
Divers Action Group Northern Ireland 
 
 
 
To whom it may concern,  
 

RE: Consultation on the development of fisheries management measures for Marine 
Protected Areas (MPAs) and establishment of Scallop enhancement sites in the Northern 
Ireland inshore region 
 
The Divers Action Group Northern Ireland (DAGNI) is formed of recreational scuba divers 
and snorkellers who share a common interest in exploring and protecting local marine 
biodiversity. As a group of volunteers, we put our heads together in order to respond to 
activities that affect our local marine environment. DAGNI is purely a group of individuals – 
it is not affiliated with, or funded by, any organisation or political party.  
 
Lack of concrete management plans and adequate monitoring of the UK’s MPAs is a clear 
example of the UK failing to meet Aichi Target 11, which calls for “10 per cent of coastal and 
marine areas [to be] effectively and equitably managed” (CBD, 2011; Schéré et al., 2020). 
Simply designating a MPA is not enough; without proper management and regular 
monitoring, all we have are paper parks (Halpern, 2014). Paper parks may, on paper, count 
towards the 30x30 initiative launched by the UK, but in reality, they are just an illusion of 
marine conservation (Schéré, 2020). Currently 38% of inshore NI waters are under some 
form of designation, but only 4.48% have favourable management plans (DAERA, 2019). 
Therefore, DAGNI is supportive of the proposed measures within this consultation. 
However, there are a few elements that we would like to ask further clarification on, as 
stated below.  
 
Lack of evidence across consultation documentation 
Consultation on the development of fisheries management measures for Marine 
Protected Areas (MPAs) 
 

• Page 11 of the main consultation document states that “The designation phase 
involved significant stakeholder engagement and the local fishing industry 
contributed to this by identifying important areas for fishing and participating in 
boundary setting discussions.” Furthermore, the Rural Needs Impact Assessment 
does mention the fishing communities which would be directly affected by the 
implementation of the proposed measures. However, no evidence is provided in 
terms of who was consulted from the fishing industry, when this occurred, nor what 
their response was. The consultation document does not provide information on 
stakeholder recruitment and any bias that could arise from snowball sampling, for 
example. A study conducted by Schéré et al. (2021, under review) describes NI 
stakeholder reports of poor communication between MPA authorities and 
communities, where only people of a certain status or group were aware of on-going 
consultations. 



• The condition assessments for some MPAs are out of date – e.g., page 18 of main 
consultation document states “Skerries and Causeway SAC: Sea caves and Harbour 
Porpoise: Favourable (2008-2013).” Evidence of how this area was monitored post-
2013 in order to assess the condition of the qualifying feature is necessary to provide 
a clear picture. Carlingford Lough MCZ was designated in 2016, meaning the data 
provided is limited. In addition, where does the Carlingford Lough data come from? 
Due to its turbidity and the proximity to the shipping channel, Seasearch does not 
dive there. Has DAERA been recently sent scientific divers? For all sites, there should 
be a clear explanation as to how the ‘favourable’ conditions were met, particularly as 
the Defra Marine Strategy (Part II), just released this month (March 2021) has 
revealed that the UK is far from meeting Good Environmental Status for fish, benthic 
habitats, and commercial fish and shellfish. In the absence of recent evidence, the 
precautionary principle should be applied, by assuming such areas are potentially in 
an unfavourable condition. 
 

• The value of the loss of fishing opportunity for each MPA is stated as an “Average 
Annual Value of landings.” This value on its own does not provide enough 
information, nor context, about the magnitude of the financial loss to the local 
community. We would suggest describing each loss of fishing opportunity as a 
percentage of the total landings per fishery and per community or providing 
examples as to what economic impact this loss would have on communities (perhaps 
including quotes from local fishers and community members?). 

 

• How will the proposed measures be implemented? How many numbers of staff will 

be patrolling each MPA? How often will these sites be monitored? What is the cost 

of such monitoring? The 2018 report from the NI Department of Finance discusses 

the significant budget cuts to DAERA that will be implemented over the next few 

years, which raises concerns about adequate management and monitoring of NI 

MPAs. Adequate enforcement to ensure prohibited fishing activities are not being 

undertaken is shown to be critical to the protection of marine species (Beninger, 

2018). 

Establishment of Scallop enhancement sites in the Northern Ireland inshore region 

 

• How is reseeding done? Are there any negative effects on other species within that 

ecosystem? A study by AFBI suggests that reseeding in NI has yielded mixed results 

and highlights the need to close these sites to mobile fishing gear. This report 

stresses that monitoring is required to determine whether reseeding efforts are 

successful, meaning that examination is necessary from the outset and at intervals. 

This study also discusses the dangers related to toxic algal blooms and there is a 

need to ensure that agricultural run-off and other anthropogenic threats are 

mitigated (see section on Ecosystem Approach below). 

 

No reference to Blue Carbon 



 

• Given the recent consultation on Northern Ireland’s first Climate Bill, there is no 

reference to Blue Carbon habitats within the inshore MPAs (seagrass beds, kelp 

forests, maerl beds, saltmarshes, and mudflats). Any conservation measures 

introduced must take into consideration these important carbon sinks and they 

could be put forward as a reason to prevent fishing in MPAs (e.g., extractive 

activities that may damage seagrass beds). 

 

Ecosystem approach not fully implemented. 

 

• Only the impacts of fisheries on the inshore MPAs are discussed within the 

consultation documents. No reference has been made to other factors that also 

impact the condition of these sites, such as agricultural runoff and pollution, marine 

planning etc. Therefore, the Ecosystem Approach that takes into account the 

cumulative effects that human activities have on inshore MPAs, has not been 

implemented in this case. Land use and coastal development can have a negative 

impact on the marine environment (Beninger, 2018). Legislation is needed to control 

the use of nutrient-rich fertiliser, prevent dumping, and reduce human disturbances 

in marine protected areas and resources must be devoted to ensuring MPAs are 

monitored regularly. Utilising citizen science groups such as Seasearch to survey the 

scallop beds is one asset that could be exploited and training commercial and 

recreational boaters to monitor MPAs and report illegal activities have been 

proposed in the United States (UNE, 2002). 

 

Applicable Answers to Consultation Questions by MPA 

 Do you 
support the 
preferred 
option (No 
2), to 
prohibit 
demersal 
mobile gear 
fishing 
throughout 
[MPA]? 

Do you support 
the 
recommended 
option to 
prohibit static 
gear fishing, on 
the seagrass 
feature and to 
manage static 
gear fishing 
throughout the 
remainder of 
[MPA]? 

Do you support the 
proposed measures to 
manage pot fishing, such 
as following best 
practice on biosecurity, 
mandatory vessel 
position monitoring, pot 
tagging, recording of 
bycatch and 
entanglements of 
protected species and 
the continued use of 
more selective gear? 

Do you agree with the 
assessment of the 
current value of 
fishing within [MPA]? 



Skerries and 
Causeway Special 
Area of Conservation 

Yes The seagrass 
map is showing 
limited seagrass 
data – allow for 
restoration 
programme and 
use 
precautionary 
approach in case 
there is more 
seagrass around 

Pot management should 
be rolled out in the 
whole of NI. 
 

It would paint a clearer 
picture to use a 
percentage of local 
fleet landing rather 
than value estimates 
per annum for each 
fishery. 

Rathlin Island Special 
Area of Conservation 
/ Special Protection 
Area and Rathlin 
Marine Conservation 
Zone 

Yes Yes Yes Unclear what  the data 
is based on. 

Red Bay Special Area 
of Conservation 

Yes Yes Yes Unclear what  the data 
is based on. 

Waterfoot Marine 
Conservation Zone 

Yes Yes We should urge the use 
of precautionary 
principle. 

Unclear what  the data 
is based on. 

The Maidens Special 
Area of Conservation 

Yes Yes Yes Unclear what  the data 
is based on. 

Outer Belfast Lough 
Marine Conservation 
Zone 

Yes Yes Yes Context of values (% of 
landings, sources – 
where are the figures 
from, are they inflated 
or underestimated 
etc.)? 

Strangford Lough 
Special Area of 
Conservation/Special 
Protection Area and 
Marine Conservation 
Zone 

Yes Yes Modiolus – 10m depth 
restriction,  where you 
cannot dive, set pot traps 
near reefs. No map of 
specific areas of PMFs 
(no-take zones); is 
angling prohibited? 

Unclear what  the data 
is based on. 

Murlough Special 
Area of Conservation 

Yes Yes Yes Unclear what  the data 
is based on. 

Carlingford Lough 
Marine Conservation 
Zone 

Yes Yes How is Carlingford Lough 
being monitored? 
 
 Pot management should 
be rolled out in the 
whole of NI. 

Unclear what the data 
is based on. 
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