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         Rory O’Leary, Principal Officer, Marine Planning Policy Division, DECC 

 

Dun Laoghaire, 06 December 2024 

 

Dear Minister Malcolm Noonan TD, 

Subject: Ecological sensitivity analysis of the Celtic Sea to inform future designation of Marine Protected 

Areas (MPAs) Report 

The North Western Waters Advisory Council (NWWAC) and the Pelagic Advisory Council (PelAC) are 

representative and legitimate EU fisheries stakeholder bodies which are legally recognised as an 

organisations pursuing an aim of general European interest. Member organisations from several EU 

Member States, including Belgium, Denmark, France, Ireland, Netherlands and Spain) representing 

both the fishing industry and other interest groups, for example recreational fisheries and 

conservation, come together to provide strategic advice from the stakeholders to the European 

Commission and the Member States related to sustainable fisheries management. 

 

Ireland is currently undergoing significant changes in relation to maritime activity, its regulation and its 

planning. Both NWWAC and PelAC have followed the Irish Government’s initiative on expanding 

Ireland’s Marine Protected Areas network since 2021 through participation in the public consultation 

on the MPA Advisory Group's Report entitled “Expanding Ireland’s Marine Protected Area Network” 

(link) and the Shared Island Dialogue. In 2023, the NWWAC made a submission following the 

publication of the Ecological sensitivity analysis of the western Irish Sea to inform future designation of 

Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) Report (link) expressing its concerns regarding the content and future 

use of the report. Also in 2023, the NWWAC responded to the public consultation on the South Coast 

DMAP (link) emphasising its concerns regarding any developments in the proposed area due to its 

importance as spawning and nursery grounds for a large number of commercially important species 

 

Both ACs have collaborated extensively on joint topics, and more recently specifically the issue of 

increasing pressure on the fishing industry in sharing the marine space, and a joint Focus Group was 

set up in 2023 to focus efforts. 

 

 

 

https://www.nwwac.org/publications/nwwac-reply-to-public-consultation-on-expert-advisory-group-report-entitled-%e2%80%9cexpanding-ireland%e2%80%99s-marine-protected-area-network.3468.html
https://www.nwwac.org/publications/nwwac-submission-on-the-ecological-sensitivity-analysis-of-the-western-irish-sea-to-inform-future-designation-of-marine-protected-areas-mpas-report.4453.html
https://www.nwwac.org/publications/nwwac-response-to-decc-dmap-consultation.4376.html
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In January 2023, a briefing on the Maritime Area Planning Act 2021 was held by both ACs with 

participation from the Department of Environment, Climate and Communications (DECC), Department 

of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM), Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage 

(DHLGH), and representatives from numerous international organisations including fisheries producers 

organisations, environmental NGOs, offshore renewable energy businesses and more (link). 

 

Given that the MPA legislative process is ongoing, and in order to safeguard areas environmentally 

sensitive to the potential effects of ORE development in the near term, the Celtic Sea Ecological 

Sensitivity Analysis (CS-ESA) was undertaken by the MPA Expert Advisory Group between November 

2023 and May 2024. The study was commissioned by the DHLGH, who also dictated the terms of 

reference. The aims of the project were to: 

1. provide rationales and recommendations for the identification of areas for potential 

designation as MPAs in the Celtic Sea, through processes that align with provisions set out in 

the forthcoming MPA legislation; 

2. provide data and analyses that can inform planning decisions on the potential siting of ORE 

infrastructure, taking account of stakeholder views, ecological features, conservation 

requirements and sectoral activity. 

 

Members of both ACs were very interested in the recently published report “Ecological sensitivity 

analysis of the Celtic Sea to inform future designation of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) Report” 

(link). Following its publication in June 2024, Damien Haberlin, MaREI University College Cork, was able 

to join members at the latest meeting of the NWWAC Horizontal Working Group on 12 October and 

presented an overview of the report and related work carried out. 

 

This was followed by a discussion among members of the joint Focus Group who raised concerns in 

relation to the study itself as well as regarding its application following publication which are 

summarised below. 

 

 

Concerns 
1. Summary 

 

• It is evident that the four SC-DMAP areas overlap significantly with the areas identified as 

being sensitive to ORE Development. 

• By precluding the selection of these areas in the potential MPA network the analysis failed in 

its primary objective of safeguarding environmentally sensitive areas to the potential 

development of ORE in the short term. 

• The summed solution should not be used to inform the future MPA process, nor should it be 

used to support the selection of the SC-DMAP areas. 

https://www.nwwac.org/listing/nwwacpelac-briefing-on-the-maritime-area-planning-act-ireland-2021.4046.html
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/03ccc-ecological-sensitivity-analysis-of-the-celtic-sea/
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• It is evident that the analysis should have been completed in advance of the four SC-DMAP 

areas being selected and if it had been then the SC-DMAP areas would almost certainly be 

deemed unsuitable for ORE development. 

• The stakeholder engagement through a final project webinar was not sufficient and did not 

enable proper discussion of the project outputs. 

 

2. Analyses 

 

In general, the approaches employed in the CS-ESA to select features, collate the data and undertake 

the initial sensitivity analyses were robust and comprehensive. The level of work involved was a 

significant undertaking and there are inherent difficulties in identifying and selecting features with 

sufficient representative data to undertake the analyses. The MPA expert group should be 

commended for the work undertaken particularly as the timeline set by DHLGH for the analysis was, 

as in the case of the Irish Sea ESA, too short.  

In this case the urgency appears to have been related to the ongoing SC-DMAP process and, as stated 

in the CS-ESA aims, the need to “safeguard areas environmentally sensitive to the potential effects of 

ORE development in the near term”. This indicates that the aim of the CS-ESA was to identify sensitive 

areas prior to the refinement of the SC-DMAP in order to avoid sensitive areas being selected for ORE 

development. This is an understandable aim, however the prioritisation analyses and resulting 

outputs failed to deliver on this and as demonstrated below have actually been biased by the 

inclusion of the SC-DMAP areas as a sectoral cost layer.  

 
Figure 1 (Figure 3.5.1. in CS-ESA report) Ranking using Zonation of conservation value for 1 km2 locations, based 

on the 31 features comprising 34 feature layers where data were suitable for analysis. Brighter colours show 
areas with higher value in terms of multiple features and/or the coverage of rarer features. A) feature layers 

were weighted equally. B) feature layers for the Celtic Sea and coastal fronts switched off for comparative 
purposes. 
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Conservation prioritisation is the process of identifying areas that should be a priority for the protection 
of selected features. In the CS-ESA two software packages were used for this analysis, Zonation and 
prioritizr. Zonation was used to objectively, based on the inputted features and data, identify areas of 
high conservation value. Prioritizr was then used to generate a potential MPA solution that met set 
conservation targets whilst minimising the overlap with areas deemed important to different sectoral 
activities.  
 
2.1. Zonation analyses 

 

The output of the Zonation analyses (Figure 1A) clearly indicated significant variation in the 

conservation value of different parts of the study area. The highest conservation values were along 

the coast as there is a diversity of habitats in these areas that are not found offshore e.g. kelp and 

seagrass. In the northeast of the study area there was a high conservation value area that was 

determined to be associated with the Celtic Sea front. When the Celtic Sea front was excluded from 

the analysis (Figure 1B) there was a significant change to the priority ranking of cells meaning that 

either the feature list did not include these species and functions or that data are lacking for those 

species in the area of this dynamic seasonal feature. It was therefore determined to be particularly 

important to include the Celtic Sea front in the feature list and to account for it in the development of 

potential MPAs.  

 

Information from the sensitivity analysis can be used to identify areas where the management of the 

impacts from a particular sector should be prioritised. The majority of the features had a high 

sensitivity to ORE development and also to bottom otter trawl fishing and as such the sensitivity maps 

for the two activities were very similar (Figure 2). 

 
Figure 2. (Figure 3.5.2. in CS-ESA report) Zonation maps with features weighted by the level of sensitivity to A) 

ORE operations (turbines) and B) bottom otter trawls. The more yellow the area is the more sensitive it is 
deemed to be to the sectoral activity. 
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Once potentially sensitive areas have been identified then it is important to assess the overlap 

between the sectoral activities and the sensitive areas identified. In the CS-ESA this step is undertaken 

as part of the prioritizr analysis (see Section 2.2), which focussed instead on minimising the overlap 

between potential MPAs and sectoral activities. What the CS-ESA report did not do, was to clearly 

present the overlap in an objective way that would enable qualitative assessment of the potential 

impact of the sectoral activities on the sensitive areas identified.  

In the current report the SC-DMAP areas and the 2018-2022 International bottom trawl effort data 

used in the CS-ESA analyses were overlaid on the specific sensitivity layers for ORE development 

(OREturbrankmap.tif) and for bottom otter trawl fishing (otter8 rankmap.tif) from the CS-ESA data 

repository (Figure 3). It is evident that the SC-DMAP boundary and the four SC-DMAP areas 

overlapped significantly with the areas identified as being sensitive to ORE Development. Area A, the 

closest SC-DMAP area to the coast, is entirely located within an area that was determined to be 

sensitive due to the presence of the Celtic Sea front. Similarly, the majority of Area D is located in an 

area that was deemed to be highly sensitive to ORE development. Parts of Area B and C were also 

identified as being sensitive areas, whilst the remainder was determined not to be sensitive to ORE 

development. The non-sensitive areas are also the areas that overlap with scallop fishing grounds 

(Figure 3).  

There is also overlap between areas identified as sensitive and bottom otter trawling (Figure 3), 

though the majority of bottom otter trawling appears to take place in non-sensitive areas. It is 

important to also recognise the fact that the features included in the analyses all exist in the presence 

of long-term fishing activities, including bottom trawling, and all of the included data has been 

collected in the presence of fishing. Of course, the features may not be in pristine state in the 

presence of fishing and this should not preclude their consideration for protection. Conversely none 

of the included data has been collected in the presence of ORE developments and the potential 

impact of ORE development on these features is largely unknown beyond the recognition that they 

are sensitive to ORE development. 
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Figure 3. The overlap between (top) the SC-DMAP areas (middle) international bottom otter trawl effort 2018-

2022 (bottom) international dredge effort 2018-2022and the areas identified as being sensitive to these 
sectoral activities. 
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2.2. Prioritizr analyses 

 

Following identification of the sensitive areas, the sectoral activity layers were added to the CS-ESA 

analysis and the prioritizr software package used to identify potential MPA networks that met 

conservation targets whilst minimising the overlap with sectoral activities. In the first instance the 

analyses were run including existing activities (i.e. fishing), whilst excluding activities that do not yet 

exist in the study area (i.e. ORE developments). This is a logical approach as the sensitivity analyses 

are based on the data that has been collected in the presence of fishing activity.  

The potential network solutions had, as expected, a degree of overlap with existing fishing activity as 

fishing activity is extensive in the Celtic Sea. There are many potential solutions in the output files 

(link), which require further analyses to assess the potential impact on fishing activity and the 

resulting socioeconomic impact, a factor which is not included in the CS-ESA. This is important as 

different fishing areas produce different species and some areas may be more valuable than others. 

Factors such as this are not included fully in the current analysis but are essential to consider when 

making trade off decisions between different areas.   

A notable feature of the outputs was also the lack of network solutions in coastal waters (Figure 4). As 

illustrated in the Zonation analyses (Figure 1) coastal waters have the highest conservation values and 

are the most ecologically sensitive as there is a diversity of habitats in these areas that are not found 

offshore. In the current analyses the lack of accurate inshore fishing data precluded a robust analysis 

of these areas to be conducted. As inshore effort data were not available, known net and pot fishing 

grounds for <12 m vessels were coarsely demarcated with polygons. This is clearly not ideal as there 

are many inshore areas with limited or no fishing activity which may be amenable to spatial 

protection but under the current approach these are not identified or available for selection. Further 

the impact of potting on benthic habitats and the specific features included in the analyses are likely 

negligible and potting and MPAs should not be considered mutually exclusive. A more nuanced 

approach to the analyses should be taken in these areas as it is also necessary to account for the land-

based activities that may impact the viability of coastal MPAs. 

 
Figure 4. (Figure 3.5.3 in CS-ESA report). Reserve solutions using a sectoral activity layer without ORE activity, 

and with (A) fishing weighted for effort and (B) standardised per metier. 

https://github.com/IrishMarineInstitute/celtic_sea_sensitivity_analysis/tree/main
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2.3. Inclusion of the SC-DMAP 

 

The most questionable aspect of the prioritizr analysis and of the CS-ESA in general was the treatment 

of the ORE sectoral activity layer. In the stakeholder workshops in February 2024 the stakeholders 

were informed that ORE sectoral activity would be included as the draft DMAP area which was 

published in July 2023 (link). The delineation of this area (figure 3) was primarily based on water 

depth as it was demarcated by the c.80 m depth contour. The consultation on the SC-DMAP which 

included the four DMAP areas did not open until 3 May 2024 and did not conclude until the 14 June 

2024. It was only when the CS-ESA report was published on the 27 June 2024, that it became evident 

that the four refined SC-DMAP areas were included rather than the larger draft DMAP area. No 

explanation was provided in the CS-ESA report as to when the four refined DMAP areas were 

provided to the MPA expert group and whether they were instructed to use these areas as the ORE 

sectoral cost layer instead of the larger draft DMAP area.  

As illustrated in the Seafood Industry Representatives’ Forum submission to the SC-DMAP 

consultation (link), the four SC-DMAP areas were selected based on a constraint analysis which openly 

applied subjective criteria to aid in the selection of areas which were deemed technically and 

economically attractive for ORE development despite likely significant overlap and impact on fishing 

activity and marine species. The zonation analyses in the CS-ESA confirm this as the four SC-DMAP 

areas overlapped significantly with the areas identified as being sensitive to ORE Development (Figure 

3). It is also clear that when the SC-DMAP areas were not included in the sectoral activity layer, the 

analysis selected potential MPAs that overlapped with these areas, reflecting their sensitivity to ORE 

development (Figure 4). Given that the stated aim of the project was to “safeguard areas 

environmentally sensitive to the potential effects of ORE development in the near term”, one would 

assume that these areas would be deemed unsuitable to ORE development. However, this was not 

the case in the process : the SC-DMAP areas were effectively deemed Hard Constraints, and CS-ESA 

analyses were tailored, through differential weighting, to specifically avoid overlap with the SC-DMAP 

areas. By biasing the outcome of the analysis through the inclusion of the four SC-DMAP areas, the 

CS-ESA failed in its primary objective of safeguarding environmentally sensitive areas to the priority of 

potential development of ORE in the short term.  

It was suggested that the conservation targets could be met elsewhere in the study area, which 

effectively means larger and more MPAs in other areas to attempt to offset the impact of developing 

the sensitive areas for ORE, which as previously stated are currently unknown. This is also contrary to 

the previous assertions about the Celtic Sea front which stated that many species and ecological 

processes are likely to be associated with it and not all of these are included in the feature list. As 

such it is not possible to determine that the impacts in this can be realistically offset by protecting 

other areas.  

 

 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/36d9a-designated-maritime-area-plan-dmap-proposal-for-offshore-renewable-energy/
https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/307015/3b113d2d-f12e-4266-af1f-3f82878e0761.pdf#page=null
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It Is also important to ask how the larger draft SC-DMAP area would have been handled in the 

analyses if the MPA expert group had not been provided with the four SC-DMAP polygons. Would the 

entire area have been deemed an exclusion zone for MPA selection within the analyses and if so, 

what would the impact on the potential MPA network have been?  

 

2.4 Biased summed solution 

 

As noted in the CS-ESA appendices, conservation prioritisation does not provide a single ‘right’ answer 

but rather provides options to policy makers based on stated conservation objectives. In total twenty-

seven scenarios were run, several of which were requested by stakeholders, varying targets and 

included features. 

However, only ten of the twenty-seven scenarios were included in the final summed solution and 

presented at the start of the CS-ESA report (Figure 5). All ten of these scenarios included the four SC-

DMAP areas as the weighted ORE layer. The only differences between runs were the treatment of 

fishing effort and the weightings of targets set for each feature. As a result, the ten scenarios 

provided very similar outputs which when combined resulted in the ‘summed solution’, which 

prevented overlap with the majority of the SC-DMAP areas. Had the other scenarios been included in 

the summed solution and a balanced number of scenarios with and without ORE been analyses, then 

the outcome would likely have been quite different.  

The second stated aim of the CS-ESA was to “provide data and analyses that can inform planning 

decisions on the potential siting of ORE infrastructure, taking account of stakeholder views, ecological 

features, conservation requirements and sectoral activity”. The data compiled within the project can 

contribute to this aim and the zonation analyses in particular will be useful towards reaching this goal. 

However, as it stands, the current summed solution is biased towards avoiding overlap with the SC-

DMAP, which is currently a non-existent sectoral activity. As a result, the summed solution should not 

be used to inform the future MPA process, nor should it be used to support the appropriateness of 

the SC-DMAP areas. It is clear that the CS-ESA should have been completed in advance of the SC-

DMAP and if it had been then the SC-DMAP areas would almost certainly be deemed unsuitable for 

ORE development. 
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Figure 5. (Figure 1 in the CS-ESA report). Key outcomes from conservation prioritization analyses of the Celtic 

Sea, completed by the MPA Advisory Group in May 2024. 

3. Additional issues 
 

The issues described above are not the only items of concern relating to the CS-ESA. There are a 

number of other issues which would have been preferable to raise in a comprehensive stakeholder 

workshop following the publication of the report. However, this was unfortunately not included as 

part of the process, which only included a webinar and a limited opportunity to ask questions related 

to the analysis. This needs to be addressed in advance of any future Ecological Sensitivity Analyses in 

other areas and in advance of any further developments in the process of identifying MPAs. 

One other notable issue with the CS-ESA was that the analysis was conducted in isolation from the 

adjacent areas and only considered a portion of the Irish EEZ in the Celtic Sea. It is impossible to 

develop a coherent network of MPAs without considering the connectivity with adjacent areas that 

are ecologically connected. For example, how are the features represented in UK waters and what 

approach is being taken there to develop an MPA network? Does that approach align with the CS-ESA 

approach and if not then how can a coherent network of MPAs be developed? 

It should also be acknowledged that the Ecological Sensitivity Analysis is not defining MPAs but merely 

trying to identify potentially sensitive species and areas. The exclusion from the analysis of those 

species listed in the EU Birds and Habitats Directive is a major failing of the current approach and will 

make outputs difficult to interpret or use. It was explained by the MPA Expert Advisory Group that 

this was due there already being legal provisions for their conservation and sustainability in place. 

However, this was also the case for the species managed under the CFP and habitats listed in the 

Habitats Directive, yet these were included as features in the current analysis. Therefore, excluding 

known sensitive species does not make sense. 

These and other questions need to be addressed properly in the future MPA process and that is only 

possible with full stakeholder participation in the process from the start. 
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Recommendations 
 

The North Western Waters and Pelagic ACs consider the ecological sensitivity report a good starting 

point with additional effort needed especially in relation to the inshore fisheries sector: “As a group of 

experts in marine ecology, the MPA Advisory Group remains aware of the existence of data gaps in the 

Irish marine space. As part of this project, the MPA Advisory Group and wider project team put 

significant effort into collecting all available data and information. However, there are still significant 

gaps in evidence and data. Acknowledging this reality, as part of its work the MPA Advisory Group is 

explicit in its assessment of the quality of sourced datasets, it emphasizes where significant data gaps 

exist and also suggests what research is required to help fill knowledge gaps. This is intended to aid 

readers and decision-makers in understanding the limitations of the available data and point the way 

forward for aspects needing further work or research; e.g., ensuring greater engagement with inshore 

fishers who have significant knowledge and information.” Furthermore, taking into account the 

current limited spatial information available for the inshore fisheries sector and the urgent need to 

have reliable, spatial and temporal data, the North Western Waters and Pelagic AC recommend the 

development of a plan to install appropriate Vessel Monitoring System (VMS) and e-logbooks in these 

fleets. This recommendation is also aligned with the provision of the revised EU Fisheries Control 

Regulation, which will make this equipment mandatory in all fishing vessels by 2030. 

 

Therefore, the following recommendations should be considered when identifying future work to fine 

tune the presented approach: 

 

• Full peer review of published report. 

• Increased involvement of key stakeholders throughout the entire process.  

• Evaluation of impacts from monopile wind turbine development on local hydrodynamics as 

well as potential disturbance and resuspension of carbon stores. 

• Evaluation of underwater archaeology features (i.e., shipwrecks) as supporting features for 

localised biodiversity support. 

• Inclusion of fine scale inshore fishing effort data as being collected by BIM through their 

participatory mapping project. 

• Move towards the development of a Multi-Criteria Decision-Making tool that incorporates all 

the sectoral activities, environmental and biodiversity data and socioeconomic data in a single 

model. This would enable assessment of impacts and trade-offs and form an objective basis 

for decision making.  
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Finally, the ACs strongly recommend that the summed solution should not be used to inform the 

future MPA process, nor should it be used to support the appropriateness of the SC-DMAP areas. 

 

We thank you for the opportunity to submit our concerns regarding this report and look forward to 

your reply. 

 

Yours sincerely,  

      
Emiel Brouckaert     Esben Sverdrup-Jensen 

NWWAC Chairman     PelAC Chairman 

 


