater 

6.3.1 Potential transfer of contaminants to designated sites 

A second potential transfer pathway has been identified in which existing groundwater 
leachate contaminants, released as a direct result of the Proposed Scheme, can ultimately 
reach the Natura 2000 sites, and have the potential to significantly affect the wintering bird 
features. Through the normal construction process, significant earthworks must be 
undertaken. In particular, extensive excavations must be made to accommodate underpass 
sections of the Proposed Scheme.

In completing these works, there is a high chance of disturbance to any existing contaminated 
ground or contaminated groundwater within the construction footprint throughout the 
construction period. This has the potential to indirectly introduce the contaminants to the 
Natura 2000 sites via new run-off transmission pathways or groundwater mobilisation. Soluble 
metals and chemicals would be at greatest risk of being released in such a manner. 

This issue is addressed below, highlighting the limited contaminants which are currently 
present in the construction footprint, discussing the transmission pathways, and describing the 
construction process with mitigation in place to ensure that no contaminants leave the 
construction site. 

6.3.2 Contaminants occurring within the existing York Street junction area 

To investigate whether the location of the Proposed Scheme contained any existing 
contamination, a ground investigation study was carried out in 2013 as part of the 
Environmental Impact Assessment and reported in Chapter 17 in Volume 1 of the 
Environmental Statement (January 2015). The following information is extracts from that 
chapter. 

As part of the 2013 ground investigation works, soil, leachate and groundwater samples taken 
from various locations around the site were scheduled for a range of chemical testing including 
metals and metalloids, polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAH), total petroleum hydrocarbons 
(TPH), cyanide (free and total), benzene, toluene, ethylbenzene, xylene, Volatile Organic 
Compounds (VOC) and Semi-Volatile Organic Compounds (SVOC). A total of 19 ‘made 
ground’ soil samples were also screened for the presence of asbestos. 

The soil chemical results indicated that no concentrations of contaminants of concern were 
detected above their respective Generic Assessment Criteria (GAC) for the protection of 
Human Health within the study area. 

The results of the leachate analysis suggest that the majority of metal and metalloid 
concentrations reported are below the relevant GAC for the protection of groundwater and 
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surface waters.  Only two isolated occurrences of leachable arsenic, marginally above GAC, 
appear to be present from a borehole taken at Great George’s Street Car Park (adjacent to 
York Street) and a trial pit at Lancaster Street Car Park. The data suggests that metals and 
metalloids present in these soils are generally of low leachability.  

Whilst soil leachate results indicate limited leachability of metals/metalloids and ammoniacal 
nitrogen, a number of exceedances of Water Target Value (WTV) were recorded in 
groundwater samples across the study area in respect of these compounds. While they may 
be related to soil sources on site, the metal exceedances recorded are relatively marginal, 
generally within one order of magnitude and are not considered to be significant. 

Analysis of the groundwater test data indicated that the majority of chemical determinants 
were below their respective GAC; however some exceedances were recorded. 

6.3.3 Contaminated Land Risk Assessment Summary 

Following the 2013 intrusive ground investigation and subsequent laboratory chemical 
analysis of soil and groundwater samples recovered from the site, the revised contaminated 
land risk assessment suggests that no potentially significant sources of contamination were 
identified in the immediate vicinity of the Proposed Scheme. While potential contaminants are 
present within the ‘made ground’ typically associated with demolition rubble, these are present 
at concentrations that do not represent a risk to groundwater. Based on the assessment of 
information available to date, it is not anticipated that specific remediation would be required at 
the site. 

Following completion of the Proposed Scheme, hard cover impermeable surface would 
occupy the majority of the study area including previously soft ground.  The marginal increase 
in areas of hard cover would result in a reduction of surface water infiltration and would 
therefore lower the risk of contaminants being mobilised beneath the proposed road 
infrastructure.  It is considered that in this way, the impact on groundwater or underlying soils 
and other adjacent receptors would be negligible.

6.3.4 Pollution incident risk 

The annual probability of a serious pollution incident occurring as a result of an incident on the 
affected road network is significantly lower than the acceptable risk limit of 1% (or a return 
period of 1-in-100 years) at all outfall locations associated with the Proposed Scheme and 
thus no mitigation measures are deemed necessary. Since the Proposed Scheme offers 
significant improvement to the safety and standard of the highway environment, this has the 
effect of reducing the risk of a serious pollution incident. 

The underpasses would be designed as sealed structures with sufficient load-bearing capacity 
and flexural strength to prevent flotation or seepage ingress from groundwater. This approach 
to the structural design of the underpasses would mean that there would be no requirement to 
collect and dispose of significant quantities of groundwater. 

6.3.4.1 Groundwater Impacts 

The Proposed Scheme involves considerable excavation and filling activities across the site. 
The road engineering options in relation to the Proposed Scheme may present some potential 
impacts to the underlying groundwater and existing surface water bodies. In particular, 
diaphragm walls and piles may hinder flow within aquifer units. In addition, the placement of 
significant volumes of earthwork materials may compress underlying lithological units, 
however it would result in a reduction in formation permeability and hence groundwater flow 
capability. 
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Where groundwater is encountered, disturbance of the material during construction works may 
increase the mobility of contaminants. While groundwater is present at shallow depth beneath 
the site area, it is not anticipated that dewatering would be required since the proposed 
construction method (diaphragm walls) does not require dewatering during installation.  It is 
likely that management of groundwater during construction would be limited to the 
management of small volumes of perched water encountered in ‘made ground’ and in 
removing groundwater volumes enclosed by the diaphragm walls. This would be addressed in 
the Construction Environmental Management Plan (CEMP). 

There would be a risk of groundwater contamination due to accidental spillage, at any location 
throughout the construction site. Again, while liquids such as oils, lubricants, paints, 
bituminous coatings, preservatives and weed killers present the greatest risk, other materials 
such as cement can also have serious environmental effects. Use of mechanised plant also 
involves potential for spillage or leakage of contaminants such as diesel fuel, oils or hydraulic 
fluids. Unmitigated, such spillages could seep through the unsaturated zone and contaminate 
the groundwater.  Refuelling of plant on-site would also present a risk to groundwater. 

Since the vast capacity of the harbour to dilute soluble pollutants and disperse sediments 
would be sufficient to negate the need for further pre-treatment, and due to the cost and 
complexity of their installation, it is therefore proposed that Petrol Interceptor tanks or SuDS 
features are not included as part of the Proposed Scheme, upstream of the proposed pumping 
station discharge point to Belfast Harbour. This approach has been agreed in principle with 
NIEA – Water Management Unit through ongoing consultation. 

6.3.5 Conclusions 

Investigations have detected the presence of some contaminants but these do not occur in 
abundance and are at relatively low levels of contamination. The soil chemical results have 
identified no concentrations of concern above their respective Generic Assessment Criteria 
(GAC) for the protection of Human Health within the study area. The various underpasses 
would be constructed within full cut-off diaphragm walls which would prevent the lateral 
movement of ground water or other contaminated materials reaching Belfast Harbour as a 
result of the Proposed Scheme. Dewatering from within the excavations would therefore not 
be expected due to the diaphragm walls. Good practice would be adopted at all times on site 
in relation to working near water and so this would further limit potential pollution. 

It has been determined that a low level of contamination currently exists within the Proposed 
Scheme footprint. The construction method of full cut-off diaphragm walls to maintain existing 
groundwater levels would prevent the creation of new pathways to Belfast Lough and the risk 
of throughflow of groundwater and those contaminants.  On that basis, it can be concluded 
that there would be a negligible risk of contaminants reaching Belfast Harbour and ultimately 
reaching the Natura 2000 sites to impact the selection features. 

It is therefore concluded that there would be a negligible effect to the integrity of the Belfast 
Lough SPA and Belfast Lough Open Water SPA and the selection interest features as a result 
of this aspect of the Proposed Scheme.  

6.4 In-combination effects 

The current Proposed Scheme is considered to make a negligible contribution towards water 
pollution or a reduction in water quality within Belfast Harbour or within the SPA sites. As such, 
it would therefore be difficult for it to act in combination with any other planned project.  
However, a wide range of known planned developments occur within 5km of the Proposed 
Scheme and these have been assessed in combination with it.
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A planning trawl was undertaken as part of the Environmental Impact Assessment, to 
determine the major developments in the area. NIEA was also consulted to determine whether 
they had any knowledge of any planned project they felt the effects of which could potentially 
combine with the Proposed Scheme to create a significant effect. They also advised on which 
major developments would be most obvious to consider. 

In addition to a number of smaller developments, several large scale developments were 
identified, in proximity to the Proposed Scheme, which would have the highest potential to act 
in combination with it to cause significant effects. In particular, these include the ‘VT4 
extension’ (Land Reclamation project) within Belfast Harbour and a number of building 
development projects around the Belfast Harbour and Docks area, including the North 
Foreshore Giant’s Park, City Quays, Titanic Quarter Developments and Greater Belfast 
Development University Campus (Figure 6). These were assessed in–combination with the 
Proposed Scheme but are not thought to be at risk of causing any further impacts through 
combining their effects with the effects from the Proposed Scheme, as outlined in the following 
sub-sections. 

6.4.1 Victoria Terminal 4 Extension 

Permission was granted by DOE Planning in September 2014 for a further extension through 
proposed land reclamation adjacent to Victoria Terminal 4 in Belfast Harbour for the purposes 
of port related operations (Application Z/2013/1473F).

The current Victoria Terminal 4 (VT4) is home to the Stenaline ferry port operating both 
passenger and freight operations to mainland UK. The area lies just outside the Belfast 
docklands and is accessed via Westbank Road.

The proposal is for the reclamation of approximately 60-70 acres of land from the sea to the 
mean low tide water mark. The total area of useable land would be approximately 60 acres.  
The reclaimed land would project out in a north-easterly direction from the end of Victoria 
Terminal 4 by 750m, and will have a width of approximately 300m (Figure 6). The proposed 
land reclamation would abut land that was also reclaimed. The finished level would be similar 
to that of the adjoining land, approximately 5.5mH.D (Harbour Datum) to 6.0mH.D once it 
settles. The existing sea bed level is -1.0mH.D. (Harbour Datum is 2.01m below Ordnance 
Datum). 

During the planning, assessment and consultation of the VT4 project, detailed concerns were 
addressed relating to the marine environment. An Environmental Statement and Appropriate 
Assessment were submitted outlining the nature and magnitude of the effects. The 
environmental impacts were considered and no objections were received (Development 
Control Officer’s Professional Planning Report (Planning NI Website, accessed Dec 2014)). 

A Construction Environmental Management Plan detailing the method of works, an 
Earthworks Plan and all pollution prevention measures to be employed would be prepared and 
submitted for the approval of the Department prior to the commencement of any works 
(Planning NI Website, accessed Dec 2014). 

The VT4 project Environmental Statement concluded:

‘Impacts on ornithological features were considered to be of Negligible magnitude 
and Non-Significant. No significant cumulative impacts are predicted’.

‘Mitigation measures outlined in Chapter 5 and Chapter 14 seeking to protect the 
water environment of Belfast Lough, will also serve to protect features of 
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ornithological interest and the habitats they rely on. Additional precautionary 
mitigation measures are however, outlined within Section 6.6 including the timing 
of any site clearance activities and the timing of initial rock bund formation 
activities outside of the key autumn and spring passage months. No residual 
impacts are predicted providing the implementation of mitigation measures and 
no significant elevation in suspended solids within the water column during 
construction’ (Proposed Land Reclamation at Belfast Harbour Environmental 
Statement NTS (RPS) Published December 2013. Accessed via Planning NI 
Website, Dec 2014).

As a result, it is considered that the Victoria Terminal 4 Extension project would not act in 
combination with the York Street Interchange to create significant effects on the Belfast Lough 
Natura 2000 sites. 

6.4.2 North Foreshore Giant’s Park 

The North Foreshore is the largest regeneration site in Belfast, comprising some 340 acres 
(Figure 6). The site is the former Dargan Road Waste Landfill site, closed to dumping in March 
2007. The North Foreshore has been identified as a priority project and is being prepared for 
future development.

Belfast City Council developed the North Foreshore Comprehensive Masterplan (2009) that 
established the development framework for the comprehensive regeneration of the area, 
proposing to develop a green environmental resource park. The regeneration of the site will 
have strong sustainable development principles involving site preparation works and eco build 
/ clean technology. 

The Masterplan comprised a number of major elements.  These were: 

•	 An Environmental Resource Recovery Park (in the south of the site) which will include 
business and enterprise developments: 

-	 Waste transfer facility; 

-	 Business Park. 

•	 Logistical warehousing and associated parking (in the south of the site); 

•	 Sports pitches / Commercial Leisure Facilities, a visitor/education centre and an outdoor 
performance space (located in the central and eastern area of the site); and

•	 Public parkland (in the north and west of the site) consisting of pedestrian and cycle paths, 
lookout towers/viewing platforms, bird hides, sculptures and natural landscapes and 
habitats. 

This initial Masterplan was examined in 2008 through a provisional Appropriate Assessment of 
the overall plans (Report on North Foreshore Giant’s Park Environmental Report Ecological 
Appropriate Assessment, May 2008). At that time it was found that there could be a risk to the 
integrity of the Belfast Lough SPA and Belfast Lough Open Water SPA sites and their 
selection features, unless specific mitigation is incorporated into the plan. 

Mitigation measures included:

•	 Construction outside of the wintering period in the most sensitive locations – this would 
eliminate disturbance to selection features; 
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•	 Managing the site through signage and visitor infrastructure – this would reduce 
disturbance to wintering birds; 

•	 Creation of habitats and landscaping to benefit the wintering water birds – this would 
enhance the birds and prevent disturbance through screening and buffering human 
activity; and 

•	 Implementation of all water management and air quality management measures as 
outlined in the Environmental Statement – this would prevent reduction in habitat quality. 

The assessment adopted the precautionary principle and concluded that it was unknown if the 
site would be unaffected if all the mitigation measures were implemented. It did comment that 
the potential to impact the SPA would be reduced and EHS (NIEA) should be consulted further 
until they were content with the plan and its final agreed mitigation measures. 

Since then, a number of the elements of the overall Masterplan have proceeded with 
appropriate mitigation and consideration of the SPAs. 

The waste transfer facility is already in operation and no significant concerns were raised by 
NIEA at this time over disturbance to the SPA or water pollution in the area (NIEA CDP Dec 
2014). 

The North Foreshore Infrastructure Project to build the road network within the site is also 
progressing at present and a Planning Application should be lodged imminently. A provisional 
Stage 1 HRA (Screening for Appropriate Assessment) has been undertaken and no significant 
effects of the project on the Natura 2000 sites have been identified (NIEA CDP Dec 2014). 

No further elements of the development are known at present that would have the potential to 
cause significant effects. As each element progresses and proceeds to planning, each would 
be assessed on a case-by-case basis and NIEA would be consulted on each one. On that 
basis, it is concluded that no known future development within the North Foreshore Giant’s 
Park would act in-combination with the York Street Interchange proposals to cause significant 
effects on the Belfast Lough Natura 2000 sites.

6.4.3 City Quays Development 

The City Quays site covers an area of c.10.1ha. It lies adjacent to the York Street Interchange 
site and is bounded by Belfast Harbour to the east, Corporation Street to the west, Dock Street 
and Corry Link to the north, and the elevated M3 Cross Harbour Lagan Bridge to the south 
(Figure 6). The site forms part of the wider Harbour Estate and lies across the harbour from 
the Odyssey Complex and Titanic Quarter. 

The current land use within this area includes offices, residential, retail, public houses, leisure 
and public realm, the derelict SeaCat Ferry Terminal, and a number of surface car parks. 

Plans would be to transform the site and include a number of core elements: 

•	 Commercial / office space; 

•	 An hotel; 

•	 Residential development; 

•	 Retail/cafes/restaurants; 
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•	 Leisure and public realm; and 

•	 Multi-storey car park. 

Outline planning for the City Quays development (Z2010/1006/O) was granted in July 2014 
and some of the phased development has now proceeded with full planning permission (e.g 
Z/2013/0931/F). As each phase is approved by DOE Planning, it would be assessed on a 
case-by-case basis. The latest phase (Z/2013/0931F) has begun construction and NIEA 
(Natural Environment Division and Water Management Unit) are and have been consulted as 
statutory consultees. 

The City Quays ES also confirmed that the use of petrol interceptors and sediment traps, 
installed on the stormwater sewer network, would isolate chemical and physical pollutants and 
prevent them from entering the receiving watercourse with the stormwater flows. Further, the 
use of bunded fuel storage areas and compliance with the PPGs will safeguard against the 
potential impact on water quality. There will, therefore, be no residual impacts with respect to 
the existing hydrological regime in the vicinity of the application site. 

It was also determined in the City Quays ES that storm water drainage from the application 
site would increase by around 15% as a result of the proposed development. The discharge 
would be to Inner Belfast Lough. Given that the increase would be small, no further mitigation 
measures were deemed necessary and there was considered to be no residual impact. 

As a result, there would be a negligible risk of the City Quays development acting in 
combination with the York Street Interchange to impact on the Belfast Lough Natura 2000 
sites. 

6.4.4 Titanic Quarter Development 

Titanic Quarter is one of Europe's largest waterfront regeneration developments and is the 
single largest regeneration scheme in Northern Ireland's history. It is a 30+ year project with a 
vision to regenerate around 75ha (185 acres) of former shipyard lands, on the fringe of Belfast 
City Centre (Figure 6).  It is being transformed into a new mixed-use maritime quarter with a 
mile of water frontage and a range of investment opportunities. Titanic Quarter (TQ) is already 
a well-defined part of modern Belfast with a well-established mix of business, leisure and 
education uses.

There are three main elements of this TQ project: 

•	 Titanic Belfast - a world-class visitor attraction based on Titanic and Belfast shipbuilding 
and maritime history; 

•	 Titanic Signature project - the wider scheme in which Titanic Belfast sits, including 
development of surrounding Titanic-related landmarks; and 

•	 Titanic Quarter Development - the long-term regeneration of the overall area which will 
cost £7 billion and take until the 2030s to complete. 

The majority of the first two elements have already been built and major parts of the remaining 
area are also already built or have secured planning. Planning permission now exists for 
c.4,000,000 sq ft, with the current focus on developing a Media Campus, extending the 
Financial Services Centre, and progressing additional leisure and tourism projects. 

Each aspect of the development is assessed individually by DOE Planning as each Full 
Planning Application is submitted.  NIEA are statutory consultees and make comment where 
required in relation to the Belfast Lough Natura 2000 sites. A typical example, was a recent 
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large scale office development known as ‘Olympic House’ (Z/2013/0931/F) which had an EIA 
determination made. The conclusion was outlined in a signed letter from DOE Planning 
(Planning NI website):

The impact on Belfast Lough should not be so significant as to require an 
Environmental Statement as a Habitats Regulations Assessment has been 
submitted with the application. NIEA have been consulted accordingly. Given the 
extensive development in the vicinity I do not feel that the proposal, which is 
some distance from Belfast Lough SPA, will have any direct effects on natural 
habitats, given the information provided. 

A Stage 1 ‘Screening for Appropriate Assessment’ was also undertaken and determined that 
there was no likelihood of adverse effects upon the conservation objectives, structure and 
functioning of the Natura 2000 sites under consideration. The reasons were that whilst highly 
unlikely, any contaminant which could potentially be released due to the construction of 
Olympic House would be subject to the significant effects of dilution in the water column. 

Whilst this specific development lies between the proposed York Street Interchange, and the 
Belfast Lough SPA and Belfast Lough Open Water SPA, it would not be expected to act in 
combination with it. Similarly, no other planned development within the Titanic Development 
would be expected to act in combination with the proposed York Street Interchange to cause 
significant impacts. Each one would only be permitted by DOE Planning in conjunction with 
NIEA if it did not have potential to negatively impact the Natura 2000 sites, either alone or in 
combination. 

NIEA are not aware of any other project occurring in this area which could have the potential 
to act in combination and have not raised any concern about any existing project (NIEA CDP 
Dec 2014). 

6.4.5 Greater Belfast Development (GBD) University Campus 

The University of Ulster propose to develop a new University Campus known as the Greater 
Belfast Development (GBD). It would form a bespoke, purpose-built educational facility in 
Belfast City Centre. The new Belfast Campus will accommodate in the region of a total of c. 
11,292 students and 1,280 staff, with the majority of those staff and students relocating from 
the existing Jordanstown campus. 

The development would consist of four entirely new blocks and the part-refurbishment of an 
existing University-owned building. It would be situated within the area defined as the 
‘Cathedral Quarter’ to the north of Belfast City Centre (Figure 6). The site is divided by York 
Street, with Frederick Street and Great Patrick Street forming the northern edge of the site. 

In March 2012, the University of Ulster submitted an original planning application 
(Z/2012/0361/F). However, soon after, a separate planning application was submitted on 
behalf of the Department for Social Development (DSD) for a mixed-use regeneration scheme 
that provided a retail unit, retained DRD car parking spaces, and also accommodated car 
parking provision for the University campus. As the car parking provision is necessary for the 
operation of the main GBD campus, the original Environmental Statement (ES) was revised to 
extend the scope of the environmental assessment to include the car parking site for the main 
GBD campus. This revised ES was submitted for both the University of Ulster GBD planning 
application (Z/2012/0361/F) and the DSD mixed-use regeneration scheme planning 
application. 

Plans for drainage from the site mean that both storm water and foul water would both pass 
into the combined sewer network. Northern Ireland Water has confirmed that the existing 
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public sewers located along York Road and Frederick Street could serve both the GBD and 
the DSD Mixed Use Regeneration Scheme (Greater Belfast Development & DSD Mixed Use 
Regeneration Scheme ES, 2012). These existing sewers form part of a combined system 
serving the area i.e. they receive both foul and storm flows. These sewers all discharge to the 
Belfast WwTW at Duncrue Street. 

Additionally, the ES outlined extensive mitigation measures to ensure no adverse impacts 
upon designated areas, highlighting that storm water run-off and pollution prevention plans will 
be integrated using interception technology. Petrol interceptors would be included within the 
drainage system in the service yard of Block A to further reduce pollution risk to a minimum. 
The ES confirms: 

Works will include the provision of mitigation to guard against accidental or 
deliberate pollution events. Appropriate construction methods will be employed 
such as minimising excavation, earthworks and spoil storage within the 
application site. Undertaking of construction phase silt and sediment 
management drainage design and surface water management in order to avoid 
such mobilisations of sediment within nearby storm drains. 

The contractors shall produce a Construction Environmental Management Plan 
(CEMP) based on the above mitigation measures and PPG and CIRIA guidance 
is produced which Contractors would commit to certain minimum standards. This 
will be updated as required and detailed method statements included for works.  

If run-off and pollution prevention plans are implemented, the source-pathway-receptor chain 
is broken and no significant impact is likely to arise from water quality issues. 

The GBD would therefore not contribute to any reduction in water quality within Belfast 
Harbour, through combination with the discharge from the proposed York Street Interchange 
scheme, and therefore ultimately would not impact the Natura 2000 sites. 

6.4.6 Conclusions 

The major developments outlined above have been highlighted as being most at risk of acting 
in-combination with the proposed York Street Interchange Scheme to cause significant effects 
on the Natura 2000 sites in Belfast Lough. However, as each has been considered, and the 
individual aspects of each project examined, it is clear that none of the above would act in-
combination to reduce water quality below acceptable standards. 

No other plans or projects have been identified that could also act in-combination with the 
Proposed Scheme.  NIEA Natural Environment Division have been consulted on this 
determination and are in agreement with the findings.

7. MITIGATION 

Mitigation measures are aspects that are introduced to a scheme to avoid or reduce the scale 
of an adverse effect. Mitigation of effects on qualifying interests should be clearly defined, 
integral to the project, and have proven efficacy. 

Mitigation measures for the operation phase of the Proposed Scheme are already in-built into 
the design of the Proposed Scheme (Section 5.2 of this SIAA In-built Mitigation), and are 
aimed to reduce the introduction of possible contaminants or pollution into Belfast Harbour.

During the construction phase, there is a potentially elevated risk to the water environment risk 
and so additional mitigation outlined below, already set out in the technical chapters of the 
Environmental Statement (January 2015), is outlined which will protect the water environment. 
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7.1 Documentation and Methodology 

The contract documents for construction would include prescriptive clauses to ensure that the 
obligation is placed upon the appointed Contractor to meet the environmental commitments 
and as a minimum, the proposed mitigation measures set out in the Environmental Statement 
and below. As noted earlier, any works in, near or liable to impact a waterway (including 
measures to mitigate adverse impacts) ‘must’ gain the consent of NIEA – WMU and DARD 
Rivers Agency, a minimum of two months prior to commencement of such works. 

At the detailed design stage, in order to formulate appropriate Method Statements and 
processes for implementing mitigation measures set out below, it would be necessary to 
prepare these in consultation with NIEA, DOE Marine Team and other local stakeholders. It is 
recommended this should be done by way of an Environmental Liaison Group to ensure that 
potential for significant impact upon the water environment is addressed and appropriate 
measures to mitigate effects are employed. This would allow the Contractor to develop 
approved Method Statements for sensitive activities, such as working within or near a surface 
water, disposal of groundwater intercepted in cuttings or during dewatering, and disposal of 
runoff during the construction phase. However, it is envisaged that the primary function of this 
group would be to ensure a balance is achieved between protection of the water environment 
and scheme buildability. 

Measures to protect the water environment would be formulated in accordance with best 
practice guidance, such as Pollution Prevention Guidelines (PPGs), jointly published by NIEA, 
the Environment Agency, the Scottish Environment Protection Agency (SEPA) and CIRIA 
guidance documentation C648 ‘Control of Water Pollution from Linear Construction Projects’, 
C532 ‘Control of water pollution from construction sites: guidance for consultants and 
contractors’ (Masters-Williams et al., 2001) and SP156 ‘Control of water pollution from 
construction sites – guide to good practice’ (Murnane et al., 2002). The Environmental 
Statement documentation comprehensively details issues that present the risk of adverse 
impacts occurring within the water environment and how to mitigate such impacts.  

7.2 Consents 

A Discharge consent issued by NIEA under the Water (Northern Ireland) Order 1999, is 
required for any discharges to the aquatic environment. Any proposed discharges not directly 
related to construction of the road, such as from wash facilities, would also require separate 
discharge consent applications.

It has been agreed in principle with NI Water that discharges to the sewerage network would 
be acceptable during construction (instead of discharging to Belfast Harbour via a proposed 
storm water pumping station) as long as appropriate settlement and filtration measures are 
implemented to ensure treatment of runoff and settling-out of sediments before discharge. 
This is required because the proposed outfall route to Belfast Harbour from Gamble Street 
CSO would unlikely be completed until late in the 3-year construction programme.   

As the Proposed Scheme would involve abstractions (e.g. dewatering of an excavation) an 
appropriate abstraction licence issued under The Water Abstraction and Impoundment 
(Licensing) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2006 would also be required. 

Works in, over or under a watercourse or works altering or repairing any structure in, over or 
under a watercourse, and works within the drainage margin of the watercourse would require 
consent/approval from both the NIEA - WMU and DARD Rivers Agency. 
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7.3 Construction Environmental Management Plan (CEMP) 

A Construction Environmental Management Plan (CEMP) containing a suite of specific 
Environmental Management sub plans would be developed prior to commencement of 
construction works and submitted to the NIEA by the Contractor. Mitigation of demolition and 
construction impacts would depend on development and adherence to a defined Code of 
Construction Practice (CoCP) that contains an effective CEMP, thus ensuring good practice 
and emphasising environmental protection. The CEMP would ensure that construction 
activities take place in accordance with all relevant legislation for the protection of all 
environmental issues including surface and groundwater, codes of good practice as well as 
best practice guidance for works on or near water.

From this, management of potentially contaminated soil and groundwater during the 
construction phase would typically include: 

•	 If ground conditions suggesting the potential presence of previously unidentified 
contamination are encountered during site works, a programme of soil sampling and 
testing would be undertaken. The data obtained would be assessed against earthworks 
criteria as suitable for retention on-site, or as potentially requiring off-site disposal; 

•	 Where the potentially contaminated materials can be delineated visually or on the basis of 
odour and require removal to facilitate on-going works, the materials would be temporarily 
stockpiled on polythene sheeting elsewhere on-site, pending a decision on their method of 
disposal; and 

•	 If contaminated soils are encountered during earthworks, the risks associated with leaving 
such material in-situ and untreated would require a site-specific assessment with 
consideration of the mobility of the material and the potential linkages to sensitive 
receptors. The most likely impact associated with a ‘do-nothing’ scenario is that 
contaminants may be mobilised by wind or surface water or by leaching into groundwater 
and subsequent transferral to underlying aquifers or surface waters. 

7.4 Accidental Spillage 

As outlined in sub-section 16.7.2.3 in Volume 1 of the Environmental Statement (January 
2015), measures would be taken and procedures put in place to minimise the risk and 
potential effects of spillage incidents, which could ultimately be discharged into the surface 
drainage system or leave the site as run-off such as the following:

•	 Storage of oils and diesel, along with the general maintenance and refuelling of plant, 
would be restricted to impermeable bunded areas with a minimum 110% storage capacity 
and away from surface waters or areas where any spillages could easily reach a surface 
water. All fuel, chemicals and oils would be stored within bunded areas in accordance with 
PPG2 – Above ground oil storage tanks, and PPG26 – Storage and handling of drums 
and intermediate bulk containers, and be compliant with The Control of Pollution (Oil 
Storage) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2010;

•	 Leaking or empty oil drums shall be removed from site immediately and disposed of via an 
appropriately licensed waste disposal contractor; 

•	 All hazardous substances on-site shall be controlled in accordance with The Control of 
Substances Hazardous to Health Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2003 (as amended) 
(COSHH Regulations). The storage compound shall be fenced off and locked when not in 
use to prevent theft and vandalism; 
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•	 Refuelling of plant and machinery shall take place at least 10m away from waterbodies 
using a mobile fuel bowser and restricted to designated areas on hard standing. Only 
double bunded fuel bowsers shall be used. Vehicles must not be left unattended during 
refuelling operations. Fixed plant shall be self-bunded. Mobile plant must be in good 
working order, kept clean and fitted with drip trays where appropriate. All water runoff from 
designated refuelling areas shall be channelled to an oil separator or an alternative 
treatment system prior to discharge; 

•	 Spill kits and oil absorbent material must be carried by mobile plant and located at 
vulnerable locations (e.g. crossings of land drains and ditches) to reduce risk of spillages 
entering the sub-surface or groundwater environment. Booms shall be held on-site for 
works near waterbodies; 

•	 Care must be taken whilst using shuttering oils when preparing formwork. This requires 
operatives to be trained in the proper handling of materials, the sensitive nature of the 
wider drainage system, and the consequences of accidental spillage; 

•	 An Emergency Response Plan shall be prepared by the appointed Contractor and 
construction workers trained to respond to spillages as well as being made aware of the 
NIEA Water Pollution Hotline to report pollution incidents; 

•	 Concrete mixing must be undertaken in designated impermeable areas, at least 10m 
away from a waterbody or surface water drain to reduce the risk of runoff entering a 
watercourse, or the sub-surface, or groundwater environment; and 

•	 Equipment, batching and ready mix lorry washing and cleaning should be washed out on 
site within a designated area that has been designed to contain wet concrete / wash 
waters (see PPG6 – Working at construction and demolition sites). 

Prescriptive requirements in the contract documentation would require the contractor to 
properly assess risk and devise mitigation measures for those activities not already covered 
by statutory requirements. Where possible, risks would be designed-out. Throughout the 
construction period however, the Contractor would be required to comply with PPG 
requirements (i.e. PPG 2, 6, 8 (Safe Storage and disposal of used oils), 21 (Incident Response 
Planning) & 26) regarding pollution of surface waters and refer to CIRIA 648 ‘Control of Water 
Pollution from Linear Construction Projects’, which provides advice on potential impacts 
arising during the construction phase and the assessment and mitigation of these risks. 

Managing excavations 

During construction of the Proposed Scheme, the Contractor would be required to minimise 
adverse effects on geology and soils by implementing good operational practices. For 
example, the placement of significant volumes of earthwork materials may compress 
underlying lithological units and where contaminated soils or groundwater are encountered, 
disturbance of the material during construction works may increase the mobility of 
contaminants. Effects on soil resources/deposits would be mitigated by employing high 
standards of soil handling and management during the construction, and by avoiding the 
creation of bare areas of permanently exposed material that would be vulnerable to erosion. 

Further soil and groundwater sampling is proposed to assess background concentrations prior 
to commencement of construction works, especially in areas occupied by buildings scheduled 
for demolition. Soil investigation beneath these areas should be undertaken and risk 
associated with these assessed prior to the construction phase. 
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Should contaminated material be encountered, this would have to be fully investigated and 
dealt with in accordance with the advice of the relevant authorities and if necessary, special 
disposal arrangements for excavated material may be required. Any contaminated materials 
encountered during the construction would have to be appropriately remediated on-site or 
disposed of at an appropriately licensed landfill site. In line with NIEA – Waste Management 
Unit’s requirements, if a potentially contaminating source has been identified, a suitable risk 
assessment and remediation strategy (if required) should be submitted and agreed to mitigate 
all risks.

7.6 Managing Runoff and Silty Water 

The first step towards preventing silt pollution from construction works is to minimise the 
generation of silt-laden runoff. This can be achieved by carefully planning the site works so 
that activities likely to generate silt-laden runoff are carried out during drier months, and 
erosion of surface materials is controlled. Seasonal weather patterns should be taken into 
consideration when programming and planning construction activities. However, as local 
weather is inherently unpredictable, the control of erosion from surface materials would be 
paramount to the protection of the water environment.

Stockpiles should be kept to a minimum, however to control erosion, areas of exposed ground 
and stockpiles should be minimised to reduce silty runoff and located well away from drains 
and watercourses (by a minimum distance of 10m where the land is flat, and further if there is 
a slope to a watercourse), stabilised as soon as possible (e.g. seeded or geotextile mats), and 
bunded by earth or silt fences (if required) at the toe of the stockpile to intercept silt-laden 
runoff during rainfall events. Stockpiles shall not be located where there is a steep slope 
towards a watercourse. 

Existing vegetation should be retained where possible, as mature vegetation stabilises the soil 
and prevents erosion. Areas where vegetation clearance is required should be kept to a 
minimum, and the works divided into phases, with seeding and planting of the phases that are 
complete.

Mud shall be controlled at entry and exits to the site using wheel washes and/or road 
sweepers, and tools and plant must be washed out and cleaned in designated areas. 

7.7 Sedimentation (Suspended Solids) 

In terms of specific mitigation measures, the CEMP must include an Erosion Prevention and 
Sediment Control Plan and this must be submitted to NIEA - WMU prior to commencement of 
any works. The first aim of this plan should be to minimise erosion by reducing disturbance 
and stabilising exposed materials. The plan should then consider control measures to 
minimise the release of mobilised sediment which results, despite the erosion control 
measures. Measures to prevent erosion are more effective than controlling sediment once 
mobilised. Further advice on preparing an Erosion and Sediment Control Plan is provided in 
CIRIA 648 (Ref 36) ‘Control of Water Pollution from Linear Construction Projects’, including 
information detailing appropriate mitigation measures. 

It also must be noted that other activities carried out during the construction phase, such as 
Advance Archaeological works, present a significant risk of sediment release. NIEA has 
produced the ‘Environmental good practice for archaeological excavations’ Technical 
guidance booklet related to the risk of pollution to watercourses, waste, ground contamination 
and protected species, which the appointed Contractor for such works must stringently adhere 
to. 
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Litter & Debris 

The Contractor shall be required to maintain a tidy site as far as practicable and would be 
required to dispose of materials in a controlled and responsible manner. These measures 
should assist in reducing the potential for adverse impacts on surface waters arising from 
construction activities. Areas of hard standing and surface roads shall be swept regularly to 
prevent the build-up of material which could be washed into watercourses. 

8. PROPOSALS FOR MONITORING AND REPORTING 

There are currently no plans for future monitoring of the impacts of the scheme, specifically in 
relation to the selection interest features of the Natura 2000 sites. 

The Wetland Birds Survey (WeBS) and NIEA would continue to monitor the numbers of 
wintering Redshank and Great-crested grebes on a monthly basis through the winter period. 

The BTO would continue to produce a regular ‘Alerts’ system to indicate when any large 
declines have been experienced.

NIEA would continue to undertake Site Condition Monitoring once every five years to monitor 
the populations of the Natura 2000 sites. 

9. CONSULTATIONS 

The consultations made as part of this assessment are outlined below (Table 9.1). 

Table 9.1: Consultations made in relation to this assessment 

Name Summary of consultation 

NIEA – Natural Heritage 

03/03/14 & 02/04/14 

Comprehensive response received. Designated sites should be 
considered in the EIA, including Belfast Lough SPA, Belfast Lough 
Open Water SPA, Alexandra Park SLNCI and Water Works Park 
SLNCI. Provided details on additional sources of information. NIEA 
recommend IEEM best practice guidance for ES preparation. HRA is 
required for proposals which may impact on a European Site. 

Outlined the information required in relation to reporting baseline 
conditions, impacts, and mitigation measures on flora & fauna, and 
water & hydrology.

An Environmental Management Plan (EMP) should be prepared, 
including a Habitat Management Plan. 

NIEA – Water Management Unit 

27/03/14 

Provided comprehensive response regarding guidance on carrying 
out Environmental Impact Assessments for developments likely to 
impact on the water environment, and specifically road schemes. 
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Name Summary of consultation 

Royal Society for the Protection 
of Birds (RSPB) 

31/03/14 

As potential impact upon Belfast Lough via the River Lagan is 
expected, appropriate measures regarding water pollution, noise & 
dust emission should be implemented and a Construction 
Environmental Management Plan (CEMP) presented. Recommend 
that pollution pathways adjacent to Belfast Lough SPA/ASSI are 
considered and mitigated for in compliance with the Wildlife (NI) 
Order 1985 (as amended). Bird nests not in use should be removed 
from the area outside of the breeding season (March-August) to help 
in compliance with the Wildlife (NI) Order 1985 (as amended). 

NIEA - Natural Heritage 
(Development Management 
Team) 

02/04/14 

NIEA carried out a desktop search of currently available information 
for the study area and returned a comprehensive response 
emphasising that topography, geology, soils and the water 
environment (including consequences of changes to the 
hydrogeological system of the area) should be described. 

They also identified a range of mitigation measures which should be 
incorporated into the design and that an Environmental Management 
Plan should be produced to detail the construction phase of the 
project and the implementation of the mitigation measures described 
in the ES. 

NIEA – Major Client Interface 
Group Meeting (including Water 
Management Unit, Natural 
Heritage (incl. CDP), Waste 
Management Unit and DOE 
Marine Division) 

13/05/14 (meeting) 

The purpose of the meeting was to discuss the potential for impact 
upon the natural, built and water environment as a result of 
construction and operation of the York Street Interchange scheme 
and establish the views and concerns of NIEA. 

NIEA – Water Management Unit 
(Pollution Prevention) 

24/10/14 

Provided their view regarding the proposed drainage design to 
convey storm water discharges from the scheme to a suitable outlet 
point during the operational phase. Pollution Prevention (PP) 
reviewed the information and welcomed the consideration of the 
effects of drainage velocity on the bed of Belfast Harbour and noted 
that it is the responsibility of the applicant to ensure their work does 
not impact negatively on any receiving waterway. If there will not be 
any adverse effect, PP has no objection to the proposal. 

NIEA – Water Management Unit 

02/12/14 

Provided their view regarding the proposed drainage design to 
convey storm water discharges from the scheme to a suitable outlet 
point during the operational phase. Measures were agreed in 
principle as a practical solution to NIEA concerns, however would be 
subject to formal assessment by NIEA as part of the ES submission. 
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Name Summary of consultation 

NIEA - Natural Heritage 
(Conservation, Designations and 
Protection) 

08/12/14 (Meeting) 

Discussed the draft Statement to Inform the Appropriate Assessment 
(SIAA) for the York Street Interchange (YSI). 

Three issues remained which were identified by the Screening 
assessment which had the potential to give rise to significant effects. 
These were: 

1. The drainage velocity of storm water leaving the YSI scheme and 
entering Belfast Harbour, has the potential to disturb and re-suspend 
contaminants from previous industrially contaminated lands on the 
bed of Belfast Harbour near Gamble Street. 

2. Disturbance of existing contaminated ground / contaminated 
groundwater with the construction footprint throughout the 
construction period which has the potential to indirectly introduce the 
contaminants to the Natura 2000 sites via new run-off transmission 
pathways or groundwater mobilisation. 

3. A number of in-combination effects from a variety of other planned 
developments in the area. 

NIEA - Natural Heritage 
(Conservation, Designations and 
Protection) 

09/12/14 

In response to an email summary of the previous day’s meeting. 
NIEA Conservation, Designations and Protection agreed with the 
summary of the meeting provided and that NIEA were in agreement 
with the following conclusion. 

Following the full consideration of these potential impacts, and the 
mitigation involved in limiting their effects, it is concluded that there 
would be no significant effects of the proposed YSI scheme on the 
conservation objectives or integrity of Belfast Lough SPA or Belfast 
Open Water SPA sites. 

NIEA - Natural Heritage 
(Conservation, Designations and 
Protection) 

19/01/15 

In response to a request, CDP provided the current Site Condition of 
the Belfast Lough SPA and Belfast Lough Open Water SPA sites. 

NIEA – Natural Heritage 
(Development Management 
Team) 

05/03/15 

Formal response to publication of ES and SIAA stating that NIEA is 
content that the potential adverse effects on both Belfast Lough SPA 
& Belfast Lough Open Water SPA from this proposal have been 
identified and appropriate mitigation measures have been presented. 

10. CONCLUSIONS 

On completion of the Stage 1 Screening Assessment in May 2014 (Appendix 1), it became 
evident that following due consideration of the potential impacts of the Proposed Scheme, 
sufficient uncertainty remained regarding three issues to trigger this Stage 2 Assessment. 

The Screening Assessment examined the potential impacts of the scheme on all the 
potentially affected Natura 2000 sites. All sites around Northern Ireland and beyond were 
screened-out with the exception of Belfast Lough SPA and Belfast Lough Open Water SPA 
(Appendix 1). It was concluded that the integrity of both these Natura 2000 sites could 
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potentially be affected by adverse impacts on their selection features through the following 
issues: 

1.	 Drainage velocity of storm water entering Belfast Harbour - has the potential to disturb and 
re-suspend contaminants (from previous industrial activity) on the bed of Belfast Harbour 
near Gamble Street and be carried out into Belfast Lough itself; 

2.	 Disturbance of existing contaminated ground / contaminated groundwater within the 
construction footprint which has the potential indirectly to introduce the contaminants to 
the Natura 2000 sites via new run-off transmission pathways or groundwater mobilisation; 
and 

3.	 In-combination effects - from a variety of other planned developments in the area. 

The three issues have been thoroughly examined in this SIAA and scientific evidence, as 
assessed and presented within the Environmental Statement, has been considered. 

In relation to the first point, in-built mitigation within the drainage design of the Proposed 
Scheme has ensured that storm water discharge would pass through a pumping station and 
associated wet-well chamber before ultimately discharging into Belfast Harbour via an existing 
CSO culvert. The controlled flow, oversized culvert, 1-in-500 gradient shallow gradient and 
low invert level, would ensure that the outflow of water would not have the ability to stir up 
contaminants in the sediments of the receiving water, even during low tide events. As a result, 
no contaminants could be washed out further into Belfast Lough and its associated Natura 
2000 sites.

Secondly, based on the 2013 ground investigation, minimal contaminants have been detected 
within the locations where extensive excavations would take place and in addition, no soil 
chemicals of significant concentration were found. The construction method of using full cut-off 
diaphragm walls would ensure that any lateral movement of groundwater would be prevented 
from passing through the excavations, instead being diverted around the excavated areas.  
This would prevent the mobilisation of any contaminants within this area which could be 
carried into Belfast Harbour and onward into the Natura 2000 sites. 

Finally, the impacts from the Proposed Scheme in relation to pollutants and contaminants 
would not act in combination with other proposed projects and plans in the area. Each one 
has an extensive range of proposed mitigation and protective measures, should pollution and 
contaminants become an issue.  On that basis, it was deemed impossible for any other project 
or plan to act in-combination with the Proposed Scheme to have significant effects on the 
Natura 2000 sites. 

In addition, an extensive range of mitigation measures have been planned and written into the 
Environmental Statement which should further guard against adverse impacts to the 
surrounding environment, particularly in relation to the water environment. When these are 
fully implemented, the risk of adverse impacts to the surrounding environment would be 
reduced to a minimum. 

As outlined, each of the three issues have been thoroughly addressed and the scientific 
information provided has proved beyond reasonable doubt that there is negligible chance of 
pollutants or contaminants reaching the Natura 2000 sites or having an adverse effect on its 
selection interest features of wintering Redshank and Great-crested grebe respectively. 
Additional extensive mitigation as discussed would further reduce this likelihood.

In conclusion, this Assessment has proved that the proposed York Street Interchange scheme 
would not adversely effect the integrity of the Natura 2000 sites of Belfast Lough SPA or 
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Belfast Lough Open Water SPA, or their ability to meet their conservation objectives, either 
alone or in-combination with other projects and plans. 
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Limitations

Limitations

URS Infrastructure & Environment UK Limited (“URS”) has prepared this Report for the sole use of DRD Roads Service 
(“Client”) in accordance with the Agreement under which our services were performed [Major Works Planning, 
Assessment and Delivery Contract, April 2009].  No other warranty, expressed or implied, is made as to the professional 
advice included in this Report or any other services provided by URS. This Report may not be relied upon by any person 
other than Transport NI without the prior and express written agreement of URS.  

The conclusions and recommendations contained in this Report are based upon information provided by others and 
upon the assumption that all relevant information has been provided by those parties from whom it has been requested 
and that such information is accurate.  Information obtained by URS has not been independently verified by URS, unless 
otherwise stated in the Report.

The methodology adopted and the sources of information used by URS in providing its services are outlined in this 
Report. The work described in this Report was undertaken between December 2009 and May 2014 and is based on the 
conditions encountered and the information available during the said period of time. The scope of this Report and the
services are accordingly factually limited by these circumstances.  

Where assessments of works or costs identified in this Report are made, such assessments are based upon the 
information available at the time and where appropriate are subject to further investigations or information which may 
become available.   

URS disclaim any undertaking or obligation to advise any person of any change in any matter affecting the Report, which 
may come or be brought to URS’ attention after the date of the Report. 

Certain statements made in the Report that are not historical facts may constitute estimates, projections or other forward-
looking statements and even though they are based on reasonable assumptions as of the date of the Report, such 
forward-looking statements by their nature involve risks and uncertainties that could cause actual results to differ 
materially from the results predicted.  URS specifically does not guarantee or warrant any estimate or projections 
contained in this Report.

Unless otherwise stated in this Report, the assessments made assume that the sites and facilities will continue to be 
used for their current purpose without significant changes.   

Where field investigations are carried out, these have been restricted to a level of detail required to meet the stated 
objectives of the services. The results of any measurements taken may vary spatially or with time and further 
confirmatory measurements should be made after any significant delay in issuing this Report. 

Copyright 

© This Report is the copyright of URS Infrastructure & Environment UK Limited.  Any unauthorised reproduction or usage 
by any person other than the addressee is strictly prohibited.
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INTRODUCTION 

The Department for Regional Development (DRD) Roads Service proposes to construct the 
York Street Interchange (‘the Proposed Scheme’) as a long-term Strategic Road Improvement 
(SRI) to improve links between the A12 Westlink (the Westlink) and the M2 and M3 motorways 
in Belfast. The Proposed Scheme would provide a fully grade-separated interchange to 
replace the existing signalised gyratory junction. Interchange links between Westlink, M2 and 
M3 would be provided in underpasses aligned beneath new bridge structures at York Street 
and under the existing Dargan and Lagan bridges. The existing North Queen Street and Dock 
Street overbridges and Whitla Street subway structure would be widened as necessary to 
accommodate the new road layout, with another new overbridge structure proposed at Dock 
Street. Retaining walls and piled embankments would be provided as required to support new 
road alignments.  Connections from the local road network to the new interchange links would 
be provided at Clifton Street, York Street, Dock Street and Duncrue Street in the form of on-
slips. Connections from the strategic road network to the local road network would be provided
in the form of off-slips from the interchange links at Clifton Street, York Street and Nelson 
Street. The existing north-facing on and off-slip roads at Clifton Street would remain open 
within the proposed road layout. 

The existing at-grade signalised York Street junction currently links Westlink to M2 and M3 
through a complex arrangement of traffic signals that interface with the local road network, 
which includes York Street, York Link, Great George’s Street and Nelson Street. The overall 
signalised “box” created by these four signalised junctions is known as the York Street junction
gyratory system in which road users currently experience delays and congestion when
travelling through, especially at peak periods.

The footprint of the development would be approximately 14ha but would be largely within the 
existing interchange footprint. Any further landtake would be minimal.  

The proposed interchange arrangement is located 1.6km from the nearest Natura 2000 site 
boundary, which includes the Belfast Lough SPA, Belfast Lough Open Water SPA and Belfast 
Lough Ramsar site. These areas have been designated for their internationally and nationally 
important populations of overwintering waders and water fowl.   

The new interchange proposals may have the potential to impact on the conservation 
objectives of European protected Natura 2000 sites. To determine the level of these potential 
impacts, it is necessary to make an ‘Appropriate Assessment’ of them to satisfy the 
requirements of Article 6 of the European Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC. This Habitat 
Regulations Assessment (HRA) aims to do that, as part of a four-stage process.  This 
Screening Matrix represents the first stage in that process.
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SCREENING MATRIX

PROJECT NAME: YORK STREET INTERCHANGE

Natura 2000 Site(s) under consideration:

 Belfast Lough SPA,

 Belfast Lough Open Water SPA 

Belfast Lough Ramsar site, as a European site would also be considered, alongside Belfast Lough 
SPA.

All other sites, with the potential to be impacted were considered and screened out (Annex A). 

Date: 
May 2014 

Authors:
Dr Paul Lynas 
Ecologist (URS) 

Conor Reid
Ecologist (URS) 

Verified: 
Gareth Coughlin 
Associate Environmental Scientist (URS) 

Describe any likely direct, indirect or secondary impacts of the project (either alone or in combination 
with other plans or projects) on the European Site by virtue of:

Size and scale (road type 
and probable traffic 
volume)

Context

The York Street Interchange is part of the Strategic Road Improvement 
(SRI) programme under the Investment Strategy for Northern Ireland 
2008 - 2018. The interchange is of strategic and economic importance 
within Northern Ireland, providing an essential road link between the 
M2/M3/A12 Westlink and forms the busiest junction in Northern Ireland, 
catering for approximately 100,000 vehicles per day. 

The existing York Street junction is a complex junction, bringing
together the Westlink, the M2 and M3 motorways with A2 York Street 
and the local road network. The present arrangement uses a 
complicated series of traffic signals to control at-grade traffic flow. 

The Department for Regional Development (DRD) Roads Service 
published proposals in April 2008 to upgrade the junction to a grade-
separated interchange.  

The Stage 2 Preferred Option Report was presented to Roads Service 
in October 2012. This included the consideration of several junction
options, with Option C, (the current interchange layout option) being 
agreed in November 2012 by Roads Service.

Scheme Description

The M2/M3/A12 Westlink at-grade junction would be replaced by a 
newly designed grade-separated interchange arrangement. This would 
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PROJECT NAME: YORK STREET INTERCHANGE

allow an uninterrupted flow of traffic between the motorways and the 
Westlink. The construction would include a series of constructed 
under/overpasses to link the local road network and the modified major 
routes (Figure 1). The footprint of the development would be
approximately 14ha but would be largely within the existing junction
footprint. Any further landtake would be minimal. 

Land-take
There would be no land take within or close to any Natura 2000 site in 
relation to these proposals.

Distance from the 
European Site or key 
features of the site (from 
edge of the project 
assessment corridor)

The only internationally designated sites considered to have the 
potential for significant impacts to its selection feature would be Belfast 
Lough SPA, Belfast Lough Ramsar site and Belfast Lough Open Water 
SPA. 

Approximate distances from the European Sites (Figure 2) would be as 
follows:

 Belfast Lough SPA and Ramsar Site – 1.6km directly or 4km 
via the hydrological link.

 Belfast Lough Open Water SPA – 2km directly or 5km via the 
hydrological link. 

All other sites were screened out (Annex A). 

Resource requirements 
(from the European Site or 
from areas in proximity to 
the site, where of relevance 
to consideration of impacts)

No resources are required from within any part of the designated sites.

Emissions (e.g. polluted 
surface water runoff – both 
soluble and insoluble 
pollutants, atmospheric 
pollution)

1. Drainage of the interchange proposal would mean road run-off 
ultimately draining to Belfast Lough via Belfast Harbour. This 
creates a hydrological link to the Natura 2000 sites. 

2. Drainage discharge velocity of storm water entering Belfast 
Harbour - has the potential to disturb and re-suspend contaminants 
(from previous industrial activity) on the bed of Belfast Harbour 
near Gamble Street and be carried out into Belfast Lough itself. 

3. Disturbance of existing contaminated ground / contaminated 
groundwater within the construction footprint which has the 
potential indirectly to introduce the contaminants to the Natura 
2000 sites via new run-off transmission pathways or groundwater 
mobilisation.

4. There would be a slight risk of fuel spillages or pollution incidents 
from plant during the construction and operation periods.
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PROJECT NAME: YORK STREET INTERCHANGE

Excavation requirements 
(e.g. impacts of local 
hydrogeology)

1. Considerable ground preparation works would be carried out during 
construction. This would include extensive earthworks to create 
underpasses. During construction, there is a risk of sediment run-
off into Belfast Harbour. 

2. Earthworks with the potential to create sediment run-off into nearby
streams and ultimately into Belfast Harbour would exist throughout 
the construction period.

3. Excavations would potentially allow the lateral flow of ground water 
to remobilise existing contaminants within the remaining exposed
ground and create transfer pathways to Belfast Harbour.

Transportation 
requirements 

There would be no additional transportation requirements through the 
designated site expected with the implementation of the Proposed
Scheme. Construction traffic would utilise the existing road network.

Duration of construction, 
operation, etc

Based on the complexity of works, it is estimated that the Proposed 
Scheme could take up to 38 months to construct.  

Other. None 

Description of avoidance and/or mitigation measures

Describe any assumed (plainly established and uncontroversial) mitigation measures, including 
information on:

• Nature of proposals

1. All work would be carried out in line with standard best practice and 
pollution prevention guidelines.  Additional precautions would be 
taken when working near waterbodies.

2. Drainage scheme would incorporate sediment traps to remove 
suspended solids from the surface water run-off. 

3. There would be emergency pollution control valves installed as part 
of the design to limit large scale pollution events entering Belfast 
Harbour.

4. Relevant consents would be obtained and agreement reached with
NIEA before any discharges made to Belfast Harbour.

5. A Construction Environmental Management Plan (CEMP) would be 
produced to outline how the natural environment would be
protected throughout the construction phase.

6. Sediment discharge, silty water and accidental spills would be 
managed carefully throughout the construction phase and best 
practice used to prevent adverse impacts to the environment, 
especially receiving waterbodies. 

 Location Throughout the scheme.

 Evidence for 
effectiveness

Mitigation measures to be used are standard on road schemes and 
have been used throughout Northern Ireland to mitigate effects on 
environmental receptors.
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 Mechanism for
delivery (legal 
conditions, 
restrictions or 
other legally 
enforceable 
obligations)

The requirement for protection of Belfast Lough would be written into 
the Environmental Statement (ES), as part of the mitigation sections 
and Schedule of Environmental Commitments.  As a legal document, 
the ES would ensure that the protection measures are put in place.  

Recommendations contained within the ES would also be transferred 
on to the Employer’s Requirements of the eventual contractor. 

The contractor would also have to consult and comply with the 
requirements of the relevant statutory bodies during construction.

Characteristics of European Site(s) 

A brief description of the European Site should be produced, including information on:

Name of European Sites 
and their EU code

Belfast Lough SPA - UK9020101

Belfast Lough Open Water SPA – UK9020290

Belfast Lough Ramsar Site - UK12002

Location and distance of 
the European Site from the 
proposed works 

Belfast Lough SPA and Ramsar site boundaries are entirely coincident 
and cover the inner part of the lough comprising a series of mudflats 
and lagoons.  The closest point of the European sites is approximately
1.6km directly or 4km downstream of the proposals. 

Belfast Lough Open Water SPA is located slightly further away at 
approximately 5km downstream. 

European Site size

Belfast Lough SPA - 432.14ha

Belfast Lough Ramsar Site – 432.14ha

Belfast Lough Open Water SPA – 5592.99ha 

Key features of the 
European Site including the
primary reasons for 
selection and any other 
qualifying interests 

Belfast Lough SPA is designated under Article 4.2 of EC Directive 
79/409 on the Conservation of Wild Birds for the internationally 
important numbers of redshank Tringa tetanus it regularly supports 
during the winter. For the period 1991/92 to 1995/96, the five-year peak 
mean for redshank was 2466 (1.6% of the international population).

The site also regularly supports nationally important numbers of 
Shelduck Tadorna tadorna (the 5-year peak mean for the period
1991/92 to 1995/96 is 589 (8.4%), Oystercatcher Haematopus 
ostralegus 6584 (13.2%), Purple sandpiper Calidris maritima 14 (1.4%), 
Dunlin Calidris alpina 1440 (1.2%), Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa
433 (4.8%), Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponica 232 (1.3%), Curlew
Numenius arquata 1271 (1.5%), and Turnstone Arenaria interpres 614 
(2.7%). 

Belfast Lough Open Water SPA is also designated under Article 4.2 of 
EC Directive 79/409 on the Conservation of Wild Birds for the 
internationally important numbers of Great Crested Grebe Podiceps 
cristatus it regularly supports during the winter. For the period 1995 to 
2000, the five-year peak mean for Great Crested Grebe was 1646. 

Full details are shown in Annex B (Designated Site Data Sites).  
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PROJECT NAME: YORK STREET INTERCHANGE

Vulnerability of the 
European Site – any 
information available from 
the standard data forms on
potential effect pathways

Various issues which have been identified as potentially harmful to the 
site which could cause significant impacts are as follows:

 Adjoining Habitat; 
 Aquaculture; 
 Bait digging – commercial or ‘recreational’ and shellfish 

gathering;
 Boating activity – commercial & recreational;
 Coastal protection schemes;
 Dredging; 
 Fishing – commercial or recreational;
 Habitat extent – inter-tidal, open water;
 High tide roosts; 
 Introduced Species; 
 Recreational Activities; 
 Research Activities; 
 System Dynamics; and 
 Wildfowling. 

European Site
conservation objectives – 
where these are readily 
available

The conservation objectives for the sites are to: 

 Maintain each feature in favourable condition.  

Full details are shown in Annex C (Conservation Objectives).

Assessment Criteria 

Describe the individual elements of the project (either alone or in combination with other plans or 
projects) likely to give rise to impacts on the European Site. 

1. No works would be required within any part of the Natura 2000 sites or Ramsar site. 
Additionally, no works would affect any habitat used by the selection features of the Natura
2000 sites. 

2. The Proposed Scheme (Figure 1) would create a new interchange configuration through a 
series of new roads, ramps, flyovers and underpasses. The construction phase, including
piling, would create general construction noise and vibration. Dust may also be created in
the immediate vicinity of the development. 

3. The M2 and M3 motorways, the Westlink and A2 York Street should all benefit from improved 
traffic flow through the new interchange area. This may lead to marginally increased traffic 
noise, though the free-flowing traffic would result in overall reduced vehicle emissions in the 
area.

4. The new interchange layout would incorporate localised lighting to improve road safety in the 
immediate area. 

5. Road surface run-off would be discharged into Belfast Harbour near Gamble Street, subject 
to appropriate licences being granted from the relevant authorities. It would create a 
hydrological link from the proposals to Belfast Lough SPA, Belfast Lough Open Water SPA 
and Ramsar Site. 

6. During construction, lateral movement of groundwater may pass through excavations and
mobilise any existing contaminants present.  This has the potential to be washed into Belfast 
Harbour via new pathways. 

7. The project should be assessed in combination with the other known schemes, especially 
those within 5km of it.  Attention should be paid to major developments such as Victoria 
Terminal 4 (VT4)(Land Reclamation project) within Belfast Harbour, and a number of building
development projects around the Belfast Harbour and Docks area including the North 
Foreshore Giant’s Park, City Quays, Titanic Quarter Developments and Greater Belfast 
Development University Campus.    
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Initial Assessment 

The key characteristics of the site and the details of the European Site should be considered in
identifying potential impacts. 

Describe any likely changes to the site arising as a result of:

• Reduction of habitat area No habitat area would be lost due to the proposals.  

• Disturbance to key 
species

No key species would be disturbed by the proposals as the proposal is 
sufficiently remote from the SPAs and Ramsar site. 

• Habitat or species 
fragmentation

No habitat or species fragmentation would occur due to the proposals, 
as the proposal is sufficiently remote from the SPAs and Ramsar site. 

• Reduction in species 
density

Species density would be unaffected by the proposals as the proposal 
is sufficiently remote from the SPAs and Ramsar site. 

• Changes in key indicators 
of conservation value 
(water quality, etc)

This is thought to be negligible however actual figures would be 
confirmed on receipt of the Water Quality ES assessments.

• Climate change This is thought to be negligible however actual figures would be 
confirmed on receipt of Air Quality ES assessment. 

Describe any likely impacts on the European Site as a whole in terms of:

• Interference with the key 
relationships that define the 
structure of the site

The proposal is considered not likely to affect any of the key 
relationships which define the structure of the sites, due to the distance 
the SPA and Ramsar sites are, sufficiently remote from the proposed 
interchange location.

• Interference with key 
relationships that define the 
function of the site

The proposal is considered not likely to affect any of the key 
relationships which define the function of the sites, due to the distance 
the SPA sites are removed from the proposed interchange location. 

Indicate the significance as a result of the identification of impacts set out above in terms of:

• Reduction of habitat area The habitat area would not be reduced by the proposal. There would be
no direct impacts on the SPA/Ramsar interest features from the 
scheme. Indirect impacts would not be considered significant on the 
SPA/Ramsar interest features, as the proposed location of the 
interchange is well over 1km away, situated behind the busy docks area 
and although a hydrological linkage exists, the effects are considered
negligible based on the sufficient hydrological remoteness of the 
proposals from the designated sites (4km). 

• Disturbance to key 
species

There would be no disturbance to any key species interest features of 
the SPAs. The impacts would not be considered significant on the 
closest SPA interest features, as the proposed location of the 
interchange is well over 1km away, beyond the influence of the noise
and visual effects. 
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• Habitat or species 
fragmentation

There would be no habitat or species fragmentation as a result of the 
scheme. There would be no direct impacts on the SPAs as they are 
over 1km away, situated beyond the busy docks area. Any other 
indirect impacts would not be considered significant on the SPA interest 
features.

• Loss There would be no loss of habitat in the SPAs as a result of the 
scheme. There would be no direct impacts on even the closest SPA as 
it is over 1.6 km away, situated beyond the busy docks area. Any other 
indirect impacts would not be considered significant on the SPA interest 
features.

• Fragmentation There would be no fragmentation of habitat in the SPAs as a result of 
the scheme. There would be no direct impacts on even the closest SPA 
as it is over 1.6 km away, situated beyond the busy docks area. Any
other indirect impacts would not be considered significant on the SPA 
interest features. 

• Disruption There would be no significant disruption to the SPA interest features as 
they are over 1.6 km away, situated beyond the busy docks area. Any
other indirect impacts would not be considered significant on the SPA 
interest features. 

• Disturbance There would be no disturbance or direct impacts to any key species 
interest features of the SPAs, as even the closest SPA is 1.6 km away, 
situated beyond the busy docks area. Any other indirect impacts would 
not be considered significant on the SPA interest features.

• Change to key elements 
of the site (e.g. water 
quality, hydrological regime 
etc)

The impacts are not considered to be significant on the SPAs or their 
interest features. This is due to the hydrological distance of over 4km 
between the scheme and the closest SPA.  

However, whilst it is considered that the effect would most likely be 
negligible, the full extent of the contaminant volume or concentration
are unknown. Therefore despite the Natura 2000 sites occurring at a 
distance of over 4km away in hydrological terms, the magnitude of the 
effect is currently unknown.   

Also, even if a slight effect is experienced, how readily this effect would 
combine and accumulate with other effects from other development is 
also unknown until the issues are explored further.

Describe from the above those elements of the project, or combination of elements, where the above 
impacts are likely to be significant or where the scale or magnitude of impacts is not known.
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Outcome of screening 
stage. 

The magnitude of impacts are not known, particularly in relation to: 

1. The drainage discharge velocity of storm water entering Belfast 
Harbour has the potential to disturb and re-suspend contaminants 
from previous industrially contaminated lands on the bed of Belfast 
Harbour near Gamble Street; 

2. Disturbance of contaminated ground / contaminated groundwater 
within the construction footprint which has the potential to indirectly 
introduce the contaminants to the Natura 2000 sites via new run-off 
transmission pathways or groundwater mobilisation; 

3. The effect of the Proposed Scheme in relation to other plans or 
projects in the area. 

Are the appropriate 
statutory environmental 
bodies in agreement with 
this conclusion (delete as 
appropriate and attach 
relevant correspondence). 

YES 

 

DATA REQUIRED TO CARRY OUT THE ASSESSMENT 

Who carried 
out the 
assessment  

Sources of 
Data  

Level of 
assessment 
completed  

Where can the full results of the 
assessment be accessed and 
viewed? 

 
Dr Paul Lynas  
Ecologist  
(URS) 
 
Conor Reid 
Ecologist 
(URS) 
 

 
NIEA digital 
datasets 
SAC / SPA 
 
NIEA Natura 
2000 information 
 
SPA 
Conservation 
Objectives 

 
Desktop study. 
 
The results 
obtained are 
considered to 
provide a high 
degree of 
accuracy. 

 
URS Infrastructure & Environment UK Ltd. 
Beechill House 
Beechill Road 
Belfast 
BT8 7RP 
 
Tel  0044 (28) 9070 5111 
Fax 0044 (28) 9079 5651 
 
www.ursglobal.com 
 
paul.lynas@urs.com 
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ANNEX A: CONSIDERATION OF OTHER NATURA 2000 SITES 

Site Key Features 
Distance 

from works
Other Key Habitats & 

Species 
Predicted Impact 

Outer Ards  
SPA 

(UK9020271) 
& Outer Ards 
Ramsar site 
(UK12018)  

Intertidal habitats  c. 15km 

Arctic tern and 
wintering populations 
of Light-bellied brent 
goose, Golden plover, 
Turnstone and Ringed 
plover 

No impacts are expected 
due to the distance of the 
Outer Ards sites from the 
Proposed Scheme. Bird 
species would retain 
adequate foraging, 
nesting and roosting 
opportunities within the 
Outer Ards sites. 

Larne Lough 
SPA 
(UK9020042) 
& Ramsar 
site 
(UK12013) 

Intertidal habitats 

c.20km 
direct 
distance, 

c.40km 
hydrological 
distance.   

Light-bellied brent 
goose, Black-headed 
gull, Sandwich tern, 
Roseate tern and 
Common tern 

No impacts are expected 
due to the distance of the 
Larne Lough sites from 
the Proposed Scheme. 
Bird species would retain 
adequate foraging, 
nesting and roosting 
opportunities within the 
Larne Lough sites. 

Strangford 
Lough SPA 
(UK9020111)
& Ramsar 
(UK12021) 

Intertidal habitats 

c.15km 
direct 
distance, 

c.65km 
hydrological 
distance.   

Common tern, Artic 
tern, Sandwich tern, 
Brent geese, Knot and 
Common redshank  

No impacts are expected 
due to the distance of 
Strangford Lough from 
the Proposed Scheme. 
Bird species would retain 
adequate foraging, 
nesting and roosting 
opportunities within the 
Strangford Lough sites. 

Strangford 
Lough SAC 
(UK0016618) 

 

Marine and coastal 
habitats. 

c.15km 
direct 
distance, 

c.66km 
hydrological 
distance.   

 

Common seal, Grey 
seal & Otter. 

 

No impacts are expected 
due to the distances of 
the sites from the 
Proposed Scheme. 

The Proposed Scheme is 
situated inland, with the 
busy docks area between 
the Proposed Scheme 
and the Natura 2000 
sites so no disturbance 
would be expected.  

The mobile interest 
features of Harbour 
seals, Common seals, 

The Maidens 
SCI 
(UK0030384) 

Sandbanks and 
reefs 

c.29km 
direct 
distance, 

c.35km 
hydrological 
distance.   

Common seal, 
Harbour porpoise & 
important site for rare 
hydroid and sponge 
communities. 
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Site Key Features 
Distance 

from works
Other Key Habitats & 

Species 
Predicted Impact 

Skerries & 
Causeway 
SCI 
(UK0030383) 

Sandbanks and 
reefs 

c.78km 
direct 
distance, 

c.105km 
hydrological 
distance.   

Common seal, Grey 
seal & Common 
bottlenose dolphin. 

Harbour porpoise and 
Bottlenose dolphin do not 
depend on Belfast Lough 
but do occur there 
frequently (although 
those individuals not 
necessarily linked with 
any particular Natura 
2000 site).  

If the Proposed 
Scheme’s mitigation 
measures were to fail 
and food resources or 
habitat quality would be 
lowered within Belfast 
Lough as a result of the 
scheme, these mobile 
species would be 
expected to avoid Belfast 
Lough or portions of it 
and move back to their 
associated designated 
site, within which to feed. 

Murlough 
SAC 
(UK0016612) 

Coastal dunes, 
sandbanks and 
mudflats. 

c.36km 
direct 
distance, 

c.85km 
hydrological 
distance.   

Harbour seal, Atlantic 
Salmon and Otter. 
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NATURA 2000 

STANDARD DATA FORM 
FOR SPECIAL PROTECTION AREAS (SPA)  

FOR SITES ELIGIBLE FOR IDENTIFICATION AS SITES OF COMMUNITY IMPORTANCE (SCI)  
AND  

FOR SPECIAL AREAS OF CONSERVATION (SAC) 

1.  Site identification: 

1.1  Type A 1.2  Site code UK9020101 
 

1.3  Compilation date 199808  1.4  Update 199902 
 
1.5  Relationship with other Natura 2000 sites 

         
 

1.6  Respondent(s) International Designations, JNCC, Peterborough 
 

1.7 Site name Belfast Lough 
 
1.8  Site indication and designation classification dates 
date site proposed as eligible as SCI  
date confirmed as SCI  
date site classified as SPA 199808 
date site designated as SAC  

2.  Site location: 

2.1  Site centre location  
longitude latitude 
05 54 00 W 54 38 00 N 

 

2.2  Site area (ha) 432.14  2.3  Site length (km)  

 
2.5  Administrative region 

NUTS code Region name % cover 
 

UKB Northern Ireland 100.00% 
 
2.6  Biogeographic region 

    X              

Alpine Atlantic Boreal Continental Macaronesia Mediterranean 

3.  Ecological information: 

3.1  Annex I habitats 

Habitat types present on the site and the site assessment for them: 

Annex I habitat % cover Representati
vity 

Relative 
surface 

Conservation 
status 

Global 
assessment 
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3.2  Annex I birds and regularly occurring migratory birds not listed on Annex I 

  Population Site assessment 
  Migratory     

Code Species name 

Resident 

Breed Winter Stage Population Conservation Isolation Global 
A162 Tringa totanus    2466 I  B  C  

4.  Site description: 

4.1  General site character 

Habitat classes % cover 

Marine areas. Sea inlets 
Tidal rivers. Estuaries. Mud flats. Sand flats. Lagoons (including saltwork basins) 100.0
Salt marshes. Salt pastures. Salt steppes 
Coastal sand dunes. Sand beaches. Machair 
Shingle. Sea cliffs. Islets 
Inland water bodies (standing water, running water) 
Bogs. Marshes. Water fringed vegetation. Fens 
Heath. Scrub. Maquis and garrigue. Phygrana 
Dry grassland. Steppes 
Humid grassland. Mesophile grassland 
Alpine and sub-alpine grassland 
Improved grassland 
Other arable land 
Broad-leaved deciduous woodland 
Coniferous woodland 
Evergreen woodland 
Mixed woodland 
Non-forest areas cultivated with woody plants (including orchards, groves, vineyards, dehesas) 
Inland rocks. Screes. Sands. Permanent snow and ice 
Other land (including towns, villages, roads, waste places, mines, industrial sites) 
Total habitat cover 100%

4.1  Other site characteristics 

Soil & geology: 

Igneous, Sandstone/mudstone, Sedimentary, Slate/shale 

Geomorphology & landscape: 

Estuary, Intertidal rock, Intertidal sediments (including sandflat/mudflat), Lagoon 

4.2  Quality and importance 
 

ARTICLE 4.2 QUALIFICATION (79/409/EEC)  
Over winter the area regularly supports: 

Tringa totanus  
(Eastern Atlantic - wintering) 

1.4% of the population 
5 year peak mean 1991/1992 - 1995/1996 
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4.3  Vulnerability 

The loss of wildlife habitat around Inner Belfast Lough as a result of land-claim for industry and port 
development, and the continued use of Belfast Harbour Estate pools and adjacent areas for dumping 
(involving domestic refuse disposal and hardcore-tipping) could significantly affect the integerity and 
functioning of the site. Eutrophication of the lough from sewage disposal has been an issue in the past. The 
effect of recent improvements in sewage treatment on bird populations is not known. 
An agreement was reached between Belfast Harbour Commissioners and various conservation groups in 1990, 
and finalised in early 1995, to safeguard 81 hectares of intertidal mudflats, lagoons and land for wildlife 
conservation purposes and to undertake appropriate management. RSPB have recently (1998) taken the lead 
management role for much of the areas included above. Much of this area  had previously been earmarked for 
development and includes key high-tide wader roosts. Under this agreement significant funds were secured 
from ERDF which has led to many nature conservation initiatives for the general Belfast Harbour Estate 
including the SPA. These initiatives have included education and interpretation facitities at one of the lagoons 
within the Lough, creation of tidal inlets, the creation of an area for breeding wetland birds and the capping 
and contouring of the nearby landfill site to include areas for nature conservation. 
An existing Conservation Plan for Belfast Lough is now under review. This review will update existing 
management prescriptions and refine existing conservation objectives. 

5.  Site protection status and relation with CORINE biotopes: 

5.1  Designation types at national and regional level 

Code % cover 
UK04 (SSSI/ASSI) 100.0 
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NATURA 2000 

STANDARD DATA FORM 

FOR SPECIAL PROTECTION AREAS (SPA)  

FOR SITES ELIGIBLE FOR IDENTIFICATION AS SITES OF COMMUNITY IMPORTANCE (SCI)  

AND   

FOR SPECIAL AREAS OF CONSERVATION (SAC) 

1.  Site identification: 

1.1  Type A  1.2  Site code UK9020290 

 

1.3  Compilation date 200912  1.4  Update 200912 

 

1.5  Relationship with other Natura 2000 sites 
         

 

1.6  Respondent(s) International Designations, JNCC, Peterborough 

 

1.7 Site name Belfast Lough Open Water 

 

1.8  Site indication and designation classification dates 
date site proposed as eligible as SCI  

date confirmed as SCI  

date site classified as SPA 200909 

date site designated as SAC  

2.  Site location: 

2.1  Site centre location  
longitude latitude 

05 49 00 W 54 41 00 N 

 

2.2  Site area (ha) 5592.99  2.3  Site length (km)  

 

2.5  Administrative region 

NUTS code Region name % cover 
 

UKN NORTHERN IRELAND 100.0% 

 

2.6  Biogeographic region 

    X              

Alpine Atlantic Boreal Continental Macaronesia Mediterranean 

3.  Ecological information: 

3.1  Annex I habitats 

Habitat types present on the site and the site assessment for them: 

Annex I habitat % cover Representati

vity 

Relative 

surface 

Conservation 

status 

Global 

assessment 
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3.2  Annex I birds and regularly occurring migratory birds not listed on Annex I 

  Population Site assessment 

  Resident Migratory     

Code Species name Breed Winter Stage Population Conservation Isolation Global 

A005 Podiceps cristatus    1677 I      

4.  Site description: 

4.1  General site character 

Habitat classes % cover 

Marine areas. Sea inlets 100.0 

Tidal rivers. Estuaries. Mud flats. Sand flats. Lagoons (including saltwork basins)  

Salt marshes. Salt pastures. Salt steppes  

Coastal sand dunes. Sand beaches. Machair  

Shingle. Sea cliffs. Islets  

Inland water bodies (standing water, running water)  

Bogs. Marshes. Water fringed vegetation. Fens  

Heath. Scrub. Maquis and garrigue. Phygrana  

Dry grassland. Steppes  

Humid grassland. Mesophile grassland  

Alpine and sub-alpine grassland  

Improved grassland  

Other arable land  

Broad-leaved deciduous woodland  

Coniferous woodland  

Evergreen woodland  

Mixed woodland  

Non-forest areas cultivated with woody plants (including orchards, groves, vineyards, dehesas)  

Inland rocks. Screes. Sands. Permanent snow and ice  

Other land (including towns, villages, roads, waste places, mines, industrial sites)  

Total habitat cover 100% 

4.1  Other site characteristics 

Soil & geology: 

Boulder, Cobble, Gravel, Mud, Sand, Sedimentary 

Geomorphology & landscape: 

Enclosed coast (including embayment), Sealoch (fjord) 

4.2  Quality and importance 

 

ARTICLE 4.2 QUALIFICATION (79/409/EEC)  

Over winter the area regularly supports: 

Podiceps cristatus  

(North-western Europe - wintering) 

0.35% of the NW European population 

5-year mean 1996/97–2000/01 

 

4.3  Vulnerability 

No current or known future activities represent significant actual or potential impacts to the site. 

Existing Conservation Objectives for Belfast Lough Open Water will be kept under review ensuring 

appropriate management prescriptions and refining site objectives. 
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5.  Site protection status and relation with CORINE biotopes: 

5.1  Designation types at national and regional level 

Code % cover 
UK00 (N/A) 100.0 
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Information Sheet on Ramsar Wetlands 
(RIS) 

Categories approved by Recommendation 4.7 (1990), as amended by Resolution VIII.13 of the 8th Conference of the Contracting Parties 
(2002) and Resolutions IX.1 Annex B, IX.6,  IX.21 and IX. 22 of the 9th Conference of the Contracting Parties (2005). 

 
Notes for compilers: 

1.  The RIS should be completed in accordance with the attached Explanatory Notes and Guidelines for completing the 
Information Sheet on Ramsar Wetlands. Compilers are strongly advised to read this guidance before filling in the 
RIS. 

 
2.  Further information and guidance in support of Ramsar site designations are provided in the Strategic Framework for 

the future development of the List of Wetlands of International Importance (Ramsar Wise Use Handbook 7, 2nd 
edition, as amended by COP9 Resolution IX.1 Annex B). A 3rd edition of the Handbook, incorporating these 
amendments, is in preparation and will be available in 2006. 

 
3.  Once completed, the RIS (and accompanying map(s)) should be submitted to the Ramsar Secretariat. Compilers 

should provide an electronic (MS Word) copy of the RIS and, where possible, digital copies of all maps. 
  
1.  Name and address of the compiler of this form: 
  

Joint Nature Conservation Committee 
Monkstone House 
City Road 
Peterborough 
Cambridgeshire  PE1 1JY 
UK 
Telephone/Fax: +44 (0)1733 – 562 626 / +44 (0)1733 – 555 948 
Email: RIS@JNCC.gov.uk  

 
 

2.  Date this sheet was completed/updated: 
Designated:  05 August 1998   

3.  Country: 
UK (Northern Ireland)  

4.  Name of the Ramsar site:  
Belfast Lough   

5.  Designation of new Ramsar site or update of existing site: 
 
This RIS is for:  Updated information on an existing Ramsar site 

 
6.  For RIS updates only, changes to the site since its designation or earlier update: 

 a) Site boundary and area:  
   

** Important note: If the boundary and/or area of the designated site is being restricted/reduced, the Contracting Party should 
have followed the procedures established by the Conference of the Parties in the Annex to COP9 Resolution IX.6 and 
provided a report in line with paragraph 28 of that Annex, prior to the submission of an updated RIS. 
 
b) Describe briefly any major changes to the ecological character of the Ramsar site, including 
in the application of the Criteria, since the previous RIS for the site: 

FOR OFFICE USE ONLY. 
 DD  MM  YY 
 
  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Designation date  Site Reference Number 
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7.  Map of site included: 
Refer to Annex III of the Explanatory Notes and Guidelines, for detailed guidance on provision of suitable maps, including 
digital maps. 

a) A map of the site, with clearly delineated boundaries, is included as: 

i) hard copy (required for inclusion of site in the Ramsar List): yes  -or- no ; 
ii) an electronic  format (e.g. a JPEG or ArcView image)  Yes 
iii) a GIS file providing geo-referenced site boundary vectors and attribute tables yes  -or- 
no ; 

 
b) Describe briefly the type of boundary delineation applied: 
e.g. the boundary is the same as an existing protected area (nature reserve, national park etc.), or follows a catchment boundary, or 
follows a geopolitical boundary such as a local government jurisdiction, follows physical boundaries such as roads, follows the 
shoreline of a waterbody, etc. 

The site boundary is the same as, or falls within, an existing protected area. 

For precise boundary details, please refer to paper map provided at designation  
8.  Geographical coordinates (latitude/longitude): 
54 38 00 N 05 54 00 W  
9.  General location:  
Include in which part of the country and which large administrative region(s), and the location of the nearest large town. 
Nearest town/city: Belfast 
Belfast Lough is a large intertidal sea lough situated at the mouth of the River Lagan on the east coast 
of Northern Ireland.  
 
Administrative region:  Antrim; Down 
 
10.  Elevation (average and/or max. & min.) (metres):  11.  Area (hectares):  432.14 

Min.  0 
Max.  10 
Mean  0  

12.  General overview of the site:  
Provide a short paragraph giving a summary description of the principal ecological characteristics and importance of the 
wetland. 
The inner part of the lough comprises areas of intertidal foreshore, comprising of mudflats and 
lagoons, and land, both land-claimed and being land-claimed, which form important feeding/roosting 
sites for significant numbers of wintering waders and wildfowl. The outer lough is restricted to mainly 
rocky shores with some small sandy bays and beach-head saltmarsh. 
 
13.  Ramsar Criteria:  
Circle or underline each Criterion applied to the designation of the Ramsar site. See Annex II of the Explanatory Notes and 
Guidelines for the Criteria and guidelines for their application (adopted by Resolution VII.11). 

6 
 
14.  Justification for the application of each Criterion listed in 13 above:  
Provide justification for each Criterion in turn, clearly identifying to which Criterion the justification applies (see Annex II 
for guidance on acceptable forms of justification).  

 
 
 
 
Ramsar criterion 6 – species/populations  
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occurring at levels of international 
importance. 
 
Qualifying Species/populations (as identified at designation): 
Species with peak counts in spring/autumn: 
Common redshank ,  Tringa totanus totanus,   1897 individuals, representing an average of 

1.4% of the population (5 year peak mean 
1998/9-2002/3) 

Species/populations identified subsequent to designation for possible future consideration 
under criterion 6. 
Species with peak counts in spring/autumn: 
Black-tailed godwit ,  Limosa limosa islandica, 
Iceland/W Europe  

521 individuals, representing an average of 1.4% 
of the population (5 year peak mean 1998/9-
2002/3) 

Contemporary data and information on waterbird trends at this site and their regional (sub-national) 
and national contexts can be found in the Wetland Bird Survey report, which is updated annually.  See 
www.bto.org/survey/webs/webs-alerts-index.htm. 
 
  
15.  Biogeography (required when Criteria 1 and/or 3 and /or certain applications of Criterion 2 are 

applied to the designation):  
Name the relevant biogeographic region that includes the Ramsar site, and identify the biogeographic regionalisation system 
that has been applied. 

a) biogeographic region: 
Atlantic  

b) biogeographic regionalisation scheme (include reference citation): 
Council Directive 92/43/EEC 

 
16.  Physical features of the site:  
Describe, as appropriate, the geology, geomorphology; origins - natural or artificial; hydrology; soil type; water quality; 
water depth, water permanence; fluctuations in water level; tidal variations; downstream area; general climate, etc. 
 
Soil & geology igneous, sedimentary, sandstone, slate/shale 
Geomorphology and landscape intertidal sediments (including sandflat/mudflat), estuary, 

lagoon, intertidal rock 
Nutrient status eutrophic 
pH no information 
Salinity brackish / mixosaline 
Soil no information 
Water permanence usually permanent 
Summary of main climatic features Annual averages (Aldergrove, 1971–2000) 

(www.metoffice.com/climate/uk/averages/19712000/sites
/aldergrove.html) 

Max. daily temperature: 12.5° C  
Min. daily temperature: 5.8° C 
Days of air frost: 39.1 
Rainfall: 862.4 mm  
Hrs. of sunshine: 1313.7 

 
General description of the Physical Features: 

Belfast Lough is a large, open sea lough located on the north-eastern coast of Northern Ireland. 
The inner part of the lough includes areas of intertidal foreshore, mainly mudflats and 
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lagoons. In the outer lough the site includes mainly rocky shores with some small sandy 
bays and beach-head saltmarsh. 

 

17.  Physical features of the catchment area:  
Describe the surface area, general geology and geomorphological features, general soil types, general land use, and climate 
(including climate type). 

Belfast Lough is a large, open sea lough located on the north-eastern coast of Northern Ireland. 
The inner part of the lough includes areas of intertidal foreshore, mainly mudflats and lagoons. In 
the outer lough the site includes mainly rocky shores with some small sandy bays and beach-head 
saltmarsh. 

 
18.  Hydrological values: 
Describe the functions and values of the wetland in groundwater recharge, flood control, sediment trapping, shoreline 
stabilization, etc. 

No special values known  
19.  Wetland types: 

Marine/coastal wetland 

Code Name % Area 
G Tidal flats 60.2 
D Rocky shores 34.7 
J Coastal brackish / saline lagoons 5.1 
 
  
20.  General ecological features: 
Provide further description, as appropriate, of the main habitats, vegetation types, plant and animal communities present in 
the Ramsar site, and the ecosystem services of the site and the benefits derived from them. 
The Ramsar site includes areas of intertidal foreshore, comprising of mudflats and lagoons, and land, 
both land-claimed and being land-claimed, which form important feeding/roosting sites for significant 
numbers of wintering waders and wildfowl.  

Semi-natural vegetation is confined to a narrow shoreline strip which is fragmented, particularly along 
the inner reaches of the lough. The sheltered bays and inlets of the south-eastern shore contain 
pockets of beach-head saltmarsh. Shores with harder rocks support vegetation typical of maritime cliff 
ledges giving way to maritime grassland. Notable plant species found include spring squill Scilla 
verna and Ray's knotgrass Polygonum oxyspermum. 

Ecosystem services 

 
 
21.  Noteworthy flora:  
Provide additional information on particular species and why they are noteworthy (expanding as necessary on information 
provided in 12. Justification for the application of the Criteria) indicating, e.g. which species/communities are unique, rare, 
endangered or biogeographically important, etc. Do not include here taxonomic lists of species present – these may be 
supplied as supplementary information to the RIS. 
None reported  
22.  Noteworthy fauna:  
Provide additional information on particular species and why they are noteworthy (expanding as necessary on information 
provided in 12. Justification for the application of the Criteria) indicating, e.g. which species/communities are unique, rare, 
endangered or biogeographically important, etc., including count data. Do not include here taxonomic lists of species present 
– these may be supplied as supplementary information to the RIS. 
Birds 
Species currently occurring at levels of national importance: 
Species with peak counts in spring/autumn: 



Information Sheet on Ramsar Wetlands (RIS), page 5 

Ramsar Information Sheet:  UK12002 Page 5 of 8 Belfast Lough 
 

Produced by JNCC: Version 3.0, 13/06/2008 

Great cormorant ,  Phalacrocorax carbo carbo, 
NW Europe  

279 individuals, representing an average of 5.5% 
of the all-Ireland population (5 year peak mean 
1998/9-2002/3) 

Common eider ,  Somateria mollissima 
mollissima, NW Europe  

867 individuals, representing an average of 43.3% 
of the all-Ireland population (5 year peak mean 
1998/9-2002/3) 

Eurasian oystercatcher ,  Haematopus ostralegus 
ostralegus, Europe & NW Africa -wintering  

4648 individuals, representing an average of 9.2% 
of the all-Ireland population (5 year peak mean 
1998/9-2002/3) 

Ruff ,  Philomachus pugnax, Europe/W Africa  3 individuals, representing an average of 15% of 
the all-Ireland population (5 year peak mean 
1998/9-2002/3) 

Species with peak counts in winter: 
Red-throated diver ,  Gavia stellata, NW Europe  27 individuals, representing an average of 2.7% 

of the all-Ireland population (5 year peak mean 
1998/9-2002/3) 

Great crested grebe ,  Podiceps cristatus 
cristatus, NW Europe  

1550 individuals, representing an average of 
44.2% of the all-Ireland population (5 year peak 
mean 1998/9-2002/3) 

Common shelduck ,  Tadorna tadorna, NW 
Europe  

251 individuals, representing an average of 3.5% 
of the all-Ireland population (5 year peak mean 
1998/9-2002/3) 

Greater scaup ,  Aythya marila marila, W Europe 340 individuals, representing an average of 11.3% 
of the all-Ireland population (5 year peak mean 
1998/9-2002/3) 

Common goldeneye ,  Bucephala clangula 
clangula, NW & C Europe  

184 individuals, representing an average of 1.6% 
of the all-Ireland population (5 year peak mean 
1998/9-2002/3) 

Red-breasted merganser ,  Mergus serrator, NW 
& C Europe  

155 individuals, representing an average of 7.7% 
of the all-Ireland population (5 year peak mean 
1998/9-2002/3) 

Ringed plover ,  Charadrius hiaticula, 
Europe/Northwest Africa  

133 individuals, representing an average of 1% of 
the all-Ireland population (5 year peak mean 
1998/9-2002/3) 

Red knot ,  Calidris canutus islandica, W & 
Southern Africa  

(wintering) 

386 individuals, representing an average of 1% of 
the all-Ireland population (5 year peak mean 
1998/9-2002/3) 

Ruddy turnstone ,  Arenaria interpres interpres, 
NE Canada, Greenland/W Europe & NW Africa  

385 individuals, representing an average of 1.7% 
of the all-Ireland population (5 year peak mean 
1998/9-2002/3) 

Mew gull ,  Larus canus canus, Europe to N 
Africa  

1167 individuals, representing an average of 1.7% 
of the all-Ireland population (5 year peak mean 
1998/9-2002/3)  

Species Information 
None reported 
  

23.  Social and cultural values:  
Describe if the site has any general social and/or cultural values e.g. fisheries production, forestry, religious importance, 
archaeological sites, social relations with the wetland, etc. Distinguish between historical/archaeological/religious 
significance and current socio-economic values. 

Aesthetic 
Environmental education/ interpretation 
Non-consumptive recreation 
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Tourism 
Transportation/navigation 

 
b) Is the site considered of international importance for holding, in addition to relevant ecological values, 
examples of significant cultural values, whether material or non-material, linked to its origin, conservation 
and/or ecological functioning?   No 
 
If Yes, describe this importance under one or more of the following categories: 
 
i)  sites which provide a model of wetland wise use, demonstrating the application of traditional 

knowledge and methods of management and use that maintain the ecological character of the 
wetland: 

  
ii) sites which have exceptional cultural traditions or records of former civilizations that have 

influenced the ecological character of the wetland: 
  

iii) sites where the ecological character of the wetland depends on the interaction with local 
communities or indigenous peoples: 

  
iv)  sites where relevant non-material values such as sacred sites are present and their existence is 

strongly linked with the maintenance of the ecological character of the wetland: 
   

24.  Land tenure/ownership:  

Ownership category On-site Off-site 
Non-governmental organisation 
(NGO) 

+  

Local authority, municipality etc. +  
National/Crown Estate +  
Other  +  
  
25.  Current land (including water) use:  

Activity On-site Off-site 
Nature conservation + + 
Tourism + + 
Recreation + + 
Current scientific research +  
Fishing: commercial +  
Gathering of shellfish +  
Bait collection +  
Industrial water supply +  
Industry  + 
Sewage treatment/disposal +  
Harbour/port  + 
Transport route  + 
Urban development  + 
Non-urbanised settlements  + 
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26.  Factors (past, present or potential) adversely affecting the site’s ecological character, 
including changes in land (including water) use and development projects: 

Explanation of reporting category:  
1. Those factors that are still operating, but it is unclear if they are under control, as there is a lag in showing the 

management or regulatory regime to be successful.  
2. Those factors that are not currently being managed, or where the regulatory regime appears to have been ineffective so 

far.  

NA = Not Applicable because no factors have been reported. 

Adverse Factor Category 

R
ep

or
tin

g 
C

at
eg

or
y Description of the problem (Newly reported Factors 

only) 

O
n-

Si
te

 

O
ff

-S
ite

 

M
aj

or
 Im

pa
ct

? 

No factors reported NA     
      

 

For category 2 factors only. 
What measures have been taken / are planned / regulatory processes invoked, to mitigate the effect of these factors? 
 
 
Is the site subject to adverse ecological change?    NO 
 

  
27.  Conservation measures taken: 
List national category and legal status of protected areas, including boundary relationships with the Ramsar site; management 
practices; whether an officially approved management plan exists and whether it is being implemented. 
 
Conservation measure On-site Off-site 
Site/ Area of Special Scientific Interest 
(SSSI/ASSI) 

+  

Special Protection Area (SPA) +  
Management agreement  +  
Site management statement/plan implemented +  
 
b) Describe any other current management practices: 
 The management of Ramsar sites in the UK is determined by either a formal management plan or 
through other management planning processes, and is overseen by the relevant statutory conservation 
agency. Details of the precise management practises are given in these documents.  
28.  Conservation measures proposed but not yet implemented:  
e.g. management plan in preparation; official proposal as a legally protected area, etc. 
No information available  
29.  Current scientific research and facilities: 
e.g. details of current research projects, including biodiversity monitoring; existence of a field research station, etc. 

Fauna. 
Numbers of migratory birds and wildfowl and waders are monitored annually as part of the national 
Irish Wetland Birds Survey (I-WEBS) organised by the IWC Birdwatch Ireland, the National Parks 
and Wildlife Service (Ireland) and the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust.  
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30.  Current communications, education and public awareness (CEPA) activities related to or 
benefiting the site:   

e.g. visitor centre, observation hides and nature trails, information booklets, facilities for school visits, etc. 
The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds presence on the site is centred around a brackish lagoon 
with well developed educational facilities including observation hides and a large observation room 
and a warden for the site.  
31.  Current recreation and tourism:  
State if the wetland is used for recreation/tourism; indicate type(s) and their frequency/intensity. 
None reported  
32.  Jurisdiction:  
Include territorial, e.g. state/region, and functional/sectoral, e.g. Dept. of Agriculture/Dept. of Environment, etc. 
Department of the Environment (Northern Ireland), Environment and Heritage Service, 

Commonwealth House, Castle Street, Belfast, Northern Ireland, BT1 1GU  
33.  Management authority: 
Provide the name and address of the local office(s) of the agency(ies) or organisation(s) directly responsible for managing the 
wetland. Wherever possible provide also the title and/or name of the person or persons in this office with responsibility for 
the wetland. 
Department of the Environment (Northern Ireland), Environment and Heritage Service, 

Commonwealth House, Castle Street, Belfast, Northern Ireland, BT1 1GU  
34.  Bibliographical references: 
Scientific/technical references only. If biogeographic regionalisation scheme applied (see 15 above), list full reference 
citation for the scheme. 

Site-relevant references 

Barne, JH, Robson, CF, Kaznowska, SS, Doody, JP, Davidson, NC & Buck, AL (eds.) (1997) Coasts and seas of the United 
Kingdom. Region 17. Northern Ireland. Joint Nature Conservation Committee, Peterborough. (Coastal Directories 
Series.) 

Buck, AL & Donaghy, A (eds.) (1996) An inventory of UK estuaries. Volume 7. Northern Ireland. Joint Nature Conservation 
Committee, Peterborough  

Cranswick, PA, Waters, RJ, Musgrove, AJ & Pollitt, MS (1997) The Wetland Bird Survey 1995–96: wildfowl and wader 
counts. British Trust for Ornithology, Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds & Joint 
Nature Conservation Committee, Slimbridge  

Crowe, O (2005) Ireland’s wetlands and their waterbirds: status and distribution. BirdWatch Ireland, Newcastle, Co. 
Wicklow  

Musgrove, AJ, Langston, RHW, Baker, H & Ward, RM (eds.) (2003) Estuarine waterbirds at low tide. The WeBS Low Tide 
Counts 1992–93 to 1998–99. WSG/BTO/WWT/RSPB/JNCC, Thetford (International Wader Studies, No. 16)  

Musgrove, AJ, Pollitt, MS, Hall, C, Hearn, RD, Holloway, SJ, Marshall, PE, Robinson, JA & Cranswick, PA (2001) The 
Wetland Bird Survey 1999–2000: wildfowl and wader counts. British Trust for Ornithology, Wildfowl and Wetlands 
Trust, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds & Joint Nature Conservation Committee, Slimbridge. 
www.wwt.org.uk/publications/default.asp?PubID=14   

Stroud, DA, Chambers, D, Cook, S, Buxton, N, Fraser, B, Clement, P, Lewis, P, McLean, I, Baker, H & Whitehead, S (eds.) 
(2001) The UK SPA network: its scope and content. Joint Nature Conservation Committee, Peterborough (3 vols.) 
www.jncc.gov.uk/UKSPA/default.htm  

Way, LS, Grice, P, MacKay, A, Galbraith, CA, Stroud, DA & Pienkowski, MW (1993) Ireland’s Internationally Important 
Bird Sites: a review of sites for the EC Special Protection Area network. Joint Nature Conservation Committee, 
Peterborough, for Department of the Environment (Northern Ireland), Belfast, and Irish Wildlife Service, Dublin  
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CONSERVATION OBJECTIVES 
 

BELFAST LOUGH SPA 
 

 
1. POLICY STATEMENT 
 
The favourable condition table provided in Annex 1 is intended to supplement the 
conservation objectives only in relation to management of established and ongoing 
activities and future reporting requirements on monitoring condition of the site and its 
features.  It does not by itself provide a comprehensive basis on which to assess plans and 
projects, but it does provide a basis to inform the scope and nature of any appropriate 
assessment that may be needed.  It should be noted that appropriate assessments are a 
separate activity to condition monitoring, requiring consideration of issues specific to 
individual plans or projects. 
 
2.1 GENERAL INFORMATION 
 
COUNTY: Antrim and Down 

 
G.R.  J353 783   AREA:     432.14 ha. 
 
2.2 SUMMARY SITE DESCRIPTION 
 
The site comprises the sea lough of Belfast Lough.  A range of inter-tidal habitats are 
present including extensive mud and sand flats, mussel beds, boulder shores and rock 
platforms.  Adjoining habitat includes beaches and limited maritime heath and grasslands 
notably on the outer southern shore.  The lagoons at Belfast Harbour and Victoria Park 
(the latter formally tidal) are also included. 
 
2.3 BOUNDARY RATIONALE 
 
The SPA comprises most of Inner and all of Outer Belfast Lough ASSI and is coincident 
with the Ramsar boundary.  All inter-tidal habitat is included together with any adjoining 
natural or semi-natural habitat.  The outer boundary on the northern shore is the limit of 
wide sediment dominated shore (east of Kilroot the inter-tidal zone is generally narrow 
and typically boulder dominated).  On the southern shore, it is the general limit of rock 
platform interspersed with mud and sand dominated embayments (east of Horse Rock 
typically alternates between broad sand beaches with intervening rock shores).  Also 
included is the important brackish lagoon at the Harbour Estate (D2), together with the 
tidal channel at Dargan Road.  All these areas are utilised by Redshank.  Roost sites 
occurring outside the extent of natural or semi-natural habitat have not been included but 
their importance must not be underestimated.  The boundary differs from the Inner Belfast 
Lough ASSI as follows  
 
 Victoria Park excluded – formerly tidal but now of limited importance 
 Reduced section of Dargan Channel – limited to inter-tidal area only, excluding 

developed land. 
 Inter-tidal area on lands north of Herdman Channel – developed for industry 
 Inter-tidal area on lands north of Musgrave Channel – not utilised by birds  



 Former lagoon, D3, in Belfast Harbour Estate - infilled 
 
 

3.1 SPA SELECTION FEATURES 
 

Feature 
Type 
 

Feature Population 
(5 year average 
1995-2000) 

Population at 
time of 
designation 
(ASSI) 

Population at 
time of 
designation 
(SPA) 

SPA Review 
population 

CSM 
baseline 

Species Redshank 
wintering 
population 

2266  2466 2466 2010 
(1993/4-
1997/98) 

Species Great Crested 
Grebe wintering 
population 

1646  Not listed 1385 1015 
(1993/4-
1997/98) 

Habitat1 Habitat extent      
Habitat1 Roost site locations      

Table 1. List of SPA selection features.  
1 Habitat is not a selection feature but is a factor and is more easily treated as if it were a feature. 
 
 
3.2.  ADDITIONAL ASSI SELECTION FEATURES  
 
Feature Type 
(i.e. habitat, 
species or 
earth science) 

Feature Size/ 
extent/ 
pop. 

Population 
at time of 
designation 
(ASSI) 

CSM 
baseline 

Habitat Maritime cliffs and slope (Outer Belfast Lough 
ASSI) 

   

Species Invertebrate assemblage    
Species Turnstone wintering population  614 503 

(1989/90-
1995/96) 

Species Cormorant wintering population   276 
(1989/90-
1995/96) 

Species Shelduck wintering population  589 278 
(1989/90-
1995/96) 

Species Mallard wintering population   321 
(1989/90-
1995/96) 

Species Scaup wintering population   29 
(1989/90-
1995/96) 

Species Eider wintering population   391 
(1989/90-
1995/96) 

Species Goldeneye wintering population   231 
(1989/90-
1995/96) 

Species Red-breasted Merganser wintering population   136 
(1989/90-
1995/96) 

Species Oystercatcher wintering population  6584 4782 
(1989/90-



1995/96) 
Species Ringed Plover wintering population   93 

(1989/90-
1995/96) 

Species Lapwing wintering population   1770 
(1989/90-
1995/96) 

Species Knot wintering population   56 
(1989/90-
1995/96) 

Species Dunlin wintering population  1440 742 
(1989/90-
1995/96) 

Species Black-tailed Godwit wintering population  433 135 
(1989/90-
1995/96) 

Species Curlew wintering population  1271 871 
(1989/90-
1995/96) 

Earth Science Cultra – Craigavad Carboniferous stratigraphy 
(Outer Belfast Lough ASSI) 

   

Earth Science Grey Point - Horse Rock Lower Palaeozoic 
stratigraphy (Outer Belfast Lough ASSI) 

   

Earth Science Cultra Permian stratigraphy (Outer Belfast 
Lough ASSI) 

   

Table 2. List of ASSI features, additional to those that form all or part of SPA selection features.  These will 
be referred to in ANNEX II. 
 
4. MANAGEMENT CONSIDERATIONS 

 
Owner/Occupier’s – (to be used to identify any key management considerations arising 
from ownership e.g. owners/organisations having an obvious bearing on conservation 
matters or from management agreements). 

 
Key landowners and leasees within the SPA, relevant to the site management, include 
Crown Estate Commissioners, Belfast Harbour Commissioners, EHS, Carrickfergus 
Borough Council, Belfast City Council, Newtownabbey Borough Council, North Down 
Borough Council, Belfast City Airport, RSPB and Private Individuals.  There may be 
conflicts of interest between the requirements of individual/organisations, both within and 
adjacent to the SPA, and the site management needs.   
 
Positive management within the site include the creation of two new lagoons north east of 
the Dargan Road Tip by Belfast City Council.  Additionally EHS lease D2 from Belfast 
Harbour Commissioners which is managed by RSPB.  RSPB are also involved in the 
management of Whitehouse Pools which are owned by Newtownabbey Borough Council.   

 
Adjacent commercial operations which may impact upon the SPA include BP Oil, AES 
(Kilroot Power Station) and Dargan Road Refuse Tip.  Specifically, Belfast City Council 
have extended the life of the Dargan Road Refuse Tip for another 4 years, which may have 
implications for high tide roosts.  Kilroot Power Station located adjacent to Belfast Lough 
SPA is a Part A Process under the Industrial Pollution Control Order.  Additionally sewage 
discharge points from Duncrue Street and Kinnegar Sewage Treatment Works may impact 
upon the site.   



 
MAIN IMPACTS ON THE SITE OR SITE FEATURES 
 
Notifiable Operations - Carrying out any of the Notifiable Operations listed in the 
schedule could affect the site. The list below is not exhaustive, but deals with the most 
likely factors that are either affecting Belfast Lough SPA, or could affect it in the future. 
Although, features 1, 2, 3, 4 etc, are the qualifying SPA features, factors affecting ASSI 
features are also considered. 
 
Generic site/feature issues  
 

No Issue Threat/comments Local considerations Action 
1 Adjoining 

habitat 
Particularly important for swans 
and geese as well as providing high 
tide roost locations.  Significant 
changes in land management and 
disturbance are key considerations.  
Such areas lie without the site 
making effective management of 
developments other than those for 
which planning permission is 
required, difficult. 

Most adjoining habitat utilised 
by birds other than as roost sites, 
comprises managed amenity 
grass. This provides important 
additional feeding opportunities 
for selected wader species but 
would not merit any formal 
designation. 

Assess importance of 
adjoining and distant 
playing grounds, fields 
and other feeding areas.  
Assess impacts from 
development. 

2 Aquaculture Disturbance is a minor 
consideration unless carried out 
deliberately to minimise losses to 
shell-feeding waterfowl.  
Alteration of natural littoral and 
sub-littoral communities through 
seeding, tray/trestle cultivation, 
dredging/control of pest species.  
Naturalisation of introduced 
species – both the shellfish 
themselves and associated species 
e.g. algae and disease vectors. 

Much of Inner Belfast Lough 
has active licences for shellfish 
production. 

Liaise with DARD 
Fisheries Division.  
Assess all license 
applications individually.  
Current extent of licences 
may significantly alter 
seabed conditions.  
Consider the collective 
impact. 

3 Bait digging 
– commercial 
or 
‘recreational’ 
and shellfish 
gathering. 

Disturbance and impact on 
sediment and invertebrate fauna – 
may be positive through making 
deeper prey items available on 
surface.  Shellfish gathering 
represents a net loss to the system 
in terms of biomass.  Generally 
unregulated. 

Appears to be organised on a 
commercial basis and is 
widespread. 

Monitor scale of activity.  
Consider the collective 
impact. 

6 Boating 
activity – 
commercial 

Disturbance and potential for 
impact from high-speed liners. 

Major shipping channel plus 
cross-lough activity imminent.  
The former is long-established, 
the latter is yet to be evaluated 
(Dec. ’01) 

Formal consultation likely 
relating to new schemes.  
Need to assess new trans-
lough impact. Consider 
the collective impact. 

7 Boating 
activity – 
recreational 

Disturbance and potential for 
impact especially from jet skies.  
Generally relevant to particularly 
sensitive areas within site. 

Sailing clubs at Carrickfergus, 
Whiteabbey, Holywood and 
Cultra.  Additional slipways and 
quays. 

Liaise with appropriate 
authority with codes of 
good practice, zoning and 
use of by-laws as 
necessary.  Consider the 
collective impact. 

8 Coastal 
protection 
schemes 

Where there is no history of this, it 
impacts on natural beach systems 
with loss of habitat. 

Much of north and inner shores 
are heavily engineered.  Balance 
in natural rock outcrop.  No 

Liaise with Planning 
Service and other parties 
with an involvement in 



ongoing coastal erosion 
problems noted. 

coastal management. 

3 Bait digging 
– commercial 
or 
‘recreational’ 
and shellfish 
gathering. 

Disturbance and impact on 
sediment and invertebrate fauna – 
may be positive through making 
deeper prey items available on 
surface.  Shellfish gathering 
represents a net loss to the system 
in terms of biomass.  Generally 
unregulated. 

Appears to be organised on a 
commercial basis and is 
widespread. 

Monitor scale of activity.  
Consider the collective 
impact. 

12 Dredging Generally only an issue in relation 
to commercial shipping channels.  
Issues include disturbance, 
remobilisation of contaminated 
sediment and spoil dumping zones. 

Major capital dredging 
programme recently completed 
(2001). Established ongoing 
maintenance programme. 

Liaise with port authority 
and Environmental 
Protection. 

14 Fishing – 
commercial 
or 
recreational 

Minimal disturbance consideration 
but may represent ‘competition’ 
for piscivorous birds.  Represents a 
net loss to the system in terms of 
biomass. 

Most commercial activity related 
to aquaculture.  Recreational 
fishing not deemed to be a 
problem. 

Liaise with DARD and 
fishing authority as 
required.  Liaise with 
angling clubs as required. 

15 Habitat extent 
– inter-tidal 

Loss of habitats through 
development, changes in coastal 
processes.  Loss of inter-tidal 
habitat is a critical issue as this is 
the feeding zone for the majority 
(numbers and species) of birds. 

There has been extensive loss of 
inter-tidal habitat historically.  
Inner lough mudflats 
particularly vulnerable. 

Assess planning 
applications.  Monitor 
using aerial photography. 

16 Habitat extent 
– open water 

Loss likely to be limited but 
expansion of commercial port 
facilities can impact on key 
localities. 

Ongoing and further planned 
harbour developments will 
reduce open water area.  
Probably insignificant. 

Assess planning 
applications.  Consider 
the collective impact. 

17 Habitat 
quality – 
inter-tidal 

Alteration of habitat quality 
through diminution of water 
quality, invasive species or 
changes in coastal processes. 

Historically impacted by 
industrial and sewerage effluent. 

Assess planning 
applications.  Liaise with 
Environmental Protection.  
Consider the collective 
impact. 

18 Habitat 
quality – 
open water 

Alteration of habitat quality 
through diminution of water 
quality or invasive species. 

Historically impacted by 
industrial and sewerage effluent.  
Vulnerable to pollution incidents 
from both industry and shipping. 

Assess planning 
applications.  Deal with 
invasive alien species by 
preventing their spread or 
reducing their impact. 
Liaise with 
Environmental Protection.  
Consider the collective 
impact. 

20 High tide 
roosts 

An essential component of sites 
hosting waders.  Development of 
adjoining ground or actual 
traditional roost localities may 
adversely impact on the sites 
carrying capacity. Many such sites 
lie without the site making 
effective management of 
developments, other than those for 
which planning permission is 
required, difficult. 

Localities should be mapped.  
Loss of wader roost sites within 
the Inner Lough has been 
notable. 

Assess planning 
applications.  Identify key 
areas and promote site 
management schemes.  
Review use of Wildfowl 
Refuges.  Consider the 
collective impact. 

21 Introduced 
species 

Range of threats from loss of 
habitat, feeding competition, 
disease, hosting species presenting 

Not evident but given nature of 
the site, could be an issue 
through commercial shipping 

Liaise with appropriate 
authority.  Consider 
feasibility of elimination.  



a threat outside of the site. and aquaculture. Participate in 
national/international 
initiatives. 

24 Recreational 
activities. 

Disturbance is the main 
consideration although vehicle 
access may also lead to beach 
compaction and impacts on 
beachhead habitats. 

Shoreline has been heavily used 
for recreational activities over 
long timescale. 

Liaise with local 
authorities and other 
managing parties. 

25 Research 
activities. 

Census and ringing activities 
especially have the potential to 
impact on bird populations, 
particularly at breeding sites. 

Past cannon netting has occurred 
with ongoing high and low tide 
WEBS counts. 

Census and ringing 
activities to be undertaken 
by competent individuals, 
appropriately trained. In 
case of ringers, 
appropriate license must 
be held. 

28 System 
dynamics 

Cuts across many other issues. 
Dynamic systems, especially 
coastal, can be affected by many 
factors especially engineered 
structures and significant changes 
in dominant wind direction or 
storm frequency. Many systems 
may indeed still be undergoing 
responses to historical 
developments e.g. partial 
reclamation, seawall construction. 
Changes may include alteration in 
sediment grade, shifts in patterns 
of erosion and deposition etc. 
Consequences for habitat and 
species utilisation of the site can be 
profound. 

Main considerations are 
historical reclamation, especially 
along the north shore and 
Sydenham areas, together with 
widespread coastal engineering 
works and ongoing development 
within the Belfast harbour area.  
Sediment responses may be 
expected. Changes in water 
quality have led to an expansion 
of mussel beds, in turn altering 
system behaviour. Expanding 
aquaculture represents an 
alteration to substrate. 

Human induced change 
should be minimised.  
Assess planning 
applications and liaise 
with other relevant 
authorities.  Ad hoc 
dumping and removal of 
natural materials should 
be managed. 
Major natural shifts in 
system behaviour may be 
identified through 
analysis of aerial 
photographs and site 
monitoring. Major and 
consistent changes to 
patterns of habitat 
distribution and bird 
utilisation of the site 
should be noted. 

31 Wildfowling Has direct effect through bag 
sizes/bag species and wider 
disturbance issue.  Issue of 
regulated (through recognised 
shooting clubs) and ad hoc 
shooters.  Lead shot on grazing 
lands. 

Very limited shooting occurs off 
the north foreshore dump – 
presumably ad hoc. 

Liaise with Belfast City 
Council who control 
access to dump, if this is 
felt to be a problem. 

Table 3. List of site/feature management issues 
 
5. FEATURE OBJECTIVES 
 
The Conservation Objectives for this site are:  

 
To maintain each feature in favourable condition. 



 
For each feature there are a number of component objectives which are outlined in the 
tables below. Component objectives for Additional ASSI Selection Features are not yet 
complete. For each feature there are a series of attributes and measures which form the 
basis of Condition Assessment. The results of this will determine whether a feature is in 
favourable condition, or not. The feature attributes and measures are found in the attached 
annexes. Those for Additional ASSI Selection Features (Annex II) are not yet completed. 
 
 
 
 
5.1 SPA SELECTION FEATURE OBJECTIVES 
 
Feature Component Objective 

Redshank 
wintering 
population 

No significant decrease in population against national trends, caused by on-site factors 

Great Crested 
Grebe wintering 
population 

No significant decrease in population against national trends, caused by on-site factors 

Habitat extent To maintain or enhance the area of natural and semi-natural habitats potentially usable 
by Feature bird species (X ha intertidal area), subject to natural processes 

Habitat extent Maintain the extent of main habitat components subject to natural processes 
Roost sites Maintain or enhance sites utilised as roosts 
Table 4. SPA Component objectives 
 
5.2 ADDITIONAL ASSI SELECTION FEATURE OBJECTIVES 
Feature Component Objective 
Maritime cliffs and slope (Outer Belfast Lough 
ASSI) 

To maintain or extend, as appropriate, the area of the 
coastal habitat mosaic subject to natural processes 

Invertebrate assemblage To be finalised 
Turnstone wintering population No significant decrease in population against 

national trends, caused by on-site factors 
Cormorant wintering population No significant decrease in population against 

national trends, caused by on-site factors 
Shelduck wintering population No significant decrease in population against 

national trends, caused by on-site factors 
Mallard wintering population No significant decrease in population against 

national trends, caused by on-site factors 
Scaup wintering population No significant decrease in population against 

national trends, caused by on-site factors 
Eider wintering population No significant decrease in population against 

national trends, caused by on-site factors 
Goldeneye wintering population No significant decrease in population against 

national trends, caused by on-site factors 
Red-breasted Merganser wintering population No significant decrease in population against 

national trends, caused by on-site factors 
Oystercatcher wintering population No significant decrease in population against 

national trends, caused by on-site factors 
Ringed Plover wintering population No significant decrease in population against 

national trends, caused by on-site factors 
Lapwing wintering population No significant decrease in population against 

national trends, caused by on-site factors 
Knot wintering population No significant decrease in population against 

national trends, caused by on-site factors 



Dunlin wintering population No significant decrease in population against 
national trends, caused by on-site factors 

Black-tailed Godwit wintering population No significant decrease in population against 
national trends, caused by on-site factors 

Curlew wintering population No significant decrease in population against 
national trends, caused by on-site factors 

Cultra - Craigavad Carboniferous stratigraphy Maintain the extent of exposures and access to them 
subject to natural processes 

Grey Point - Horse Rock Lower Palaeozoic 
stratigraphy 

Maintain the extent of exposures and access to them 
subject to natural processes 

Cultra Permian stratigraphy Maintain the extent of exposures and access to them 
subject to natural processes 

Table 5. ASSI Component objectives 
 
6. MONITORING  

 
Monitoring of our Special Protection Areas takes place at a number of levels, using a 
variety of methods. Methods for both Site Integrity Monitoring and Condition Assessment 
can be found in the Monitoring Handbook (To be written). 
 
Maintain the integrity of the site.  Undertake Site Integrity Monitoring (SIM) at least 
annually to ensure compliance with the SPA/ASSI schedule. The most likely processes of 
change (e.g. dumping, infilling, gross pollution) will either be picked up by Site Integrity 
Monitoring, or will be comparatively slow (e.g. change in habitat such as growth of mussel 
beds).  More detailed monitoring of site features should therefore be carried out by Site 
Condition Assessment on a less frequent basis (every 6 years initially to pick up long-term 
or more subtle changes). A baseline survey will be necessary to establish the full extent of 
the communities present together with the current condition of the features, against which 
all further condition assessments will be compared. 
 
In addition, detailed quality monitoring or verification monitoring may be carried out from 
time to time to check whether condition assessment is adequate to detect long-term 
changes that could affect the site.  This type of quality monitoring may involve assessment 
of aerial photographs to determine site morphological changes.  Methodology for this is 
being developed. 
 
6.1 MONITORING SUMMARY 
 
1. Monitor the integrity of the site (Site Integrity Monitoring or SIM) – Complete 

boundary survey to ensure integrity of site and that any fencing is still intact. 
Ensure that no sand extraction or dumping has been carried out within the SAC 
boundary. This SIM should be carried out once a year. 

 
2. Monitor the condition of the site (Condition Assessment) - Monitor the key 

attributes for each selection feature (dune, saltmarsh, species). This will detect if the 
features are in favourable condition or not. See Annexes I and II for SAC and 
Additional ASSI Features respectively. 

 
7. ADDITIONAL MONITORING ACTIONS UNDERTAKEN FOR SITES IN 

UNFAVOURABLE CONDITION 
 



Monitoring actions set out in section 6 and Annex 1 will use, amongst other attributes, bird 
population data to determine site condition.  In the event of a significant population decline 
being detected, a series of subsequent actions will be initiated.  The following list is not 
exhaustive, actions will be site dependant, but the order of these points IS hierarchical i.e. 
consider point 1, then 2, etc. 
 

1. Assess the site population in a wider geographical context – Northern Ireland, 
Ireland, UK, world.  Refer to BTO ALERT limits etc.  Liaise with other 
competent bodies to meaningfully assess wider pattern.  No site action if site 
decline mirrors regional pattern the cause of which is not related to the site. 
Action may be required at regional or larger scale. If the cause of the regional 
population decline (e.g. eutrophication) is found at the site then action may be 
necessary, but this may need to form part of a network of strategic species 
action.  Further research may be required. 

2. Assess the site population in a wider geographical context – Northern Ireland, 
Ireland, UK, Europe, world.  Determine if site losses are balanced by gains 
elsewhere e.g. breeding terns.  Review site condition to determine if losses are 
due to site deterioration.  Determine if possible whether population has 
relocated within SPA series (national, biogeographical, European).  Note that 
the reasons for such locational changes may not be readily identifiable.  Further 
research may be required. 

3. For passage/wintering species assess breeding information.  No site action if 
site decline is due to breeding ground failure, unless breeding ground failure is 
related to poor adult condition resulting from factors affecting wintering / 
passage birds. 

4. Determine whether a major incident has affected the site e.g. toxic impact on 
prey items, predation event or geographical shift in available prey.  Ability to 
respond to impacts may be limited. 

5. Assess condition of principal site habitats e.g. vegetational composition and 
structure, change in habitat balance e.g. mudflats reduced by encroaching 
mussel beds. 

6. Assess prey availability.  Issues to consider are both within site e.g. water 
quality, broad site management, and without site e.g. climatically driven 
factors. 

7. Assess whether there have been any changes in any other site features or 
management practices (see Table 3) that may have affected populations of site 
selection features. 

8. Long-term site value must be considered even when it is found to be in 
unfavourable condition for a number of reporting cycles.  This is particularly 
important for breeding seabird and wader sites where ongoing appropriate 
management may ultimately encourage re-establishment of a favourable 
population. 



 

8. SELECTION FEATURE POPULATION TRENDS 
 
Site trends are reported using running 5 year means of annual maximum count (WeBS data).  Long term trends in index values have been used to 
assess changes in overall wintering populations for Northern Ireland and UK (WeBS data).  Caution is always necessary in the interpretation and 
application of waterbird counts given the limitations of these data.  The reduced number of both sites and birds in Northern Ireland, result in a greater 
degree of fluctuation.  Trends for Ireland are based on five years of data 1994-1999 (I-WeBS data).  Consequently short-term fluctuations apparent in 
the data series may reflect changes in between year productivity, or other short term phenomena, rather than being indicative of a real change in a 
population. 
 
SPECIES SITE TREND NI TREND ROI TREND UK TREND COMMENTS 
Redshank Stable Fluctuating-Increasing Stable Stable-Fluctuating  
Great Crested Grebe Stable Increasing Moderate Fluctuation Increasing-Stable Stable circa 1990 in UK. 



 

ANNEX I 
 
Feature (SPA) – Wintering waterfowl 
 
* = primary attribute. One failure among primary attribute = unfavourable condition 
# = Optional factors – these can be in unfavourable condition without the site being in unfavourable condition 
Attribute Measure Targets Comments 
*Redshank 
wintering 
population 

Bird numbers No significant decrease in population against 
national trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population trends 
through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common Standards 
Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate unfavourable 
condition of the site.  

*Great Crested 
Grebe wintering 
population 

Bird numbers No significant decrease in population against 
national trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population trends 
through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common Standards 
Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate unfavourable 
condition of the site. 

 
 
Non-avian factors 
 

Attribute Measure Targets Comments 
* Habitat extent Area of natural 

and semi-natural 
habitat 

Maintain the area of natural and semi-natural 
habitats used by notified species, within the SPA, 
subject to natural processes. 

Monitor once every reporting cycle by aerial photography. 

# Extent of 
different habitats 

Extent of different 
habitats 

Maintain the extent of main habitat components 
subject to natural processes 

Evaluate habitat quality should bird populations decline due to on site 
factors.  Map any changes in area.  This may include mapping areas with 
different vegetation structures where this would lead to different usage 
by notified species. 

# Roost sites Location of roost 
sites 

Maintain all locations of roost sites. Map roost site locations. Visit once every reporting cycle to ensure sites 
are available 



 

ANNEX II 
 
Feature (ASSI) 
 
* = primary attribute. One failure among primary attribute = unfavourable condition 
# = Optional factors – these can be in unfavourable condition without the site being in unfavourable condition 
 
 

Attribute Measure Targets Comments 
Maritime cliffs and 
slopes 

   

*Morphological 
naturalness (extent, 
mobility and physical 
structure) 

Ensure that any loss in extent and change in 
system dynamics is only due to natural 
processes 

No human induced developments 
impacting on the natural system 
or constraining it. Maintain the 
range of physical conditions 
arising from variation in geology 
and geomorphology, profile, 
stability, degree of maritime 
exposure, drainage, aspect, 
geographical location and history 
of management. 

Impossible to precisely measure extent of each NVC type, many 
are represented.  The detailed fluxes between communities which 
is likely to happen is beyond the scope of condition assessment. 

Sward Structure: Litter in a more or less continuous layer, 
distributed either in patches or in one larger 
area. This dense thatch-like material. 
Estimate % in 2x2. 

<10% Outside target indicates insufficient grazing. (See comments on 
grazing below) 

Sward Structure: Bare ground or sand not rock extent, 
noticeable without disturbing the vegetation. 
 

<5% Bare patches are the natural result of localised herbivore activity 
especially rabbit burrows. Such areas provide niche for more 
ruderal species. 

Sward Composition: Grass:Herb ratio 40 - 90% herbs  
*Vegetation –maritime 
rock crevice and cliff 
ledge communities.  
(Where present on a site) 

At least 4 of the species below recorded as 
occasional: Armeria maritima, Silene 
vulgaris maritima, Festuca rubra, 
Spergularia rupicola, S. maritima, Daucus 

Maintain maritime rock- crevice 
and cliff- ledge communities – i.e. 
MC1c and MC5c. 

Individual sites will exhibit different patterns and range of  of 
vegetation types depending on site characteristics Surveys may be 
needed  to establish the full  range for each site. 



 

carota, Plantago coronopus, P. maritima, 
Sedum anglicum and orange Xanthoria 
lichens 

 

*Vegetation composition 
sea-bird cliff communities. 
(Where present on a site) 

At least 3 of the species below recorded as 
occasional: Festuca rubra, Matricaria 
maritima, Beta vulgaris maritima, Atriplex 
prostrata, Stellaria media, Rumex acetosa, 
Holcus lanatus and Atriplex hastata 

Maintain range of sea-bird cliff 
communities  - i.e. MC6 and 
MC7. 

Individual sites will exhibit different patterns and range of 
vegetation types depending on site characteristics.  Surveys may be 
needed to establish the full range for each site. 

*Vegetation composition 
maritime grassland 
communities. 
(Where present on a site) 

At least 6 of the species below recorded as 
occasional: Alchemilla spp, Carex flacca, 
Small sedge spp, Campanula rotundifolia, 
Primula vulgaris, Euphrasia vulgaris, 
Thymus polytrichus, Galium verum, 
Ranunculus bulbosus, Linum catharticum, 
Koeleria macrantha, Lotus corniculatus, 
Polygala sp, Potentilla erecta, Succisa 
pratensis, Pilosella officinalis, Veronica 
officinalis. 

Maintain range of maritime 
grassland communities – i.e. 
MC8, MC9a, MC9c, MC9d, 
MC9e (including non-maritime 
forms of these). 

Individual sites will exhibit different patterns and range of 
vegetation types depending on site size, history, substrate and 
patterns of human use.  Surveys may be needed to establish the full 
range for each site. 

*Vegetation composition- 
maritime heath 
communities. 
(Where present on a site) 

At least 3 of the species below recorded as 
occasional: Festuca ovina, Plantago 
maritima, Lotus corniculatus, Scilla verna, 
Calluna vulgaris, Thymus praecox, 
Potentilla erecta. 

 

Record species composition at selected 
sample points across site. 

Maintain range of maritime heath 
communities – i.e. H7a and b and 
H10d 

Maritime heaths can show some affinities with lowland heaths in 
relation to quality.  Reference should be made to the appropriate 
guidance for dry heaths, taking into account the maritime influence 
and the effects of exposure and slat deposition as factors affecting 
growth rates and succession in. 

*Vegetation of soft cliffs 
and other communities. 
(Where present on a site) 

Ensure that the general distribution of 
communities is broadly maintained 

 

 

Maintain range of transitions and 
other communities – the area is 
notable for the significant range 
of NVC communities. 

Aerial photographs will pick up spread of scrub and bracken.  The 
NVC survey is unlikely to be repeated but revisit of condition 
assessment points will pick up changes. This is probably a site 
where more detailed work should also be carried out..  

Vegetation Structure Sward height 4 – 12 cm during summer 
(July/August) over 65% of the area 

Maintain short sward in areas of 
species-rich vegetation  

It is clear from discussion with the site manager for Killard, that 
over the past number of years due to a variety of mitigating 



 

* This to be assessed in 
conjunction with other short, 
species-rich grassland 
communities, including SD8  

circumstances including the Foot and Mouth outbreak of 2001, that 
the  winter grazing hasn’t been as consistent as usual. This has 
already been rectified and the 2003/04 winter grazing of the site is 
already complete at the time of writing (Jan 04). 

Vegetation negative 
indicators 

Ensure that the more species-rich elements 
of the cliff vegetation are maintained 
 
Aerial photography to record maximum 
extent of scrub, bracken, etc. 

No further increase in bracken, 
scrub, rank grasses, ruderal 
species (Thistles, Nettle etc). 

Changes in the extent and cover of invasive species usually 
indicate a change in conditions on a site, often as a result of 
anthropogenic activities which may promote rapid expansion or 
increase in cover.  These are often initiated by changes in 
management.  Some tall ruderal communities may be present 
naturally on a cliff site. 

Invertebrates    

Invertebrate assemblage To be finalised To be finalised To be finalised 

Ornithological    
Turnstone wintering 
population 

Bird numbers  No significant decrease in 
population against national 
trends, caused by on-site factors 

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population 
trends through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common 
Standards Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate 
unfavourable condition of the site. 

Cormorant wintering 
population 

Bird numbers  No significant decrease in 
population against national 
trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population 
trends through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common 
Standards Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate 
unfavourable condition of the site. 

Shelduck wintering 
population 

Bird numbers No significant decrease in 
population against national 
trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population 
trends through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common 
Standards Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate 
unfavourable condition of the site. 

Mallard wintering 
population 

Bird numbers No significant decrease in 
population against national 
trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population 
trends through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common 
Standards Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate 
unfavourable condition of the site. 

Scaup wintering 
population 

Bird numbers No significant decrease in 
population against national 
trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population 
trends through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common 
Standards Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate 
unfavourable condition of the site. 



 

Eider wintering population Bird numbers No significant decrease in 
population against national 
trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population 
trends through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common 
Standards Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate 
unfavourable condition of the site. 

Goldeneye wintering 
population 

Bird numbers No significant decrease in 
population against national 
trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population 
trends through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common 
Standards Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate 
unfavourable condition of the site. 

Red-breasted Merganser 
wintering population 

Bird numbers No significant decrease in 
population against national 
trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population 
trends through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common 
Standards Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate 
unfavourable condition of the site. 

Oystercatcher wintering 
population 

Bird numbers No significant decrease in 
population against national 
trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population 
trends through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common 
Standards Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate 
unfavourable condition of the site. 

Ringed Plover wintering 
population 

Bird numbers No significant decrease in 
population against national 
trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population 
trends through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common 
Standards Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate 
unfavourable condition of the site. 

Lapwing wintering 
population 

Bird numbers No significant decrease in 
population against national 
trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population 
trends through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common 
Standards Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate 
unfavourable condition of the site. 

Knot wintering population Bird numbers No significant decrease in 
population against national 
trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population 
trends through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common 
Standards Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate 
unfavourable condition of the site. 

Dunlin wintering 
population 

Bird numbers No significant decrease in 
population against national 
trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population 
trends through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common 
Standards Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate 
unfavourable condition of the site. 



 

Black-tailed Godwit 
wintering population 

Bird numbers No significant decrease in 
population against national 
trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population 
trends through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common 
Standards Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate 
unfavourable condition of the site. 

Curlew wintering 
population 

Bird numbers No significant decrease in 
population against national 
trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population 
trends through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common 
Standards Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate 
unfavourable condition of the site. 

Earth Science    

Cultra - Craigavad 
Carboniferous stratigraphy 

 Maintain the extent of exposures 
and access to them subject to 
natural processes 

 

Grey Point - Horse Rock 
Lower Palaeozoic 
stratigraphy 

 Maintain the extent of exposures 
and access to them subject to 
natural processes 

 

Cultra Permian 
stratigraphy 

 Maintain the extent of exposures 
and access to them subject to 
natural processes 

 

 



DRAFT CONSERVATION OBJECTIVES 
 

BELFAST LOUGH OPEN WATER SPA 
 

 
1. POLICY STATEMENT 
 
The favourable condition table provided in Annex 1 is intended to supplement the 
conservation objectives only in relation to management of established and ongoing 
activities and future reporting requirements on monitoring condition of the site and its 
features.  It does not by itself provide a comprehensive basis on which to assess plans and 
projects, but it does provide a basis to inform the scope and nature of any appropriate 
assessment that may be needed.  It should be noted that appropriate assessments are a 
separate activity to condition monitoring, requiring consideration of issues specific to 
individual plans or projects. 
 
2.1 GENERAL INFORMATION 
 
COUNTY: Antrim and Down 

 
G.R. J407 838    AREA:   5592.99 ha 
 
2.2 SUMMARY SITE DESCRIPTION 
 
Belfast Lough is a large intertidal sea lough situated at the mouth of the River Lagan on 
the east coast of Northern Ireland.  The inner part of the lough comprises a series of 
mudflats and lagoons.  The outer lough is restricted to mainly rocky shores with some 
small sandy bays. 
 
The Belfast Lough open water area comprises the marine area below the mean low water 
mark.  Seawards it extends to a notional boundary between the eastern limits on the north 
and south shores of the Outer Belfast Lough Area of Special Scientific Interest at Kilroot 
and Horse Rock respectively.  The boundary towards the head of the lough is a notional 
line between Greencastle on northern shore and Holywood Bank on the southern shore. 
 
Water depths within the site are generally between 1m and 10m.  Shallow waters, less than 
5m in depth, dominate the area with deeper waters confined to the central area of the 
lough, east of a line between Greenisland and Cultra. 
 
 
2.3 BOUNDARY RATIONALE 
 
The SPA comprises the marine area of Belfast Lough.  The landward boundary conjoins 
that of Belfast Lough SPA and Ramsar site.  The outer boundary is a notional line taken 
between the eastern limits of Belfast Lough SPA that is from Kilroot on the northern shore 
to Horse Rock near Grey Point on the southern.  The open water supports the main part of 
the internationally important wintering population of Great Crested Grebe.  While the 
main roosting area for this species is in the Inner Lough area, the entire site is of 
importance for feeding and loafing activities.  In addition these waters host nationally 
important wintering populations of a number of other species. 



 
3.1 SPA SELECTION FEATURES 
 

Feature 
Type 
 

Feature Population 
(5 year average 
1995-2000) 

Population at 
time of 
designation 
(ASSI) 

Population at 
time of 
designation 
(SPA) 

SPA Review 
population 

CSM 
baseline 

Species Great Crested 
Grebe wintering 
population 

1646 N/A 1677 
individuals – 
wintering

  

Habitat1 Habitat extent      
Roosting
/loafing 
sites1 

locations of sites      

 
 
Table 1. List of SPA selection features.  
1 Habitat and roost sites are not a selection feature but are a factor and more easily treated as if they were a 
feature. 
 
3.2.  ADDITIONAL ASSI SELECTION FEATURES  
 
Note that as the site is entirely below the low water mark, none falls within the adjoining 
Inner Belfast Lough ASSI or Outer Belfast Lough ASSI.  However the following 
populations are cited as of nationally importance and, through common practice, are 
assessed as part of both the Inner and Outer Belfast Lough ASSI’s. 
 
Marine populations of national importance 
In addition, the site supports nationally important numbers of (all data are 5 year averages 
of individuals for period 1996/97 – 2000/01) Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo (407, 8.7 % 
of the Irish wintering population), Shelduck Tadorna tadorna (405, 5.8%), Scaup Aythya 
marila (233, 7.8%), Eider Somateria mollissima (1116, 55.8%), Goldeneye Bucephala 
clangula (287, 14.4%) and Red-breasted Merganser Mergus serrato (170, 8.5%). 
 
4. MANAGEMENT CONSIDERATIONS 

 
Owner/Occupier’s – (to be used to identify any key management considerations arising 
from ownership e.g. owners/organisations having an obvious bearing on conservation 
matters or from management agreements). 

 
Key landowners, leasees and other users within the SPA, relevant to the site management, 
include Crown Estate Commissioners, local Councils (Belfast City, North Down Borough, 
Newtownabbey Borough, Carrickfergus Borough), Belfast Harbour Commissioners, 
Department of Agriculture and Rural Development Fisheries Division and shellfish 
operators, together with the many commercial shipping operators.  There may be conflicts 
of interest between the requirements of individual/organisations, both within and adjacent 
to the SPA, and the site management needs. 
 
Consideration must also be given to all land and sea based activities which have a bearing 
on site quality.  This includes activities influencing water quality, ecological communities 
and disturbance. 
 



Adjacent commercial operations which may impact upon the SPA include BP Oil, AES 
(Kilroot Power Station) and Dargan Road Refuse Tip.  Kilroot Power Station located 
adjacent to Belfast Lough Open Water SPA is a Part A Process under the Industrial 
Pollution Control Order.  Additionally sewage discharge points from Duncrue Street and 
Kinnegar Sewage Treatment Works may impact upon the site.  A range of smaller 
established discharge points are present elsewhere around the site boundary together with 
the major discharge point at Brigg’s Rocks (Groomsport) and the sewage sludge disposal 
site NE of the Copeland Islands. 
 
MAIN IMPACTS ON THE SITE OR SITE FEATURES 
 
The list below is not exhaustive, but deals with the most likely factors that are either 
affecting Belfast Lough SPA, or could affect it in the future. Factors affecting the features 
within the adjoining ASSI are also considered. 
 
Generic site/feature issues  
 

No Issue Threat/comments Local considerations Action 
2 Aquaculture Disturbance is a minor 

consideration unless carried out 
deliberately to minimise losses to 
shell-feeding waterfowl.  
Alteration of natural littoral and 
sub-littoral communities through 
seeding, tray/trestle cultivation, 
dredging/control of pest species.  
Naturalisation of introduced 
species – both the shellfish 
themselves and associated species 
e.g. algae and disease vectors. 

Much of Inner Belfast Lough 
has active licences for shellfish 
production. 

Liaise with DARD 
Fisheries Division.  
Assess all license 
applications individually.  
Current extent of licences 
may significantly alter 
seabed conditions.  
Consider the collective 
impact. 

6 Boating 
activity – 
commercial 

Disturbance and potential for 
impact from high-speed liners. 

Major shipping channel plus 
cross-lough activity imminent 
(proposal dropped_April 2006).  
The former is long-established, 
the latter is yet to be evaluated 
(Dec. ’01) 

Formal consultation likely 
relating to new schemes.  
Need to assess new trans-
lough impact (proposal 
dropped_April 2006). 
Consider the collective 
impact. 

7 Boating 
activity – 
recreational 

Disturbance and potential for 
impact especially from jet skies.  
Generally relevant to particularly 
sensitive areas within site. 

Sailing clubs at Carrickfergus, 
Whiteabbey, Holywood and 
Cultra.  Additional slipways and 
quays. 

Liaise with appropriate 
authority with codes of 
good practice, zoning and 
use of by-laws as 
necessary.  Consider the 
collective impact. 

12 Dredging Generally only an issue in relation 
to commercial shipping channels.  
Issues include disturbance, 
remobilisation of contaminated 
sediment and spoil dumping zones. 

Major capital dredging 
programme recently completed 
(2001). Established ongoing 
maintenance programme. 

Liaise with port authority 
and Environmental 
Protection. 

14 Fishing – 
commercial 
or 
recreational 

Minimal disturbance consideration 
but may represent ‘competition’ 
for piscivorous birds.  Represents a 
net loss to the system in terms of 
biomass. 

Most commercial activity related 
to aquaculture.  Recreational 
fishing not deemed to be a 
problem. 

Liaise with DARD and 
fishing authority as 
required.  Liaise with 
angling clubs as required. 

15 Habitat extent 
– inter-tidal 

Loss of habitats through 
development, changes in coastal 

There has been extensive loss of 
inter-tidal habitat historically.  

Assess planning 
applications.  Monitor 



processes.  Loss of inter-tidal 
habitat may impact on system 
ecology and hence the selection 
feature. 

Inner lough mudflats 
particularly vulnerable. 

using aerial photography. 

16 Habitat extent 
– open water 

Loss likely to be limited but 
expansion of commercial port 
facilities can impact on key 
localities. 

Ongoing and further planned 
harbour developments will 
reduce open water area.  
Probably insignificant. 

Assess planning 
applications.  Consider 
the collective impact. 

17 Habitat 
quality – 
inter-tidal 

Alteration of habitat quality 
through diminution of water 
quality, invasive species or 
changes in coastal processes. 

Historically impacted by 
industrial and sewerage effluent. 

Assess planning 
applications.  Liaise with 
Environmental Protection.  
Consider the collective 
impact. 

18 Habitat 
quality – 
open water 

Alteration of habitat quality 
through diminution of water 
quality or invasive species. 

Historically impacted by 
industrial and sewerage effluent.  
Vulnerable to pollution incidents 
from both industry and shipping. 

Assess planning 
applications.  Deal with 
invasive alien species by 
preventing their spread or 
reducing their impact. 
Liaise with 
Environmental Protection.  
Consider the collective 
impact. 

20 Roosting and 
loafing areas 

An essential component of sites 
hosting waterfowl.  Inappropriate 
development of or change in use of 
critical areas may adversely impact 
on the sites carrying capacity. 

Localities should be mapped. Assess planning 
applications.  Identify key 
areas and promote site 
management schemes.  
Review use of Wildfowl 
Refuges.  Consider the 
collective impact. 

21 Introduced 
species 

Range of threats from loss of 
habitat, feeding competition, 
disease, hosting species presenting 
a threat outside of the site. 

Not evident but given nature of 
the site, could be an issue 
through commercial shipping 
and aquaculture. 

Liaise with appropriate 
authority.  Consider 
feasibility of elimination.  
Participate in 
national/international 
initiatives. 

24 Recreational 
activities. 

Disturbance is the main 
consideration 

Open water has been heavily 
used for recreational activities 
over long timescale. 

Liaise with local 
authorities and other 
managing parties. 

25 Research 
activities. 

To date targeted work has been 
land-based e.g. population census.  
A range of marine based activities 
are ongoing in relation to water 
quality, commercial shellfish and 
benthic communities. 

 All research activities to 
be undertaken by 
competent individuals, 
appropriately trained.  If 
not directed at waterfowl, 
the latter must be 
considered.  Liaise with 
relevant research bodies 

28 System 
dynamics 

Cuts across many other issues. 
Dynamic systems, especially 
coastal, can be affected by many 
factors especially engineered 
structures and significant changes 
in dominant wind direction or 
storm frequency. Many systems 
may indeed still be undergoing 
responses to historical 
developments e.g. partial 
reclamation, seawall construction. 
Changes may include alteration in 

Main considerations are 
historical reclamation, especially 
along the north shore and 
Sydenham areas, together with 
widespread coastal engineering 
works and ongoing development 
within the Belfast harbour area.  
Sediment responses may be 
expected. Changes in water 
quality have led to an expansion 
of mussel beds, in turn altering 
system behaviour. Expanding 

Human induced change 
should be minimised.  
Assess planning 
applications and liaise 
with other relevant 
authorities.  Ad hoc 
dumping and removal of 
natural materials should 
be managed. 
Major natural shifts in 
system behaviour may be 
identified through 



sediment grade, shifts in patterns 
of erosion and deposition etc. 
Consequences for habitat and 
species utilisation of the site can be 
profound. 

aquaculture represents an 
alteration to substrate. System 
changes in relation to high speed 
ferries have been suggested. 

analysis of aerial 
photographs and site 
monitoring. Major and 
consistent changes to 
patterns of habitat 
distribution and bird 
utilisation of the site 
should be noted. 

Table 3. List of site/feature management issues 
 
5. FEATURE OBJECTIVES 
 
The Conservation Objectives for this site are:  

 
To maintain each feature in favourable condition. 
 
For each feature there are a number of component objectives which are outlined in the 
tables below. For each feature there are a series of attributes and measures which form the 
basis of Condition Assessment. The results of this will determine whether a feature is in 
favourable condition, or not. The feature attributes and measures are found in the attached 
annexes. 
 
5.1 SPA SELECTION FEATURE OBJECTIVES 
 
Feature Component Objective 

Great Crested 
Grebe wintering 
population 

No significant decrease in population against national trends, caused by on-site factors 

Habitat extent Maintain the extent of main habitat components subject to natural processes 
Roosting/loafing 
sites 

Maintain all locations of sites. 

Table 4. SPA Component objectives 
 
5.2 ADDITIONAL ASSI SELECTION FEATURE OBJECTIVES 
See Conservation Objectives for Belfast Lough SPA for ASSI selection feature objectives.  
These may be relevant to the present site. 
 
6. MONITORING  

 
Monitoring of our Special Protection Areas takes place at a number of levels, using a 
variety of methods. Methods for both Site Integrity Monitoring and Condition Assessment 
can be found in the Monitoring Handbook (To be written). 
 
Maintain the integrity of the site.  Undertake Site Integrity Monitoring (SIM) at least 
annually to ensure compliance with the SPA objectives. The most likely processes of 
change (e.g. dumping, infilling, gross pollution) will either be picked up by Site Integrity 
Monitoring, or will be comparatively slow (e.g. change in habitat such as growth of mussel 
beds).  More detailed monitoring of site features should therefore be carried out by Site 
Condition Assessment on a less frequent basis (every 6 years initially to pick up long-term 
or more subtle changes). A baseline survey will be necessary to establish the full extent of 
the communities present together with the current condition of the features, against which 
all further condition assessments will be compared. 



 
In addition, detailed quality monitoring or verification monitoring may be carried out from 
time to time to check whether condition assessment is adequate to detect long-term 
changes that could affect the site.  This type of quality monitoring may involve assessment 
of aerial photographs to determine site morphological changes.  Methodology for this is 
being developed. 
 
6.1 MONITORING SUMMARY 
 
1. Monitor the integrity of the site (Site Integrity Monitoring or SIM) – Complete 

boundary survey to ensure integrity of site and that any fencing is still intact. 
Ensure that no sand extraction or dumping has been carried out within the SAC 
boundary. This SIM should be carried out once a year. 

 
2. Monitor the condition of the site (Condition Assessment) - Monitor the key 

attributes for each selection feature (dune, saltmarsh, species). This will detect if the 
features are in favourable condition or not. See Annexes I and II for SAC and 
Additional ASSI Features respectively. 

 
7. ADDITIONAL MONITORING ACTIONS UNDERTAKEN FOR SITES IN 

UNFAVOURABLE CONDITION 
 
Monitoring actions set out in section 6 and Annex 1 will use, amongst other attributes, bird 
population data to determine site condition.  In the event of a significant population decline 
being detected, a series of subsequent actions will be initiated.  The following list is not 
exhaustive, actions will be site dependant, but the order of these points IS hierarchical i.e. 
consider point 1, then 2, etc. 
 

1. Assess the site population in a wider geographical context – Northern Ireland, 
Ireland, UK, world.  Refer to BTO ALERT limits etc.  Liaise with other 
competent bodies to meaningfully assess wider pattern.  No site action if site 
decline mirrors regional pattern the cause of which is not related to the site. 
Action may be required at regional or larger scale. If the cause of the regional 
population decline (e.g. eutrophication) is found at the site then action may be 
necessary, but this may need to form part of a network of strategic species 
action.  Further research may be required. 

2. Assess the site population in a wider geographical context – Northern Ireland, 
Ireland, UK, Europe, world.  Determine if site losses are balanced by gains 
elsewhere e.g. breeding terns.  Review site condition to determine if losses are 
due to site deterioration.  Determine if possible whether population has 
relocated within SPA series (national, biogeographical, European).  Note that 
the reasons for such locational changes may not be readily identifiable.  Further 
research may be required. 

3. For passage/wintering species assess breeding information.  No site action if 
site decline is due to breeding ground failure, unless breeding ground failure is 
related to poor adult condition resulting from factors affecting wintering / 
passage birds. 



4. Determine whether a major incident has affected the site e.g. toxic impact on 
prey items, predation event or geographical shift in available prey.  Ability to 
respond to impacts may be limited. 

5. Assess condition of principal site habitats e.g. vegetational composition and 
structure, change in habitat balance e.g. mudflats reduced by encroaching 
mussel beds. 

6. Assess prey availability.  Issues to consider are both within site e.g. water 
quality, broad site management, and without site e.g. climatically driven 
factors. 

7. Assess whether there have been any changes in any other site features or 
management practices (see Table 3) that may have affected populations of site 
selection features. 

8. Long-term site value must be considered even when it is found to be in 
unfavourable condition for a number of reporting cycles.  This is particularly 
important for breeding seabird and wader sites where ongoing appropriate 
management may ultimately encourage re-establishment of a favourable 
population. 



 

8. SELECTION FEATURE POPULATION TRENDS 
 
Site trends are reported using running 5 year means of annual maximum count (WeBS data).  Long term trends in index values have been used to 
assess changes in overall wintering populations for Northern Ireland and UK (WeBS data).  Caution is always necessary in the interpretation and 
application of waterbird counts given the limitations of these data.  The reduced number of both sites and birds in Northern Ireland, result in a greater 
degree of fluctuation.  Trends for Ireland are based on five years of data 1994-1999 (I-WeBS data).  Consequently short-term fluctuations apparent in 
the data series may reflect changes in between year productivity, or other short term phenomena, rather than being indicative of a real change in a 
population. 
 
SPECIES SITE TREND NI TREND ROI TREND UK TREND COMMENTS 
Great Crested Grebe Stable Increasing Moderate Fluctuation Increasing-Stable Stable circa 1990 in UK. 



 

ANNEX I 
 
Feature (SPA) – Wintering waterfowl 
 
* = primary attribute. One failure among primary attribute = unfavourable condition 
# = Optional factors – these can be in unfavourable condition without the site being in unfavourable condition 
Attribute Measure Targets Comments 
*Great Crested 
Grebe wintering 
population 

Bird numbers No significant decrease in population against 
national trends, caused by on-site factors  

Five year running averages will be used to monitor population trends 
through WeBs data.  Decline to a level below the Common Standards 
Monitoring baseline over a five year period may indicate unfavourable 
condition of the site. 

 
 
Non-avian factors 
 

Attribute Measure Targets Comments 
* Habitat extent Area of natural and 

semi-natural habitat 
Maintain the area of natural and semi-natural habitats 
used by notified species, within the SPA, subject to 
natural processes. 

Monitor once every reporting cycle by aerial photography. 

# Roosting/loafing 
sites 

Location of 
roosting/loafing 
sites 

Maintain all locations of sites. Map site locations. 
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Divisional Manager 

Northern Ireland 
Environment 
Agency 

Transport NI - Eastern Division 
Hydebank 
4 Hospital Road 
Belfast 
BT8 8JL 

RE: York Street Interchange 

To whom it may concern , 

J 

Northern Ireland Environment Agency 
Natural Environment Division 
Klondyke Building 
Cromac Avenue 
Malone Lowm 
BELFAST 
BT? 2JA 

Date: 05 Ma1rch 2015 
Telephone: 1028 905 69615 
Your Ref: RDS 10/8/1/14 
Our Ref: CC 57/4/31 

I refer to the Environmental Statement (ES) which was received in this office on 28 
January 2015. 

Having considered the content of the Environmental Impact Assessment consultation 
submitted by URS in support of this proposal, NIEA would make the following comments. 

We are pleased to note from submitted documents the proposed mitigation for bats and 
breeding birds on the development site and are of the opinion that should these be 
followed , the site may become of greater value for biodiversity. 

We remind Transport NI that Under Article 1 of the Wildlife and Natural Environment Act 
(Northern Ireland) 2011 it is the duty of every public body, in exercising any functions, to 
further the conservation of biodiversity so far as is consistent with the proper exercise of 
those functions. 
Conserving biodiversity includes: 

t a) In relation to any species of flora or fauna , restoring or enhancin!~ a population of 
that species; 

b) In relation to any type of habitat, restoring or enhancing the habitat. 

We note that two stands of Japanese knotweed (Fallopia japonica) were discovered on 
the development site . We remind the applicant of their responsibility under Article 15 of 
the Wildlife (Northern Ireland) Order 1985 (as amended) under which it is an offence to 
plant or otherwise cause to grow in the wild any plant included under Part II of Schedule 9 
of the Order, which includes Japanese knotweed. This highly invasive plant speciea has 
been recorded on site and control measures must be taken to ensure that any works do 
not cause it to spread either on or off the site. We would expect best practice to be 
followed at all times when dealing with Japanese knotweed. 



The submitted documents have identified the following perceived risks ;as a result of the 
proposed development: 

1. The drainage velocity of storm water from the scheme entering Belf.ast Harbour has 
the potential to disturb and re-suspend contaminants from pervious industrially 
contaminated lands on the bed of Belfast Harbour; 

2. Disturbance of contaminated ground/contaminated groundwater witlhin the 
construction footprint has potential to indirectly introduce the contaminants to Belfast 
Lough SPNBelfast Lough Open Water SPA via new.pathways or groundwater 
mobilisation; 

3. The effect of the proposed scheme in-combination to other plans or projects in the 
area. 

The impact of the proposal on the Natura 2000 sites has been assessed and it has been 
determined that adherence to a series of strict protocols and mitigation measures should 
alleviate any adverse impact. Mitigation measures include adherence to relevant PPG's 
and environmental legislation as well as specific measures such as sediment traps, ( 
emergency pollution control cut-off valves, bunding and utilising the existing drainage 
system. 

NIEA is content that URS on behalf of Transport NI have identified the potential adverse 
effects on both Belfast Lough SPA & Belfast Lough Open Water SPA from this proposal 
and presented appropriate mitigation measures. Due to the scale and nature of the 
proposed development a Construction Environmental Management Plan (CEMP) should 
be submitted by the appointed contractor to ensure they are aware of the potential risks at 
each stage of the development and the mitigation measures to be employed to ensure 
there are no significant impacts on the designated sites from this proposal. 

Yours sincerely 

Deve&en~ement Team 

I 




