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Non-Technical Summary 
Introduction 
AECOM has been commissioned to undertake an independent Strategic 
Environmental Assessment (SEA) in support of the draft Northern Ireland Climate 
Action Plan (hereafter referred to as ‘the draft Climate Action Plan’) policies and 
proposals.  This has been undertaken for the Department of Agriculture, 
Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA) on behalf of The Northern Ireland Executive. 

SEA is a systematic process for evaluating the environmental consequences of 
proposed plans, strategies, or programmes to ensure environmental issues are fully 
integrated and addressed at the earliest appropriate stage of decision making, with a 
view to promoting sustainable development.   

This Environmental Report, which is the main output of the SEA process, 
accompanies the draft Climate Action Plan for consultation between 19 June 2025 to 
8 October 2025. 

Overview of the draft Climate Action Plan 
The Northern Ireland Assembly passed its first ever Climate Change Legislation in 
March 2022.  The Climate Change Act (Northern Ireland) 2022 (The Act) received 
Royal Assent on 6 June 2022 and sets out the legal framework for tackling climate 
change by reducing greenhouse gas emissions for decades to come in Northern 
Ireland.  The Act legally requires that all Northern Ireland Departments contribute to 
delivering its targets, carbon budgets and climate action plans through identifying 
policies and proposals that will contribute to achieving net zero emissions by 2050.  

Under the Act, DAERA is required to prepare and publish five-yearly climate action 
plans which will include policies and proposals put forward from all Northern Ireland 
Civil Service (NICS) departments and will set out how implementation of these will 
help to meet the 2030, 2040 and 2050 targets in the Act.   

Climate action plans must be published and laid before the Assembly by the end of 
the first year of a carbon budgetary period.   

The Northern Ireland Assembly is now consulting on their first Climate Action Plan.  
The draft Climate Action Plan sets out the policies and proposals to achieve 
reductions in emissions.  Its focus is on meeting the first carbon budget period which 
covers five years from 2023 to 2027.  A carbon budget sets a limit on the maximum 
amount of greenhouse gas emissions that can be produced over a five-year period.  
Achieving the target for this carbon budget period is important as it will set the 
Assembly on the right pathway to meet 2030, 2040 and 2050 targets, in line with the 
requirements of the legislation. 

Further information on the content and objectives of the draft Climate Action Plan is 
discussed in Chapters 4 and 5.   
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Structure of this Environmental Report / Non-
Technical Summary 
In line with the provisions of the Northern Ireland SEA Regulations, this 
Environmental Report has been structured as follows: 

• Chapter 3 presents an overview of the scoping process for the SEA. 

• Chapters 4 and 5 present an assessment of a number of alternative approaches 
relating to the sectors for which the draft Climate Action Plan policies and 
proposals have been developed.  These have been assessed as reasonable 
alternatives. 

• Chapter 6 presents an assessment of the current policies and proposals, in 
terms of their likely significant environmental effects.   

• Chapter 7 presents proposals for monitoring the significant environmental 
effects of the policies and proposals, and areas where the assessment has 
highlighted uncertainties.  

• Chapter 8 subsequently sets out the next steps for the draft Climate Action Plan 
and accompanying SEA process. 

Consultation on this Environmental Report alongside the draft Climate Action Plan 
comprises Stage 4. 

What is the scope of the SEA? 
The key environmental issues relating to the policies and proposals have been 
translated into an SEA ‘Framework’ of objectives and assessment questions.  The 
SEA Framework provides a way in which the likely significant environmental effects 
of the draft Climate Action Plan policies and proposals and alternatives can be 
identified and subsequently analysed based on a structured and consistent 
approach.    

The SEA Framework and the assessment findings in this Environmental Report have 
been streamlined and presented under six overarching SEA themes to deliver a 
proportionate and effective assessment process.  In this respect the accompanying 
objectives and assessment questions for each theme have been refined as 
appropriate in recognition of the high-level nature of the policies and proposals at 
this stage.  The SEA Framework is presented below.  

SEA theme SEA objective Assessment questions – will the option / proposal help to: 

Biodiversity 

 
 

Support the 
integrity of 
internationally, 
nationally and 
locally designated 
sites.  

• Protect the integrity of the internationally and nationally 
designated sites within Northern Ireland, including both 
those on land and in the marine area? 

• Avoid negative impacts, and where possible improve the 
condition of Areas of Special Scientific Interest (ASSIs) 
within Northern Ireland?  

• Manage pressures on locally designated sites for 
biodiversity and geodiversity in Northern Ireland? 

• Maintain, and where possible, enhance the status of 
National Nature Reserves (NNRs) in Northern Ireland and 
people’s access to these?   
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SEA theme SEA objective Assessment questions – will the option / proposal help to: 

 Protect and 
enhance habitats 
and species.  

• Protect and enhance priority habitats, and the habitat of 
priority species, including those within the aquatic 
environment? 

• Achieve a net gain in biodiversity? 
• Support the resilience of Northern Ireland’s biodiversity to 

the potential effects of climate change?   

 Increase habitat 
connectivity across 
Northern Ireland.  

• Contribute to the creation of coherent and resilient 
ecological networks?  

Water and soil 
resources 

 
 

Manage Northern 
Ireland’s water 
resources in a 
sustainable 
manner. 

• Support improvements to water quality, including through 
minimising the impacts of diffuse run off?  

• Protect and enhance surface water, groundwater and 
marine water resources? 

• Ensure compliance with Water Framework Regulations and 
the UK Marine Strategy Regulations? 

• Minimise physical alterations to water bodies?  
• Minimise the impacts to, and where possible enhance the 

quality of, water bodies of strategic significance for water 
supply?   

 Support soils 
resources in 
Northern Ireland. 

• Reinforce the ecosystem services which support the 
regulation of soil quality and availability of high-quality soils 
resources? 

• Support the efficient use of land, including previously 
developed land?   

 Promote 
sustainable waste 
management 
solutions that 
encourage the 
reduction, re-use 
and recycling of 
waste. 

• Encourage recycling of materials and minimise 
consumption of resources? 

• Protect the integrity of mineral resources in Northern 
Ireland?   

Historic 
Environment 

 

Protect, conserve 
and enhance 
Northern Ireland’s 
historic 
environment 
including its built 
and archaeological 
heritage.   

• Protect, conserve and enhance the significance of buildings 
and structures of architectural or historic interest, both 
designated and non-designated, and their setting? 

• Protect, conserve and enhance the special interest, 
character and appearance of conservation areas and their 
settings?    

• Protect, conserve and enhance archaeological remains and 
support the undertaking of archaeological investigations 
and, where appropriate, recommend mitigation strategies?   

• Protect, conserve and enhance marine heritage? 
• Reinforce the distinctive historic landscape character of 

Northern Ireland?  

 Promote 
understanding of 
Northern Ireland’s 
heritage resource. 

• Support access to, interpretation and understanding of the 
historic environment? 

Landscape 

 

Protect and 
enhance the 
character and 
quality of Northern 
Ireland’s 
landscapes, 

• Support the management objectives of, and protect the 
special qualities of, the Areas of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty (AONBs) in Northern Ireland? 

• Considers the ‘past, present and future forces of change’, 
particularly climate change, for the 26 Regional Landscape 
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SEA theme SEA objective Assessment questions – will the option / proposal help to: 
seascapes, 
townscapes and 
villagescapes. 

Character Areas (RLCAs) and 24 Regional Seascape 
Character Areas (RSCAs) in Northern Ireland? 

• Conserve and enhance locally important landscape, 
seascape, townscape and villagescape features? 

• Protect locally important viewpoints contributing to sense of 
place and visual amenity?    

• Mitigate significant impacts on the landscape / seascape 
and visual amenity, including those that may arise from 
renewable energy infrastructure? 

Air quality and 
noise 

 

Deliver 
improvements in 
air quality in 
Northern Ireland. 
 

• Reduce emissions from transport? 
• Contribute to improvements in air quality within Air Quality 

Management Areas (AQMAs)?  
• Promote the use of ultra-low emission vehicles (ULEVs)? 
• Encourage a modal shift to more sustainable modes of 

transport, including walking, cycling and public transport?  
• Improve access to active travel networks, including 

footpaths and cycleways? 
• Promote enhancements to green infrastructure networks to 

facilitate increased absorption and dissipation of nitrogen 
dioxide (NO2) and other pollutants?     

 Reduce noise 
pollution  

• Contribute to lowering and mitigating noise levels, including 
in the marine area?  

• Seek to mitigate noise pollution in areas likely to be 
affected by noise, including by reducing the noise 
generated at source and/ or containing the noise?  

Healthy and 
safe 
communities 

 

Meet the 
foreseeable needs 
of the varied 
communities of 
Northern Ireland.  

• Maintain or enhance the quality of life of residents? 
• Meet the needs of a growing population? 
• Meet the needs of those living in rural areas? 
• Address the needs of all age groups? 

Improve the health 
and wellbeing of 
Northern Ireland’s 
residents. 

• Promote the use of healthier modes of travel? 
• Enhance the provision of, and access to, green 

infrastructure? 
• Reduce the impacts of air and noise pollution on health?  

 Support the vitality 
of communities. 

• Enhance the vitality of Northern Ireland’s city, town, local 
and neighbourhood centres?   

 Promote 
sustainable 
transport use and 
reduce the need to 
travel.  

• Encourage modal shift to more sustainable forms of travel?  
• Support accessibility to key services and facilities?  
• Promote the use of sustainable modes of transport, 

including walking, cycling and public transport?   

Approach to the assessment of reasonable 
alternatives 
The assessment of ‘reasonable alternatives’ is a key element of the SEA process to 
meet the requirements of the Northern Ireland SEA Regulations.  In this regard this 
Environmental Report has assessed a range of options as reasonable alternatives, 
with a view to exploring the options with particular potential for significant 
environmental effects.  These assessments are designed to inform plan makers and 
stakeholders on the relative sustainability merits of alternative approaches the 
policies and proposals could take on various elements.   
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In developing reasonable alternatives for the SEA, a central consideration has been 
the sectoral approach being taken forward for the draft Climate Action Plan.  Section 
33 of the Climate Change Act (Northern Ireland) 2022 lists the sectors which will 
contribute policies and proposals to ensure the relevant carbon budget is achieved.  
In response to this, it is the intention of the draft Climate Action Plan to set out 
policies and proposals for the following sectors1: 

• energy production and supply; 

• transport; 

• business and industrial processes; 

• residential and public buildings; 

• waste management; 

• agriculture; 

• land use, land-use change and forestry; and 

• fisheries. 

Reflecting the scope of the draft Climate Action Plan, the focus of the reasonable 
alternatives work undertaken for the SEA has been on the key choices to be made 
for each of these sectors.  Reasonable alternatives have only been established for 
some of these sectors, and these are set out below. 

Assessment of reasonable alternatives for the draft 
Climate Action Plan sectors 
Business and industrial processes 
Policies and proposals for the business and industrial processes (BIP) sector have 
been considered under three themes, only one of which reasonable alternatives 
were established for: Investing in Northern Ireland’s Businesses. 

The SEA has assessed the following three options as ‘reasonable alternatives’: 

• Option BIP1: Do not extend or replace the Technical Consultancy, Resource 
Matching through Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant 
programmes from 2024. 

• Option BIP2: Extend the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through 
Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 
2024. 

• Option BIP3: Initiate an expansion of the Technical Consultancy, Resource 
Matching through Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant 
programmes from 2024.  This would take place under a new Energy and 
Resource Efficiency Programme which also initiates a new Energy Efficiency 
Capital Grant programme. 

The assessment findings for these options can be summarised as follows: 

 
1 As defined in Section 33 of the Climate Change Act (Northern Ireland) 2022 
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• Option BIP3 performs most favourably across five of the six SEA themes as it is 
considered to contribute the most to climate change mitigation through the 
implementation of energy efficiency and decarbonisation measures, with indirect 
positive effects anticipated.   

• Option BIP2 also performs relatively favourably across all six SEA themes for the 
same reason as Option BIP3, however potential positive effects are considered 
to be less significant than under Option BIP3. 

• Option BIP1 performs least favourably across all six themes.  This is because in 
the absence of the programmes, or any alternatives, businesses will be less 
incentivised to implement energy efficiency and decarbonisation measures. 

In summary, the assessment highlights that Option BIP3 is the best performing 
overall.  Whilst Option BIP2 also performs well, it is not considered to perform as well 
as Option BIP3 in terms of the scale at which it is able to contribute to climate 
change mitigation.  Option BIP1 performs least favourably overall, as the absence of 
the programmes, or any alternatives, is considered likely to lead to the most limited 
contribution to climate change mitigation.  All of the options are ranked equally with 
regards to the historic environment SEA theme as each option has the potential to 
lead to both positive and negative effects, and impacts will depend on project-level 
considerations such as design and layout.  

Waste management 
In developing the draft Climate Action Plan, two key areas of potential intervention 
have been identified for waste management: 

1. Reducing landfill emissions 
2. Increase recycling rates and improving quality of materials 

With regard to reducing landfill emissions (LE), the following options have been 
considered through the SEA process: 

• Option LE1: Continue provision of Food Waste Regulations (Northern Ireland) 
2015 

• Option LE2: Extend provision with a view to further restricting biodegradable 
waste to landfill 

No significant negative effects are considered likely in relation to any of the SEA 
themes under either of the options.  Effects are predominantly considered likely to be 
positive as a result of reduced residual waste being sent to landfill, reducing the 
resultant land take and creation of toxins that affect soil quality, water quality, and 
human health.  In this respect, Option LE2 will do more to divert biodegradable 
waste from landfill, with additional benefits in relation to the SEA themes. Some 
uncertainty is noted though with regards to both the historic environment and 
landscape, recognising that new waste facilities may be required, and these would 
need to be located and designed appropriately to minimise impacts. 

With regard to increasing recycling rates and improving quality (to reduce waste 
(W)), the following options have been considered through the SEA process: 

• Option W1: Continuation of classifications set out by the 2018 EU revised Waste 
Framework Directive, which defines waste as municipal waste only 
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• Option W2: Widen the definition of ‘waste’ through the Climate Change Act 
(Northern Ireland) 2022 to include commercial, industrial, and Construction, 
Demolition and Excavation (CDE) waste in addition to municipal waste. 

No significant negative effects are considered likely in relation to any of the SEA 
themes for either of the options, given that both positively promote increased 
recycling rates.   

Positive effects are associated with an increase in recycling rates, predominantly 
from a reduction in residual waste sent to landfill.  This is likely to equate to improved 
soil and water quality with benefits for human health. Overall though, in this respect, 
Option W2 may do more to divert waste from landfill, with additional benefits in 
relation to the SEA themes   

Some uncertainty is noted with regards to both the historic environment and 
landscape, recognising that new waste facilities may be required and these would 
need to be located and designed appropriately to minimise impacts. 

Land use and land-use change, and forestry 
Given the key land use changes to support climate change mitigation will be closely 
related to agriculture, options assessed through the SEA for the LULUCF sector (or 
LF for short) should consider different approaches to the management of agricultural 
land.  The key strategic-level interplays to consider in this respect relate to 
agriculture and forestry; wider environmental enhancements; and diversification.  

Three options are therefore proposed to be assessed through the SEA process, as 
follows: 

• Option LF1: Promote agroforestry as an approach to deliver land use changes 
which will facilitate climate change mitigation. 

• Option LF2: Promote agri-environment schemes to deliver land use changes 
which will facilitate climate change mitigation. 

• Option LF3: Support agricultural diversification as a means to deliver land use 
changes which will facilitate climate change mitigation. 

The assessment findings for these options can be summarised as follows: 

• Option LF2 performs most favourably across the biodiversity, water and soil 
resources and landscape SEA themes.  By directly enabling nature-based 
solutions and regenerative agriculture practices, this option is likely to deliver 
targeted and significant positive effects.  However, Option LF2 performs less 
favourably than Option LF1 under the air quality and noise SEA theme given the 
tree planting focus of Option LF1 may bring additional benefits.   

• Option LF3 increases the risks of negative environmental impacts with regards to 
biodiversity and landscape character.  Whilst providing economic opportunities, 
this option may require tighter monitoring and regulation to mitigate negative 
impacts and increase the reliance on indirect benefits to avoid detrimental 
environmental effects.  Furthermore, the option may do less to deliver the 
proactive measures that could be realised through Option LF2 to support and 
enhance the systems which support water quality and soil health.  However, this 
option performs more favourably under the historic environment and healthy and 
safe communities SEA themes.  This is because it offers the most potential for 
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conserving and enhancing the significance of the historic environment, as well as 
the most potential to support the quality of life of communities through both 
nature-based measures and a broader range of diversification activities. 

• Option LF1 performs least favourably under the historic environment and healthy 
and safe communities SEA themes given the more limited scope of the 
approach.  However, Option LF1 performs most favourably under the air quality 
and noise SEA theme as it has the greatest potential to support improvements to 
air and noise quality through tree planting. 

In summary, the assessment highlights that Option LF2 is the most favourably 
performing from a purely environmental standpoint.  Whilst Option LF1 also performs 
well from an environmental perspective, it is associated with fewer benefits than 
Option LF2, with the exception of air quality and noise where it performs most 
favourably.  Meanwhile, Option LF3 is best performing from a socio-economic 
standpoint, supporting opportunities for activities such as renewable energy 
provision, recreation and tourism.  It is also considered to have the potential to 
deliver wider benefits for the historic environment.  However, it offers a route which 
may result in negative effects across the environmental SEA themes, requiring the 
most mitigation 

Assessment of the draft Climate Action Plan policies 
and proposals 
Overall, the policies and proposals across the nine sectors are largely considered to 
lead to minor positive to significant positive effects across the six SEA themes.  
In addition to the direct positive effects highlighted, this is also because the draft 
Climate Action Plan policies and proposals contribute to climate change mitigation, 
which will support indirect positive effects and beneficial approaches across all of the 
SEA themes.  Nevertheless, some SEA themes – biodiversity, historic environment 
and landscape – are associated with more uncertainties than others. 

It is therefore recommended that the delivery of the policies and proposals set out 
within the draft Climate Action Plan are closely monitored at each stage to ensure 
that negative or unforeseen effects can be effectively responded to and managed 
when they do arise.  In response to this, the following chapter sets out a series of 
monitoring proposals designed to consider the key areas where the SEA has 
identified uncertainties 

Proposed monitoring programme 
Schedule 2 of the Northern Ireland SEA Regulations highlights that the 
Environmental Report should include “a description of the measures envisaged 
concerning monitoring.”  In response to this, this Environmental Report presents a 
proposed draft monitoring programme for measuring the implementation of the draft 
Climate Action Plan.   

DAERA intends to monitor and report on policy and proposal indicators to monitor 
progress. Departments will use the data to enable them to adjust their approach if 
necessary.  It is therefore beneficial if the SEA monitoring strategy builds on 
monitoring systems which are already in place. To this end, many of the indicators of 
progress chosen for the SEA are likely to reflect data that is already being routinely 
collected by DAERA.  As such, the indicators proposed for the SEA will be integrated 
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into DAERA’s monitoring approach, with DAERA having responsibility for the 
implementation of the monitoring. 

Table 7.1 in the main body of the report outlines a proposed monitoring programme 
for measuring the draft Climate Action Plan’s implementation.  It pays particular 
attention to the areas where the SEA has identified uncertainties and also suggests 
where monitoring is required to help ensure that the positive effects of the policies 
and proposals are achieved through implementation, in collaboration with other 
relevant departments. 

Next steps 
This Environmental Report is being consulted on alongside the wider consultation on 
the SEA for the draft Climate Action Plan. 

Following the completion of the consultation period, comments will be reviewed and 
analysed.  The final policies and proposals will then be developed prior to adoption.  
Any changes arising to the policies and proposals will need to be assessed as part of 
the SEA process. 

The SEA Regulations require that a ‘statement’ be made available to accompany the 
final Climate Action Plan, as soon as possible after its adoption. The purpose of the 
SEA Adoption Statement is to outline how the SEA process has influenced and 
informed the Climate Action Plan’s development process and demonstrate how 
consultation on the SEA has been considered.   

To meet these requirements, an SEA Adoption Statement will be published with the 
final Climate Action Plan.  The SEA Adoption Statement will set out: the reasons for 
choosing the preferred policies and proposals in light of other reasonable 
alternatives; how environmental considerations were integrated into the policies and 
proposals’ development process; how consultation responses were considered; and 
the measures decided for monitoring the significant effects of the policies and 
proposals.
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1. Introduction 
Background 
1.1 AECOM has been commissioned to undertake an independent Strategic 

Environmental Assessment (SEA) in support of the draft Northern Ireland 
Climate Action Plan (hereafter referred to as ‘the draft Climate Action Plan’) 
policies and proposals.  This has been undertaken for the Department of 
Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA) on behalf of The Northern 
Ireland Executive. 

1.2 SEA is a systematic process for evaluating the environmental consequences of 
proposed plans, strategies, or programmes to ensure environmental issues are 
fully integrated and addressed at the earliest appropriate stage of decision 
making, with a view to promoting sustainable development.   

1.3 This Environmental Report, which is the main output of the SEA process, 
accompanies the draft Climate Action Plan for consultation between 19 June 
2025 and 8 October 2025. 

Overview of the Northern Ireland Climate Action 
Plan  
1.4 The Northern Ireland Assembly passed its first ever Climate Change Legislation 

in March 2022.  The Climate Change Act (Northern Ireland) 2022 (the Act) 
received Royal Assent on 6th June 2022 and sets out the legal framework for 
tackling climate change by reducing greenhouse gas emissions for decades to 
come in Northern Ireland.  The Act legally requires that all Northern Ireland 
Departments contribute to delivering its targets, carbon budgets and climate 
action plans through identifying policies and proposals that will contribute to 
achieving net zero emissions by 2050.  

1.5 Under the Act, DAERA is required to prepare and publish five yearly climate 
action plans which will include policies and proposals put forward from all 
Northern Ireland Civil Service (NICS) departments and will set out how 
implementation of these will help to meet the 2030, 2040 and 2050 targets in 
the Act.   

1.6 Climate action plans must be published and laid before the Assembly by the 
end of the first year of a carbon budgetary period.   

1.7 The Northern Ireland Assembly is now consulting on their first Climate Action 
Plan.  The draft Climate Action Plan sets out the policies and proposals to 
achieve reductions in emissions.  Its focus is on meeting the first carbon budget 
period which covers five years from 2023 to 2027.  A carbon budget sets a limit 
on the maximum amount of greenhouse gas emissions that can be produced 
over a five-year period.  Achieving the target for this carbon budget period is 
important as it will set Northern Ireland on the right pathway to meet 2030, 2040 
and 2050 targets, in line with the requirements of the legislation. 

1.8 Further information on the content and objectives of the draft Climate Action 
Plan is discussed in Chapters 4 and 5.   
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2. Strategic Environmental 
Assessment (SEA) explained 

Purpose of the SEA 
2.1 SEA is a systematic process for evaluating the environmental consequences of 

proposed plans or programmes to ensure environmental issues are fully 
integrated and addressed at the earliest appropriate stage of decision making, 
with a view to promoting sustainable development.  The process of SEA was 
introduced under European Directive 2001/42/EC ‘on the assessment of the 
effects of certain plans and programmes on the environment’ (SEA Directive), 
which came into force in 2004.2 

2.2 The requirements of the SEA Directive were transposed into Northern Irish 
domestic law through the Northern Ireland SEA Regulations, comprising the 
Environmental Assessment of Plans and Programmes Regulations (Northern 
Ireland) 2004 (SR 280/2004). 

2.3 The SEA Regulations require DAERA, as the programming authority, to assess 
the likely significant effects of its plans and programmes on: 

“the environment, including short, medium and long-term effects, permanent 
and temporary effects, positive and negative effects, and secondary, cumulative 
and synergistic effects, on issues such as biodiversity; population; human 
health; fauna; flora; soil; water; air; climatic factors; material assets; cultural 
heritage, including architectural and archaeological heritage; landscape, and 
the inter-relationship between the issues…”3 

  

 
2 The UK left the EU on 31st January 2020. Under the UK-EU withdrawal agreement, a transition period ended on 31st  
December 2020, during which time all EU law continued to apply to the UK. During the transition period the UK needed to  
continue following domestic law that implements EU law, or directly applicable EU law that is given effect through the EUWA  
2018. Beyond the transition period, the SEA Regulations, which previously implemented the requirements of the SEA Directive  
in Northern Ireland, will continue to apply as before unless and until new legislation is introduced. 
3 Schedule 2(6). 
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Stages of SEA 
2.4 The key stages of the SEA for the draft Climate Action Plan are set out below. 

 
 

Figure 2.1 Stages of SEA for the draft Climate Action Plan  
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This Environmental Report 
2.5 This Environmental Report accompanies the latest iteration of the draft Climate 

Action Plan for consultation and is a main output of the SEA process.  Its 
purpose is to:   

• Identify, describe, and evaluate the likely significant environmental effects 
of the policies and proposals and alternative approaches; and   

• Provide a perspective on the likely environmental performance of the 
policies and proposals and key areas for monitoring during its 
implementation. 

2.6 The Environmental Report is the third document to be produced as part of the 
SEA process for the draft Climate Action Plan.  The first document was the 
Screening Report prepared in June 2023, and the second was the Scoping 
Report prepared in September 2023, which included information about the 
baseline and the ‘framework’ against which the policies and proposals have 
been assessed. 

Structure of this Environmental Report 
2.7 In line with the provisions of the Northern Ireland SEA Regulations, this 

Environmental Report has been structured as follows: 

• Chapter 3 presents an overview of the scoping process for the SEA 
(Stage 1 in Figure 2.1).   

• Chapters 4 and 5 present an assessment of a number of alternative 
approaches relating to the sectors for which the draft Climate Action Plan 
policies and proposals have been developed.  These have been assessed 
as reasonable alternatives (Stage 2). 

• Chapter 6 presents an assessment of the current policies and proposals, 
in terms of their likely significant environmental effects (Stage 3).   

• Chapter 7 presents proposals for monitoring the significant environmental 
effects of the policies and proposals, and areas where the assessment has 
highlighted uncertainties (linked to Stage 5).  

• Chapter 8 subsequently sets out the next steps for the draft Climate Action 
Plan and accompanying SEA process. 

2.8 Consultation on this Environmental Report alongside the draft Climate Action 
Plan comprises Stage 4. 
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3. Scope of the SEA 
What is the scope of the SEA? 
SEA Scoping Report 
3.1 The Northern Ireland SEA Regulations4 require that: “When deciding on the 

scope and level of detail of the information that must be included in the 
[environmental] report, the responsible authority shall consult the consultation 
body.”  In Northern Ireland, the consultation body is DAERA. 

3.2 DAERA was consulted on the scope of the SEA for the draft Climate Action 
Plan through the release of a Scoping Report to the SEA team in September 
2023.5  

3.3 In addition, given the potential for transboundary effects on sites within the 
Republic of Ireland, the Environmental Protection Agency was also invited to 
provide comment on the SEA Scoping Report. 

3.4 The scoping responses, and how these have been considered and addressed, 
are presented in Appendix A. 

3.5 As per Schedule 2 of the SEA Regulations, a summary of the environmental 
baseline information and the relationship of the draft Climate Action Plan with 
other plans, and programmes is included in Appendix B. 

Content of the Scoping Report 
3.6 The aim of the Scoping Report was to set out the scope for the SEA for 

consultees, and to provide a framework for the information to be presented in 
the Environmental Report. 

3.7 Developing the draft scope for the SEA as presented in the Scoping Report 
involved the following steps:  

• Exploring the policy context for the draft Climate Action Plan policies and 
proposals and SEA to summarise the key messages arising.  

• Establishing the baseline for the SEA (i.e., the current and future situation 
in the area in the absence of the policies and proposals to help identify the 
likely significant effects of the policies and proposals).  

• Identifying particular problems or opportunities (‘issues’) that should be a 
particular focus of the SEA; and  

• Considering this information, developing an SEA framework comprising 
SEA objectives and assessment questions, which can then be used as a 
guiding framework for the subsequent assessment. 

  

 
4 The Environmental Assessment of Plans and Programmes Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2004: Regulation 11(5) 
5 AECOM (September 2023) Northern Ireland Climate Action Plan, Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) Scoping Report 
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Issues / themes scoped into the SEA 
3.8 A number of SEA themes have been defined for the purposes of presenting the 

SEA information.  The selected SEA themes incorporate the SEA ‘issues’ 
identified by Schedule 2 (6) of the SEA Regulations.6  These were refined and 
consolidated to reflect a broad understanding of the anticipated scope of the 
draft Climate Action Plan’s effects.  An overview of how these SEA themes align 
with the ‘issues’ identified by the SEA Regulations is presented in Appendix B.   

3.9 SEA themes are as follows: 

• Biodiversity 

• Water and soil resources 

• Historic environment 

• Landscape 

• Air quality and noise 

• Healthy and safe communities 

3.10 The suggested scope presented under these SEA themes provides a 
methodological ‘framework’ for the SEA of the draft Climate Action Plan and 
reasonable alternatives. 

3.11 With regards to climate change, this has not been included as a specific SEA 
theme. This is given that climate change is the central focus of the draft Climate 
Action Plan, with climate change mitigation and adaptation being the key 
considerations when developing the plan.  In addition, the cross-cutting nature 
of climate change across the SEA themes has meant that the wider elements 
associated with climate change have been considered in detail through the 
SEA. 

Key issues for the draft Climate Action Plan 
3.12 Drawing on the review of the environmental context and baseline, the Scoping 

Report identified a range of environmental issues that should be a particular 
focus of the SEA, ensuring it remains targeted on the most important issues. 
These key issues are presented below by SEA theme heading. 

Biodiversity 
• There are 20 Ramsar Sites, 16 Special Protection Areas (SPAs), two 

potential (p) SPAs, and 58 Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) located 
within Northern Ireland, which all contribute to the national site network 
across the country.  Additional protected areas within Northern Ireland 
include 394 Areas of Special Scientific Interest (ASSIs), five Marine 
Conservation Zones (MCZs), and 50 National Nature Reserves (NNRs). 

 
6 The SEA Directive (which the SEA Regulations implemented) is 'of a procedural nature' (para 9 of the Directive preamble) and 
does not set out to prescribe particular issues that should and should not be a focus, beyond requiring a focus on 'the 
environment, including on issues such as biodiversity, population, human health, fauna, flora, soil, water, air, climatic factors, 
material assets, cultural heritage including architectural and archaeological heritage, landscape and the interrelationship 
between the above factors' [our emphasis] 
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• A significant proportion of Northern Ireland’s habitats and species are in an 
unfavourable condition7.  Few designated sites have management plans, 
suggesting a potential absence of a coordinated conservation approach for 
ecological networks. 

• There are a variety of key habitats located within Northern Ireland, including 
areas of fens, grassland, heathland, peatland, and woodland.  The climate 
plays an important role in regulating these habitats, and climate change will 
ultimately impact these habitats and the species that inhabit them, including 
marine habitats and species.  In this respect, there is a need to protect 
habitats in Northern Ireland, particularly the most sensitive ones. 

• Fragmentation of wildlife habitats into smaller, isolated areas caused by 
new and existing development and increasing traffic reduces the scope for 
wildlife to move and adapt to new conditions.  Habitat creation as a part of 
new development, as well as the delivery of Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG), 
can help mitigate the impact of development on biodiversity. 

• The draft Climate Action Plan provides opportunities for biodiversity through 
actions to promote climate change mitigation and adaptation. This includes 
through supporting habitats which support carbon sequestration, and 
recognising the role of healthy ecosystems in helping communities adapt to 
the impacts of climate change, including more frequent flooding and 
extreme heat events. 

Water and soil resources 
• The water resources located within Northern Ireland include a network of 

main rivers, lakes (most notably Lough Neagh), small streams, and brooks, 
along with several drainage ditches and small pools located within and 
adjacent to field margins. 

• The key issues preventing waterbodies from reaching good status can be 
attributed to physical modifications; pollution from towns, cities, and 
transport; agricultural pressures; and changes to the natural flow and levels 
of water. 

• The construction, maintenance and operation of future development and 
infrastructure should seek to utilise recycled materials or renewable 
resources where possible.  In doing so, reducing the embodied carbon 
associated with development. 

• Increased soil erosion and compaction could be an issue for new 
development and infrastructure schemes, with impermeable materials 
reducing the drainage capacity and increasing the potential for surface 
water run-off issues. 

• A major opportunity for carbon sequestration is in the form of soil carbon 
capture.  This is mainly achieved through changes to agricultural practice 
and cannot necessarily be controlled through planning. 

• Development and infrastructure projects inherently use material assets and 
produce waste.  If not appropriately mitigated, waste can affect the 
environment through its visual impact or by emissions to the air, leachate to 

 
7 Habitats and species in Northern Ireland are categorised as either favourable (i.e. in a healthy state and being conserved by 
appropriate management) or unfavourably (i.e. not in a healthy state). 
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groundwater, and runoff to surface water as well as the contamination of 
land. 

• The draft Climate Action Plan can provide opportunities for water and soil 
quality and quantity through reinforcing the regulating and provisioning 
roles of ecosystems and encouraging innovative land use approaches. 

Historic environment 
• Northern Ireland contains numerous designated heritage assets, including 

Giant's Causeway and Causeway Coast WHS, over 8,900 listed buildings, 
over 16,000 Sites and Monuments, over 2,000 Scheduled Historic 
Monuments, and 700 Historic Parks, Gardens and Demesnes.  This is in 
addition to several conservation areas, over 16,000 industrial heritage 
features listed on the Industrial Heritage Records, numerous defence 
heritage structures, and shipwrecks, underwater features and maritime 
remains. 

• According to the Heritage at Risk Register for Northern Ireland, around 8% 
of listed buildings in the country are deemed ‘at risk’.  The majority of 
assets on this register are listed buildings. 

• New housing, employment and infrastructure provision has the potential to 
impact on the fabric and setting of heritage assets, through ground 
disturbance and inappropriate design and layout.  Nevertheless, there are 
significant opportunities for enhancing the fabric and setting of the historic 
environment in Northern Ireland. 

• Large renewable energy projects, such as wind and solar farms and their 
associated infrastructure, also have the potential to adversely impact the 
historic environment.  Micro renewable technologies and retrofitting works 
can also directly affect heritage assets.  Heritage Impact Assessments can 
help to ensure decision making around such interventions is sympathetic to 
the building fabric and conservation led in approach. 

Landscape 
• There are eight AONBs located within Northern Ireland, comprising 

approximately 22% of its total land cover.  These are Antrim Coast and 
Glens, Binevenagh, Causeway Coast, Lagan Valley, Mourne, Ring of 
Gullion, Sperrin, and Strangford and Lecale. 

• Northern Ireland’s Landscape Character Assessments identified 130 LCAs 
and 26 RLCAs.  The assessments provide a summary of the character, 
sensitivities, and forces of change for each area. 

• There are 24 RSCAs around the coast of Northern Ireland.  Development 
on land has the potential to lead to change in seascape character and 
quality. 

• Within Northern Ireland’s Regional Landscape Character Assessment, 
climate change is identified as a force of change for all 26 RLCAs.  
Additional forces of change identified in the assessment include built 
development, housing, transportation, tourism, renewable energy, 
agriculture, forestry, minerals, habitats, coastal processes, tranquillity. 

• Tranquillity is an essential quality of the countryside and coast and a much-
valued aspect of these landscapes for human enjoyment.  Dark skies are 
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also an essential component of tranquillity, contributing to a feeling of 
remoteness and providing a sense of wilderness, wonder and intrigue. 

• Views are also an important consideration as the scale, height and mass of 
development can ultimately impact important views if they are not 
considered and assessed through the process. 

Air quality and noise 
• There are 19 AQMAs in Northern Ireland, which have been primarily 

designated for exceedances in the objectives for NO2 and PM10.  These 
AQMAs are largely concentrated in the main cities and towns within 
Northern Ireland, particularly Belfast and Derry / Londonderry. 

• Outside of key towns and cities, areas of noise concern across Northern 
Ireland broadly link to and follow the routes of the road and rail networks. 

Healthy and safe communities 
• In 2023, GDP per head of £32,944 was well below the UK average of 

£39,403.  Among the UK nations and regions this was the lowest out of 13.  
Out of England, Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales, only Northern 
Ireland showed an increase in real GDP in 2023 at 0.8%. 

• Northern Ireland is experiencing an increase in population which is likely to 
translate into a higher demand for new housing, employment opportunities 
and infrastructure.  The population is also ageing, which will result in an 
increased demand for accessible accommodation and transport options. 
This has implications (and provides opportunities) for limiting greenhouse 
gas emissions. 

• Over two-thirds of respondents (69%) to the Northern Ireland Health Survey 
2023/20248 rated their general health as very good or good; down from 
72% in 2022/23.  A tenth of respondents (10%) rated their general health as 
bad or very bad, the same as in 2022/23.  More than a fifth of respondents 
said that their health was worse than a year ago, while 13% said it was 
better.  

• In 2023/249 there were 54 crimes recorded per 1,000 population, compared 
with the peak of 81 crimes per 1,000 population in 2002/03.  Between 
1998/99 and 2023/24 the proportion of crime represented by robbery, theft 
(including burglary) and criminal damage fell from just over three quarters 
of all crimes recorded to two fifths of all crimes recorded, while the 
proportion of violence against the person and sexual offences increased 
from one in five to represent around half of all crimes recorded. 

• In terms of road safety, over the longer term there has been a downward 
trend in reported accidents and injuries, recently exacerbated as a result of 
lower traffic flows attributed to the lockdown associated with the Covid-19 
pandemic. 

• Effective actions to address climate change adaptation and mitigation offer 
significant opportunities for the population of Northern Ireland’s health, 
wellbeing, quality of life and economic prosperity. 

 
8 Department for Health (2024): ‘Healthy survey (NI) first results 2023/24’, [online] available to access via this link 
9 PSNI (2024): ‘Trends in Police Recorded Crime in Northern Ireland’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-12/hsni-first-results-23-24-full-report.pdf
https://www.psni.police.uk/system/files/2025-01/371647988/Police%20Recorded%20Crime%20in%20Northern%20Ireland%201998-99%20to%202023-24%20revised.pdf
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SEA Framework 
3.13 The key environmental issues relating to the policies and proposals have been 

translated into an SEA ‘Framework’ of objectives and assessment questions.  
The SEA Framework provides a way in which the likely significant 
environmental effects of the draft Climate Action Plan policies and proposals 
and alternatives can be identified and subsequently analysed based on a 
structured and consistent approach.    

3.14 As discussed above, the SEA Framework and the assessment findings in this 
Environmental Report have been streamlined and presented under six 
overarching SEA themes to deliver a proportionate and effective assessment 
process.  In this respect the accompanying objectives and assessment 
questions for each theme have been refined as appropriate in recognition of the 
high-level nature of the policies and proposals at this stage.    

3.15 The SEA Framework is presented in Table 3.1 below.  

Table 3.1 SEA Framework 
SEA theme SEA objective Assessment questions – will the option / proposal help to: 

Biodiversity 

 
 

Support the 
integrity of 
internationally, 
nationally and 
locally designated 
sites.  

• Protect the integrity of the internationally and nationally 
designated sites within Northern Ireland, including both 
those on land and in the marine area? 

• Avoid negative impacts, and where possible improve the 
condition of ASSIs within Northern Ireland?  

• Manage pressures on locally designated sites for 
biodiversity and geodiversity in Northern Ireland? 

• Maintain, and where possible, enhance the status of NNRs 
in Northern Ireland and people’s access to these?   

 Protect and 
enhance habitats 
and species.  

• Protect and enhance priority habitats, and the habitat of 
priority species, including those within the aquatic 
environment? 

• Achieve a net gain in biodiversity? 
• Support the resilience of Northern Ireland’s biodiversity to 

the potential effects of climate change?   

 Increase habitat 
connectivity across 
Northern Ireland.  

• Contribute to the creation of coherent and resilient 
ecological networks?  

Water and soil 
resources 

 
 

Manage Northern 
Ireland’s water 
resources in a 
sustainable 
manner. 

• Support improvements to water quality, including through 
minimising the impacts of diffuse run off?  

• Protect and enhance surface water, groundwater and 
marine water resources? 

• Ensure compliance with Water Framework Regulations and 
the UK Marine Strategy Regulations? 

• Minimise physical alterations to water bodies?  
• Minimise the impacts to, and where possible enhance the 

quality of, water bodies of strategic significance for water 
supply?   

 Support soils 
resources in 
Northern Ireland. 

• Reinforce the ecosystem services which support the 
regulation of soil quality and availability of high-quality soils 
resources? 

• Support the efficient use of land, including previously 
developed land?   
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SEA theme SEA objective Assessment questions – will the option / proposal help to: 

 Promote 
sustainable waste 
management 
solutions that 
encourage the 
reduction, re-use 
and recycling of 
waste. 

• Encourage recycling of materials and minimise 
consumption of resources? 

• Protect the integrity of mineral resources in Northern 
Ireland?   

Historic 
Environment 

 

Protect, conserve 
and enhance 
Northern Ireland’s 
historic 
environment 
including its built 
and archaeological 
heritage.   

• Protect, conserve and enhance the significance of buildings 
and structures of architectural or historic interest, both 
designated and non-designated, and their setting? 

• Protect, conserve and enhance the special interest, 
character and appearance of conservation areas and their 
settings?    

• Protect, conserve and enhance archaeological remains and 
support the undertaking of archaeological investigations 
and, where appropriate, recommend mitigation strategies?   

• Protect, conserve and enhance marine heritage? 
• Reinforce the distinctive historic landscape character of 

Northern Ireland?  

 Promote 
understanding of 
Northern Ireland’s 
heritage resource. 

• Support access to, interpretation and understanding of the 
historic environment? 

Landscape 

 

Protect and 
enhance the 
character and 
quality of Northern 
Ireland’s 
landscapes, 
seascapes, 
townscapes and 
villagescapes. 

• Support the management objectives of, and protect the 
special qualities of, the AONBs in Northern Ireland? 

• Considers the ‘past, present and future forces of change’, 
particularly climate change, for the 26 RLCAs and 24 
RSCAs in Northern Ireland? 

• Conserve and enhance locally important landscape, 
seascape, townscape and villagescape features? 

• Protect locally important viewpoints contributing to sense of 
place and visual amenity?    

• Mitigate significant impacts on the landscape / seascape 
and visual amenity, including those that may arise from 
renewable energy infrastructure? 

Air quality and 
noise 

 

Deliver 
improvements in 
air quality in 
Northern Ireland. 
 

• Reduce emissions from transport? 
• Contribute to improvements in air quality within AQMAs?  
• Promote the use of ULEVs? 
• Encourage a modal shift to more sustainable modes of 

transport, including walking, cycling and public transport?  
• Improve access to active travel networks, including 

footpaths and cycleways? 
• Promote enhancements to green infrastructure networks to 

facilitate increased absorption and dissipation of NO2 and 
other pollutants?     

 Reduce noise 
pollution  

• Contribute to lowering and mitigating noise levels, including 
in the marine area?  

• Seek to mitigate noise pollution in areas likely to be 
affected by noise, including by reducing the noise 
generated at source and/ or containing the noise?  

Meet the 
foreseeable needs 
of the varied 

• Maintain or enhance the quality of life of residents? 
• Meet the needs of a growing population? 
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SEA theme SEA objective Assessment questions – will the option / proposal help to: 

Healthy and 
safe 
communities 

 

communities of 
Northern Ireland.  

• Meet the needs of those living in rural areas? 
• Address the needs of all age groups? 

Improve the health 
and wellbeing of 
Northern Ireland’s 
residents. 

• Promote the use of healthier modes of travel? 
• Enhance the provision of, and access to, green 

infrastructure? 
• Reduce the impacts of air and noise pollution on health?  

 Support the vitality 
of communities. 

• Enhance the vitality of Northern Ireland’s city, town, local 
and neighbourhood centres?   

 Promote 
sustainable 
transport use and 
reduce the need to 
travel.  

• Encourage modal shift to more sustainable forms of travel?  
• Support accessibility to key services and facilities?  
• Promote the use of sustainable modes of transport, 

including walking, cycling and public transport?   
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4. Approach to the assessment of 
reasonable alternatives 

Assessing reasonable alternatives in SEA 
4.1 The assessment of ‘reasonable alternatives’ is a key element of the SEA 

process to meet the requirements of the Northern Ireland SEA Regulations.  
The SEA Regulations state that the Environmental Report (which is the main 
output of the SEA process) should “identify, describe and evaluate the likely 
significant effects on the environment of – (a) implementing the plan or 
programme; and (b) reasonable alternatives taking into account the objectives 
and geographical scope of the plan or programme.”10 

4.2 The SEA Regulations are not prescriptive as to what constitutes a reasonable 
alternative.  However, the assessment should focus on the key choices to be 
made through the draft Climate Action Plan.  It should also recognise the broad 
character of the draft Climate Action Plan as a strategic-level plan. 

4.3 In this regard this Environmental Report has assessed a range of options as 
reasonable alternatives, with a view to exploring the options with particular 
potential for significant environmental effects.  These assessments are 
designed to inform plan makers and stakeholders on the relative sustainability 
merits of alternative approaches the policies and proposals could take on 
various elements.   

Development of options to assess as reasonable 
alternatives for the draft Climate Action Plan 
4.4 In developing reasonable alternatives for the SEA, a central consideration has 

been the sectoral approach being taken forward for the draft Climate Action 
Plan. 

4.5 Section 33 of the Climate Change Act (Northern Ireland) 2022 lists the sectors 
which will contribute policies and proposals to ensure the relevant carbon 
budget is achieved. 

4.6 In response to this, it is the intention of the draft Climate Action Plan to set out 
policies and proposals for the following sectors11: 

• energy production and supply; 

• transport; 

• business and industrial processes; 

• residential and public buildings; 

• waste management; 

• agriculture; 

• land use, land-use change and forestry; and 

 
10 11(2) of the SEA Regulations 
11 As defined in Section 33 of the Climate Change Act (Northern Ireland) 2022 
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• fisheries. 
4.7 Reflecting the scope of the draft Climate Action Plan, the focus of the 

reasonable alternatives work undertaken for the SEA has been on the key 
choices to be made for each of these sectors. 

4.8 In developing options to assess through the SEA process, the SEA team 
engaged plan-makers to understand where the focus of alternatives 
assessment should be.  To aid in these discussions, a series of workshops 
were undertaken between November and December 2023 with each of the 
sectoral teams to discuss reasonable alternatives in the context of the specific 
sector.   

4.9 The purpose of these workshops was to discuss which options can be 
assessed as reasonable alternatives for the draft Climate Action Plan policies 
and proposals, in conjunction with the objectives, issues, challenges and 
opportunities associated with each sector.     

4.10 The following chapter presents an overview of the options assessed for each 
sector, and the reasoning behind their choice as reasonable alternatives.  This 
is accompanied by an assessment of these options against the SEA 
Framework developed during scoping.  Where relevant, it also discusses where 
and why it has not been appropriate to assess reasonable alternatives for the 
particular sector being considered. 
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5. Assessment of reasonable 
alternatives for the draft Climate 
Action Plan sectors  

Energy production and supply 
5.1 Emissions in the energy production and supply sector are predominantly from 

burning fossil fuels for electricity generation at power stations, but also from the 
distribution of natural gas.  The sector is the third largest emitter in Northern 
Ireland, responsible for 3.0 MtCO2e in 2022.  This represents a decrease in 
emissions of 43.8% since the 1990 base year.   The decrease in emissions is 
mainly due to the conversion of Ballylumford and Coolkeeragh power stations 
from oil to gas, the construction of the Moyle electricity interconnector, and 
most notably, the significant growth in renewables.  Renewable sources have 
already produced over 50% of annual total electricity consumption in Northern 
Ireland. 

5.2 The Climate Change Act (Northern Ireland) 2022 sets a target of at least 80% 
of electricity consumption to come from renewable sources by 2030.  
Therefore, in developing the draft Climate Action Plan, one key area of potential 
intervention has been identified for energy production and supply:  

• Increasing renewable electricity production. 

5.3 In the month of February 202212, a record 76.5% of all electricity consumption 
in Northern Ireland was generated from renewables, largely wind power.  
However, emissions savings have plateaued in recent years, mainly due to the 
closure of Northern Ireland’s main support scheme, the Northern Ireland 
Renewables Obligation (NIRO), in March 2017.  The Department for the 
Economy (DfE) is currently designing a replacement support scheme to help 
drive growth in renewable energy production.  

5.4 Policies to support new renewable generation, which incorporate flexibility and 
the ability for consumers to manage their demand based on price signals, will 
be key.  These will be needed to manage Northern Ireland’s system efficiently, 
minimise cost to consumers, and ensure security of supply.  These will also 
need to provide clear direction for investment.   

5.5 The reopening of the NIRO to new participants is not considered a reasonable 
alternative to assess through the SEA process because the continuation of the 
NIRO in its current form would not meet the requirements of the Climate 
Change Act.  As such, there is a need to introduce a new Renewable Electricity 
Support Scheme to replace the NIRO.   Therefore, no reasonable alternatives 
have been identified through the SEA process relating to the overarching 
need to replace the NIRO. 

 
12 DfE (2023): ‘Electricity consumption and renewable generation in Northern Ireland: Year ending December 2022’, [online] 
available to access via this link 

https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/news/electricity-consumption-and-renewable-generation-northern-ireland-year-ending-december-2022#:%7E:text=In%20February%202022%2C%2076.5%25%20of,individual%20monthly%20proportion%20on%20record.
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Transport 
5.6 Emissions in the transport sector are from surface road transport, domestic 

shipping and aviation, and aircraft support vehicles.  It is the second largest 
contributor to emissions in Northern Ireland.  Tailpipe emissions from road 
transport were responsible for 88.7% of the sector’s emissions in 2022, which 
the passenger car being the largest contributor to transportation emissions.  
The Northern Ireland GHG emissions inventory highlights that emissions from 
the transport sector have increases by 6.0% between 2022 (3.8 MtCO2e) and 
1990 (3.6 MtCO2e).  Although there have been improvements in vehicle and 
fuel efficiency, this has been offset by increasing numbers of registered private 
vehicles, increased journeys, and the increasing size and weight of vehicles. 

5.7 DfI’s approach to the transport sector will focus on three key policies to reduce 
vehicle emissions: 

1. Switching reducing vehicle emissions by switching fuels to zero and low 
emission alternatives. 

2. Shifting modes of transport away from private car journeys to sustainable 
travel alternatives.  

3. Reducing the need and length of vehicle journeys.  

5.8 Interventions linked to switching fuels will be crucial in decarbonising the 
transport sector.  Whilst other interventions, such as shifting modes of travel 
and reducing travel journeys, will deliver relatively lower transport emission 
reductions, they will have an important role to play in contributing to the 
decarbonisation agenda and the wider strategic goals of the DfI.  

5.9 To provide a focused approach over the next three carbon budget periods, DfI 
will develop and publish for public consultation a Transport Strategy that will 
form an overarching transport framework to guide the planning and delivery of 
transport infrastructure and services across Northern Ireland up to 2035.  This 
strategy, which will itself be supported by an SEA, will outline a number of 
measures required to best meet the emerging climate change challenges.  DfI 
will also develop a strategic communication approach to transport 
decarbonisation to encourage behaviour change, using communication tools to 
capture and highlight the power of individuals and communities to collectively 
make a difference to reducing emissions.  

5.10 DfI will establish a new Data Evidence Group to oversee the establishment of a 
new integrated project to support and standardise DfI’s approach to data 
collection presenting and reporting.  Linked to the transport tools and other 
departments, this group will be critical to support monitoring and reporting 
requirements. 

5.11 DfI will also continue to develop and invest in a suite of strategic transport 
models and tools that will provide the supporting evidence to inform decisions 
and prioritisation relating to interventions and policies.  A department modelling 
protocol outlining the management and control of these tools will also be 
developed to inform their use.  

5.12 Overall, it is considered that there are no alternatives approaches that can be 
reasonably taken to the approach set out above.  In this respect no reasonable 
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alternatives have been identified through the current SEA process for the 
Transport sector given: 

• The comprehensiveness of the three key policies set out to reduce vehicle 
emissions, as well as the measures in the Transport Strategy, and the 
anticipated delivery on the requirements set out in the Climate Change Act 
(Northern Ireland) 2022. 

• The formal development process undertaken for the Transport Strategy, 
and the associated evidence base which is supporting the development of 
the strategy; and 

• The Transport Strategy is being informed by the SEA process during its 
development.  Reasonable alternatives will therefore be considered through 
this process. 

Business and industrial processes 
5.13 This sector includes emission from a) stationary combustion in industrial and 

commercial sectors including industrial off-road machinery, refrigeration and air 
conditioning, and the use of fluorinated gases for other applications, accounting 
for 91.9% of emissions; and b) industry, except for those associated with fuel 
combustion, accounting for the remaining 8.1% of emissions.  Emissions form 
the business and industrial processes sector have decreased by 54.9% since 
1990.  This is the fifth largest emitting sector, accounting for 11.9% of Northern 
Ireland GHG emissions. 

5.14 Policies and proposals for this sector have been considered under three 
themes, as follows: 

• UK-led Regulation, Compliance and Reporting 

• Northern Ireland led Regulation, Compliance and Reporting 

• Investing in Northern Ireland’s Businesses 

5.15 For each of these themes, the following overview presents the key 
considerations relating to the assessment of reasonable alternatives through 
the SEA process.  This includes an assessment of a set of options relating to 
the ‘Investing in Northern Ireland’s Businesses’ theme. 

UK-led Regulation, Compliance and Reporting 
5.16 In Northern Ireland, the majority of emissions reductions relating to business 

and industrial processes in the current Carbon Budget period will be delivered 
through UK policies and provisions.  These have been heavily influenced by 
international commitments, including associated with European directives.  

5.17 This includes the UK Government’s Industrial Decarbonisation Strategy and 
associated funding mechanisms and programmes such as the Industrial Energy 
Transformation Fund, the Combined Heat and Power Quality Assurance 
Programme and the Energy Savings Opportunity Scheme.  In addition, the UK 
Emissions Trading Scheme will be a strong policy lever, and regulations 
including the Energy Performance of Building Regulations (2008) and 
Fluorinated Gas Regulations (2015) will be key influences. 
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5.18 For this issue, these provisions therefore limit the reasonable alternatives that 
can be considered through the SEA process.  This is given the expectation that 
the relevant UK provisions relating to emissions from business and industrial 
processes will need to be met.    

Northern Ireland led Regulation, Compliance and Reporting 
5.19 Whilst the UK-led regulations will require a range of provisions to be 

implemented, the draft Climate Action Plan identifies two key elements of 
specific relevance for Northern Ireland related to the Business and Industrial 
Processes sector.  These relate to 1) gas network connections and 2) 2012 and 
2022 Uplifts to Part F (Conservation of Fuel and Power) of the Building 
Regulations in Northern Ireland.  These are both cross-cutting, and as such 
also relate to a number of the other sectors being considered through the draft 
Climate Action Plan. 

Gas network connections general determinations 2023-2028 
5.20 Since 1996, a number of provisions have been implemented which have 

created and extended the natural gas network in Northern Ireland to areas 
previously only served by oil heating.  This has served to connect 
approximately 30% of homes in Northern Ireland to the gas network, with 
almost two out of every three homes in Northern Ireland still heated by oil. 

5.21 The period to 2028 is framed by the most recent target set out by the Utility 
Regulator in 2022, which is for 2,200 new non-domestic connections between 
2023 and 2028.  In this respect the Utility Regulator has set a ‘price control’ for 
the Northern Ireland gas network which has reviewed and agreed: capital 
expenditure; operating expenditure; the rate of return; volumes of gas; and 
incentive mechanisms to grow the network.  Due to the agreements that have 
been made, a rollback of the planned extension of the gas network to 2028 is 
therefore not possible.  For this reason, no reasonably practicable 
alternative approaches can be considered through the SEA for this period 
relating to gas network connections before 2028. 

5.22 Subsequent to 2028, it is not anticipated that a significant number of additional 
areas will be linked to the gas network.  This is given viability issues, 
associated with a recognition that the most viable locations will already have 
been connected to the network by 2028.  Therefore, whilst the pipeline network 
will potentially be able to deliver alternative fuels such as biomethane or 
hydrogen in the longer term, it is recognised that post 2028, provision for 
additional areas is unlikely.  For this reason, it is not appropriate to assess 
reasonable alternatives for an expansion of the gas network post 2028. 

2012 and 2022 Uplifts to Part F (Conservation of Fuel and Power) of the 
Building Regulations in Northern Ireland 

5.23 Potential alternatives for Building Regulations have been considered under the 
discussions for the Residential Buildings sector and the Public Buildings sector.     
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Investing in Northern Ireland’s Businesses 
5.24 Invest Northern Ireland is the regional economic development agency for 

Northern Ireland.  The primary role of Invest Northern Ireland is to grow the 
local economy by strategically supporting new and existing businesses to 
compete internationally and assist in the transition to Net Zero. 

5.25 These solutions are currently being delivered through the Invest Northern 
Ireland Energy and Resource Efficiency Programme for Northern Ireland 
Businesses, such as: 

• Technical Consultancy, which provides fully funded advisory support (up to 
£5k) to undertake technical audits and feasibility studies and provide 
general advice in a range of energy and resource efficiency areas. 

• Resource Matching through Industrial Symbiosis (RMIS), which offers 
Invest Northern Ireland clients and the wider business base opportunities to 
convert redundant materials into a resource for another business for mutual 
benefits. 

5.26 In this respect there are three potential approaches which can be considered 
through the SEA process.  The first approach would not seek to extend from 
2024 the three key mechanisms set out above.  A second approach would seek 
to continue the existing mechanisms and funding on a similar basis as before.  
A third approach would seek to deliver a new Energy and Resource Efficiency 
Programme which expands the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching 
through Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programme 
and includes a new Energy Efficiency Capital Grant programme. 

5.27 The SEA has therefore assessed the following three options as ‘reasonable 
alternatives’: 

• Option BIP1: Do not extend or replace the Technical Consultancy, 
Resource Matching through Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency 
Capital grant programmes from 2025. 

• Option BIP2: Extend the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching 
through Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant 
programmes from 2025. 

• Option BIP3: Initiate an expansion of the Technical Consultancy, Resource 
Matching through Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital 
grant programmes from 2025.  This would take place under a new Energy 
and Resource Efficiency Programme which also initiates a new Energy 
Efficiency Capital Grant programme. 

5.28 The following table presents appraisal findings in relation to the three options 
introduced above.  These are organised by the six SEA themes and use the 
SEA Framework set out above. 

5.29 For each SEA theme, a commentary on the likely effects is presented.  Options 
are also ranked numerically reflecting their relative sustainability performance, 
with ‘1’ the most favourable ranking and ‘3’ the least favourable ranking. 

5.30 This is accompanied by an infographic which shows the relative performance of 
each option against each other.  A green shading with an ‘outer ring’ is used to 
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highlight the best performing option (ranking 1st) for the SEA theme being 
considered.  An orange ‘middle ring’ represents the option which performs less 
well (ranking 2nd), whilst the red shading covering an ‘inner ring’ represents the 
option which performs least favourably (ranking 3rd).  Where options are 
ranked equally, or it is not possible to differentiate between the options, an 
equals sign is used.   
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Table 5.1: Assessment of options relating to ‘Investing in Northern Ireland’s 
Business’ 

• Option BIP1: Do not extend or replace the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through 
Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024. 

• Option BIP2: Extend the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through Industrial 
Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024. 

• Option BIP3: Initiate an expansion of the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through 
Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024.   

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

BIP1 BIP2 BIP3 

Biodiversity 

 

Option BIP3 would be likely to lead to the largest implementation 
of energy efficiency and decarbonisation measures, which would 
have knock-on indirect positive effects for biodiversity as a result 
of climate change mitigation.  This is because the effects of 
climate change, i.e. warmer summers, wetter winters and sea-
level rise in Northern Ireland, will likely have a significant adverse 
effect on wildlife.  This includes – but is not limited to – the 
northwards migration of species and shifts to higher altitudes; 
increased habitat fragmentation and prevalence of invasive non-
native species; and earlier life-cycle events.13  Notably, wetlands 
(due to changes in water availability) and coastal habitats (due to 
sea-level rise), will be particularly sensitive to climate change. 
Whilst Option BIP2 would also lead to the implementation of 
energy efficiency and decarbonisation measures, this would not 
be at the same scale as under Option BIP3. 
Option BIP1 is considered to perform the least favourably from a 
biodiversity perspective because in the absence of these 
programmes, or any alternatives, businesses will be less 
incentivised to implement energy efficiency and decarbonisation 
measures.  Due to this, efforts to deliver climate change 
mitigation under this option would likely be less effective. 
In summary, the analysis shows that Option BIP3 is the most 
likely to support biodiversity, followed by Option BIP2 and then 
Option BIP1, which poses indirect risks to biodiversity.  These are 
linked though to indirect minor positive effects relating to the 
options’ contribution to wider climate change mitigation 
measures.  

3 2 1 

 
13 Morecroft, M.D. & Speakman, L. (2015): ‘Biodiversity Climate Change Impacts Summary Report.  Living With Environmental 
Change’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.ukri.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/101221-NERC-LWEC-BiodiversityClimateChangeImpacts-ReportCard2015-English.pdf
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• Option BIP1: Do not extend or replace the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through 
Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024. 

• Option BIP2: Extend the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through Industrial 
Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024. 

• Option BIP3: Initiate an expansion of the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through 
Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024.   

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

BIP1 BIP2 BIP3 

Water and 
soil 
resources 

 

Option BIP3 would be likely to lead to the widest implementation 
of energy efficiency and decarbonisation measures, which would 
have knock-on indirect positive effects for water and soil 
resources as a result of climate change mitigation.  This is 
because the effects of climate change, i.e. warmer summers, 
wetter winters and sea-level rise in Northern Ireland, will likely 
have a significant adverse effect on water and soil resources.  Of 
particular relevance to Northern Ireland, sea-level rise is 
projected to extend salinisation of groundwater, decreasing 
freshwater availability for humans and ecosystems in coastal 
areas.14  Water quality is also affected by climate change, as 
higher water temperatures and more frequent floods and 
droughts are projected to exacerbate many forms of water 
pollution – from sediments to pathogens and pesticides.15   This 
will have knock-on effects for soil health, e.g. flooding can lead to 
soil instability and droughts can lead to soil erosion.  In addition, 
the Resource Efficiency Capital grant (RECG) will lead to direct 
positive effects for water and soil resources as it provides Invest 
Northern Ireland clients with up to £50k to invest in resource 
efficiency equipment / technologies that will reduce the 
consumption of water and/or raw materials and minimise waste 
production. 
Whilst Option BIP2 would also lead to the implementation of 
energy efficiency and decarbonisation measures, this would not 
be at the same scale as under Option BIP3. 
Option BIP1 is considered to perform the least favourably from a 
water and soil resources perspective because in the absence of 
these programmes, or any alternatives, businesses will be less 
incentivised to implement energy efficiency and decarbonisation 
measures. 
In summary, the analysis shows that Option BIP3 is most likely to 
indirectly support water quality and soil health, followed by 
Option BIP2.  Option BIP1 will do less to support the resilience of 
water and soil resources.  

3 2 1 

 
14 United Nations (no date): ‘Water – at the center of the climate crisis’, [online] available to access via this link 
15 Ibid. 

https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/science/climate-issues/water
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• Option BIP1: Do not extend or replace the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through 
Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024. 

• Option BIP2: Extend the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through Industrial 
Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024. 

• Option BIP3: Initiate an expansion of the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through 
Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024.   

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

BIP1 BIP2 BIP3 

Historic 
environment 

 
 

Of the three options, Option BIP3 has additional potential to lead 
to negative effects on the historic environment given the 
implementation of energy efficiency and decarbonisation 
measures through retrofitting has the potential to adversely 
impact the setting and significance of designated heritage assets.  
However, it is recognised that this is largely dependent on the 
design of such measures.  Therefore, it will be important that the 
impact of energy efficiency and decarbonisation measures on 
designated heritage assets is considered during the design 
phase of development, including how any potential adverse 
impacts will be appropriately mitigated.  Nevertheless, Option 
BIP3 will also be likely to lead to indirect positive effects for the 
historic environment through supporting climate change 
mitigation.  This is because the effects of climate change, i.e. 
warmer summers, wetter winters and sea-level rise in Northern 
Ireland, will likely have a significant adverse effect on the historic 
environment.  This includes – but is not limited to – structural 
problems from changing extremes and fluctuations in 
temperature; building subsidence, structural deformation and 
collapse as a result of soil shrinkage during dry conditions; decay 
to waterlogged archaeological remains from desiccation of soils 
and lowered groundwater levels; and damage to floodplain, 
coastal and marine heritage assets as a result of flooding, 
erosion, and sea level rise.16 
Whilst Option BIP2 also has the potential to lead to negative 
effects on the historic environment from the implementation of 
energy efficiency and decarbonisation measures, this would 
potentially not be at the same scale as under Option BIP3. 
Option BIP1 is considered the least likely to lead to negative 
effects on the historic environment from the implementation of 
energy efficiency and decarbonisation measures.  However, in 
the absence of these programmes, or any alternatives, 
businesses would be less incentivised to implement energy 
efficiency and decarbonisation measures which would otherwise 
have the potential to support the historic environment. 
In summary, the analysis shows that it is not possible to rank the 
options as they are all associated with potential positive and 
negative effects and negative effects would depend on design, 
layout and other project-level considerations.  Due to this, the 
options are ranked equally. 

= = = 

 
16 Historic England (no date): ‘What are the effects of climate change on the historic environment?’, [online] available to access 
via this link 

https://historicengland.org.uk/research/current/threats/heritage-climate-change-environment/what-effects/
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• Option BIP1: Do not extend or replace the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through 
Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024. 

• Option BIP2: Extend the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through Industrial 
Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024. 

• Option BIP3: Initiate an expansion of the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through 
Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024.   

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

BIP1 BIP2 BIP3 

Landscape 

 
 

Of the options, Option BIP3 has additional potential to lead to the 
implementation of energy efficiency and decarbonisation 
measures, which would have knock-on positive effects for 
landscapes as a result of climate change mitigation.  This is 
because the effects of climate change, i.e. warmer summers, 
wetter winters and sea-level rise in Northern Ireland, will likely 
have a significant adverse effect on landscapes.  This includes – 
but is not limited to – changes to the character of landscapes due 
to changes in the extent of characteristic habitats and species; 
an increase in wildfires due to hotter, drier conditions, particularly 
for upland landscapes; damage to designated landscapes from 
flood water inundation and saturation; and changes to the 
character of parks and gardens due to extreme weather events 
and changes in temperature and future water availability.17  
Notably, Resource Matching through Industrial Symbiosis (RMIS) 
provides Invest Northern Ireland clients with opportunities to 
convert redundant materials into a resource for another business 
for mutual benefits.  This is likely to have positive impacts for 
landscapes by reducing the need to excavate landscapes for 
natural resources. 
Whilst Option BIP2 would also lead to the implementation of 
energy efficiency and decarbonisation measures, this would not 
be at the same scale as under Option BIP3. 
Option BIP1 is considered to perform the least favourably from a 
landscape perspective because in the absence of these 
programmes, or any alternatives, businesses will not be 
incentivised to implement energy efficiency and decarbonisation 
measures.  Due to this, the potential benefits relating to this SEA 
theme are less likely to be realised. 
In summary, the analysis shows that Option BIP3 is most likely to 
support the conservation and enhancement of landscape 
character, followed by Option BIP2 and then Option BIP1.  This is 
linked indirect minor positive effects relating to the options’ 
contribution to wider climate change mitigation measures.   

3 2 1 

 
17 Historic England (no date): ‘What are the effects of climate change on the historic environment?’, [online] available to access 
via this link 

https://historicengland.org.uk/research/current/threats/heritage-climate-change-environment/what-effects/


SEA for the draft Northern Ireland Climate Action Plan   Environmental Report  
   

 

 
Prepared for: DAERA on behalf of The Northern Ireland Executive 
 

AECOM 
25 

 

• Option BIP1: Do not extend or replace the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through 
Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024. 

• Option BIP2: Extend the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through Industrial 
Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024. 

• Option BIP3: Initiate an expansion of the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through 
Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024.   

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

BIP1 BIP2 BIP3 

Air quality 
and noise 

 

Option BIP3 would lead to additional implementation of energy 
efficiency and decarbonisation measures, which would have 
knock-on positive effects for air quality as a result of climate 
change mitigation.  This is because one of the primary 
contributors to climate change, i.e. the burning of fossil fuels, is 
associated with poor air quality (and a degree of noise pollution).  
However, it is recognised that any construction associated with 
the installation of energy efficiency and decarbonisation 
measures has the potential to lead to short-term noise pollution. 
Whilst Option BIP2 would also lead to the implementation of 
energy efficiency and decarbonisation measures, this would not 
be at the same scale as under Option BIP3. 
Option BIP1 is considered to perform the least favourably from 
an air quality perspective because in the absence of these 
programmes, or any alternatives, businesses will be less 
incentivised to implement energy efficiency and decarbonisation 
measures. 
In summary, the analysis shows that Option BIP3 is most likely to 
support improvements to air quality, followed by Option BIP2 and 
then Option BIP1, which is least likely to support air quality.  
However, it is recognised that Options BIP2 and BIP3 are most 
likely to lead to short-term noise pollution.  

3 2 1 

Healthy and 
safe 
communities 

 

Option BIP3 would lead to the widest implementation of energy 
efficiency and decarbonisation measures, which would have 
knock-on positive effects for air quality, and subsequently health 
and wellbeing.  This is because one of the primary contributors to 
climate change, i.e. the burning of fossil fuels, is associated with 
poor air quality and therefore a decline in human health.  In 
addition, as the primary role of Invest Northern Ireland is to grow 
the local economy by strategically supporting new and existing 
businesses to compete internationally, Option BIP3 is likely to 
support new job opportunities, including in the green economy, 
which will be beneficial for communities. 
Whilst Option BIP2 would also lead to the implementation of 
energy efficiency and decarbonisation measures, this would not 
be at the same scale as under Option BIP3. 
Option BIP1 is considered to perform the least favourably in 
terms of health and wellbeing because in the absence of these 
programmes, or any alternatives, businesses will not be 
incentivised to implement energy efficiency and decarbonisation 
measures.  In addition, this option would not support new job 
opportunities. 
In summary, the analysis shows that Option BIP3 is most likely to 
support the quality of life and health and safety of communities, 
followed by Option BIP2 and then Option BIP1. 

3 2 1 
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• Option BIP1: Do not extend or replace the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through 
Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024. 

• Option BIP2: Extend the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through Industrial 
Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024. 

• Option BIP3: Initiate an expansion of the Technical Consultancy, Resource Matching through 
Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital grant programmes from 2024.   

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

BIP1 BIP2 BIP3 

Summary conclusions 
• Option BIP3 performs most favourably across five of the six SEA themes as it is considered to 

contribute the most to climate change mitigation through the implementation of energy 
efficiency and decarbonisation measures, with indirect positive effects anticipated.   

• Option BIP2 also performs relatively favourably across all six SEA themes for the same reason 
as Option BIP3, however potential positive effects are considered to be less significant than 
under Option BIP3. 

• Option BIP1 performs least favourably across all six themes.  This is because in the absence of 
the programmes, or any alternatives, businesses will be less incentivised to implement energy 
efficiency and decarbonisation measures. 

In summary, the assessment highlights that Option BIP3 is the best performing overall.  Whilst 
Option BIP2 also performs well, it is not considered to perform as well as Option BIP3 in terms of the 
scale at which it is able to contribute to climate change mitigation.  Option BIP1 performs least 
favourably overall, as the absence of the programmes, or any alternatives, is considered likely to 
lead to the most limited contribution to climate change mitigation. It should be noted that whilst BIP 
measures will contribute to climate change mitigation in Northern Ireland the impacts of Northern 
Ireland BIP measures should be seen as part of global mitigation efforts.  All of the options are 
ranked equally with regards to the historic environment SEA theme as each option has the potential 
to lead to both positive and negative effects, and impacts will depend on project-level considerations 
such as design and layout.  
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Residential and public buildings 
5.31 Buildings are covered through the draft Climate Action Plan across two sectors: 

residential buildings and public buildings.  Together they account for 13.4% of 
Northern Ireland’s greenhouse gas emissions. 

Residential buildings 
5.32 Whilst residential buildings emissions have fallen by approximately 31.4% 

between 1990 and 2022, they still account for 89.6% of emissions from 
buildings.  Residential buildings emissions are primarily caused by fuel 
combustion for heating and producing hot water, and this reduction in 
emissions has largely been achieved as a result of fuel switching from solid 
fuels and oil to natural gas.  However, it is recognised that this is not a 
sustainable long-term approach. 

5.33 In developing the draft Climate Action Plan, three key areas of potential 
intervention have been identified for residential buildings: 

1. Reducing energy consumption 
2. Use of low carbon options for heating 
3. Raising standards 

Reducing energy consumption 
5.34 There are three policies that underpin this key area.  The first is the Affordable 

Warmth Scheme, which is available to low-income owner-occupiers and 
households in the private rented sector with a total annual household income of 
less than £23,000 to target those most at risk of fuel poverty.  This policy 
enables homes to receive multiple energy efficiency measures such as cavity 
wall and roof insulation, replacement windows and lower carbon heating such 
as replacing inefficient oil boilers with more efficient oil and gas boilers. 

5.35 The second policy is the Northern Ireland Sustainable Energy Programme 
(NISEP), which is an £8 million annual fund administered by the Energy 
Savings Trust on behalf of the Utility Regulator.  Funding for the NISEP is 
collected from both domestic and commercial electricity customers through a 
Public Service Obligation charge on their electricity bills.  The Programme has 
a broader focus on sustainable energy solutions than the Affordable Warmth 
Scheme, including cavity wall and loft insulation, heating systems, boiler 
upgrade, draught proofing, remote smart heating controls, heat pumps and 
energy efficient bulbs.  In general, schemes are targeted at households who do 
not qualify for assistance from government with each of the priority schemes 
having its own set of financial vulnerability criteria/income thresholds. 

5.36 The third policy is the Northern Ireland Housing Executive Stock Investment 
Programme – Including Thermal Improvements, which delivers energy 
efficiency and decarbonisation benefits through its thermal improvement 
workstreams.  The works include heating system replacements, upgraded loft 
insulation, new double glazing, a minor cavity wall insulation programme and 
the completion of an external wall insulation programme. 
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5.37 In light of the above, the Department for Communities proposes a Warm 
Healthy Homes Scheme (which underwent public consultation between 
December 2024 and March 2025) to replace the Affordable Warmth Scheme.  

5.38 In addition, as committed to in the Energy Strategy, the draft Climate Action 
Plan proposes to scale and launch an Energy Efficiency Programme.  This will 
deliver domestic energy efficiency interventions in lower income homes across 
Northern Ireland targeting cavity wall and loft insulation in the first instance. 

Use of low carbon options for heating 
5.39 One policy underpins this key area, which is Gas Network Connections General 

Determinations.  This policy supports the continuation of fuel switching from 
solid fuels and oil to natural gas as the current natural gas price control period 
(2023-2028) has allowances for fuel switching to continue. 

5.40 It also sets out proposals for a Low Carbon Heat Support Programme to be 
taken forward to replace fossil fuel heat with low carbon heating technologies.  
Heat pumps will form an important part of this, but heat networks and district 
heating in appropriate areas will also be explored.  Notably, when replacing and 
decarbonising heating systems, the government will encourage the disposal of 
existing systems in a way that supports resource recycling and recovery. 

5.41 The draft Climate Action Plan also proposes to explore the potential short-term 
use of biomethane to displace fossil fuel gas in the gas network.  This will be 
achieved through the use of anaerobic digestion (AD) with waste feedstocks.  A 
Biomethane Call for Evidence Response Report was published in April 2025 
and presents the findings of the call for evidence, which will help inform the 
development of biomethane policy for Northern Ireland. 

Raising standards 
5.42 There are three policies that underpin this key area.  The first is the EU 

Ecodesign Directive and the Energy Labelling Framework Regulation (UK-wide 
policy), which set minimum performance and information requirements 
respectively for energy-using products.  The second is the F-Gas Regulations 
(UK-wide policy), which implemented a new ban on fluorinated gases with a 
high Global Warming Potential (GWP) in foams, used in building insultation and 
fire equipment, and which came into operation in January 2023.  The third is 
the 2012 and 2022 Uplifts to Part F (Conservation of Fuel and Power) of the 
Building Regulations in Northern Ireland, which implements improved fabric 
standards and focuses on an expectation that renewable technologies should 
be included in most new buildings. 

5.43 In light of the above, the draft Climate Action Plan proposes further Building 
Regulations uplift as this is considered to be the most significant intervention to 
reduce emissions from this sector.  A phased programme for building 
regulations uplifts has been published in the Energy Strategy - A Path to Net 
Zero, with a Phase 2 discussion document consultation issued in July 2023.  
This offers a comprehensive outline of considerations for subsequent uplifts. 

Public buildings 
5.44 Public building emissions account for 10.4% of the overall buildings sector 

emissions, with a 49.8% reduction in emissions from the 1990 base year.  
Assumed factors leading to this level of reduction include significant downsizing 
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of the built estate, improved building standards, investment in energy efficiency, 
and fuel switching through the introduction of natural gas to Northern Ireland in 
1996.  As with residential building emissions, public building emissions are 
primarily from fuel combustion for heating, cooling and hot water. 

5.45 Four policies underpin the public buildings sector.  The first is the Energy 
Management Strategy and Action Plan to 2030.  This sets out key objectives of 
establishing effective energy management processes that unlock value and 
reducing net energy consumption by 30% by 2030 against a 2016/17 baseline.  
Since the strategy was published in 2019, the emphasis has shifted significantly 
towards decarbonisation.  Emission savings are predominantly resulting from 
having an estate of the correct size to suit the government’s needs, investing in 
energy efficiency measures, and fuel switching. 

5.46 The second is the 2012 and 2022 Uplifts to Part F (Conservation of Fuel and 
Power) of the Building Regulations in Northern Ireland.  A 2012 uplift to Part F 
improved the emissions requirements for new builds by 25%, alongside modest 
improvements to efficiency standards applicable when work is done to existing 
buildings.  Subsequently Phase 1 of the Department of Finance’s programme of 
Part F uplifts was applied to new build applications from June 2022.  It 
improved fabric standards and was focused on an expectation that renewable 
technologies should be included on most new buildings. 

5.47 The third policy is the EU Ecodesign Directive and the Energy Labelling 
Framework Regulation (UK-wide policy), which set minimum performance and 
information requirements respectively for energy-using products. 

5.48 The fourth policy is the Streamlined Energy and Carbon Reporting, which 
requires all large UK companies and large Limited Liability Partnerships, as well 
as all quoted companies, to report on their annual energy use, greenhouse gas 
emissions and energy efficiency actions they have taken. 

Summary 
5.49 Overall, it is considered that there are no alternative approaches that can be 

reasonably taken to the approaches set out above.  This is given:   

• The comprehensiveness of the proposals in the Energy Strategy – A Path 
to Net Zero and the anticipated delivery on the requirements set out in the 
Climate Change Act (Northern Ireland) 2022.  This includes relating to 
future Building Regulations uplift, the Warm Healthy Homes Scheme, the 
Low Carbon Heat Support Programme and Energy Efficiency Programme; 
and  

• The formal development process undertaken for the Energy Strategy – A 
Path to Net Zero, and the extensive evidence gathering undertaken to 
support the development of the Strategy. 

5.50 As such, no reasonable alternatives have been identified through the SEA 
process for this sector. 
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Waste management 
5.51 Waste management sector emissions have fallen by 62.1% between 1990 and 

2022.  To support the continuation of this trend, the Climate Change Act 
(Northern Ireland) 2022 includes a target to recycle 70% of waste by 2030.  

5.52 Managed waste disposal sites are responsible for 76.1% of waste sector 
emissions, equivalent to 0.58 MtCO2e, and therefore significant interventions 
are required to reduce waste sent to landfill sites. In developing the draft 
Climate Action Plan, two key areas of potential intervention have been identified 
for waste management: 

1. Reducing landfill emissions 
2. Increase recycling rates and improving quality 

Reducing landfill emissions 
5.53 The Food Waste Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2015 require councils to 

separately collect food and garden waste from households.  The regulations 
also require food businesses that produce >5kg of food waste per week to 
present this for separate collection.  This helps to limit the amount of 
biodegradable food waste sent to landfill.  The regulations define food waste as 
follows: 

“food waste” means controlled waste that was at any time food intended for 
human consumption (even if of no nutritional value) and includes biodegradable 
waste produced as a consequence of the processing or preparation of food, but 
does not include drink 

5.54 Since the inception of the regulations, over 1.7 million tonnes of biodegradable 
waste have been diverted from landfill.  The next step in further emissions 
reductions is to divert biodegradable waste from landfill.  The regulations define 
biodegradable waste (or ‘bio-waste’) as follows: 

“bio-waste” means biodegradable garden and park waste, food and kitchen 
waste from households, restaurants, caterers and retail premises and 
comparable waste from food processing plants” 

5.55 With regards to assessing reasonable alternatives through the SEA process, 
there is the potential for the SEA to consider the relative merits of an approach 
which addresses the requirements of the regulations alongside an alternative 
approach which has an additional focus on biodegradable waste.  

5.56 In light of the above, the following options have been considered through the 
SEA process: 

• Option LE1: Continue provision of Food Waste Regulations (Northern 
Ireland) 2015 

• Option LE2: Extend provision with a view to further restricting 
biodegradable waste to landfill 

5.57 The following table presents appraisal findings in relation to the two options 
introduced above.  These are organised by the six SEA themes and use the 
SEA Framework. 
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5.58 For each SEA theme, a commentary on the likely effects is presented.  Options 
are also ranked numerically reflecting their relative sustainability performance, 
with ‘1’ the most favourable ranking and ‘2’ the less favourable ranking. 

5.59 This is accompanied by an infographic which shows the relative performance of 
each option against each other.  A green shading with an ‘outer ring’ is used to 
highlight the best performing option (ranking 1st), whilst the red shading 
covering an ‘inner ring’ represents the option which performs least favourably 
(ranking 2nd).   
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Table 5.2: Assessment of options relating to reducing landfill emissions 

• Option LE1: Continue provision of Food Waste Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2015 
• Option LE2: Extend provision with a view to further restricting biodegradable waste to landfill 

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

LE1 LE2 

Biodiversity 

 

Indirect support for biodiversity can be drawn from both options which 
seek to reduce the amount of residual waste being sent to landfill.  
Leachate, a liquid produced in landfill sites that can become toxic, can 
contaminate nearby waterbodies and lead to adverse impacts on aquatic 
species, as well as terrestrial species that rely on these water sources.  
In addition, toxic substances and decaying organic materials in landfill 
can adversely affect soil quality, which has a knock-on adverse impact for 
certain habitats and species.   
Restricting biodegradable waste further is therefore considered likely to 
have greater benefits for biodiversity, suggesting that Option LE2 will 
perform more favourably than Option LE1 in relation to this SEA theme.  

2 1 

Water and 
soil 
resources 

 

The options both support land and soil resources through continued 
support to reduce the amount of biodegradable waste that is sent to 
landfill (with landfill waste being a key contributor to reduced soil quality 
and contaminated land).  By diverting biodegradable waste from landfill it 
could be utilised to create compost, and with the potential to support 
positive impacts for soil quality. 
When biodegradable waste decomposes it releases toxins (methane and 
leachate).  These toxins can contaminate nearby waterbodies and reduce 
oxygen concentration (which can lead to deoxygenation), directly 
affecting water quality, and creating a greater need for intervention by 
water companies to treat water. 
Given these points, whilst both options are likely to positively affect both 
water and soil resources, Option LE2 is considered more likely to lead to 
positive effects of greater significance and thus is considered to rank 
better than Option LE1. This is due to the option’s likelihood of more 
effectively limiting the amount of biodegradable waste reaching landfill. 

2 1 

Historic 
environment 

 
 

Under Option LE2 there may be an increased need for biodegradable 
waste management facilities, but it is expected that these could be 
located appropriately to avoid significant effects arising in relation to the 
historic environment.  However, there is ultimately an element of 
uncertainty until precise locations are known.  On the other hand, by 
diverting biodegradable waste from landfill, there is an expected 
reduction in the extent of the need for landfill space, and this will be of 
benefit to historic landscapes and archaeology.   
It is also recognised that there is the potential to design waste recycling 
facilities to be in-keeping with the historic landscape and in a way that 
protects key designated and non-designated assets.  Given the 
increased overall impacts from landfill sites on the historic environment, 
this ability to mitigate adverse effects are likely to be more readily 
achievable through Option LE2.  

2 1 
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• Option LE1: Continue provision of Food Waste Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2015 
• Option LE2: Extend provision with a view to further restricting biodegradable waste to landfill 

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

LE1 LE2 

Landscape 

 
 

As for the historic environment, under Option LE2 there may be an 
increased need for waste management facilities. It is though expected 
that that these could be located appropriately to avoid significant effects 
arising in relation to the landscape.  However, there is ultimately an 
element of uncertainty until precise locations are known.  On the other 
hand, by reducing the amount of waste being sent to landfill, there will be 
less need for landfill space, and this will be of benefit to landscape 
character and quality.   
It is further recognised that there is the potential to also design waste 
recycling facilities to be in-keeping with landscape character and in a way 
that protects key landscape features and assets.  Whilst both options are 
not likely to have benefits for landscape, the ability to mitigate effects 
more readily under Option LE2 when compared to Option LE2 (given 
landfill sites are known areas of detriment to landscape character and 
quality) suggests that Option LE2 will rank more favourably than Option 
LE1. 

2 1 

Air quality 
and noise 

 

Both options seek to reduce the amount of biodegradable waste being 
sent to landfill which will likely positively affect both air quality and noise, 
given that landfill sites are associated with direct noise and air quality 
impacts, and further air quality impacts arise from the trips generated to 
and from landfill. 
Separating biodegradable waste may lead to increased trip generation 
(associated with recycling), but it also provides more steer towards the 
waste hierarchy.  For example, by making compost from biodegradable 
waste, which can be reused locally and reduce the associated travel 
miles, positive effects for air quality may arise.  On this basis, Option LE2 
is ranked more favourably than Option LE1. 

2 1 

Healthy and 
safe 
communities 

 

With regards to healthy and safe communities, both options perform well 
in relation to health and wellbeing, given the expected reduction in 
biodegradable waste being sent to landfill.  In this respect reduced 
reliance on landfill sites can support improved soil quality (supporting 
agriculture) and water quality (reducing the need for water treatment) and 
reduce the extent of harmful toxins being created in the treatment of 
waste.   
As such, through its additional onus on removing biodegradable waste 
from the residual waste being sent to landfill, Option LE2 is considered to 
rank better than Option LE1 overall. 

2 1 

Summary conclusions 
No significant negative effects are considered likely in relation to any of the SEA themes under either 
of the options.  Effects are predominantly considered likely to be positive as a result of reduced 
residual waste being sent to landfill, reducing the resultant land take and creation of toxins that affect 
soil quality, water quality, and human health.  In this respect, Option LE2 will do more to divert 
biodegradable waste from landfill, with additional benefits in relation to the SEA themes. Some 
uncertainty is noted though with regards to both the historic environment and landscape, recognising 
that new waste facilities may be required, and these would need to be located and designed 
appropriately to minimise impacts. 
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Increase recycling rates and improving quality 
5.60 The 2018 EU revised Waste Framework Directive, which came into force prior 

to Brexit and was therefore transposed into Northern Ireland legislation, sets 
out a target to reduce waste by 65% by 2035.  It extends the definition of 
municipal waste (i.e. waste collected by or on behalf of councils) to 
organisations and businesses.  The Climate Change Act (Northern Ireland) 
2022 goes beyond this and sets out a target to reduce waste by 70% by 2030.  
Whilst it does not include a definition of ‘waste’, the Climate Change Committee 
modelling to support the setting of the Northern Ireland carbon budget assumes 
this target would include both municipal waste and commercial, industrial and 
construction, demolition and excavation (CDE) waste. 

5.61 There is therefore scope to reframe the definition of waste to support the 
implementation of the draft Climate Action Plan. 

5.62 In light of the above, the following options have been considered through the 
SEA process: 

• Option W1: Continuation of classifications set out by the 2018 EU revised 
Waste Framework Directive, which defines waste as municipal waste only 

• Option W2: Widen the definition of ‘waste’ to include commercial, 
industrial, and CDE waste in addition to municipal waste. 

5.63 The following table presents appraisal findings in relation to the two options 
introduced above.  These are organised by the six SEA themes and use the 
SEA Framework. 

5.64 For each SEA theme, a commentary on the likely effects is presented.  Options 
are also ranked numerically reflecting their relative sustainability performance, 
with ‘1’ the most favourable ranking and ‘2’ the less favourable ranking. 

5.65 This is accompanied by an infographic which shows the relative performance of 
each option against each other.  A green shading with an ‘outer ring’ is used to 
highlight the best performing option (ranking 1st), whilst the red shading 
covering an ‘inner ring’ represents the option which performs least favourably 
(ranking 2nd).   
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Table 5.3: Assessment of options relating to Increase recycling rates and 
improving quality 

• Option W1: Continuation of classifications set out by the 2018 EU revised Waste Framework 
Directive, which defines waste as municipal waste only 

• Option W2: Widen the definition of ‘waste’ to include commercial, industrial, and CDE waste in 
addition to municipal waste 

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

W1 W2 

Biodiversity 

 

Indirect support for biodiversity can be drawn from both options which 
seek to reduce the amount of residual waste being sent to landfill.  
Recycling ultimately reduces the extent of land take for landfill and 
contaminated land (associated with landfill), noting that contaminated land 
affects biodiversity through reduced soil and water quality affecting 
habitats and species that depend upon these resources.  Disturbance 
impacts are also associated with the operation of landfill sites.  Residual 
landfill fill waste can also directly affect species with evidence 
demonstrating increasing levels of consumption of microplastics and 
toxins in birds feeding at landfill sites, and known cases of species 
becoming entrapped, harmed, and/ or killed by waste items.  
With Option W2 setting recycling rates for more waste sources than 
Option W1 (at this point in time) the indirect benefits for biodiversity are 
likely to be wider and this is reflected in the ranking of the options in 
relation to this theme. 

2 1 

Water and 
soil 
resources 

 

The options both support land and soil resources through continued 
support to reduce the amount of residual waste that is sent to landfill (with 
landfill waste being a key contributor to reduced soil quality and 
contaminated land).  On this basis, the options are both considered to 
perform positively, but propose different approaches to the setting of 
recycling targets for waste.  With the goal to increase recycling rates in 
mind, Option W2 presents an opportunity to extend recycling rate targets 
across more waste generators (to include commercial, industrial, and 
CDE waste) and achieve positive effects of greater significance.  Whilst 
noting that the EU Commission are considering the setting of such targets 
under the Waste Framework Directive, Option W2 could introduce earlier 
targets that begin this shift in the industry practices more quickly.  On this 
basis, it is considered to rank better than Option W1 which may take 
longer to realise such benefits. 
With regards to water resources and water quality, improvements are 
expected to align with separate Water Framework Directive targets for 
improvements to water quality and the efforts of water companies to 
maintain a high-quality future water supply are reported through Northern 
Ireland Water’s Water Resource and Supply Resilience Plan.  These 
plans and relative legislation remain the main drivers behind 
improvements in water resources and quality, but indirect benefits from 
increased recycling rates can still be drawn.  For example, reducing the 
extent of contaminated land arising from landfill sites can also reduce the 
potential for leachates that affect water quality in nearby waterbodies.  On 
this basis, the support for increased recycling rates under Option W2 
suggests this option ranks more favourably than Option W1. 

2 1 
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• Option W1: Continuation of classifications set out by the 2018 EU revised Waste Framework 
Directive, which defines waste as municipal waste only 

• Option W2: Widen the definition of ‘waste’ to include commercial, industrial, and CDE waste in 
addition to municipal waste 

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

W1 W2 

Historic 
environment 

 
 

With the options relating to increasing levels of waste recycling, effects in 
relation to the historic environment are considered likely to be negligible.  
Under Option W2 there may be an increased need for waste management 
facilities (with expectations for increases in the sources of waste being 
recycled) but it is expected that these could be located appropriately to 
avoid significant effects arising in relation to the historic environment.  
However, there is ultimately an element of uncertainty until precise 
locations are known.  On the other hand, by recycling more, there is an 
expected reduction in the extent of the need for landfill space, and this will 
be of benefit to historic landscapes and archaeology.   
It Is recognised that there is the potential to also design waste recycling 
facilities to be in-keeping with the historic landscape and in a way that 
protects key designated and non-designated assets.  This ability to 
mitigate effects more readily than landfill sites which are known areas of 
detriment to landscape character and quality suggests Option W2 may 
rank marginally better than Option W1, whilst noting that Option W1 may 
likely bring forward similar measures soon. 

2 1 

Landscape 

 
 

As for the historic environment theme, the difference in the sustainability 
performance of the options in relation to landscape are considered likely 
to be minimal.  Under Option W2 there may be an increased need for 
waste management facilities (with expectations for increases in the 
sources of waste being recycled) but it is expected that these could be 
located appropriately to avoid significant effects arising in relation to the 
landscape.  However, there is ultimately an element of uncertainty until 
precise locations are known.  On the other hand, by recycling more, there 
is an expected reduction in the extent of the need for landfill space, and 
this will be of benefit to landscape character and quality.   
It is recognised that there is the potential to also design waste recycling 
facilities to be in-keeping with landscape character and in a way that 
protects key landscape features and assets.  This ability to mitigate 
effects more readily than for landfill sites (which are known areas of 
detriment to landscape character and quality) suggests Option W2 should 
rank better than Option W1, whilst noting that Option W1 may bring 
forward similar measures soon. 

2 1 

Air quality 
and noise 

 

Both options seek to increase recycling rates which will likely positively 
affect both air quality and noise, particularly by reducing the extent of 
landfill (by reducing the residual waste sent to landfill).  Landfill sites are 
associated with direct noise and air quality impacts, and further air quality 
impacts arise from the trips generated to and from landfill. 
Increasing recycling rates across more waste generators may lead to 
increased trip generation (associated with recycling), but it also provides 
more steer towards the waste hierarchy.  In the CDE industry, this could 
mean that more materials are recycled on-site and used again in 
development, minimising both waste generation and the generation of 
trips associated with the removal of waste and import of new materials.  
This has beneficial implications for air and noise quality.  On this basis, 
Option W2 is ranked better than Option W1, whilst noting that Option W1 
may bring forward similar measures soon. 

2 1 
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• Option W1: Continuation of classifications set out by the 2018 EU revised Waste Framework 
Directive, which defines waste as municipal waste only 

• Option W2: Widen the definition of ‘waste’ to include commercial, industrial, and CDE waste in 
addition to municipal waste 

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

W1 W2 

Healthy and 
safe 
communities 

 

With regards to healthy and safe communities both options perform well in 
relation to health and wellbeing, given the increase in recycling rates is 
expected to lead to less landfill which has significant implications for 
human health both now and in the future.  A reduced reliance on landfill 
sites can support improved soil quality (supporting agriculture) and water 
quality (reducing the need for water treatment), and reduce the impact of 
transport movements on communities.  By improving recycling rates 
across more waste generators, Option W2 is considered to rank more 
favourably than Option W1 overall, whilst noting that Option W1 may bring 
forward similar measures soon. 

2 1 

Summary conclusions 
No significant negative effects are considered likely in relation to any of the SEA themes for either of 
the options, given that both positively promote increased recycling rates.   
Positive effects are associated with an increase in recycling rates, predominantly from a reduction in 
residual waste sent to landfill.  This is likely to equate to improved soil and water quality with benefits 
for human health. Overall though, in this respect, Option W2 may do more to divert waste from 
landfill, with additional benefits in relation to the SEA themes   
Some uncertainty is noted with regards to both the historic environment and landscape, recognising 
that new waste facilities may be required and these would need to be located and designed 
appropriately to minimise impacts. 
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Agriculture 
5.67 GHG from the agricultural sector are very different from emissions from other 

sectors.  For most sectors, the main gas emitted is CO2 from fossil fuel 
combustion, whilst for agriculture the two main gases are methane and nitrous 
oxide.  The emissions from agriculture are from a combination of fertiliser 
practices, and natural processes within livestock production.  Agriculture 
emissions have increased by 14.9% from 5.4MtCO2e in 1990 to 6.2 MtCO2e in 
2022.  This reflects an increase in livestock numbers over this period; however, 
it is partly offset by a decrease in the application of nitrogen fertiliser.  Notably, 
in Northern Ireland agriculture accounts for 29.1% of all GHG emissions, 
compared to 11.7% in the rest of the UK. 

5.68 Whilst the Climate Change Act sets a legally binding net zero target, it will not 
require a level of net methane emissions reduction of more than 46% by 2050.  
Nevertheless, very significant reductions in emissions from the agriculture 
sector in Northern Ireland are still necessary. 

5.69 In August 2021, DAERA published the Future Agricultural Policy Framework 
Portfolio for Northern Ireland which sets out a way forward for an agricultural 
policy that better meets the needs of Northern Ireland.  A public consultation 
followed on the detailed policy proposals, and in March 2022, 54 Ministerial 
decisions on future agricultural policy for Northern Ireland were announced.  
These decisions are being delivered through a number of policies and 
proposals within the Sustainable Agriculture Programme.  Work has progressed 
at pace to develop these policies with some already introduced and others 
planned to be introduced from 2025. 

5.70 An Agricultural Policy Stakeholder Group has been established, bringing 
together representatives across food, farming and the environment. This forum 
provides a valuable source of industry input and expertise as DAERA continues 
to develop the Sustainable Agriculture Programme to deliver carbon reduction 
in the agriculture sector.   

5.71 In developing the draft Climate Action Plan, one key area of potential 
intervention has been identified for agriculture: 

• Take forward the Sustainable Agriculture Programme 

Sustainable Agriculture Programme 
5.72 The Sustainable Agriculture Programme seeks to support the agriculture sector 

to reduce its carbon emissions and develop an industry with increased 
productivity, improved environmental sustainability, long-term resilience, and 
better supply chain functionality.  Achieving these outcomes will help to secure 
the sustainability of farm businesses, the majority of which are small to medium 
enterprises.  This in turn will support rural communities, providing opportunities 
in rural areas.  The aim is to reduce emissions by improving efficiencies and 
changing practices on farms whilst ensuring the continued production of high-
quality food and delivering for the economy.  This will ensure Northern Ireland 
meet high environmental, animal welfare, and food safety and integrity 
standards, with an increased focus on transparency, traceability, and 
provenance along the food chain.  



SEA for the draft Northern Ireland Climate Action Plan   Environmental Report  
   

 

 
Prepared for: DAERA on behalf of The Northern Ireland Executive AECOM 

42 
 

5.73 The Programme will provide farm businesses with the best possible tools and 
support, enabling adaptation to take advantage of present and future 
opportunities.  It will embrace a greater transfer of knowledge; increased 
investment in science and technology; and encourage the uptake of research 
and development that can deliver sustainable benefits to the industry and the 
people of Northern Ireland.  

5.74 Overall, it is considered that there are no alternatives approaches that can be 
reasonably taken to the approach set out above.  As such, no reasonable 
alternatives have been identified through the SEA process given: 

• The comprehensiveness of the proposals in the Programme and the 
anticipated delivery on the requirements set out in Section 31 (1) and (2) of 
the Climate Change Act (Northern Ireland) 2022. 

• The formal development process undertaken for the Programme, and the 
associated evidence base which supported the development of the 
Programme; and 

• The Programme was itself informed by an SEA process during its 
development18 (alongside an HRA), with reasonable alternatives being 
considered then (including a ‘with’ and ‘without Programme’ set of options).  

Land use and land-use change, and forestry 
5.75 The Land Use, Land Use Change and Forestry (LULUCF) sector covers 

emissions from and removals of greenhouse gases resulting from direct 
human-induced land use, land-use change, and forestry activities.  LULUCF is 
the only sector which considers both emissions and sequestration.  LULUCF 
emissions have reduced by 20.5% since 1990 and represent 10.1% of total 
annual emissions in Northern Ireland in 2022. 

5.76 There has been limited progress made by the LULUCF sector within the past 
decade in reducing emissions.  As such significant action will be needed to 
reach Net Zero by 2050.  There are over 1.4 million hectares of land in 
Northern Ireland with over 1 million hectares of this land farmed.  Emissions 
from the LULUCF sector are determined in large part by how this land is 
managed.  

5.77 In developing the draft Climate Action Plan, four categories of potential 
intervention have been identified for the LULUCF sector, as follows: 

• Increasing forest cover.  

• Restoring peatland habitats. 

• Delivering carbon sequestration through agri-environment schemes. 

• Additional Land Use proposals. 
5.78 In respect of these categories, there are two key overarching considerations for 

the SEA process.  The first is that proposals are in many respects being led by 
key initiatives currently being taken forward in Northern Ireland.  For example, 
the Forest for Our Future programme seeks to support the creation of 9,000ha 

 
18 RPS (2022): ‘Future Agricultural Policy Proposals for Northern Ireland SEA Environmental Report’, [online] available to 
access via this link 

https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/publications/future-agricultural-policy-decisions-northern-ireland
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of new woodland by 2030, equating to approximately 18 million new trees.  
DAERA intends to increase annual afforestation rates from the current average 
rate of 425ha/yr planted since 2020/21 to an annual rate of 600ha/year for the 
remaining three years of the first Climate Action Plan to 2027.  This would 
create 3,5600ha of new woodland by 2027, on the pathway to delivering 9,000 
hectares by 2030.  Similarly, with regards to peatland restoration, this is being 
led by the Northern Ireland Peatland Strategy, which sets out the proposed 
actions to enable widespread peatland habitat restoration and conservation in 
Northern Ireland by 2040.  Other initiatives which will be implemented alongside 
(and supported by) the draft Climate Action Plan include the programme of 
change being progressed through DAERA’s Sustainable Agriculture 
Programme, particularly the Farming with Nature Package and the Soil Nutrient 
Health Scheme, and the development of a future land use policy for Northern 
Ireland. 

5.79 The second main consideration for the SEA process is that there is a finite area 
of land in Northern Ireland which can be used for sequestration purposes, and 
that some land uses are not appropriate in certain areas.  For example, large 
scale forestry uses would not be appropriate on designated sites, peatland, at 
high altitudes or in urbanised areas.  It is also recognised that the main 
changes in land use required would largely take place on agricultural land, and 
more specifically grasslands.  This is given the total area farmed (excluding 
common land) comprises approximately 73% of the land area of Northern 
Ireland, with 60% of Northern Ireland’s land area comprised of grasslands, the 
majority of which is improved.   

5.80 For these reasons options assessed as reasonable alternatives through the 
SEA process should recognise the key initiatives currently being taken forward 
in Northern Ireland, whilst considering the strategic scale approaches that can 
be taken with regards to the management of agricultural land.  Options should 
also recognise that changes in land use are not binary; for example, it is not a 
case of establishing whether one overall land use is more appropriate than 
another for sequestration purposes, such as through a comparison of 
agricultural uses with forestry uses or peatland restoration.  The focus should 
instead be on the management of land. 

5.81 Therefore, and given the key land use changes to support climate change 
mitigation will be closely related to agriculture, options assessed through the 
SEA for the LULUCF sector should consider different approaches to the 
management of agricultural land.  The key strategic-level interplays to consider 
in this respect relate to agriculture and forestry; wider environmental 
enhancements; and diversification.  

5.82 Three options are therefore proposed to be assessed through the SEA process, 
as follows: 

• Option LF1: Promote agroforestry as an approach to deliver land use 
changes which will facilitate climate change mitigation. 

• Option LF2: Promote agri-environment schemes to deliver land use 
changes which will facilitate climate change mitigation. 

• Option LF3: Support agricultural diversification as a means to deliver land 
use changes which will facilitate climate change mitigation. 
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5.83 The following table presents appraisal findings in relation to the three options 
introduced above.  These are organised by the six SEA themes and use the 
SEA Framework set out above. 

5.84 For each SEA theme, a commentary on the likely effects is presented.  Options 
are also ranked numerically reflecting their relative sustainability performance, 
with ‘1’ the most favourable ranking and ‘3’ the least favourable ranking. 

5.85 This is accompanied by an infographic which shows the relative performance of 
each option against each other.  A green shading with an ‘outer ring’ is used to 
highlight the best performing option (ranking 1st). An orange ‘middle ring’ 
represents the option which performs less well (ranking 2nd), whilst the red 
shading covering an ‘inner ring’ represents the option which performs least 
favourably (ranking 3rd). 

Table 5.4: Assessment of options relating to LULUCF 

• Option LF1: Promote agroforestry as an approach to deliver land use changes which will 
facilitate climate change mitigation. 

• Option LF2: Promote agri-environment schemes to deliver land use changes which will facilitate 
climate change mitigation. 

• Option LF3: Support agricultural diversification as a means to deliver land use changes which 
will facilitate climate change mitigation.  

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

LF1 LF2 LF3 

Biodiversity 

 

Overall, Option LF2 is likely to perform the most favourably in 
relation to biodiversity.  By directly enabling habitat restoration, 
tree planting, peatland restoration and other nature-based 
solutions, this option provides the clearest benefits for enhancing 
priority habitats and species, improving ecological connectivity, 
supporting recovery of declining species, and restoring degraded 
areas.  It also provides opportunities for those engaged with 
agriculture to engage with conservation and restoration activities 
on their land, through enabling an understanding of how to 
implement these physical changes and monitor and manage the 
restoration and enhancement of habitats and associated species.  
Increased levels of environmental enhancements across farmland 
are also likely to provide additional opportunities to access 
biodiversity, not only for farmers but also for the general public. 
Whilst Option LF1 is also likely to provide direct benefits for 
biodiversity and opportunities for biodiversity engagement where 
appropriate, it lacks flexibility.  Reforestation, whilst sometimes 
beneficial for biodiversity, will not be appropriate in all instances.  
For example, the establishment of significant tree cover in 
inappropriate locations has the potential to have significant 
negative effects for the ecosystems and biodiversity resource of 
the area.  Seen in the historic context of some locations, the 
planting of significant numbers of trees would not comprise 
reforestation (i.e., the planting trees on deforested land) but would 
comprise afforestation (i.e., planting forests where they did not 
historically occur).  In this respect, afforestation causes 
fundamental changes in ecosystem structure and functioning, 
including changes in shading, the micro-climate, production, 
nutrient cycling and the water balance, all of which may affect 
biodiversity.  As such, careful management of reforestation 
activities would be required under this option. 

2 1 3 
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• Option LF1: Promote agroforestry as an approach to deliver land use changes which will 
facilitate climate change mitigation. 

• Option LF2: Promote agri-environment schemes to deliver land use changes which will facilitate 
climate change mitigation. 

• Option LF3: Support agricultural diversification as a means to deliver land use changes which 
will facilitate climate change mitigation.  

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

LF1 LF2 LF3 

Whilst Option LF3 provides the same opportunities as Option LF2, 
it is less likely to provide the same range of direct benefits for 
biodiversity.  This is because the focus on diversification may 
result in greater efforts to facilitate other activities such as tourism, 
recreational/leisure activities or renewable energy production.  
Depending on the activities selected, these may pose risks to 
biodiversity through potential habitat loss, fragmentation, 
disturbance and other impacts associated with development.  
However, co-benefits could be delivered if diversification is 
delivered through means such as ecotourism activities.  In 
addition, Option LF3 has the greatest potential to provide 
opportunities for biodiversity engagement. 
In summary, the analysis shows that Option LF2 has the most 
potential to bring benefits for habitats and species in Northern 
Ireland.  Whilst Option LF1 may lead to some benefits for 
biodiversity, inappropriate reforestation activities may have 
significant effects on biodiversity.   Option LF3 may also lead to 
land uses which pose risks to biodiversity, although the option also 
offers some opportunities for biodiversity. 

Water and 
soil 
resources 

 

Of the options, Option LF2 provides the clearest benefits for 
maintaining and enhancing water quality and soil health by 
enabling regenerative agriculture practices which support 
regulating ecosystem services.  This includes, potentially, through 
facilitating participation in environmental markets.  Specifically, 
this would allow farmers easier access to emerging carbon, water 
quality, and biodiversity markets that provide payments for 
practices like cover cropping, riparian buffers, and habitat 
restoration.  However, proving additionality (i.e. that the benefits 
delivered are additional/new to what is being currently provided) 
and stacking of ecosystem services (i.e. where multiple 
ecosystem services or benefits are being claimed by one 
intervention) would need to be addressed to ensure the integrity of 
these environmental markets is upheld. 
Whilst Option LF1 is also likely to provide direct benefits for 
maintaining and enhancing water quality and soil health, it lacks 
flexibility.  This is given not all farmers will be able to pursue 
agroforestry, with the uptake of alternative land uses potentially 
lower under this option, with fewer benefits for water quality and 
soil health. 
Option LF3 would support a variety of land uses, some of which 
do not directly require or enable activities that enhance water 
quality or soil health.   Taking land out of agricultural rotation could 
result in fewer negative inputs, such as fertilisers into the water 
and soil systems, which could in turn deliver improvements within 
those systems.  However, any construction relating to renewable 
energy production or tourism, for instance, may result in short-
term disturbance and impacts on these systems.  Option LF3 is 
also less likely to result in direct participation of environmental 
markets that incentivise practices that focus on water quality and 
soil health.  

2 1 3 
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• Option LF1: Promote agroforestry as an approach to deliver land use changes which will 
facilitate climate change mitigation. 

• Option LF2: Promote agri-environment schemes to deliver land use changes which will facilitate 
climate change mitigation. 

• Option LF3: Support agricultural diversification as a means to deliver land use changes which 
will facilitate climate change mitigation.  

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

LF1 LF2 LF3 

In summary, Option LF2 provides the clearest direct and proactive 
approach to water quality and soil health enhancements by 
removing barriers and encouraging regenerative agriculture 
practices and leveraging environmental market opportunities.  
Option LF1, whilst more restrictive than Option LF2, also performs 
relatively well by focusing on nature-based solutions.  Option LF3 
has less potential to deliver the same range of water quality or soil 
health benefits, and also may result in indirect impacts on water 
and soil quality. 

Historic 
environment 

 
 

Options LF1 and LF2 have the potential to lead to minor negative 
effects on the historic environment.  This is because both options 
represent a move away from traditional agricultural land uses, 
which may lead to adverse impacts on historic landscapes and the 
setting of heritage assets that are defined by these landscapes. In 
this respect it should be noted that activities such as habitat 
restoration and new habitat creation may have negative impacts 
(direct and indirect) on the significance of heritage assets 
including their settings.  For example, peatland restoration can 
have impacts on archaeology.  In addition, localised ecologies, 
which reflect historic industry and character, should be considered 
for protection where possible, such as around historic mining 
areas.  This includes plants that have adapted to changes in soil 
mineral levels or localised thermal differences.  Care needs to be 
taken with the location, species and sizes of any new planting to 
avoid negative impacts, e.g. to archaeological sites or the setting 
of a listed building, or to minimise these and maximise 
opportunities for enhancement.  Planting and other types of 
habitat restoration and re-creation will need to be informed by 
appropriate research and historic environment / landscape 
character assessments.   
Overall though, Option LF2 is considered to perform slightly more 
favourably than Option LF1 as it offers more flexibility in terms of 
the nature-based measures available to choose from. 
Option LF3 has the potential to lead to negative effects on the 
historic environment through associated development pressures.  
Unless properly planned and mitigated, development associated 
with tourism infrastructure, renewable energy infrastructure or 
other diversification activities could adversely impact on the fabric 
setting of heritage assets.  It should be noted though that 
diversification may provide a greater level of income for farmers, 
and this may allow for resources to be used to restore or better 
reveal the significance of features and area features of historic 
interest.  In addition, it may allow for historic features and assets 
to be repurposed, thus helping to protect and enhance historic 
buildings, structures and features, and secure their ongoing 
utilisation.   
In summary, whilst Option LF3 offers some risks to the historic 
environment, it also offers the most potential of the options for 
conserving and enhancing the significance of the historic 

3 2 1 
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• Option LF1: Promote agroforestry as an approach to deliver land use changes which will 
facilitate climate change mitigation. 

• Option LF2: Promote agri-environment schemes to deliver land use changes which will facilitate 
climate change mitigation. 

• Option LF3: Support agricultural diversification as a means to deliver land use changes which 
will facilitate climate change mitigation.  

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

LF1 LF2 LF3 

environment.  This includes through facilitating the reuse and 
rejuvenation of heritage assets. 

Landscape 

 
 

Options LF1 and LF2 have the potential to lead to minor negative 
effects on landscapes.  This is because activities such as tree 
planting can have a dramatic impact on a landscape dominated by 
agriculture, creating new features that have not been typically 
associated with those areas (including through the planting of 
inappropriate species of trees which provide less resemblance to 
the historic context of landscapes in the area).   
Option LF2 is considered to perform more favourably than Option 
LF1 though as it offers more flexibility in terms of the nature-based 
measures available to choose from.  In this respect Option LF2 
would provide additional benefits for protecting landscape 
character and quality.  By directly facilitating habitat restoration, 
tree planting, and other nature-based solutions, Option LF2 has 
the potential to reinforce and enhance landscape character and 
align with the management objectives of protected areas.  
However, it may negatively impact the current baseline of these 
protected areas, in terms of their special qualities, which may in 
some cases be characterised by the arable and agricultural use of 
the land. 
Option LF3 has the potential to lead to negative effects on 
landscapes through facilitating inappropriate development 
proposals.  Unless properly planned and mitigated, development 
associated with tourism infrastructure, renewable energy 
infrastructure and other diversification activities could erode rural 
landscape character.  Option LF3 is also less likely to directly 
enhance landscape quality.  It should be noted though that 
diversification may provide a greater level of income for farmers, 
and this may allow for resources to be used to restore or better 
reveal the significance of features and area features of historic 
interest which contribute to landscape character.  In addition, it 
may allow for features and assets characteristic of the local 
landscape resources to be repurposed, thus helping to protect and 
enhance historic buildings, structures and features, and secure 
their ongoing utilisation. 
In summary, the analysis shows Option LF2 as most favourable 
from a landscape perspective, followed by Option LF1 and then 
Option LF3, which could lead to land uses which pose risks to 
landscapes.  

2 1 3 

Air quality 
and noise 

 

Option LF2 would support improvements to air quality by 
delivering measures such as tree planting and other nature-based 
solutions, which directly contribute to carbon sequestration and 
enhancing natural carbon sinks, with knock-on positive impacts on 
air quality. 
Increased tree planting facilitated through Option LF1 has the 
potential to support air and noise quality.  In this respect, trees 
provide a role in filtering atmospheric pollutants such as sulphur 
dioxide (SO2) and nitrogen dioxide (NO2) through their leaves.  

1 3 2 
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• Option LF1: Promote agroforestry as an approach to deliver land use changes which will 
facilitate climate change mitigation. 

• Option LF2: Promote agri-environment schemes to deliver land use changes which will facilitate 
climate change mitigation. 

• Option LF3: Support agricultural diversification as a means to deliver land use changes which 
will facilitate climate change mitigation.  

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

LF1 LF2 LF3 

They are also particularly effective at removing particulate matter 
(PM) through dispersion and dilution, and through deposition, as 
well as providing a barrier to dust, and stabilising soil.  In terms of 
noise quality, trees absorb more high-frequency noise than low 
frequency, which increases their role as potential sound barriers to 
limit noise pollution.  As such, Option LF1, through delivering a 
more significant scale of tree planting, has additional potential to 
support air quality and noise quality. 
With regards to Option LF3, revenue from renewable energy 
development, as well as tourism, could be invested back into 
nature-based measures such as tree planting, strengthening this 
option.  However, it is recognised that without careful strategic / 
landscape scale management, there is also a risk that the air 
quality improvements associated with natural assets may 
decrease under this option if natural areas are converted to 
inappropriate uses.  In addition, the delivery of diversification 
activities has the potential to result in short-term minor negative 
effects with regards to noise pollution. 
In summary, the analysis shows that Option LF1 has the greatest 
potential to support improvements to air quality through tree 
planting.  This is followed by Option LF2, which will support 
improvements to air quality through both nature-based measures, 
such as tree planting, and commercial uses such as renewable 
energy production.  Option LF3 is ranked least favourably as it 
may contribute to activities that are less effective at supporting 
direct improvements to air quality. 

Healthy and 
safe 
communities 

 

Option LF2 would support the health and wellbeing of 
communities by facilitating interventions such as tree planting, 
peatland restoration, and other nature-based solutions.  Where 
publicly accessible, the option also offers opportunity for the 
community to enjoy these new land uses, encouraging outdoor 
activities and therefore healthier lifestyles.  In addition, these 
measures will enhance the quality of the natural environment, 
including through delivering a wider range of regulating, 
provisioning and cultural ecosystem services which will support 
quality of life and health and wellbeing. 
Option LF1 would also support the health and wellbeing of 
communities in the same way as Option LF2; however, under this 
option benefits would be more limited due to the focus on tree 
planting.  Due to this, Option LF1 is unlikely to deliver benefits on 
the same scale as Option LF2. 
Option LF3 would facilitate the use of agricultural holdings for 
activities such as recreation and tourism, where supportive of 
climate change mitigation. These diversification activities have the 
potential to support community engagement and health and 
wellbeing, and support employment opportunities whilst also 
providing the public with a better understanding of the importance 
of land use in tackling climate change.  Notably, revenue from 
commercial diversification (e.g. tourism and renewable energy 

3 2 1 
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• Option LF1: Promote agroforestry as an approach to deliver land use changes which will 
facilitate climate change mitigation. 

• Option LF2: Promote agri-environment schemes to deliver land use changes which will facilitate 
climate change mitigation. 

• Option LF3: Support agricultural diversification as a means to deliver land use changes which 
will facilitate climate change mitigation.  

SEA theme Discussion of potential effects and relative merits of options Ranking 

LF1 LF2 LF3 

development) could be invested back into nature-based measures 
such as tree planting, further strengthening this option.   
In summary, the analysis shows that Option LF3 has the widest 
potential to support the quality of life and health and wellbeing of 
communities through both nature-based measures and the 
development of wider diversification activities.  Option LF2 is 
ranked as the second-best option as focuses only on nature-
based measures, whilst Option LF1 is ranked least favourably 
given it does not offer the wider potential community benefits 
provided by the other two options. 

Summary conclusions 
• Option LF2 performs most favourably across the biodiversity, water and soil resources and 

landscape SEA themes.  By directly enabling nature-based solutions and regenerative agriculture 
practices, this option is likely to deliver targeted and significant positive effects.  However, Option 
LF2 performs less favourably than Option LF1 under the air quality and noise SEA theme given 
the tree planting focus of Option LF1 may bring additional benefits.   

• Option LF3 increases the risks of negative environmental impacts with regards to biodiversity and 
landscape character.  Whilst providing economic opportunities, this option may require tighter 
monitoring and regulation to mitigate negative impacts and increase the reliance on indirect 
benefits to avoid detrimental environmental effects.  Furthermore, the option may do less to 
deliver the proactive measures that could be realised through Option LF2 to support and enhance 
the systems which support water quality and soil health.  However, this option performs more 
favourably under the historic environment and healthy and safe communities SEA themes.  This 
is because it offers the most potential for conserving and enhancing the significance of the 
historic environment, as well as the most potential to support the quality of life of communities 
through both nature-based measures and a broader range of diversification activities. 

• Option LF1 performs least favourably under the historic environment and healthy and safe 
communities SEA themes given the more limited scope of the approach.  However, Option LF1 
performs most favourably under the air quality and noise SEA theme as it has the greatest 
potential to support improvements to air and noise quality through tree planting. 

In summary, the assessment highlights that Option LF2 is the most favourably performing from a 
purely environmental standpoint.  Whilst Option LF1 also performs well from an environmental 
perspective, it is associated with fewer benefits than Option LF2, with the exception of air quality and 
noise where it performs most favourably.  Meanwhile, Option LF3 is best performing from a socio-
economic standpoint, supporting opportunities for activities such as renewable energy provision, 
recreation and tourism.  It is also considered to have the potential to deliver wider benefits for the 
historic environment.  However, it offers a route which may result in negative effects across the 
environmental SEA themes, requiring the most mitigation. 
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Fisheries 
5.86 The fisheries sector includes sea fisheries, inland fisheries and aquaculture.  

The range of activities undertaken by the fisheries sector is diverse and 
includes catching fish; operating vessels for catching; fish processing; 
transporting fish or fish products; loading and unloading fish or fish products; 
and shore side processing of fish.  Aquaculture activities include the production 
and sale of aquaculture organisms.  Collectively, fishing and aquaculture 
activities contribute emissions to several of Northern Ireland’s GHG inventory 
sectors.  To avoid double counting, only emissions from sea fishing and 
aquaculture vessels will be included in the fisheries sector.19 

5.87 In 2021, the sector accounted for 0.1% of GHG emissions in Northern Ireland.  
Fisheries emissions have decreased by 2.5% (0.02 MtCO2e) from 1990 to 
2022.  The fisheries sector is recognised as being a challenging sector for 
decarbonisation because of the technological developments that are needed 
and the whole system changes that must be made to use the technologies 
safely and reliably.  Therefore, the focus of this carbon budgetary period is to 
build the capability for a sharp decrease in emissions post 2027. 

5.88 Fishing vessels are part of the wider domestic shipping sector, for which the 
Department for Transport (UK Government) is responsible.  The policies and 
strategies developed by the Department for Transport (DfT) extend across the 
UK and apply to Northern Ireland fishing vessels.  This includes the Maritime 
Decarbonisation Strategy.20  

5.89 In addition, the Fisheries Act 2020 contains eight objectives that provide the 
basis against which the fisheries policy authorities (UK Government and 
devolved administrations) will manage their fisheries.  This includes a climate 
change objective which requires that: 

“the adverse effect of fish and aquaculture activities on climate change is 
minimised, and fish and aquaculture activities adapt to climate change.” 

5.90 DAERA, together with the other UK fisheries policy authorities, was required to 
produce a Joint Fisheries Statement setting out the policies for achieving or 
contributing to the achievement of the fisheries objectives described in the 
Fisheries Act 2020.  

5.91 In developing the draft Climate Action Plan, two key categories of potential 
intervention have been identified for fisheries: 

1. Research and development to decarbonise the fishing fleet 
2. Prepare for the roll-out of electrification and low or zero emission 

fuels across the fishing fleets 

Research and development to decarbonise the fishing fleet 
5.92 The UK Joint Fisheries Statement21 is also a key paper, recognising that 

climate change mitigation needs to be considered across the supply chain and 

 
19 These emissions are recorded under IPCC code 1A4ciii. 
20 Department for Transport (2025): Maritime Decarbonisation Strategy 
21 DEFRA et al. (2022): ‘Joint Fisheries Statement’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67f4dcb3c2fea2548f4eff64/dft-maritime-decarb-strategy-25.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1119399/Joint_Fisheries_Statement_JFS_2022_Final.pdf
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that the national fisheries authorities will need to work towards understanding 
the different steps of the supply chain’s carbon contribution. 

5.93 DAERA and the Northern Ireland fishing industry have taken initial steps to 
consider how to prepare for the transition towards net zero.  DAERA has 
provided financial assistance through the Maritime and Fisheries Fund 2022-
2023 for a project to design a prototype net zero fishing vessel and is working 
with the Northern Ireland Fishermen’s Federation (NIFF) to identify research 
priorities and develop proposals for demonstration projects.   DAERA has also 
provided grant funding to a number of projects to support the development of 
nature-based solutions. 

5.94 Finally, DAERA has consulted on an Outline Strategy for Future Marine and 
Fisheries Funding 2023-202822 and this included investment proposals to 
support climate action.  A one-year Marine Environment and Fisheries Fund 
was opened for 2024-25, and a further one-year scheme will be open for 2025-
26.  Subject to budget confirmation, the schemes will provide £8m up to 2027-
28.  

5.95 In light of the above, provisions relating to research and development to 
decarbonise the Northern Ireland's fishing fleet are already being taken forward 
through the comprehensive implementation of UK provisions on a Northern 
Ireland basis. Given these actions have been led by UK provisions, no 
reasonable alternatives have been identified through the SEA process. 

Prepare for the roll-out of electrification and low or zero carbon 
fuels across the fishing fleets 
5.96 The roll out of electrification and low or zero carbon fuels are subject to the 

successful completion of demonstration projects that can be scaled up.  This 
will require whole system changes to ensure that new technologies can be 
used safely and reliably, and sufficient notice must be given to allow time for 
investment and construction of vessels, and the necessary shore side 
infrastructure.  Therefore, preparation is needed for the roll-out of electrification 
and low or zero carbon fuels across the fishing fleet.  The Marine and Fisheries 
Fund (Northern Ireland) will provide £3m financial assistance to prepare for the 
transition to decarbonisation.   

5.97 The development of policy provisions related to electrification of the fishing fleet 
will depend on, and be shaped by, the outcomes of research and demonstration 
projects.  These include those initiated by the Marine Environment and 
Fisheries Fund.  Key challenges that will need to be addressed include the 
space required on fishing boats to accommodate batteries; safety for those 
working on boats; and the potential contamination of fish as a foodstuff.  Due to 
these factors, no reasonable alternatives are appropriate to consider through 
the SEA process beyond an approach which seeks to ensure policy provisions 
are informed by the outcomes of research activities (including pilot studies) on 
the practicalities and viability of electrification and low or zero carbon fuels.  

  

 
22 DAERA (2023): ‘Consultation on the Outline Strategy for Future Marine and Fisheries Support 2023-2028’, [online] available 
to access via this link 

https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/consultations/consultation-outline-strategy-future-marine-and-fisheries-support-2023-2028
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6. Assessment of the draft Climate 
Action Plan policies and proposals 

Introduction 
6.1 This chapter presents assessment findings and recommendations in relation to 

the current draft Climate Action Plan policies and proposals.  The chapter is 
structured to present: 

• An outline of the policies and proposals and its component parts. 

• An assessment of the policies and proposals under the six SEA themes 
identified through scoping. 

• Consideration of cumulative effects; and 

• The overall conclusions at this stage and areas for uncertainty to be 
monitored during the implementation of the draft Climate Action Plan. 

Methodology 
6.2 The assessment identifies and evaluates ‘likely significant effects’ on the 

baseline, drawing on the SEA framework identified through scoping (see Table 
3.3) as a methodological framework.   

6.3 Every effort is made to predict effects accurately; however, this is inherently 
challenging given the strategic nature of the policies and proposals under 
consideration and understanding of the baseline (now and in the future under a 
‘no plan’ scenario) that is inevitably limited.  Given uncertainties there is a need 
to make assumptions, e.g., in relation to policies and proposals implementation 
and aspects of the baseline that might be impacted.  Assumptions are made 
cautiously and explained within the text (with the aim of striking a balance 
between comprehensiveness and conciseness).  In many instances, given 
reasonable assumptions, it is not possible to predict ‘significant effects’, but it is 
possible to comment on merits (or otherwise) of the policies and proposals in 
more general terms. 

6.4 It is noted that whilst the assessment considers the draft Climate Action Plan as 
a whole, only the policies and proposals with particular potential for significant 
environmental effects are the focus of the assessment.  Therefore, those 
policies and proposals that are not explicitly referenced within the assessment 
have still been considered, but have not been referenced within the 
assessment given they are likely to lead to neutral effects.   

6.5 Finally, it is important to note that effects are predicted taking account of the 
criteria presented within Schedule 1 of the SEA Regulations.  So, for example, 
account is taken of the probability, duration, frequency, and reversibility of 
effects as far as possible.  Cumulative effects are also considered, i.e., the 
potential for the draft Climate Action Plan to impact an aspect of the baseline 
when implemented alongside other plans, programmes, and projects.  These 
effect ‘characteristics’ are described within the assessment as appropriate. 
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Policies and proposals outline and component parts 
6.6 A description of the draft Climate Action Plan policies and proposals and 

component parts are set out in the consultation document with which this 
Environmental Report accompanies. 

6.7 The key elements of the policies and proposals are summarised in Table 6.1 
below. 

Table 6.1 Key elements of the policies and proposals 
Sector Policy or proposal 

Energy, 
Production 
and Supply 

Policy: The Northern Ireland Renewables Obligation (NIRO) support scheme 
(jointly quantified in the 80% of electricity consumption from renewable 
energy by 2030 target) – Although a legacy policy, the Northern Ireland 
Renewables Obligation has been the main support mechanism for encouraging 
renewable electricity generation in Northern Ireland since 2005.  Managed in 
conjunction with the Utility Regulator and the Office of Gas and Electricity Markets, 
the scheme has been instrumental in increasing renewable electricity in Northern 
Ireland from 3% in 2005 to 46% in 2020, exceeding the established 2020 target of 
40%.  For the year to December 2022, this further increased to 51%.  Although the 
Northern Ireland Renewables Obligation has been closed to new projects since 
March 2017, it will continue to support accredited renewables projects, and 
associated emissions reductions, for 20 years from their accreditation date or until 
31 March 2037, whichever is earlier. 

 Proposal: A new renewable electricity support scheme (jointly quantified in 
the 80% of electricity consumption from renewable energy by 2030 target) – 
The development and delivery of a new support scheme will be an important driver 
to achieve the legislative target to increase renewable energy.  In the rest of the 
UK, Contracts for Difference have become the main mechanism for supporting low-
carbon electricity generation.  The price support provided by Contracts for 
Difference in GB has meant that many renewable generation projects have 
continued to be developed, whereas in Northern Ireland only 70 megawatts have 
connected since the Northern Ireland Renewables Obligation closed.   
Following the recent consultation on design considerations, DfE officials have been 
working with consultants to define the optimal scheme structure.  The high-level 
design for the scheme was published with the Government response to the 
consultation in April 2024. 

 Policy (UK wide): The Fluorinated Greenhouse Gases (F-gases) Regulations 
(2015) (UK wide policy, but with separate Regulations for GB and NI), and new 
EU Regulation on F-gases in 2024 – Several cross-cutting UK-wide policies also 
indirectly apply to the energy production and supply sector.  These policies aim to 
reduce emissions through a reduction in electricity demand and some, such as 
policy around Fluorinated Greenhouse Gas (F-gases) Regulations, require the 
sector to replace high Global Warming Potential (GWP) F-gases with lower GWP 
alternatives. Demand reduction and emissions reduction from these policies are 
incorporated into the data sources used in the sector’s emissions modelling, with 
the proportion of emissions savings attributed to the energy sector subtracted from 
the savings for other sectors, to ensure these savings are not overestimated.  Most 
of these cross-cutting policies indirectly reduce emissions via demand reduction, 
affecting energy production and supply along with other sectors. Future modelling 
will refine the proportion of emission savings to reflect a more accurate impact on 
the energy production and supply sector. 

Transport Policy: ‘Switch’ – Reducing vehicle emissions by switching fuels to zero and 
low emission alternatives – At present, much of DfI’s focus relates to increasing 
the number of electric vehicles on our roads through the introduction of the zero 
emission vehicles mandate  and Vehicle Emissions Trading Schemes (VETS) 
(Amendment) Order 2024 , together with supporting the commercial development 
of appropriate electric vehicles charging infrastructure. The Vehicle Emissions 
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Sector Policy or proposal 
Trading Schemes (VETS) (Amendment) Order 2024 was approved by the 
Assembly in October 2024. Following approval in England, Scotland and Wales the 
Order came into force in Northern Ireland in January 2025. The VETS scheme 
mandates targets for vehicle manufacturers to produce and sell ZEVs which will 
increase year on year to align with the UK-wide ban of the sale of new solely petrol 
and diesel cars and vans from 20352030. In addition, and subject to funding, by 
2027 DfI and public sector partners will increase the percentage of net zero public 
sector fleet such as cars and vans in line with the commitment made at COP26. 

 Policy: ‘Shift’ – Reducing vehicle emissions by shifting modes of transport 
away from private car journeys to sustainable travel alternatives – Significant 
changes in how road space is allocated, especially within our cities, are required to 
improve the attractiveness of public transport options with a view to encouraging 
more people to shift modes of transport away from private car journeys to 
sustainable travel alternatives.  This includes prioritising bus and active travel 
options especially within urban areas and to join up the different modes of transport 
across Northern Ireland.  For example, a suite of local transport plans will support 
Councils’ Local Development Plans by considering the location of priority bus 
corridors, park and ride sites, and active travel routes.  Once Transport Plans are 
developed, DfI will seek to deliver schemes and measures identified that will 
contribute to a change in travel mode behaviours and patterns across our towns 
and cities.  Continued support for behavioural change programmes will also need to 
be used to maximise return on investment and encourage change. 

 Policy: ‘Reduce’ – Reducing vehicle emissions by reducing the need and 
length of journeys – The movement of people and goods is critical for the 
economy and for social needs across the region.   However, some private car 
journeys could be reduced in length and frequency leading to a decrease in the 
amount we travel by car and an associated reduction in cars on the road and 
congestion.  The planning system can help to develop the policies and places that 
bring homes and key services closer together.  The need for journeys could be 
reduced further by the digitisation of services as well as hybrid working.  The 
planning system has a key supporting role to play in reducing the amount we travel 
by car through integrating transport and land use to improve connectivity and 
promote sustainable patterns of transport and travel.  This will be reflected in the 
emerging Local Development Plans which will be supported by a suite of transport 
plans.  Behaviour change will continue to be a key driver in this transition. 

Business and 
Industrial 
Processes 

Policy (UK wide): The Fluorinated Greenhouse Gases (F-Gases) Regulations 
(2015) (UK-wide policy, but with separate Regulations for GB and NI), and new 
EU Regulation on F-gases in 2024 – Regulations were implemented to limit 
Northern Ireland’s emissions through restriction and monitoring, and a new ban on 
fluorinated gases (F-gases) with a high Global Warming Potential in foams came 
into operation in January 2023.  Proposals for future policies relevant to limiting F-
gas emissions contained within EU proposed regulations, came into operation on 
11th March 2024.  This is a cross-cutting policy affecting the business and industrial 
processes sector along with the energy production and supple and residential 
buildings sectors. 

 Policy: The EU Ecodesign Directive and Energy Labelling Framework 
Regulation – The EU Ecodesign Directive and the Energy Labelling Framework 
Regulation operate by setting minimum performance and information requirements 
(respectively) for energy-using products.  They aim to take the least efficient 
products off the market and to give consumers clear energy use information to 
guide their purchasing decisions.  This policy applies to Northern Ireland, through 
The Ecodesign for Energy-Related Products and Energy Information (Amendment) 
(Northern Ireland) (EU Exit) Regulations 2021.  This is a cross-cutting proposal 
which also impacts the residential buildings and public buildings sectors. 

 Policy: Industrial Non-Road Mobile Machinery Decarbonisation –Non-road 
mobile machinery covers a wide variety of machinery, for example excavators, 
bulldozers, loaders and mobile generators.  To support the decarbonisation of high-
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Sector Policy or proposal 
impact sectors affected by these emissions the UK Government has made support 
available through schemes such as the Red Diesel Replacement competition, the 
Industrial Energy Transformation Fund and the Renewable Transport Fuel 
Obligation.  UK Government aims to publish an Industrial Non-Road Mobile 
Machinery Strategy that will set out how the sector can decarbonise while 
maintaining competitiveness, attracting investment, and supporting growth.  To 
inform this, UK Government published a call for evidence on Non-Road Mobile 
Machinery Decarbonisation in December 2023.  DfE will liaise with UK government 
as policy develops in this area to ensure the views of Northern Ireland industry are 
taken into consideration.  

 Policy: Energy Performance of Buildings (Certificates and Inspections) 
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2008 (as amended) – The Energy Performance 
of Buildings (Certificates and Inspections) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2008 (as 
amended) set requirements for energy assessment certification of buildings and 
inspection of certain air conditioning installations. 
Energy Performance Certificates, are required when any building is sold, rented out 
or constructed.  They give information on a building's energy efficiency on a sliding 
scale from 'A' (very efficient) to 'G' (least efficient), and, for the non-domestic sector, 
are based on emissions, to allow the buyer or tenant to make an informed choice. 

 Policy: Industrial Energy Transformation Fund – Current UK Government 
support such as the Industrial Energy Transformation Fund (IETF), is aimed at 
businesses in Northern Ireland, England and Wales with high energy use to invest 
in energy efficiency and low carbon technologies.  Representatives for the Northern 
Ireland Executive and Welsh government have been members of the IETF 
Operations Board since 2019 and are involved in the Grant Award Panels at the 
stage in the process when prospective projects are assessed.  
The IETF Operations Board continues to meet regularly to provide project oversight 
and governance on the delivery of the projects across all of the IETF phases.  To 
date four Northern Ireland businesses have been successful in drawing down grant 
funding (>£4m) from the Industrial Energy Transformation Fund across previous 
phases allocated through a competitive process, with more grantees expected to be 
announced after the due diligence process has been completed. 

 Policy: Streamlined Energy and Carbon Reporting – Streamlined Energy and 
Carbon Reporting legislation requires all large UK companies and large Limited 
Liability Partnerships, as well as all quoted companies, to report on their annual 
energy use, greenhouse gas emissions and energy efficiency actions they have 
taken.  The objectives of Streamlined Energy and Carbon Reporting legislation are 
to promote transparency for stakeholders and investors in applicable companies by 
tracking environmental key performance indicators year on year, whilst encouraging 
cost savings and emission reductions.  This is a cross-cutting policy that also 
impacts the public buildings sector. 

 Policy: Energy Savings Opportunity Scheme – Although small and medium-
sized enterprises dominate the Northern Ireland business landscape, there are 
currently a range of emissions reporting requirements which only large 
organisations in Northern Ireland must meet, most notably through compliance with 
the UK Emissions Trading Scheme and the Streamlined Energy and Carbon 
Reporting.  As of April 2022, Climate-Related Financial Disclosures reporting is 
mandatory for large businesses.  Further compliance which applies in Northern 
Ireland and is aimed at improving energy efficiency and reducing energy 
consumption, is driven by the Energy Savings Opportunity Scheme. 
Energy Savings Opportunity Scheme is in its third phase. The UK Government 
carried out an evaluation of previous phases of Energy Savings Opportunity 
Scheme and consulted on plans to strengthen the scheme in 2021.  Following 
consultation, the government announced in July 2022 that it intends to strengthen 
Energy Savings Opportunity Scheme by implementing new measures.  Measures 
include standardising reporting requirements, including a net zero element to audits 
and requiring public disclosure of high-level recommendations by participants.  The 
Government implemented a number of these measures through legislation in 2023 
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Sector Policy or proposal 
using powers under the Energy Act 2023.  The Energy Savings Opportunity 
Scheme (Amendment) Regulations 2023 was introduced and applied to business 
UK-wide from November 2023. 
DfE has worked with, and will continue to work with, UK counterparts and the 
Northern Ireland Environment Agency, which administers the Energy Saving 
Opportunity Scheme in Northern Ireland, on implementing the regulations and 
ensuring compliance amongst qualifying businesses.  

 Policy: Combined Heat and Power Quality Assurance Programme – The 
Combined Heat and Power Quality Assurance programme is a UK Government 
initiative to assess all types and sizes of Combined Heat and Power deployment 
across the UK.  Combined Heat and Power, the simultaneous generation of heat 
and power in a single process, provides one of the most cost-effective approaches 
for making carbon savings due to the efficiency of the process. 
Whilst participation is voluntary, successful Combined Heat and Power Quality 
Assurance certification provides eligibility to a range of benefits, including 
Renewable Obligation Certificates, Renewable Heat Incentive, Carbon Price Floor 
(heat) relief, Climate Change Levy exemption (in respect of electricity directly 
supplied) and Business Rate exemptions for over 80 sites in Northern Ireland, the 
majority of which are sports/leisure facilities. 
Combined Heat and Power technology and the Combined Heat and Power Quality 
Assurance scheme have the potential to support the required transition to low 
carbon fuels.  DfE will continue to engage with DESNZ over the Carbon Budget 
period to fully understand the methodology behind the quantification of this policy. 

 Policy: UK Emissions Trading Scheme – Emissions Trading Schemes in the UK 
and EU are strong policy levers driving down greenhouse gas emissions in energy 
intensive industries, aviation, and the power sector. The savings achieved by the 
Emissions Trading Scheme are delivered by and attributed to other policies.  The 
effect of the Emissions Trading Scheme can be seen as underlying the projections 
for the applicable sectors, and are considered under territorial trading, therefore no 
emissions savings are specifically attributable to the Emissions Trading Scheme 
itself.  Northern Ireland participates in both the UK and EU Emissions Trading 
Scheme.  The EU Emissions Trading Scheme applies solely to electricity 
generation, to preserve the operation of the Single Electricity Market. 
For industrial businesses, out of scope of the UK Emissions Trading Scheme there 
are further schemes such as Climate Change Agreements that are in place until 
March 2025.  Climate Change Agreements are voluntary agreements made 
between UK industry and the UK Environment Agency to reduce energy use and 
carbon dioxide emissions.  In return, operators that meet their targets receive a 
discount on the Climate Change Levy, a tax added to electricity and fuel bills. 

 Policy: Gas Network Connections General Determinations 2023-2028 – There 
are three gas network areas in Northern Ireland with the most recent expansion 
known as Gas to the West.  Just over one third of Northern Ireland households are 
currently connected to the gas network, however the majority of households are still 
using oil as their main fuel source for heating and hot water purposes.  The Utility 
Regulator's Final Determination for the Gas Distribution Price Control 2023-2028 
was published in October 2022 following extensive consultation with stakeholders. 
This included policy direction from DfE and consultation with Gas Network 
Operators, the Consumer Council and other consumer groups.  
Whilst it is recognised that fuel switching to natural gas is not a long-term solution 
to emissions reduction, the current natural gas price control period 2023-2028 has 
allowances for fuel switching to continue.  DfE will work with the Utility Regulator on 
the next gas price control period and policy relating to the decarbonisation of the 
gas network.  Policy work will address the supporting legislation and regulatory 
framework  
Over time if the gas network is decarbonised through the removal of natural gas 
and replaced with biomethane and potentially hydrogen, homes connected to the 
gas network will avail of low carbon heating and hot water solutions.  This policy will 
positively affect small and large businesses by enabling them to transition to a 
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Sector Policy or proposal 
lower carbon fuel.  By switching to gas businesses can also make a major reduction 
in their emissions and therefore become more competitive as they move to 
decarbonisation.  Assumptions around this policy are based on the numbers of 
newly connected commercial sites and that gas will replace oil, however the actual 
numbers may be lower or higher than the target. This is a cross-cutting proposal 
which also affects the residential buildings sector. 

 Policy: 2012 and 2022 Uplifts to Part F (Conservation of Fuel and Power) of 
the Building Regulations in Northern Ireland – DoF has policy and legislation 
responsibility for Building Regulations in Northern Ireland. Part F (Conservation of 
fuel and power) of the Building Regulations sets minimum standards with respect to 
carbon emissions and energy efficiency when building work is being carried out or 
certain cases of a material change of use occur.  A 2012 uplift to Part F improved 
the emissions requirements for new builds by 25%, alongside modest 
improvements to efficiency standards applicable when work is done to existing 
buildings.  A subsequent uplift came into operation from June 2022 which tightened 
technical guidance on minimum fabric standards.  This guidance was developed 
with an expectation that renewable technologies should be included on most new 
buildings.  The measures are expected to reduce emissions from new dwellings by 
a further 15% (approximately), with most of this due to anticipated, additional 
renewables provision. This represented phase 1 of an ongoing programme of uplifts 
published in the Energy Strategy.  The further phased uplifts to Part F are expected 
to implement a standard equivalent to England’s Future Buildings Standards 
proposals.  Engagement will continue with the UK Government on their work to 
improve the Energy Performance Certificate regime and any further development of 
administrations’ Building Regulations.  This is a cross-cutting policy that also affects 
the residential buildings and public buildings sectors. 

 Proposal: Further Building Regulations Uplifts in Northern Ireland – A phased 
programme for building regulations uplifts has been published in the Energy 
Strategy, with a Phase 2 discussion document consultation issued in July 2023.  It 
offers a comprehensive outline of considerations for subsequent uplifts, ideally 
taking place 18-24 months after uplifts take place in England and other 
administrations.  This should allow learning from implementation elsewhere prior to 
adoption here, although local conditions (e.g. high reliance on home heating oil, 
grid infrastructure and rural conditions), can make direct replication from other 
administrations challenging. 

 Proposal: Biomethane – In Northern Ireland the current nutrient surplus can be 
addressed by producing biomethane using agricultural feedstocks such as slurries 
and silage and diverting these products to anaerobic digestion.  The use of 
anaerobic digestion with waste feedstocks can be utilised to lower emissions 
across a number of sectors.  This offers a potential short-term approach to optimise 
the use of biomethane to displace fossil fuel gas in the gas network.  The 
development of a biomethane industry could seek to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions and support climate resilience.  There must however be careful 
consideration in decision making with regards to negative and unintended 
consequences.   
The optimal use of biomethane may be outside of the gas network and focused on 
emission removals for the region.  Future government policy on biomethane will 
consider all options for its usage, not only grid injection.  In April 2025, a 
Biomethane Call for Evidence Response Report was published, which presents the 
findings of the call for evidence, and which will help inform the development of 
biomethane policy for Northern Ireland. 
DfE also has plans to develop its hydrogen strategy.  In 2025, DfE will publish 
consultations on biomethane and hydrogen strategies to develop policy and 
legislative requirements on both these renewable gases for Northern Ireland.  
Volumes of biomethane being injected into the grid and the number of sites 
injecting have been estimated using industry data and informed by DfE 
engagement with the wider gas industry and biomethane producers.  However, it is 
currently unknown how many planned projects will be completed within the carbon 
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Sector Policy or proposal 
budget period.  This is a cross-cutting proposal that also impacts the residential 
buildings sector. 

 Policy: Invest Northern Ireland Energy and Resource Efficiency Programme 
for Northern Ireland Businesses – This multi-year Energy and Resource 
Efficiency Programme will provide financial support to businesses to implement 
resource efficiency, energy efficiency and decarbonisation measures within their 
business operations post 2024.  The program expands and enhances existing 
Invest Northern Ireland business support schemes such as Technical Consultancy, 
Resource Matching through Industrial Symbiosis and Resource Efficiency Capital 
Grant, as well as introducing new elements such as the Energy Efficiency Capital 
Grant.  The policy aims to build upon the success of the previous Invest Northern 
Ireland schemes but to achieve further resource and energy efficiency gains for 
Northern Ireland businesses at a greater scale.  Quantification assumes a range of 
technologies will be implemented to save emissions within the sector. 

 Proposal: Invest Northern Ireland Industrial Decarbonisation for Northern 
Ireland project – The Industrial Decarbonisation for Northern Ireland (IDNI is a 
project led by Invest Northern Ireland to bring together key business and industry 
stakeholders from across Northern Ireland to develop and implement a plan for 
decarbonisation.  The aim of the project is to identify effective ways for 
organisations to make environmental and economic improvements by reducing 
energy consumption.  The project is taking an innovative dual approach to explore 
how productivity improvements can also positively affect carbon reductions.   
Invest Northern Ireland, together with a consortium of Northern Ireland and GB 
partners, engaged with over 200 businesses through a series of workshops across 
all council areas to promote the IDNI project in 2024.  The project team have 
identified nine industrial clusters and one sectoral cluster across six regional council 
areas in Northern Ireland.  Businesses within the identified clusters will undergo an 
assessment by energy and productivity specialists to identify resource, production 
and energy efficiency measures that companies can then adopt that will 
subsequently lead to a reduction in energy costs and carbon emissions.  
Since 2024, Invest Northern Ireland have been identifying industrial 
decarbonisation cluster sites and link knowledge on productivity improvements and 
carbon reduction.  The IDNI project will collect data on the type of technologies 
deployed by specific businesses and provide information on related carbon 
emission savings that will inform our knowledge on the decarbonisation of the 
sector.  

Residential 
Buildings 

Policy: Affordable Warmth Scheme – Schemes to reduce ‘fuel poverty’ have 
been in place in various forms since 2001. The Affordable Warmth Scheme  
commenced in 2015 and will continue until 2026.  It is available to low-income 
owner-occupiers and households in the private rented sector with a total annual 
household income of less than £23,000 to target those most at risk of fuel poverty. 
From its introduction up until June 2024, the scheme has supported 29,086 low-
income homes, with 55,552 measures being installed.  
This policy enables homes to receive multiple energy efficiency measures such as 
cavity wall and roof insulation and replacement windows. It also includes the 
installation of lower carbon heating such as replacing older inefficient oil boilers with 
more efficient oil and gas boilers.  This scheme aimed at alleviating fuel poverty is a 
government funded policy which will contribute to the reduction of greenhouse gas 
emissions in approximately 2,400 homes in the residential sector per annum based 
on an average annual budget of £12 million. 

 Policy: Northern Ireland Sustainable Energy Programme (including uplifts) – 
The Northern Ireland Sustainable Energy Programme is an £8 million annual fund 
administered by the Energy Savings Trust on behalf of the Utility Regulator.  Unlike 
the government funded Affordable Warmth Scheme, funding for the Northern 
Ireland Sustainable Energy Programme is collected from both domestic and 
commercial electricity customers through a Public Service Obligation charge on 
their electricity bills.  The programme of schemes, which between 2015 and 2023 
has installed measures in approximately 40,000 properties, is decided through a 
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Sector Policy or proposal 
competitive call for schemes which contractors can apply to deliver.  Households 
across Northern Ireland can benefit from the Programme through a range of energy 
schemes which have a broader focus on sustainable energy solutions than the 
Affordable Warmth Scheme.  These include, cavity wall and loft insulation, heating 
systems, boiler upgrade, draught proofing, remote smart heating controls, heat 
pumps and energy efficient bulbs. Priority schemes, for both whole house and 
individual measures, are aimed at low-income households. Eligibility can vary 
depending on the specific initiative within the Northern Ireland Sustainable Energy 
Programme.  In general, Northern Ireland Sustainable Energy Programme schemes 
are targeted at those households who cannot avail of the Affordable Warmth 
Scheme and each of the priority schemes has its own set of financial vulnerability 
criteria/income thresholds, which differ from the Affordable Warmth Scheme, to 
identify qualifying households.  DfE has provided additional financial support to 
Northern Ireland Sustainable Energy Programme (Northern Ireland Sustainable 
Energy Programme + Departmental Expenditure Limit), to be spent within this 
financial year and discussions are ongoing with the Utility Regulator around adding 
to and scaling funding up to 2025 and potentially beyond, while we develop a multi-
year Energy Efficiency Programme. 

 Policy: Northern Ireland Housing Executive Stock Investment Programme – 
including Thermal Improvements – The Northern Ireland Housing Executive’s 
Investment Programme for its housing stock delivers energy efficiency and 
decarbonisation benefits through its thermal improvement workstreams.  The 
Northern Ireland Housing Executive has set a target of a 6% reduction in carbon 
emissions from its stock by the end of 2025/2026, based on the currently 
anticipated level of funding (£372 million) that can be directed to the work during 
this period.  The works include heating system replacements, upgraded loft 
insulation, new double glazing, a minor cavity wall insulation programme and the 
completion of an external wall insulation programme (that is being part funded by 
the European Regional Development Fund). 
Also as part of the Northern Ireland Housing Executive’s sustainable development 
strategy a 400 Unit Low Carbon Programme has been progressed. This 
programme includes collaboration with industry, academia, government, regulator 
and householders to deliver a £14 million thermal improvement programme.  Work 
is expected to be completed in 2025.  The 400 dwellings are located across all 
three Housing Executive regions and focus is on improved energy efficiency 
measures, low carbon heating, adopting renewable technologies, electric tariff 
changes and improved household education.  Taking account of learning from this 
programme, the Housing Executive will carry out an internal review of the Northern 
Ireland Housing Executive Landlord’s Heating Policy. 
The Northern Ireland Housing Executive operates a residential energy efficiency 
advice service, which provides free and impartial energy advice and signposting to 
all Northern Ireland householders.  Since its inception in 2020 this service has 
received over 40,000 queries.  This service will continue and is helping drive 
behaviour changes to reduce energy use and take up of energy efficiency 
measures.  

 Proposal: Warm Healthy Homes Scheme– To ensure those most at risk of fuel 
poverty continue to have access to energy efficiency measures and to deliver 
against carbon reduction targets, DfC is designing the scope and delivery of a new 
intervention which would take effect as soon as possible after the existing 
Affordable Warmth Scheme closes. This new Warm Healthy Homes Scheme will 
require the installation of energy efficiency measures and consequently will support 
local economies and communities by making the installation work available to 
approved local contractors. DfC is undertaking the appropriate policy development 
processes including evidence gathering, public consultation, and engagement with 
political representatives and amendment of the existing domestic energy efficiency 
regulations.  The new Fuel Poverty Strategy wider public consultation was launched 
on 12 December 2024 and ran until 06 March 2025.23 The consultation is being 

 
23 Consultation on a new Fuel Poverty Strategy for Northern Ireland | Department for Communities 

https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/consultations/consultation-new-fuel-poverty-strategy-northern-ireland
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used to consult on key aspects of the new scheme including eligibility criterion, 
income thresholds and energy efficiency measures such as insulation, home 
heating systems, low carbon heat and other renewable technologies. DfC will 
undertake further consultation on the scheme and legislation as and when required. 
In order to meet our emissions targets in the longer term, investment in the new 
scheme will need to rise significantly by the next carbon budget. 

 Proposal: Scale and Launch Energy Efficiency Programmes – As per the 
commitment in the Northern Ireland Executive’s Energy Strategy, government will 
continue the ongoing development of a multi-year energy efficiency programme, to 
be launched in pilot format from 2027.  A cross-departmental policy development 
process is underway to gather evidence on the sustainable funding and delivery 
models adopted elsewhere with a series of stakeholder engagement meetings 
conducted since Autumn 2023.  DfE is now in the process of preparing a public 
consultation on evidence-based options for domestic energy efficiency support 
which will help to inform the design, rules, and guidance of future support.  In the 
interim, DfE is committed to working with partners such as the Utility Regulator to 
scale existing support and has provided a funding to upscale Northern Ireland 
Sustainable Energy Programme in each of the last two fiscal cycles.  
To support this proposal, the Government will launch a policy options consultation 
relating to the future financing and delivery of Energy Efficiency in Northern Ireland, 
and DfE has committed to establish a One Stop Shop. 

 Policy: Clean Heat Market Mechanism – The Clean Heat Market Mechanism will, 
from 2025, place an obligation on the manufacturers of heating appliances to meet 
targets for the proportion of low-carbon heat pumps they sell each year, relative to 
fossil fuel boilers.  Greater use of clean heat technologies will result in lower 
customer bills, increased energy security and a reduction in UK carbon emissions.  
These targets will steadily increase year-on-year, providing firms with the certainty 
to invest in building the heat pump market proposals for the introduction of a 
market-based mechanism to support the development of the UK market for low-
carbon electric heat pumps.  

 Policy: Gas Network Connections General Determinations 2023-2028 – There 
are three gas network areas in Northern Ireland with the most recent expansion 
known as Gas to the West. Just over one third of Northern Ireland households are 
currently connected to the gas network, however the majority (62.5%) of 
households are still using oil as their main fuel source for heating and hot water 
purposes. Whilst it is recognised that fuel switching to natural gas is not a long-term 
solution to emissions reduction, the current natural gas price control period 2023-
2028 (referred to as the Gas Network Connections General Determinations) has 
allowances for fuel switching to continue setting a target of 70,048 new domestic 
gas connections across the three gas networks.  Over time if the gas network is 
decarbonised through the removal of natural gas and replaced with biomethane 
and potentially hydrogen, homes connected to the gas network will avail of low 
carbon heating and hot water solutions. Government will work with the Utility 
Regulator on the next gas price control period and policy relating to the 
decarbonisation of the gas network.  Policy work will address the supporting 
legislation and regulatory framework.  This is a cross-cutting policy that also affects 
the business and industrial processes sector. 

 Proposal: Low Carbon Heat Support Programme – While fuel switching from 
solid fuels and oil to natural gas for home heating has delivered significant 
reductions in emissions since gas was first introduced in Northern Ireland in 1996, a 
support programme to replace fossil fuel heat with low carbon heating technologies 
will be taken forward.  Heat pumps will form an important part of this, but DfC will 
also explore heat networks and district heating in appropriate areas.  The 
deployment of low carbon heat technologies is essential to delivery of emission 
reduction targets however the sector is nascent and emerging.  To drive growth in 
the sector and allow for more consumer access to heat pump technologies, 
government will deliver a support programme to help upskill industry, bring down 
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capital costs of deployment of the technology and explore options for support 
through electricity tariffs.  
When replacing and decarbonising heating systems, government will encourage 
the disposal of existing systems in a way that supports resource recycling or 
recovery.  This will also be considered in relation to the repair and replacement of 
new low carbon heating systems. 
The government consultation on a Future Low Carbon Heating Support Programme 
closed on 10th January 2025.  The outcome of this consultation will help to inform 
the funding mechanisms, rules and guidance of the support programme, with the 
aim of enabling households to reduce reliance on fossil fuels, including oil and gas.  

 Proposal: Biomethane – In Northern Ireland the use of anaerobic digestion with 
waste feedstocks can be utilised to lower emissions on a cross-sectoral basis.  This 
offers a potential short-term approach to optimise the use of biomethane to displace 
fossil fuel gas in the gas network.  There must however be careful consideration in 
decision making with regards to outcomes.  The optimal use of biomethane may be 
outside of the gas network and focused on emission removals for the region. Future 
government policy on biomethane will consider all options for its usage, not only 
grid injection.  The DfE call for evidence on biomethane closed on August 2024, 
and assessed the production costs of biomethane, treatment of connection costs 
and feedstock policy.  This is a cross-cutting proposal which also impacts the 
business and industrial processes sector. 
To support the development of this proposal, in 2025 DfE will publish consultations 
on biomethane and hydrogen strategies to develop policy and legislative 
requirements on both these renewable gases for Northern Ireland.  

 Policy: The EU Ecodesign Directive and the Energy Labelling Framework 
Regulation – The EU Ecodesign Directive and the Energy Labelling Framework 
Regulation operate by setting minimum performance and information requirements 
(respectively) for energy-using products.  They aim to take the least efficient 
products off the market and to give consumers clear energy use information to 
guide their purchasing decisions.  This policy applies to Northern Ireland, through 
The Ecodesign for Energy-Related Products and Energy Information (Amendment) 
(Northern Ireland) (EU Exit) Regulations 2021.  This is a cross-cutting policy which 
also impacts the business and industrial processes and public buildings sector. 

 Policy: The Fluorinated Greenhouse Gases (F-Gases) Regulations (2015) (UK-
wide policy, but with separate Regulations for GB and NI), and new EU 
Regulation on F-gases in 2024 – F-gases are amongst the most potent 
greenhouse gases with the highest Global Warming Potential (GWP).  Regulations 
were originally brought into operation in 2015 to limit Northern Ireland’s F-Gas 
emissions through restriction and monitoring, as was required by EU Regulation No 
517/2014.  A new ban on F-gases with a high GWP in foams, used in building 
insulation and fire equipment, came into operation in January 2023.   
Future policies to limit F-gas emissions are now contained within a new Regulation 
(EU) 2024/573, which came into operation on 11 March 2024.  The new EU 2024 
Regulation intends to build on the success of its predecessor by attempting to 
reduce emissions of F-gases in the EU.   This is a cross-cutting policy which also 
impacts the energy production and supply as well as the business and industrial 
processes sectors.       

 Policy: 2012 and 2022 Uplifts to Part F (Conservation of Fuel and Power) of 
the Building Regulations in Northern Ireland – DoF has policy and legislation 
responsibility for Building Regulations in Northern Ireland.  Assessment of 
operational emissions is embedded in Part F (Conservation of fuel and power) of 
the Building Regulations requirements for new dwellings and in Energy 
Performance Certificate assessments.  This provides a basis for emissions 
assessment and some means of measuring improved standards. The 2012 uplift 
improved the emissions requirements for new builds by 25%, alongside modest 
improvements to efficiency standards applicable when work is done to existing 
dwellings.  Phase 1 of Department of Finance’s programme of Part F uplifts applies 
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to new build applications from June 2022.  It improved fabric standards and 
focussed on an expectation that renewable technologies should be included on 
most new buildings.  The measures are expected to reduce emissions from new 
dwellings by a further 15% (approximately), with most of this due to anticipated, 
additional renewables provision.  The further phased uplifts to Part F standards are 
expected to implement a standard equivalent to England’s Future Homes and 
Future Buildings Standards proposals.  Engagement will continue with the UK 
Government on their work to improve the Energy Performance Certificate regime 
and any further development of administrations’ Building Regulations. This is a 
cross-cutting policy affecting residential buildings, public buildings and business 
and industrial processes sectors.  

 Proposal: Further Building Regulations Uplifts in Northern Ireland – A phased 
programme for building regulations uplifts has been published in the Energy 
Strategy, with a Phase 2 discussion document consultation issued in July 2023.  It 
offers a comprehensive outline of considerations for subsequent uplifts, intended 
some 18-24 months after uplifts take place in England and other administrations.  
This should allow learning from implementation elsewhere prior to adoption here, 
although local conditions (e.g. high reliance on home heating oil, grid infrastructure 
and more rural situations), can make direct replication from other administrations 
challenging. 

Public 
Buildings 

Policy: The Energy Management Strategy and Action Plan to 2030 – In January 
2019, the Northern Ireland Civil Service board approved the Energy Management 
Strategy and Action Plan to 2030 for Central Government which sets out key 
objectives in establishing effective energy management processes which unlock 
value and are aimed at reducing net energy consumption by 30% by 2030 against a 
2016/17 baseline.  
The Energy Management Strategy public sector target, to reduce its net energy 
consumption by 30% by 2030, represents a public buildings emission reduction 
target of 61% by 2030.  Whilst the Energy Management Strategy approach and 
targets to energy management processes were about driving downward pressure 
on costs and mitigating against energy price fluctuations, these remain of significant 
value in particular at a time of energy price escalation.   
Since the strategy was published in 2019, the emphasis has shifted significantly 
towards decarbonisation.  Emission savings are predominantly resulting from 
having an estate of the correct size to suit our needs, investing in energy efficiency 
measures and from adoption of lower carbon forms of heating. 
To ascertain whether this rate of progress has continued, and as laid out in the 
strategy, DfE will take forward a midterm strategic review of the Energy 
Management Strategy and Action Plan for central government in 2025.  This review 
will allow DfE to measure and publish progress against the 30% reduction in net 
energy consumption target.  The output of this review will be a position statement 
and a new action plan for the period between 2025 to 2030 which will set out the 
direction of travel for delivering on the Strategy’s objectives and to align policy 
decisions with the statutory responsibilities under the Act.  

 Policy: The EU Ecodesign Directive and the Energy Labelling Framework 
Regulation – The EU Eco-design Directive and the Energy Labelling Framework 
Regulation operate by setting minimum performance and information requirements 
(respectively) for energy-using products.  They aim to take the least efficient 
products off the market and to give consumers clear energy use information to 
guide their purchasing decisions.  This policy applies to Northern Ireland, through 
The Ecodesign for Energy-Related Products and Energy Information (Amendment) 
(Northern Ireland) (EU Exit) Regulations 2021.  This is a cross-cutting policy that 
also impacts the residential buildings and business and industrial processes 
sectors. 

 Policy: Streamlined Energy and Carbon Reporting – Streamlined Energy and 
Carbon Reporting legislation requires all large UK companies and large Limited 
Liability Partnerships, as well as all quoted companies, to report on their annual 
energy use, greenhouse gas emissions and energy efficiency actions they have 
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taken.  The objectives of Streamlined Energy and Carbon Reporting legislation are 
to promote transparency for stakeholders and investors in applicable companies by 
tracking environmental Key Performance Indicators year on year, whilst 
encouraging cost savings and emission reductions.  This is a cross-cutting proposal 
affecting public buildings sector that also impacts the business and industrial 
processes sector. 

 Policy: 2012 and 2022 Uplifts to Part F (Conservation of Fuel and Power) of 
the Building Regulations in Northern Ireland – This is a cross-cutting policy 
affecting the public buildings sector (see explanation under the residential buildings 
sector above). 

Waste 
management 

Policy: Separate collection of food waste from households – The Food Waste 
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2015 – The Food Waste Regulations was the first 
step in reducing this methane source by introducing mandatory separate collection 
of food waste from households in 2015.  This has been facilitated by councils, who 
play a central role in the provision of waste services in Northern Ireland.  All 
councils in Northern Ireland provide food waste collection services, with the majority 
collecting a mixture of food and garden waste fortnightly in a brown bin which is 
recycled through composting or anaerobic digestion. 
Behaviour change has been a key driver in increasing the amount of biodegradable 
waste diverted from landfill.  Since the inception of these regulations, over 1.7 
million tonnes of biodegradable waste have been diverted from landfill.  Through an 
ongoing programme of behaviour change, DAERA and Councils will continue to 
encourage the separate collection of biodegradable waste from households to drive 
yields as high as possible.  

 Proposal: Diverting biodegradable waste from landfill – Significant reductions 
in emissions could be made by diverting biodegradable waste from household 
residual waste streams that is currently going to landfill.  Further emissions 
reductions could be achieved if all businesses were required to present 
biodegradable waste for separate collection. UK Government official figures for 
2022 identify 204 kt of municipal biowaste to landfill, however not all of this may be 
suitable for recycling.  Finalised NIEA data from 2022 for biodegradable waste to 
landfill, shows a potential to divert just over 208,000 tonnes from landfill.  
Throughout autumn/winter 2023/2024, DAERA, in collaboration with key 
stakeholders and Waste & Resources Action Programme conducted a feasibility 
study on the potential for diverting biodegradable waste from landfill. As part of this 
feasibility study DAERA explored ways to support councils to maximise reduction of 
biodegradable waste going to landfill.     
To assist in the development of this proposal the following actions will be taken 
forward: 
• DAERA will consult on options for diverting biodegradable waste from landfill by 
end of March 2025. 
• DAERA continue to engage with key stakeholders and are in the process of 
drafting a consultation, which they aim to launch in Autumn 2025.. 

 Policy: Achieve a 65% municipal waste recycling rate whilst reducing waste 
to landfill to no more than 10% by 2035 – The household recycling rates during 
this carbon budget must increase to 57% by 2027 to contribute to achievement of 
the statutory targets.  Steps to achieve this have been initiated through the 
challenging targets set out in the Waste and Contaminated Land (Northern Ireland) 
Order 1997.  A key target of 65% recycling of municipal waste by 2035 was 
stipulated with interim targets of 55% by 2025 and 60% by 2030.  Behaviour 
change is key to addressing these targets and DAERA will continue to roll out 
behaviour change campaigns throughout the first carbon budget period to help 
householders to understand the benefits of recycling.  Work will continue with 
Councils to increase recycling from households through the Strategic Waste 
Partnership and the Government Waste Working Group. To support the 
achievement of these targets Local Councils will provide better recycling 
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infrastructure in all Council areas through availing of financial support for capital 
works under the Household Waste Recycling Collaborative Change Programme.  

 Proposal: Introduction of mandatory recycling for commercial and industrial 
sector – Whilst previously there has been no obligation for recycling reporting from 
the commercial and industrial sector, the Climate Change Act requirement of at 
least 70% waste recycled by 2030 has yet to be formally defined but it could include 
all recycling collected by councils and recycling produced by commercial and 
industrial sector.  Extending mandatory recycling into the commercial and industrial 
sector has the potential to more than double the current estimated recycling rate for 
the sector of 40%, according to industry experts.  It is proposed that businesses 
achieve a 70% recycling rate by 2030 (in line with the requirement in the Act) with 
action beginning in 2025.  This would mean an increase of 5% per year.  
This could be further enhanced by an extension of the Food Waste Regulations 
(Northern Ireland) 2015 to bring all businesses into scope for the recycling of food 
waste, which would also advance the delivery of the ‘Diverting Biodegradable 
Waste from Landfill’ proposal outlined above.  
Recent stakeholder feedback on the introduction of mandatory recycling for the 
commercial and industrial sector has been largely positive.  This would require 
most businesses in Northern Ireland to present recyclable material and 
biodegradable waste for separate collection.  This would help achieve the ‘70% by 
2030’ recycling requirement and reduce the amount of recyclable material entering 
landfill sites and the associated greenhouse gas emissions.  In Autumn 2024, 
DAERA in collaboration with Waste & Resources Action Programme introduced an 
online business support toolkit to encourage businesses to increase recycling in 
advance of the legislation being implemented. 

 Proposal: Increasing household recycling – Further increases in household 
recycling rates are required to reduce emissions and meet the Climate Change Act 
(70%) and Waste and Contaminated Land (Northern Ireland) Order 1997 
requirements (65%).  The associated reduction of residual waste collected from 
households would lower the amount going to landfill sites, thereby reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions.  
A key recycling proposal is to ensure all councils and collectors are compliant with 
amendments to legislation which promote enhancements in the quality and quantity 
of material to enable more local reprocessing.  Modelling has shown that gains can 
be made through this approach in terms of quantity, and this would improve quality 
to a standard that local reprocessors would accept more readily. 

Agriculture Policy: Sustainable Agriculture Programme – DAERA’s Sustainable Agriculture 
Programme is the overarching programme through which emissions reduction in 
the agriculture sector will be delivered over this carbon budget period.    
The aim is to reduce emissions by improving efficiencies and changing practices on 
farms whilst ensuring the continued production of high-quality food and delivering 
for our economy.  It will ensure we meet high environmental, animal welfare and 
food safety and integrity standards, with an increased focus on transparency, 
traceability and provenance along the food chain. 
The Programme will provide farm businesses with the best possible tools and 
support, enabling adaptation to take advantage of present and future opportunities.  
It will embrace a greater transfer of knowledge; increased investment in science 
and technology; and it will encourage the uptake of research and development that 
can deliver sustainable benefits to the industry and the people of Northern Ireland. 
The programme includes a number of policies and proposals, to deliver reductions 
in greenhouse gas emissions from the agriculture sector. 

LULUCF Policy: Deliver the Forests for Our Future programme to create 9,000ha of 
new woodland by 2030 – The Forests for Our Future Programme is an important 
part of the Northern Ireland Executive’s multi-decade draft Green Growth Strategy 
and will be a key driver of the Northern Ireland target to achieve 12% woodland 
cover by 2050.  Currently Northern Ireland has 8.6% woodland cover, compared to 
13.4% across the UK.  This policy will support the creation of 9,000 hectares of new 
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woodland by 2030, equating to approximately 18 million new trees.  This 
programme will help to deliver a sustainable, healthy environment and economic 
growth and will enable more people to benefit from the increased wellbeing that 
woodlands can provide.  To date over 1,760 hectares of new woodland has been 
planted under the Forest for Our Future programme, however, planting rates must 
be significantly increased in the coming years. 
DAERA intends to increase annual afforestation rates from the current average rate 
of 425 hectares/year planted since 2020/21 to an annual rate of 600 hectares per 
year for the remaining three years of the first climate action plan period in 2027.  
This would create 3,560 hectares of new woodland by 2027, on the pathway to 
delivering 9,000 hectares by 2030. 
In delivering this policy, suitable land will need to be made available as some land 
is inappropriate for a woodland land use such as designated sites, peatland, land 
over 300 metres elevation and the built environment.  Although opportunities for 
afforestation on publicly owned land continue to be explored, the scale of woodland 
creation proposed will require most of the land-use change to take place from within 
the current agricultural land use sector, which accounts for almost 75% of the land 
area of Northern Ireland. 
Current woodland creation schemes are similar to those operating under the 
Northern Ireland Rural Development Programme.  New schemes are needed to 
continue delivery of the Forests for Our Future Programme and promote the further 
expansion of forestry to meet the levels of carbon sequestration required in order to 
meet Net Zero targets. 
While the Forests for Our Future programme was mandated by the former DAERA 
Minister, any new scheme and/or increase in allocated funding will require the 
necessary approvals.  

 Proposal: Deliver the Northern Ireland Peatland Strategy: The draft Northern 
Ireland Peatland Strategy sets out the proposed actions to enable widespread 
peatland habitat restoration and conservation in Northern Ireland by 2040.  In the 
draft strategy, DAERA sets out priority actions which aim to deliver levels of 
peatland restoration in line with the Climate Change Committee’s recommended 
Pathway for Northern Ireland.  
The CCC recommends that 150,000 hectares of peatland must be restored in 
Northern Ireland by 2050.  To achieve this, approximately 10,000 hectares of 
peatland habitat should be on the road to recovery by 2027.  This means that 
Northern Ireland will have to dramatically increase its annual peatland restoration 
activity.  From restoring less than 100 hectares of peatlands per year in 2023 and 
2024 to restoring approximately 2,750 hectares per year in 2025 and with the 
intention of increasing restoration rates year on year to 2027 and beyond.  This will 
require significant financial investment and support to build capacity in peatland 
restoration.  Aas a result DAERA has developed a Strategic Outline Case to 
establish costings and an appropriate delivery model to deliver approximately 
10,000ha of peatland restoration by 2027.  The draft Peatland Strategy requires 
approval by the Northern Ireland Executive. 

 Policy: Sustainable Agriculture Programme – The Farming with Nature 
Package and the Soil Nutrient Health Scheme – The Farming with Nature 
Package and the Soil Nutrient Health Scheme forms part of the programme of 
change being progressed through agriculture’s Sustainable Agriculture Programme. 
The Farming with Nature Package will continue to support a range of carbon 
sequestration schemes such as hedge and tree planting, in addition to a range of 
other actions supporting biodiversity that, in turn will contribute to land use change 
targets.  From 2023 DAERA will develop the Farming with Nature Package through 
co-design with farming and environmental organisations, introducing an initial 
scheme in 2025.  
The Soil Nutrient Health Scheme will establish an estimation of the baseline carbon 
storage capabilities in agricultural soils and above ground biomass through a 
Northern Ireland wide programme of soil testing and light detection and ranging 
(LiDAR).  By 2027, DAERA will have at least 75% of Northern Ireland agricultural 
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fields soil sampled and analysed to form a baseline of key soil nutrients from which 
further and more refined targets in respect of soil nutrient health can be considered.  
The cumulative impact on biodiversity of providing recommendations to farmers to 
change application of nutrient practices will be assessed to ensure protections 
remain adequate.  
While these activities are delivered by farmers and land managers operating in the 
agriculture sector, the emissions savings associated with these will be recorded in 
the LULUCF Sector. 

 Proposal: Develop a future land use policy for Northern Ireland – LULUCF is 
an area identified by the CCC that needs addressed in Northern Ireland to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions and improve sequestration rates to meet Net Zero 
targets.  All other UK administrations have begun work and policies on a land 
strategy to tackle these issues.  
In November 2021, Sir Peter Kendall published the Independent Strategic Review 
of the Northern Ireland Agri-Food Sector.  The report recommended that DAERA 
should lead on a co-designed, cross-departmental land use strategy for Northern 
Ireland that complements and informs its Future Agricultural Policy Framework 
(now called the Sustainable Agriculture Programme), future environmental schemes 
and the Northern Ireland Peatland, Energy, Green Growth and Circular Economy 
strategies.  In 2022 the Future Agricultural Policy Decisions document was 
published, which included a commitment to developing a future land use policy.  
Work is underway to scope the development of a future land use policy for Northern 
Ireland, which will be underpinned by science and evidence.  

 Proposal: Consider the feasibility of policy development for bioenergy crops, 
engineered removals and carbon capture – In its carbon budget advice the CCC 
recommends the development of bioenergy with carbon capture and storage 
(BECCs) to remove CO2 from the atmosphere while also producing energy.  For 
BECCs to contribute to Northern Ireland’s emissions targets, any BECCs plants 
would need to be located in Northern Ireland, although the CO2 could be 
transported elsewhere for storage. This would require significant development of 
infrastructure; development of transport of CO2; storage, possibly outside Northern 
Ireland and ensuring a significant biomass supply, including availability of bioenergy 
crops such as short rotation coppice, Willow, and Miscanthus.  
However, this is a completely new area for Northern Ireland and currently the 
policies and infrastructure needed for engineered removals and carbon capture 
(BECCs) do not exist.  In addition, capturing and storing CO2 is expected to be 
more expensive for Northern Ireland compared to Great Britain.  As the 
implementation and delivery of Northern Ireland’s Energy Strategy is currently 
underway, this presents an opportunity for DAERA and DfE to work together to 
consider the feasibility of developing policies in relation to bioenergy crops, 
engineered removals, and carbon capture. 

Fisheries Policy: UK Joint Fisheries Statement – The UK Joint Fisheries Statement 
recognises that mitigation of climate changes needs to be considered across the 
supply chain and that the national fisheries authorities will need to work towards 
understanding the different steps of the supply chain’s carbon contribution.  
Identifying feasible technological, behavioural and managerial changes to mitigate 
and reduce emissions across the fisheries supply chain will be vital to support the 
transition towards a net zero carbon emissions future and help to achieve the 
climate change objective. 
The Joint Fisheries Statement also recognises that nature-based solutions are 
important for tackling climate change and averting its impacts.  This includes 
recognising the importance of protecting and restoring blue carbon habitats to 
support resilience to climate change, and the potential role of aquaculture sub-
sectors such as seaweed and shellfish aquaculture in carbon capture.  

 Policy: Invest in research and development to decarbonise the fishing fleet 
and minimise adverse effects of fishing on climate change – The Fisheries 
Sector will be a challenging sector to decarbonise and research and development is 
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needed to develop tailored solutions for the Northern Ireland Fisheries sector which 
will enable implementation of the UK level policies such as the Maritime 
Decarbonisation Strategy.  DAERA and the Northern Ireland fishing industry have 
taken initial steps to consider how to prepare for the transition towards Net Zero.  
DAERA has provided financial assistance through the Maritime and Fisheries Fund 
2022-2023 for a project to design a prototype net zero fishing vessel and is working 
with the Northern Ireland Fishermen’s Federation to identify research priorities and 
develop proposals for demonstration projects.  
The fishing industry, in partnership with the Agri-Food and Biosciences Institute and 
Ulster University is undertaking research to assess the interaction of fishing gear 
with the seafloor and the ecosystem response to disturbance.  This includes 
potential release of carbon from seabed sediments and the study will improve the 
evidence base for the design of fisheries management measures, and support 
development of novel gear designs or fishing practices that reduce seafloor contact.  
DAERA has also provided grant funding to a number of projects to support the 
development of nature-based solutions, including blue carbon projects such as 
native oyster restoration. 
In 2023, DAERA consulted on an Outline Strategy for Future Marine and Fisheries 
Funding 2023-2028 and this included investment proposals to support climate 
action.  A one-year Marine Environment and Fisheries Fund has opened for 2024-
25, and subject to budget confirmation, a multi-year scheme will be open for 
2025/26 to 2027/28.   The scheme will provide £8m funding. 

 Proposal: Prepare for roll-out of electrification and low or zero carbon fuels 
across the fishing fleet and reduce emissions along the fisheries supply 
chain – The roll out of electrification and low or zero emission fuels are subject to 
the successful completion of demonstration projects that can be scaled up.  This 
will require whole system changes to ensure the new technologies can be used 
safely and reliably, and sufficient notice must be given to allow time for investment 
and construction of vessels, and the necessary shore side infrastructure.  The 
Marine and Fisheries Funding Scheme will provide financial assistance to prepare 
for the transition to decarbonisation.  The proposal will provide £3m funding. 
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Assessment findings 

  Biodiversity  
6.8 The relative merits and limitations of the policies and proposals with regards to 

this SEA theme are summarised below under the relevant sector. 

Energy, Production and Supply 
6.9 Increasing renewable energy production, which the draft Climate Action Plan 

proposes to deliver through a new Renewable Electricity Support Scheme (to 
replace the NIRO), is predicted to lead to mixed effects for biodiversity.  A move 
away from non-renewable energy production, including the burning of fossil 
fuels, is likely to lead to a reduction on impacts on biodiversity such as through 
improvements in air and water quality.  However, it is also recognised that 
renewable energy production, such as wind and large-scale solar power, 
requires significant infrastructure which could cause some disturbance to 
habitats and species, including habitat loss and fragmentation.  Research has 
indicated24 that wind farms have the potential to adversely affect birds due to 
the risk of collisions, whilst offshore wind farms also have the potential to 
impact coastal processes which may adversely affect adjacent coastal areas, 
including wildlife and geological / geomorphological features through increased 
erosion.  Therefore, it will be important that the impacts of renewable energy 
infrastructure on habitats and species, including internationally, nationally and 
locally designated sites for biodiversity, are considered early on at the design 
stage of development and appropriately mitigated.  Nevertheless, it is also 
noted that some forms of renewable energy infrastructure, such as solar farms, 
have the potential to support biodiversity through habitat provision25, including 
through requirements for Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG). 

Transport 
6.10 Reducing emissions by reducing the need and length of journeys and shifting 

modes of transport away from private car journeys to sustainable travel 
alternatives, as well as switching fuels to zero and low emission alternatives 
such as electric vehicles (EVs), will ultimately lead to positive effects for 
biodiversity due to a reduction in air pollution and noise from traffic and 
congestion.  Research26 outlines that “motor vehicle pollution has been 
demonstrated to affect vegetation, plant-insect interactions and soil fauna in 
both field and lab-based studies.  Impacts have been found to occur up to 
200m from roads, with the greatest impacts likely to occur in the first 50-100m”.  
In addition, a limitation of traffic flows will also help reduce the frequency of 
collisions with wildlife and associated road kills.  Nevertheless, it is recognised 
that EVs, whilst less polluting and quieter than petrol or diesel vehicles, will still 
impact on biodiversity, including through collisions with wildlife (which may even 
increase as a result of EVs being quieter).  In addition, the delivery of 
infrastructure which supports the use of sustainable modes of transport (such 
as new park and ride or new cycle routes) may also impact on habitats and 

 
24 Natural England (2001): ‘Wind farm development and nature conservation’, [online] available to access via this link 
25 University of York (2019): ‘Solar farms can provide haven for British wildlife’, [online] available to access via this link 
26 Natural England (2016): ‘The ecological effects of air pollution from road transport: an updated review’, [online] available to 
access via this link 

https://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/84054
https://www.york.ac.uk/news-and-events/news/2019/research/solar-farms-haven-british-wildlife/
https://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/6212190873845760
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species.  However, new infrastructure also offers opportunities for the delivery 
of biodiversity enhancements, including through the provision of biodiversity net 
gain (BNG). 

Business and Industrial Processes 
6.11 The policies and proposals for this sector are unlikely to lead to direct 

significant positive or negative effects for biodiversity.  However, the policies 
and proposals will lead to indirect positive effects for biodiversity through 
supporting climate change mitigation.  This is because the effects of climate 
change, i.e. warmer summers, wetter winters and sea-level rise in Northern 
Ireland, will likely have a significant adverse effect on wildlife.  This includes – 
but is not limited to – the northwards migration of species and shifts to higher 
altitudes; increased habitat fragmentation and prevalence of invasive non-
native species; and earlier life-cycle events.27  Notably, wetlands (due to 
changes in water availability) and coastal habitats (due to sea-level rise), which 
are particularly prevalent in Northern Ireland, will be particularly sensitive to 
climate change.  This has been discussed in more detail below in the summary 
for the water and soil resources SEA theme. 

Residential Buildings 
6.12 The same issues raised under the Business and Industrial Processes sector 

apply to this sector. 

Public Buildings 
6.13 The same issues raised under the Business and Industrial Processes sector 

apply to this sector. 

Waste Management 
6.14 Reducing emissions associated with landfill through separating the collection of 

food waste from household waste, and diverting biodegradable waste from 
landfill, as well as increasing recycling rates, will likely lead to residual positive 
effects for biodiversity.  This is because landfill sites require significant landtake, 
which can lead to habitat loss and degradation, and nearby habitats and 
species can be disturbed from the ongoing activities associated with landfill 
sites.  In addition, leachate – which is a liquid produced in landfill sites that can 
become toxic – can contaminate nearby waterbodies.  This can lead to adverse 
impacts on aquatic species, as well as terrestrial species who use waterbodies 
as a water source.  In addition, toxic substances and decaying organic 
materials in landfill can adversely affect soil quality, which has a knock-on 
adverse impact for certain habitats and species.  Therefore, limiting the amount 
of waste which goes to landfill should help minimise these adverse effects on 
biodiversity. 

Agriculture 
6.15 The Sustainable Agriculture Programme will likely lead to residual positive 

effects for biodiversity.  Measures such as the use of alternative fertilisers will 
likely support biodiversity by reducing the leaching of chemical fertilisers into 
nearby waterbodies, which adversely impacts both aquatic and terrestrial 
species and results in nutrient pollution, as well as reducing ammonia 

 
27 Morecroft, M.D. & Speakman, L. (2015): ‘Biodiversity Climate Change Impacts Summary Report.  Living With Environmental 
Change’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.ukri.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/101221-NERC-LWEC-BiodiversityClimateChangeImpacts-ReportCard2015-English.pdf
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emissions, which contribute to poor air quality.  Notably, the production of crops 
and livestock is a major driver of biodiversity loss, occupying 50% of the global 
habitable land surface (excluding ice covered land, etc.).28  Hence, the Farming 
with Nature Package policy under the programme performs particularly 
favourably from a biodiversity perspective as it focuses on actions to reverse 
the declining trend in biodiversity on farmland by creating and restoring 
habitats.  This will help address biodiversity loss by incentivising those engaged 
in agriculture to pursue activities what will benefit biodiversity such as hedge 
and tree planting, habitat and peatland restoration, and other nature-based 
solutions.  In doing so, it will support the maintenance and enhancement of 
priority habitats and species, including the recovery of degraded habitats and 
declining species, and improve ecological connectivity.  The Soil Nutrient 
Health Scheme policy under the programme also performs well as it focuses on 
improving soil nutrient health, which will benefit biodiversity by reducing excess 
nutrient applications to soils and reducing run-off to watercourses.  Finally, the 
Anaerobic Digestion proposal, which involves capturing and recycling nutrients 
from digestate that would otherwise be land spread, will help address nutrient 
loading and water quality problems. 

Land Use, Land Use Change and Forestry 
6.16 Several of the proposals under this sector are considered likely to lead to 

significant positive effects for biodiversity.  This includes the Forests for Our 
Future Programme, which aims to create 9,000ha of new woodland by 2030, 
and the Northern Ireland Peatland Strategy.  The Climate Change Committee 
recommends that 150,000ha of peatland must be restored by 2050.  To achieve 
this, approximately 10,000ha of peatland habitat should be on the road to 
recovery by 2027.  However, it is recognised that reforestation, whilst 
sometimes beneficial for biodiversity, will not be appropriate in all instances.  
For example, afforestation can cause fundamental changes in ecosystem 
structure and functioning, including changes in shading, the micro-climate, 
production, nutrient cycling and the water balance, all of which may affect 
biodiversity.  As such, careful management of reforestation activities would be 
required.  The Farming with Nature Package, which focuses on actions to 
reverse the trend in biodiversity decline by creating and restoring habitats and 
improving connectivity between habitats, also performs well from a biodiversity 
perspective.  It will help address biodiversity loss by incentivising those 
engaged in agriculture to pursue activities what will benefit biodiversity such as 
hedge and tree planting, habitat and peatland restoration, and other nature-
based solutions.  In doing so it will support the maintenance and enhancement 
of priority habitats and species, including the recovery of degraded habitats and 
declining species, and improve ecological connectivity.  The Soil Nutrient 
Health Scheme also performs favourably by focusing on improving soil nutrient 
health, which will be beneficial to biodiversity by reducing excess nutrient 
applications to soils and reducing run-off to watercourses.  Given the 
importance of soils for maintaining biodiversity, regulating water flows and 
quality, recycling nutrients, carbon storage, landscape character, cultural value 
and provision for ecosystem services, there are significant benefits to ensuring 
good health of Northern Ireland’s soils in future.29 

 
28 Ritchie, H. (2019): ‘Half of the world’s habitable land is used for agriculture’, [online] available to access via this link 
29 UK Climate Risk (2021): ‘Evidence for the third UK Climate Change Risk Assessment (CCRA3): Summary for Northern 
Ireland.’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://ourworldindata.org/global-land-for-agriculture
https://www.ukclimaterisk.org/publications/type/national-summaries/
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Fisheries 
6.17 The UK Joint Fisheries Statement is likely to lead to significant positive effects 

on biodiversity by supporting a cleaner fishing fleet, which will likely reduce the 
quantity of harmful substances, including petrol and diesel, entering the ocean.  
Notably, the Joint Fisheries Statement also recognises that nature-based 
solutions are important for tackling climate change and averting its impacts.  
This includes recognising the importance of protecting and restoring blue 
carbon30 habitats to support resilience to climate change, which will have 
knock-on positive benefits for biodiversity.  In order to implement the UK Joint 
Fisheries Statement in Northern Ireland, the draft Climate Action Plan proposes 
to invest in research and development and prepare for the roll-out of 
electrification and low or zero carbon fuels across the fishing fleet.  With 
regards to the research and development aspect, this will include development 
of novel gear designs or fishing practices that reduce seafloor contact.  This will 
be beneficial to marine biodiversity by reducing disturbance to habitats and 
species that inhabit the seafloor. 

Summary of findings 
6.18 Overall, the policies and proposals that the draft Climate Action Plan seek to 

deliver under each sector are considered likely to lead to significant positive 
effects on biodiversity overall.  It is recognised that there is potential for policies 
and proposals to adversely impact biodiversity, particularly with regards to the 
Energy, Production and Supply sector.  However, government policy relating to 
biodiversity; the protections afforded to designated sites; the requirement for 
net gain; and other provisions are likely to ensure that appropriate mitigation is 
put in place to prevent adverse impacts on biodiversity.  The cross-cutting 
policies and proposals are considered to largely lead to neutral to residual 
positive effects on biodiversity. 

6.19 As noted under the Business and Industrial Processes sector, the policies and 
proposals across all nine sectors will lead to indirect positive effects for 
biodiversity through supporting climate change mitigation.  This is because the 
effects of climate change, i.e. warmer summers, wetter winters and sea-level 
rise in Northern Ireland, will likely have a significant adverse effect on wildlife.  
This includes – but is not limited to – the northwards migration of species and 
shifts to higher altitudes; increased habitat fragmentation and prevalence of 
invasive non-native species; and earlier life-cycle events.31  Notably, wetlands 
(due to changes in water availability) and coastal habitats (due to sea-level rise) 
in Northern Ireland will be particularly sensitive to climate change.  

6.20 The draft HRA for the draft Climate Action Plan assessed the impact pathways 
associated with the draft Climate Action Plan and their potential effects on 
habitats sites within Northern Ireland (or sites outside the Northern Ireland 
borders that are reasonably linked to the draft Climate Action Plan).  The HRA 
concluded that given the high-level strategic nature of the draft Climate Action 
Plan, it is unlikely to result in a likely significant effect on any habitats site, 
either alone or in combination with other plans or projects. 

 
30 The Blue Carbon Initiative (no date): ‘About blue carbon’, [online] available to access via this link 
31 Morecroft, M.D. & Speakman, L. (2015): ‘Biodiversity Climate Change Impacts Summary Report.  Living With Environmental 
Change’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.thebluecarboninitiative.org/about-blue-carbon
https://www.ukri.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/101221-NERC-LWEC-BiodiversityClimateChangeImpacts-ReportCard2015-English.pdf
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Uncertainties and key areas for monitoring 
6.21 The main uncertainties identified in relation to the nature and significance of 

effects on this SEA theme as a result of the implementation of the draft Climate 
Action Plan include as follows: 

• Impact of renewable energy provision on biodiversity; 

• Impacts on biodiversity from reforestation; and 

• Effectiveness of policies and proposals in supporting farming with nature. 

6.22 In light of the above, these represent areas for monitoring. 

 Water and soil resources  
6.23 The relative merits and limitations of the policies and proposals with regards to 

this SEA theme are summarised below under the relevant sector. 

Energy, Production and Supply 
6.24 Increasing renewable energy production, which the draft Climate Action Plan 

proposes to deliver through a new Renewable Electricity Support Scheme (to 
replace the NIRO), is anticipated to lead to positive effects for water and soil 
resources.  With regards to water resources, a move away from non-renewable 
energy production, i.e. the burning of fossil fuels, is likely to lead to a reduction 
in water pollution, including major pollution events such as oil spills.  However, 
it is recognised that renewable energy projects, particularly wind farms, still 
have the potential to adversely impact on groundwater quality, groundwater 
quantity and/or the established groundwater flow regime.32  With regards to soil 
resources, wind farms are considered likely to lead to minimal loss of greenfield 
/ agricultural land, and generally allow agricultural production to continue on the 
surrounding land.  Solar farms also enable the availability of greenfield / 
agricultural land to be maintained.  Notably, agricultural production can occur 
alongside energy production through agrivoltaic farming, which can resolve the 
land conflict between renewable energy production and agricultural production.  
In addition, when arable land in converted to grassland as part of a solar farm 
development there has been evidence of benefits for soil properties such as 
increased carbon storage and improved soil structure.33  However, it is 
recognised that large-scale solar farms need a lot of space, which can lead to 
soil compaction, reducing the permeability of soil to water and air as well as 
increasing surface runoff and erosion.34 

Transport 
6.25 Reducing vehicle emissions by reducing the need and length of journeys and 

shifting modes of transport away from private car journeys to sustainable travel 
alternatives, as well as switching fuels to zero and low emission alternatives 
such as EVs, will ultimately lead to significant positive effects for water and 

 
32 DoE and NIEA (2015): ‘Wind farms and groundwater impacts: A guide to EIA and Planning considerations’, [online] available 
to access via this link 
33 Welsh Government (2023): ‘2020/21 Soil Policy Evidence Programme: The impact of solar photovoltaic (PV) sites on 
agricultural soils and land’, [online] available to access via this link 
34 Ibid. 

https://niopa.qub.ac.uk/bitstream/NIOPA/7351/1/Wind%20farms%20and%20groundwater%20impacts.pdf
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2023-08/impact-solar-photovoltaic-sites-agricultural-soils-land-spep21-22-03-work-package-4.pdf
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soils resources.  This is because vehicles, particularly petrol and diesel 
vehicles, release pollutants which runoff from the land near roads and facilities 
associated with transport.  These include spilled fuel, lubricants, metals, 
plastics and chemicals which come from tyre and brake wear, exhaust 
emissions, oil and fuel deposits.35  All of these can and do enter waterbodies 
and the soil.  Due to the use of regenerative breaking in many EVs, they are 
generally considered to lead to less brake wear, and therefore combined with 
no exhaust emissions or oil and fuel deposits, pollution is lower.36  Tyre wear is 
considered to be on par with petrol and diesel vehicles.  Ultimately, by 
prioritising reducing vehicle kilometres over switching fuels, pollution will be 
reduced, and the draft Climate Action Plan performs well in this respect. 

Business and Industrial Processes 
6.26 The policies and proposals for this sector are unlikely to lead to direct 

significant positive or negative effects for water and soil resources.  The 
exception to this is support for the Resource Efficiency Capital grant (RECG), 
which is a scheme that provides Invest Northern Ireland clients with up to £50k 
to invest in resource efficiency equipment / technologies that will reduce the 
consumption of water and/or raw materials and minimise waste production.   

6.27 However, the policies and proposals will lead to indirect positive effects for 
water and soil resources through supporting climate change mitigation.  This is 
because the effects of climate change, i.e. warmer summers, wetter winters 
and sea-level rise in Northern Ireland, will likely have a significant adverse 
effect on water and soil resources.  Of particular relevance to Northern Ireland, 
sea-level rise is projected to extend salinisation of groundwater, decreasing 
freshwater availability for humans and ecosystems in coastal areas.37  Water 
quality is also affected by climate change, as higher water temperatures and 
more frequent floods and droughts are projected to exacerbate many forms of 
water pollution – from sediments to pathogens and pesticides.38  This will have 
knock-on effects for soil health, e.g. flooding can lead to soil instability and 
droughts can lead to soil erosion. 

Residential Buildings 
6.28 The same issues raised under the Business and Industrial Processes sector 

apply to this sector. 

Public Buildings 
6.29 The same issues raised under the Business and Industrial Processes sector 

apply to this sector. 

Waste Management 
6.30 Reducing emissions associated with landfill through separate collection of food 

waste from household waste, and diverting biodegradable waste from landfill, 
as well as increasing recycling rates, will likely lead to residual positive effects 
for water and soil resources.  This is because when biodegradable waste 
(including food waste) decomposes it releases methane and leachate, which is 

 
35 Environment Agency (2021): ‘Towns, cities and transport: Challenges for the water environment’, [online] available to access 
via this link 
36 RAC (no date): ‘Do electric vehicles produce more tyre and brake pollution than their petrol and diesel equivalents?’, [online] 
available to access via this link 
37 United Nations (no date): ‘Water – at the center of the climate crisis’, [online] available to access via this link 
38 Ibid. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/towns-cities-and-transport-challenges-for-the-water-environment
https://www.rac.co.uk/drive/electric-cars/running/do-electric-vehicles-produce-more-tyre-and-brake-pollution-than-petrol-and/
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/science/climate-issues/water
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a liquid produced in landfill sites that can become toxic.  Both methane (which 
can dissolve in groundwater) and leachate can contaminate nearby 
waterbodies, which can adversely impact drinking water quality and human 
health.  Notably, biodegradable organic materials reduce the oxygen 
concentration in waterbodies, which can lead to deoxygenation.  This is 
because bacteria and other organisms break these materials down into simpler 
organic to inorganic substances, using up oxygen in the process.39  Therefore, 
the water quality of nearby waterbodies should improve as a result of diverting 
biodegradable waste from landfill.  In addition, toxic substances and decaying 
organic materials in landfill can adversely affect soil quality.  Rather, by 
diverting biodegradable waste from landfill it can be utilised to create compost, 
which will have positive impacts on soil health. 

Agriculture 
6.31 Scheme 1 (The beef Carbon Reduction Scheme) under the Beef Sustainability 

Package policy is likely to lead to positive effects for water quality by reducing 
the number of older non-breeding cattle on farms by incentivising farmers to 
meet set targets for age at slaughter.  This is because the waste that cows 
produce can enter nearby waterbodies via runoff, with potential to lead to the 
eutrophication of waterbodies or even contamination of pathogens found in 
manure, including viruses, parasites and bacteria (e.g. e. coli).  The Farming 
with Nature Package policy is likely to lead to indirect positive impacts for water 
and soil resources by creating and restoring habitats.  The Soil Nutrient Health 
Scheme policy under the programme will likely lead to significant positive 
effects for water and soil resources as it focuses on improving soil nutrient 
health by developing nutrient management plans.  This will likely result in 
increased nutrient efficiency, reduced excess nutrient applications to soils and 
reduced run-off to watercourses.  The Anaerobic Digestion proposal also 
performs well by using a combination of manures from livestock farms, waste 
streams from food processing and crops grown on land for anaerobic digestion.  
This will reduce the amount of biodegradable waste entering waterbodies and 
soils via runoff.  The Sustainable Agriculture Programme will also likely lead to 
significant positive effects for water and soil resources.  Measures such as the 
use of alternative fertilisers will support water quality and soil health by reducing 
the leaching of fertilisers into nearby waterbodies and soils, which results in 
nutrient pollution. 

Land Use, Land Use Change and Forestry 
6.32 Several of the proposals under this sector are considered likely to lead to 

significant positive effects for water and soil resources.  This includes the 
Forests for Our Future Programme, which aims to create 9,000ha of new 
woodland by 2030, and the Northern Ireland Peatland Strategy, which aims to 
restore and conserve peatland habitats, which will both support water quality 
and soil health.  The Soil Nutrient Health Scheme also performs favourably by 
focusing on improving soil nutrient health by reducing excess nutrient 
applications to soils and reducing run-off to watercourses, which will have 
knock-on positive impacts for water quality.  Given the importance of soils for 
maintaining biodiversity, regulating water flows and quality, recycling nutrients, 
carbon storage, landscape character, cultural value and provision for 
ecosystem services, there are significant benefits to ensuring good health of 

 
39 The Open University (no date): ‘Effects of pollutants on the aquatic environment’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.open.edu/openlearn/nature-environment/effects-pollutants-on-the-aquatic-environment/content-section-3#:%7E:text=The%20major%20polluting%20effect%20of,simpler%20organic%20or%20inorganic%20substances.
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Northern Ireland’s soils in future.40  This would inevitably result in significant 
landtake, which could lead to adverse impacts on soil health, such as the loss 
of carbon stores through the disturbance of previously untouched soil for crop 
planting, if agricultural land is not available to utilise. 

Fisheries 
6.33 The UK Joint Fisheries Statement are likely to lead to significant positive effects 

on water quality by supporting a cleaner fishing fleet, which will likely reduce 
the quantity of harmful substances, including petrol and diesel, entering the 
ocean.  In order to implement the UK Joint Fisheries Statement in Northern 
Ireland, the draft Climate Action Plan proposes to invest in research and 
development and prepare for the roll-out of electrification and low or zero 
carbon fuels across the fishing fleet.  The policies and proposals under this 
sector are likely to lead to largely neutral effects on soil resources. 

Summary of findings 
6.34 Overall, the policies and proposals that the draft Climate Action Plan seek to 

deliver under each sector are considered likely to lead to significant positive 
effects on water and soil resources overall.  This is particularly true of the 
policies and proposals under the Transport, Agriculture, LULUCF and Fisheries 
sectors.  This is likely to be supported by government policy relating to water 
and soil resources.   The cross-cutting policies and proposals are considered to 
largely lead to neutral to positive effects on water and soil resources. 

6.35 As noted under the Business and Industrial Processes sector, the policies and 
proposals across all nine sectors will lead to indirect positive effects for water 
and soil resources through supporting climate change mitigation.  This is 
because the effects of climate change, i.e. warmer summers, wetter winters 
and sea-level rise in Northern Ireland, will likely have a significant adverse 
effect on water and soil resources.  Of particular relevance to Northern Ireland, 
sea-level rise is projected to extend salinisation of groundwater, decreasing 
freshwater availability for humans and ecosystems in coastal areas.41  Water 
quality is also affected by climate change, as higher water temperatures and 
more frequent floods and droughts are projected to exacerbate many forms of 
water pollution – from sediments to pathogens and pesticides.42  This will have 
knock-on effects for soil health, e.g. flooding can lead to soil instability and 
droughts can lead to soil erosion. 

Uncertainties and key areas for monitoring 
6.36 No significant uncertainties which should be a focus for monitoring through the 

SEA have been identified for the water and soil resources theme. 

 Historic environment  
6.37 The relative merits and limitations of the policies and proposals with regards to 

this SEA theme are summarised below under the relevant sector. 

 
40 UK Climate Risk (2021): ‘Evidence for the third UK Climate Change Risk Assessment (CCRA3): Summary for Northern 
Ireland.’, [online] available to access via this link 
41 United Nations (no date): ‘Water – at the center of the climate crisis’, [online] available to access via this link 
42 Ibid. 

https://www.ukclimaterisk.org/publications/type/national-summaries/
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/science/climate-issues/water
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Energy, Production and Supply 
6.38 Increasing renewable energy production, which the draft Climate Action Plan 

proposes to deliver through a new Renewable Electricity Support Scheme (to 
replace the NIRO), is predicted to lead to uncertain effects for the historic 
environment.  Whilst wind farms, and to a lesser extent solar farms, have the 
potential to adversely affect the setting and significance of designated heritage 
assets, this is largely dependent on their design and layout, as well as the 
utilisation of screening such as trees and hedges.  However, care needs to be 
taken that these measures do not themselves have an adverse impact on the 
heritage setting or landscape character.43  Historic England’s Advice Note 1544 
outlines that constraints such as visual impacts on the landscape tend to limit 
the size of onshore wind farm when compared with what is achievable offshore.  
However, heritage assets can still be found offshore and within the intertidal 
areas (the area between high tide and low tide marks) and may be directly 
impacted by the development and indirectly by physical changes within the 
coastal and marine environment.45  Archaeological resources are particularly 
sensitive to renewable energy projects as the construction phase in particular 
can lead to the disturbance of such resources.  With regards to solar farms, it is 
noted that mitigation is possible, for example, through the use of concrete 
bases for the panels, which entail less ground disturbance.46  Ultimately, it will 
be important that developers consider the impact of future renewable energy 
projects on the historic environment as they are planned, including how any 
potential adverse impacts will be appropriately mitigated. 

Transport 
6.39 Reducing vehicle emissions by reducing the need and length of journeys and 

shifting modes of transport away from private car journeys to sustainable travel 
alternatives, as well as switching fuels to zero and low emission alternatives 
such as EVs, will ultimately lead to positive effects for the historic environment.  
This is because a reduction of traffic and congestion across Northern Ireland, 
particularly in historic cities, towns and villages and the countryside, will likely 
improve the setting of heritage assets.  In addition, vehicular pollution can 
directly damage the fabric of heritage assets, and therefore a reduction in 
congestion will also likely reduce damage to these assets.  Nevertheless, it is 
recognised that EVs, whilst less polluting and quieter than petrol or diesel 
vehicles, will still impact on the historic environment.  In addition, the delivery of 
infrastructure which supports the use of sustainable modes of transport (such 
as new park and ride or new cycle routes) may impact on the significance of 
heritage assets.  Nevertheless, new infrastructure also offers opportunities for 
improving the setting of heritage assets, especially in cases where existing 
infrastructure is detracting from the historic environment, or where opportunities 
arise for enhancing or better revealing the heritage significance of transport 
infrastructure (such as canals or railway bridges). 

Business and Industrial Processes 
6.40 Whilst not all policies and proposals under this sector will directly impact the 

historic environment, those related to improving the energy performance of 
 

43 Historic England (2021): ‘Commercial Renewable Energy Development and the Historic Environment: Historic England 
Advice Note 15’, [online] available to access via this link 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 

https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/commercial-renewable-energy-development-historic-environment-advice-note-15/
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buildings through retrofitting have the potential to lead to minor negative effects 
on the historic environment.  This is because some energy savings measures 
have the potential to adversely impact the setting and significance of 
designated heritage assets.  However, it is recognised that this is largely 
dependent on the design of such measures.  Therefore, it will be important that 
the impact of energy saving measures on designated heritage assets is 
considered during the design phase of development, including how any 
potential adverse impacts will be appropriately mitigated.  More broadly, the 
policies and proposals will lead to indirect positive effects for the historic 
environment through supporting climate change mitigation in more general 
terms.  This is because the effects of climate change, i.e. warmer summers, 
wetter winters and sea-level rise in Northern Ireland, will likely have a 
significant adverse effect on the historic environment.  This includes – but is not 
limited to – structural problems from changing extremes and fluctuations in 
temperature; building subsidence, structural deformation and collapse as a 
result of soil shrinkage during dry conditions; decay to waterlogged 
archaeological remains from desiccation of soils and lowered groundwater 
levels; and damage to floodplain, coastal and marine heritage assets as a 
result of flooding, erosion, and sea level rise.47 

Residential Buildings 
6.41 The same issues raised under the Business and Industrial Processes sector 

apply to this sector. 

Public Buildings 
6.42 The same issues raised under the Business and Industrial Processes sector 

apply to this sector. 

Waste Management 
6.43 Reducing emissions associated with landfill through separating the collection of 

food waste from household waste, and diverting biodegradable waste from 
landfill, as well as increasing recycling rates, will likely lead to residual positive 
effects for the historic environment.  This is because landfill sites require 
significant landtake, and landfill sites themselves are often unsightly, which has 
the potential to impact the setting and significance of historic landscapes and 
nearby heritage assets.  Therefore, limiting the amount of waste which goes to 
landfill should help minimise these adverse effects on the historic environment. 

Agriculture 
6.44 Whilst changing practices on farms have the potential to impact the setting of 

heritage assets and historic landscapes, which may be defined by agricultural 
uses, overall the policies and proposals under this sector are considered likely 
to lead to neutral effects on the historic environment.  Proposals such as the 
use of alternative fertilisers; creating and restoring habitats; and improving soil 
nutrient health are unlikely to lead to any significant effects on the historic 
environment as they are relatively non-invasive.  However, the Anaerobic 
Digestion proposal, which involves capturing and recycling nutrients from 
digestate that would otherwise be land spread, has the potential to lead to 
adverse impacts on the historic environment as anaerobic digestion plants will 

 
47 Historic England (no date): ‘What are the effects of climate change on the historic environment?’, [online] available to access 
via this link 

https://historicengland.org.uk/research/current/threats/heritage-climate-change-environment/what-effects/
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likely be fairly prominent in the landscape.  Nevertheless, there is uncertainty 
around this at this stage as this is largely dependent on the design and layout 
of the plants. 

Land Use, Land Use Change and Forestry 
6.45 Changes to land use have the potential to impact the setting of heritage assets 

and historic landscapes, which may be defined by agricultural uses.  For 
example, activities such as habitat restoration and new habitat creation may 
have negative impacts (direct and indirect) on the significance of heritage 
assets including their settings.  For example, peatland restoration can have 
impacts on archaeology.  In addition, localised ecologies, which reflect historic 
industry and character, should be considered for protection where possible, 
such as around historic mining areas.  This includes plants that have adapted 
to changes in soil mineral levels or localised thermal differences.  Care needs 
to be taken with the location, species and sizes of any new planting to avoid 
negative impacts, e.g. to archaeological sites or the setting of a listed building, 
or to minimise these and maximise opportunities for enhancement.  Planting 
and other types of habitat restoration and re-creation will need to be informed 
by appropriate research and historic environment / landscape character 
assessments.  For this reason, appropriate methods for changes in land use 
should therefore be devised with input from historic environment specialists 
from the outset. 

Fisheries 
6.46 The policies and proposals under this sector are considered likely to lead to 

residual positive effects on the historic environment.  The Maritime 
Decarbonisation Strategy and the UK Joint Fisheries Statement support a 
cleaner fishing fleet, which will likely reduce the quantity of harmful substances, 
including petrol and diesel, entering the ocean.  This will likely have knock-on 
minor benefits for the setting and significance of coastal and marine heritage 
assets. 

Summary of findings 
6.47 Overall, the policies and proposals that the draft Climate Action Plan seek to 

deliver under each sector are considered likely to lead to mixed effects on the 
historic environment overall.  Predicted effects range from minor positive 
(Transport) to minor negative (Business and Industrial Processes, Residential 
Buildings and Public Buildings), whilst uncertain effects are predicted under the 
Energy, Production and Supply sector.   Notably, government policy relating to 
the historic environment, the protections afforded to designated sites and other 
provisions are likely to ensure that appropriate mitigation is put in place to 
prevent adverse impacts on the historic environment.  Nevertheless, it is 
recognised that the design of future interventions is a significant factor with 
regards to their potential impact on the historic environment.  The cross-cutting 
policies and proposals are considered to largely lead to neutral to positive 
effects on the historic environment. 

6.48 As noted under the Business and Industrial Processes sector, the policies and 
proposals across all nine sectors will lead to indirect positive effects for the 
historic environment through supporting climate change mitigation.  This is 
because the effects of climate change, i.e. warmer summers, wetter winters 
and sea-level rise in Northern Ireland, will likely have a significant adverse 
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effect on the historic environment.  This includes – but is not limited to – 
structural problems from changing extremes and fluctuations in temperature; 
building subsidence, structural deformation and collapse as a result of soil 
shrinkage during dry conditions; decay to waterlogged archaeological remains 
from desiccation of soils and lowered groundwater levels; and damage to 
floodplain, coastal and marine heritage assets as a result of flooding, erosion, 
and sea level rise.48 

Uncertainties and key areas for monitoring 
6.49 The main uncertainties identified in relation to the nature and significance of 

effects on this SEA theme as a result of the implementation of the draft Climate 
Action Plan include as follows: 

• Impact of renewable energy provision on the historic environment; 

• Impacts on the historic environment from anaerobic digestion plants; and 

• Impacts on the historic environment from land use change. 
6.50 In light of the above, these uncertainties represent key areas for monitoring. 

 Landscape  
6.51 The relative merits and limitations of the policies and proposals with regards to 

this SEA theme are summarised below under the relevant sector. 

Energy, Production and Supply 
6.52 Increasing renewable energy production, which the draft Climate Action Plan 

proposes to deliver through a new Renewable Electricity Support Scheme (to 
replace the NIRO), is predicted to lead to uncertain effects under the landscape 
SEA theme.  Whilst wind farms, and to a lesser extent solar farms, have the 
potential to adversely affect the setting and significance of distinctive 
landscapes, including AONBs, this is largely dependent on their location, 
design and layout, as well as landscape mitigation measures, such as trees 
and hedges for screening.  However, care needs to be taken that these 
measures do not themselves have an adverse impact on landscape 
character.49  Historic England’s Advice Note 1550 outlines that constraints such 
as visual impacts on the landscape tend to limit the size of onshore wind farm 
when compared with what is achievable offshore.  However, coastal 
landscapes may be directly impacted by the development of offshore wind 
farms and indirectly by physical changes within the coastal and marine 
environment.51  Ultimately, it will be important that developers consider the 
impact of future renewable energy projects on important landscapes, including 
how any potential adverse impacts will be appropriately mitigated. 

 
48 Historic England (no date): ‘What are the effects of climate change on the historic environment?’, [online] available to access 
via this link 
49 Historic England (2021): ‘Commercial Renewable Energy Development and the Historic Environment: Historic England 
Advice Note 15’, [online] available to access via this link 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid. 

https://historicengland.org.uk/research/current/threats/heritage-climate-change-environment/what-effects/
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/commercial-renewable-energy-development-historic-environment-advice-note-15/
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Transport 
6.53 Reducing vehicle emissions by reducing the need and length of journeys and 

shifting modes of transport away from private car to sustainable travel 
alternatives, as well as switching fuels to zero and low emission alternatives 
such as EVs, will ultimately lead to minor positive effects under the landscape 
SEA theme.  This is because a reduction in traffic and congestion will likely 
support landscape, townscape and villagescape character through limiting 
visual and noise impacts.  This has the potential to support the special qualities 
of important landscapes, including AONBs.   

6.54 It is though recognised that EVs, whilst less polluting and quieter than petrol or 
diesel vehicles, will still impact on the landscape.  In addition, the delivery of 
infrastructure which supports the use of sustainable modes of transport (such 
as new park and ride or new cycle routes) may impact on the setting of 
important landscapes.  Nevertheless, new infrastructure also offers 
opportunities for improving the setting and significance of important 
landscapes, especially in cases where existing infrastructure is detracting from 
the landscape, seascape, townscape or villagescape character. 

Business and Industrial Processes 
6.55 The policies and proposals for this sector are unlikely to lead to direct 

significant positive or negative effects for the landscape.  However, the policies 
and proposals will lead to indirect positive effects for the landscape through 
supporting climate change mitigation.    This is because the effects of climate 
change, i.e. warmer summers, wetter winters and sea-level rise in Northern 
Ireland, will likely have a significant adverse effect on the landscape.  This 
includes – but is not limited to – change to the character of designated 
landscapes due to a reduction in native flora and fauna; an increase in wildfires 
due to hotter, drier conditions, particularly for upland landscapes; damage to 
designated landscapes from flood water inundation and saturation; and 
changes to the character of parks and gardens due to extreme weather events 
and changes in temperature and future water availability.52 

Residential Buildings 
6.56 Similar elements raised under the Business and Industrial Processes sector 

apply to this sector. 

Public Buildings 
6.57 Similar elements raised under the Business and Industrial Processes sector 

apply to this sector. 

Waste Management 
6.58 Reducing emissions associated with landfill through separating the collection of 

food waste from household waste, and diverting biodegradable waste from 
landfill, as well as increasing recycling rates, will likely lead to residual positive 
effects for the landscape.  This is because landfill sites require significant 
landtake, and landfill sites themselves are often unsightly, and have the 
potential to impact on landscape character, including potentially the special 
qualities of important landscapes such as AONBs.  Therefore, limiting the 

 
52 Historic England (no date): ‘What are the effects of climate change on the historic environment?’, [online] available to access 
via this link 

https://historicengland.org.uk/research/current/threats/heritage-climate-change-environment/what-effects/
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amount of waste which goes to landfill should help minimise these adverse 
effects on the landscape. 

Agriculture 
6.59 Changing practices on farms have the potential to impact on the setting of 

important landscapes, which may be defined by agricultural uses.  In this 
respect, proposals such as the use of alternative fertilisers, creating and 
restoring habitats and improving soil nutrient health are likely to lead to some 
positive effects on the landscape through improving the resilience of the 
component ecosystems of Northern Ireland’s landscapes.   

6.60 However, the Anaerobic Digestion proposal, which involves capturing and 
recycling nutrients from digestate that would otherwise be land spread, has the 
potential to lead to adverse impacts on the landscape as anaerobic digestion 
plants will likely be fairly prominent in the landscape.  Nevertheless, there is 
uncertainty around this at this stage as this is largely dependent on the design 
and layout of the plants. 

6.61 Overall though, the policies and proposals relating to this sector are likely to 
bring positive benefits for landscape character in Northern Ireland. 

Land Use, Land Use Change and Forestry 
6.62 Several of the proposals under this sector are considered likely to lead to 

significant positive effects for the landscape.  This includes the Forests for Our 
Future Programme, which aims to create 9,000ha of new woodland by 2030, 
and the Northern Ireland Peatland Strategy, which aims to deliver levels of 
peatland restoration in line with the CCC’s recommended pathway for Northern 
Ireland.  In addition, the Farming with Nature Package focuses on actions to 
reverse the trend in biodiversity decline by creating and restoring habitats and 
improving connectivity between habitats.  This will likely entail a change of land 
use from agricultural uses to more natural uses which would likely have 
dominated the landscape in the past. 

6.63 It should be noted though that the land use changes facilitated through the draft 
Climate Action Plan will need to reflect the diverse landscapes of Northern 
Ireland.  For example, whilst much of Northern Ireland would have historically 
been wooded, some locations may not historically have seen significant tree 
cover.  In addition, the planting of inappropriate species of trees may bear little 
resemblance to the historic context of townscapes or landscapes in the area.  
In this respect reforestation activities should be carefully managed and 
designed to reflect appropriately historic landscape character.  This includes 
through engaging effectively with local character and the special qualities of 
important landscapes.  

Fisheries 
6.64 The policies and proposals under this sector are considered likely to lead to 

minor positive effects on landscapes and seascapes.  The Maritime 
Decarbonisation Strategy and the UK Joint Fisheries Statement support a 
cleaner fishing fleet, which will likely reduce the quantity of harmful substances, 
including petrol and diesel, entering the sea, and supporting a more modern 
and quieter fishing fleet.  This will likely have minor benefits for setting of 
coastal and marine landscapes. 



SEA for the draft Northern Ireland Climate Action Plan   Environmental Report  
   

 

 
Prepared for: DAERA on behalf of The Northern Ireland Executive 
 

AECOM 
83 

 

Summary of findings 
6.65 Overall, the policies and proposals that the draft Climate Action Plan seek to 

deliver under each sector are considered likely to lead to largely minor positive 
effects in relation to the landscape SEA theme.  This is with the exception of the 
Energy, Production and Supply sector, which is predicted to lead to uncertain 
effects.  Notably, government policy relating to the landscape character, the 
protections afforded to designated landscapes and other provisions are likely to 
ensure that appropriate mitigation is put in place to prevent adverse impacts on 
key landscapes.  Nevertheless, it is recognised that the design of future 
interventions is a significant factor with regards to their potential impact on the 
landscape.  Otherwise, the cross-cutting policies and proposals are considered 
to largely lead to neutral to minor positive effects in relation to the landscape 
SEA theme. 

6.66 It should be noted though that the land use changes facilitated through the draft 
Climate Action Plan, including associated with reforestation activities, will need 
to reflect the diverse landscapes of Northern Ireland.  In this respect the design 
of land use changes will therefore need to be sensitive to the surrounding 
landscape, and exercises in habitat restoration and creation and other activities 
should be carefully selected to complement existing character and setting. 

6.67 As noted under the Business and Industrial Processes sector, the policies and 
proposals across all nine sectors will lead to indirect positive effects for the 
landscape through supporting climate change mitigation.  This is because the 
effects of climate change, i.e. warmer summers, wetter winters and sea-level 
rise in Northern Ireland, will likely have a significant adverse effect on the 
landscape.  This includes – but is not limited to – change to the character of 
designated landscapes due to a reduction in native flora and fauna, an increase 
in wildfires due to hotter, drier conditions, particularly for upland landscapes, 
damage to designated landscapes from flood water inundation and saturation 
and changes to the character of parks and gardens due to extreme weather 
events and changes in temperature and future water availability.53 

Uncertainties and key areas for monitoring 
6.68 The main uncertainties identified in relation to the nature and significance of 

effects on this SEA theme as a result of the implementation of the draft Climate 
Action Plan include as follows: 

• Impact of renewable energy provision on landscape character; 

• Impacts on the landscape from anaerobic digestion plants; and 

• Impacts of land use changes supported through LULUCF sector polices, 
proposals and enabling actions on landscape character. 

6.69 In light of the above, these represent key areas for monitoring. 

 
53 Historic England (no date): ‘What are the effects of climate change on the historic environment?’, [online] available to access 
via this link 

https://historicengland.org.uk/research/current/threats/heritage-climate-change-environment/what-effects/
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 Air quality and noise 
6.70 The relative merits and limitations of the policies and proposals with regards to 

this SEA theme are summarised below under the relevant sector. 

Energy, Production and Supply 
6.71 Increasing renewable energy production, which the draft Climate Action Plan 

proposes to deliver through a new Renewable Electricity Support Scheme (to 
replace the NIRO), is predicted to lead to significant positive effects for air 
quality in particular, but also for noise.  A move away from non-renewable 
energy production, i.e. the burning of fossil fuels, is likely to support a reduction 
in air pollution, and support a limitation of noise pollution.  However, it is 
recognised that the construction phase of renewable energy development is 
likely to lead to some short-term noise pollution. 

Transport 
6.72 Reducing emissions by reducing the need and length of journeys and shifting 

modes of transport away from private car to sustainable travel alternatives, as 
well as switching fuels to zero and low emission alternatives such as EVs, will 
ultimately lead to significant positive effects for air quality and noise as a result 
of a decrease in traffic and congestion.  Notably, at low speeds (below 30 km/h) 
EVs are much quieter than petrol and diesel vehicles to the extent that to 
reduce the risk of accidents for pedestrians, the EU has introduced a regulation 
for electric vehicles, imposing a minimum of 56 decibels at low speeds.54  
However, it is recognised that EVs, whilst less polluting and quieter than petrol 
or diesel vehicles, still cause a degree of air pollution (e.g. from type particulate 
matter).  In addition, the delivery of infrastructure which supports the use of 
sustainable modes of transport (such as new park and ride or new cycle routes) 
may also lead to short-term air and noise pollution during the construction 
phase. 

6.73 Overall though, the draft Climate Action Plan policies and proposals will support 
significant positive effects for air and noise quality. 

Business and Industrial Processes 
6.74 Some of the policies and proposals under this sector have the potential to lead 

to significant positive effects on air quality.  These include improving the 
environmental performance of combined heat and power schemes; ensuring 
that harmful fluorinated gases are eliminated; and fuel switching to natural gas.  
More broadly, the policies and proposals will lead to indirect positive effects for 
air quality and noise through supporting climate change mitigation.  This is 
because one of the primary contributors to climate change, i.e. the burning of 
fossil fuels, is associated with poor air quality (and a degree of noise pollution). 

Residential Buildings 
6.75 Some of the policies and proposals under this sector have the potential to lead 

to residual positive effects on air quality.  These include raising standards and 
building better homes in the future; delivering a programme to replace fossil 
fuel heat with low carbon heating technologies; ensuring that harmful 

 
54 Michelin (no date): ‘Car noise: Are electric cars quieter than petrol cars?’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.michelin.co.uk/auto/advice/ev-guide/car-noise
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fluorinated gases are eliminated; and fuels switching to natural gas.  More 
broadly, the policies and proposals will lead to indirect positive effects for air 
quality and noise through supporting climate change mitigation.  This is 
because one of the primary contributors to climate change, i.e. the burning of 
fossil fuels, is associated with poor air quality (and a degree of noise pollution). 

Public Buildings 
6.76 The policies and proposals under this sector will lead to indirect positive effects 

for air quality and noise through supporting climate change mitigation.  This is 
because one of the primary contributors to climate change, i.e. the burning of 
fossil fuels, is associated with poor air quality (and a degree of noise pollution).  
However, direct effects for air quality are not considered likely under this sector, 
especially given it only accounts for 5% of emissions from buildings. 

Waste Management 
6.77 Reducing emissions associated with landfill through separating the collection of 

food waste from household waste, and diverting biodegradable waste from 
landfill, as well as increasing recycling rates, will likely lead to residual positive 
effects for air quality and noise.  This is because landfill sites are often 
associated with a degree of both air and noise pollution. 

Agriculture 
6.78 Some of the proposals under this sector have the potential to lead to residual 

positive effects on air quality.  The Farming with Nature Package focuses on 
actions to reverse the declining trend in biodiversity on farmland by creating 
and restoring habitats.  This will be beneficial to air quality as plants have the 
ability to reduce the levels of air pollution in the environment by a filtering 
pollutants like nitrogen dioxide (NO2) through their leaves.55  The Soil Nutrient 
Health Scheme also performs well as it focuses on improving soil nutrient 
health, which will be beneficial to air quality as soil has the ability to sequester 
pollutants.  However, the Anaerobic Digestion proposal, which involves 
capturing and recycling nutrients from digestate that would otherwise be land 
spread, could lead to an increase in localised noise pollution. 

Land Use, Land Use Change and Forestry 
6.79 Several of the proposals under this sector are considered likely to lead to 

residual positive effects for air quality.  This includes the Forests for Our Future 
Programme, which aims to create 9,000ha of new woodland by 2030, and the 
Northern Ireland Peatland Strategy, which aims to deliver levels of peatland 
restoration in line with the CCC’s recommended pathway for Northern Ireland.  
The Soil Nutrient Health Scheme also performs favourably by focusing on 
improving soil nutrient health.  These proposals will be beneficial to air quality 
as both plants and soil have the ability to help purify the air from pollutants such 
as nitrogen dioxide (NO2) and particulates. 

Fisheries 
6.80 The UK Joint Fisheries Statement is likely to lead to positive effects on air 

quality and noise by supporting a cleaner fishing fleet, which will reduce the use 

 
55 University of Sheffield (no date): ‘Have we turned plants against us?’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/research/features/have-we-turned-plants-against-us#:%7E:text=In%20urban%20ecosystems%2C%20plants%20have,nitrogen%20dioxide%20through%20their%20leaves.
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of fossil fuels and therefore also reduce air pollution.  Similarly to EVs, electric 
boats (EBs) produce less noise pollution than petrol and diesel boats. 

Summary of findings 
6.81 Overall, the policies and proposals that the draft Climate Action Plan seek to 

deliver under each sector are considered likely to lead to positive effects on air 
quality and noise overall.  However, significant positive effects are predicted 
under the Energy, Production and Supply, Business and Industrial Processes 
and Transport sectors.  Notably, government policy relating to air quality and 
noise, air quality monitoring and action plans and other provisions are also 
likely to help ensure that appropriate mitigation is put in place to prevent 
significant adverse impacts on air quality and noise.  Otherwise the cross-
cutting policies and proposals are also considered to largely lead to residual 
positive effects on air quality and noise. 

6.82 As noted under the Business and Industrial Processes sector, the policies and 
proposals across all nine sectors will lead to indirect positive effects for air 
quality and noise through supporting climate change mitigation.  This is 
because one of the primary contributors to climate change, i.e. the burning of 
fossil fuels, is associated with poor air quality and noise pollution. 

Uncertainties and key areas for monitoring 
6.83 No significant uncertainties which should be a focus for monitoring have been 

identified for the air quality and noise theme. 

 Healthy and Safe Communities 
6.84 The relative merits and limitations of the policies and proposals with regards to 

this SEA theme are summarised below under the relevant sector. 

Energy, Production and Supply 
6.85 Increasing renewable energy production, which the draft Climate Action Plan 

proposes to deliver through a new Renewable Electricity Support Scheme (to 
replace the NIRO), is predicted to lead to significant positive effects for the 
health and safety of communities and community wellbeing.  A move away from 
non-renewable energy production, i.e. the burning of fossil fuels, is likely to lead 
to a reduction in air pollution which will be beneficial to human health.  More 
broadly, an increase in renewable energy production is likely to be correlated 
with an increase in job opportunities, particularly green jobs, and for an 
enhancement of skills and training opportunities. 

Transport 
6.86 Reducing emissions by reducing the need and length of journeys and shifting 

modes of transport away from private car to sustainable travel alternatives 
(including active travel and public transport), as well as switching fuels to zero 
and low emission alternatives such as EVs, will ultimately lead to significant 
positive effects for the quality of life and health and safety of communities due 
to a reduction in air pollution and noise, and a limitation of traffic flows and 
congestion.  The measures will also support the quality of life of communities 
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by encouraging the use of healthier modes of transport such as walking and 
cycling, and reducing the impacts of severance from transport infrastructure. 

6.87 Nevertheless, it is recognised that EVs, whilst less polluting and quieter than 
petrol or diesel vehicles, still have the potential to contribute to road accidents 
(which as an issue is raised by EVs being quieter), and do not support healthier 
modes of transport.  In addition, the delivery of infrastructure which supports 
the use of sustainable modes of transport (such as new park and ride or new 
cycle routes) may also impact on communities in the short-term due to activities 
associated with construction.  

6.88 Overall however, the draft Climate Action Plan’s focus on switching fuels to low 
emission alternatives, such as EVs, will have significant positive effects on the 
quality of life of communities and health and wellbeing. 

Business and Industrial Processes 
6.89 Some of the policies and proposals under this sector have the potential to lead 

to direct positive effects on health and safety.  This includes through ensuring 
that harmful fluorinated gases are eliminated and fuel switching to natural gas.  
In addition, many of the policies and proposals focus on increasing energy 
efficiency, reducing energy consumption, and promoting low carbon 
technologies.  This will have knock-on positive effects for health and wellbeing 
by reducing the use of fossil fuels, which are linked to poor air quality. 

6.90 Notably, the decarbonisation of this sector will likely help to secure the long-
term viability of high value jobs across Northern Ireland.  The Invest Northern 
Ireland Energy and Resource Efficiency (ERE) Programme for Northern Ireland 
Businesses performs particularly well in this respect.  Specifically, this 
programme will provide financial support for businesses to implement energy 
efficiency and decarbonisation measures within their business operations post 
2024. 

Residential Buildings 
6.91 The policies and proposals’ focus on energy efficiency, reducing energy 

consumption, and promoting low carbon technologies will have significant 
positive effects on the quality of life and health and wellbeing of communities.  
This includes through supporting the physical and mental health of residents 
through enhancing the thermal performance of homes and improving the quality 
of housing, and facilitating a reduction in fuel poverty.  This has the potential to 
have particular benefits for those living in the areas with the highest level of 
deprivation.  

6.92 Otherwise, similar issues raised under the Business and Industrial Processes 
sector apply to this sector. 

Public Buildings 
6.93 Similar issues raised under the Business and Industrial Processes sector apply 

to this sector. 

Waste Management 
6.94 Reducing emissions associated with landfill through separating the collection of 

food waste from household waste, and diverting biodegradable waste from 
landfill, as well as increasing recycling rates, will likely lead to positive effects 
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for the health and safety of communities.  This is because leachate – which is a 
liquid produced in landfill sites that can become toxic – can contaminate nearby 
waterbodies, adversely impacting water quality.  This could lead to drinking 
water needing additional treatment.  In addition, toxic substances and decaying 
organic materials in landfill can adversely affect soil quality, which has a knock-
on adverse impact for agricultural production, with potential to impact produce.  
Therefore, limiting the amount of waste which goes to landfill should help 
minimise these adverse effects on human health and safety. 

6.95 In addition, the diversion of waste from landfill will help limit the impact of 
landfill-associated infrastructure on the quality of life and health and wellbeing 
of communities. 

Agriculture 
6.96 Some of the policies and proposals under this sector have the potential to lead 

to residual positive effects on the health and safety of communities.  Measures 
such as the use of alternative fertilisers will likely support human health by 
reducing the leaching of fertilisers into nearby waterbodies, which adversely 
impacts water quality due to nutrient pollution, as well as reducing ammonia 
emissions, which contribute to poor air quality.  The Farming with Nature 
Package focuses on actions to reverse the declining trend in biodiversity on 
farmland by creating and restoring habitats.  This will support healthier 
environments for local communities.  The Soil Nutrient Health Scheme also 
performs well as it focuses on improving soil nutrient health, which will have 
similar positive effects. 

6.97 More broadly, the policies and proposals under this sector will incentivise 
farmers to pursue alternative income streams, thereby supporting their 
livelihoods and improving their quality of life.  However, it is recognised that 
some farms will find this transition challenging. 

Land Use, Land Use Change and Forestry 
6.98 Several of the proposals under this sector are considered likely to lead to 

positive effects for the quality of life and health and safety of communities.  This 
includes the Forests for Our Future Programme, which aims to create 9,000ha 
of new woodland by 2030, and the Northern Ireland Peatland Strategy, which 
aims to deliver levels of peatland restoration in line with the CCC’s 
recommended pathway for Northern Ireland.  In addition to contributing to 
improved environmental quality, these proposals, particularly the Forests for 
Our Future Programme, will encourage the community to access and enjoy 
nature, encouraging active and healthy lifestyles.  The Soil Nutrient Health 
Scheme also performs favourably by focusing on improving soil nutrient health, 
which will support healthier environments and green jobs. 

Fisheries 
6.99 The UK Joint Fisheries Statement is likely to lead to residual positive effects on 

human health by supporting a cleaner fishing fleet.  This, if designed 
appropriately, has the potential to limit contamination to fish and other seafood, 
and lead to improvements in air quality, which positive impacts for human 
health and safety.  
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Summary of findings 
6.100 Overall, the policies and proposals that the draft Climate Action Plan seek to 

deliver under each sector are considered likely to lead to positive to significant 
positive effects on the quality of life and health and safety of communities 
overall.  Significant positive effects are anticipated for the Energy, Production 
and Supply, Transport and Residential Buildings sectors.   

6.101 The policies and proposals across all nine sectors will lead to indirect positive 
effects for the quality of life and health, safety and wellbeing of communities 
through supporting climate change mitigation.  This is because the effects of 
climate change, i.e. warmer summers, wetter winters and sea-level rise in 
Northern Ireland, will likely have a significant adverse effect on the quality of life 
and health, wellbeing and safety of communities.  This includes – but is not 
limited to – extreme weather events (i.e. flooding and heatwaves); wildfires; 
water scarcity; food insecurity; deteriorating air quality; and the spread of 
infectious and vector-borne diseases.56 

Uncertainties and key areas for monitoring 
6.102 No significant uncertainties which should be a focus for monitoring have been 

identified for this SEA theme. 

Cumulative effects 
6.103 The draft Climate Action Plan is likely to interact with other Northern Ireland 

and UK-wide plans and programmes, as well as those in the Republic of 
Ireland.  It is considered that, due the nature of the draft Climate Action Plan, 
any cumulative effects are likely to be positive.  This is given the measures in 
the plan will reinforce and support climate change mitigation and adaptation 
measures and activities set out in other plans and programmes, and lead to in-
combination impacts which will deliver synergistic effects.  

6.104 A range of positive cumulative effects across the SEA themes are therefore 
anticipated as a result of the in-combination effects of the draft Climate Action 
Plan policies and proposals and other plans and programmes.  In this respect, 
the policies and proposals (and framework they sit within) have been designed 
to complement and reinforce the objectives and actions of other plans and 
programmes regionally and nationally. 

6.105 As such, no significant negative cumulative effects are anticipated in terms of 
the implementation of the policies and proposals. 

Conclusions and recommendations 
6.106 Overall, the policies and proposals across the nine sectors are largely 

considered to lead to minor positive to significant positive effects across 
the six SEA themes.  In addition to the direct positive effects highlighted, this is 
also because the draft Climate Action Plan policies and proposals contribute to 
climate change mitigation, which will support indirect positive effects and 
beneficial approaches across all of the SEA themes.  Nevertheless, some SEA 

 
56 UK Government (2023): ’11 things to know about the Health Effects of Climate Change report’, [online] available to access 
via this link 

https://ukhsa.blog.gov.uk/2023/12/11/11-things-to-know-about-the-health-effects-of-climate-change-report/
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themes – biodiversity, historic environment and landscape – are associated 
with more uncertainties than others. 

6.107 It is therefore recommended that the delivery of the policies and proposals set 
out within the draft Climate Action Plan are closely monitored at each stage to 
ensure that negative or unforeseen effects can be effectively responded to and 
managed when they do arise.  In response to this, the following chapter sets 
out a series of monitoring proposals designed to consider the key areas where 
the SEA has identified uncertainties. 
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7. Proposed monitoring programme 
Monitoring in SEA 
7.1 Monitoring in SEA is a means of evaluating the environmental performance of 

the plan or strategy and monitoring compliance through its implementation.  It is 
also a way to check whether the effects predicted in the SEA arise as 
envisaged, or whether unforeseen issues arise.    

7.2 Monitoring can help to evaluate whether a plan or strategy is fulfilling its core 
objective of delivering sustainable development and providing for a high level of 
protection of the environment.  The information gathered through monitoring 
provides a basis to inform the review and preparation of subsequent iterations 
of plans, strategies and projects that sit within them, thus better informing future 
decisions. 

7.3 Measuring indicators over time can identify long-term positive or negative 
changes and trends in the environment and can build knowledge on how these 
trends will affect (or will be affected by) the implementation of the plan or 
strategy itself.  In this respect, monitoring environmental changes occurring 
during the Climate Action Plan’s implementation phase can help to identify the 
need for additional mitigation measures or for appropriate remedial action to be 
undertaken where issues are identified, as well as to inform project-level 
assessments. 

Proposed SEA monitoring programme for the 
Climate Action Plan 
7.4 Schedule 2 of the Northern Ireland SEA Regulations highlights that the 

Environmental Report should include “a description of the measures envisaged 
concerning monitoring.”  In response to this, this Environmental Report 
presents a proposed draft monitoring programme for measuring the 
implementation of the Climate Action Plan.  It draws on the uncertainties 
identified through the assessment of the various components of the policies 
and proposals, and also suggests where monitoring is required to help ensure 
that the potential benefits of the policies and proposals are effectively achieved 
through implementation.  This will enable appropriate interventions to be 
undertaken if monitoring highlights negative or underperforming trends relating 
to the Climate Action Plan’s implementation.   

7.5 DAERA intends to monitor and report on policy and proposal indicators to 
monitor progress.  Departments will use the data to enable them to adjust their 
approach if necessary. It is therefore beneficial if the SEA monitoring strategy 
builds on monitoring systems which are already in place. To this end, many of 
the indicators of progress chosen for the SEA are likely to reflect data that is 
already being routinely collected by DAERA.  As such, the indicators proposed 
for the SEA will be integrated into DAERA’s monitoring approach, with DAERA 
having responsibility for the implementation of the monitoring. 

7.6 Table 7.1 therefore outlines a proposed monitoring programme for measuring 
the Climate Action Plan’s implementation.  It pays particular attention to the 
areas where the SEA has identified uncertainties and also suggests where 
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monitoring is required to help ensure that the positive effects of the policies and 
proposals are achieved through implementation.  It includes: 

• The significant effect or environmental change to be monitored.  

• The SEA theme(s) to which the monitoring proposal relates.  

• The indicator to be monitored.  

• The source of information and frequency of monitoring; and  

• The trigger for where intervention should take place if monitoring suggests 
it is required.  
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Table 7.1 Proposed SEA monitoring programme 

Significant effect/ environmental 
change to be monitored 

SEA theme(s) Indicator Data source Frequency Trigger for intervention 

Area of restored habitat  Hectares of former farmland 
or other uses restored as 
biodiversity habitats  

DAERA Annual When area does not increase on 
a year-on-year basis to targets 
set by DAERA. 

Impact on biodiversity, soil and 
water quality and emissions from 
fertilisers 

 

Use of nitrogen fertilisers DAERA Annual When use increases on a year-
on-year basis. 

Impact of policies and proposals 
on woodland creation 

 Area of woodland in Northern 
Ireland 

DAERA Annual Where area does not increase on 
a year-on-year basis to targets 
set by DAERA. 

Impacts on landscape and 
townscape character 

 

Landscape character 
assessment findings 

DAERA Ongoing Where landscape character 
assessment suggests significant 
change has taken place. 

Impact of habitat restoration and 
re-creation schemes on historic 
environment assets and landscape 
character  

Proportion of habitat 
restoration and re-creation 
schemes informed by input 
from historic environment and 
landscape specialists 

DAERA Annual Where percentage decreases 
year on year. 

Sustainable transport use 

 

Total bus and rail passenger 
journeys 

Travel Survey 
for Northern 
Ireland, DfI 

Annual When number of journeys do not 
increase on a year-on-year basis 
to targets set by the DfI. 

  



SEA for the draft Northern Ireland Climate Action Plan   Environmental Report  
   

 

 
Prepared for: DAERA on behalf of The Northern Ireland Executive  
 

AECOM 
94 

 

8. Next steps 
8.1 This Environmental Report is being consulted on alongside the wider 

consultation on the SEA for the draft Climate Action Plan. 

8.2 Following the completion of the consultation period, comments will be reviewed 
and analysed.  The final policies and proposals will then be developed prior to 
adoption.  Any changes arising to the policies and proposals will need to be 
assessed as part of the SEA process. 

8.3 The SEA Regulations require that a ‘statement’ be made available to 
accompany the Climate Action Plan, as soon as possible after their adoption. 
The purpose of the SEA Adoption Statement is to outline how the SEA process 
has influenced and informed the Climate Action Plan’s development process 
and demonstrate how consultation on the SEA has been considered.   

8.4 To meet these requirements, an SEA Adoption Statement will be published with 
the adopted Climate Action Plan.  The SEA Adoption Statement will set out: the 
reasons for choosing the preferred policies and proposals in light of other 
reasonable alternatives; how environmental considerations were integrated into 
the policies and proposals’ development process; how consultation responses 
were considered; and the measures decided for monitoring the significant 
effects of the policies and proposals. 
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Appendix A Scoping consultation 
Introduction 
The SEA Regulations require that “when deciding on the scope and level of detail of 
the information that must be included in the report, the responsible authority shall 
consult the consultation bodies”.  In Northern Ireland, the consultation body is 
DAERA (specifically the Northern Ireland Environment Agency and the Department 
for Communities Historic Environment Division).  Hence, DAERA, alongside the 
Republic of Ireland’s Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), were consulted 
between September and October 2023.  The comments provided by DAERA and the 
EPA are detailed in Table A.1 below. 

Table A.1 Scoping consultation responses 
Consultation response How the response was considered 

and addressed 

Northern Ireland Environment Agency 
Response received: 10th October 2023 

 

Natural Environment Division (NED):  

The SEA should consider all potential impacts including 
those which may impact Northern Ireland both directly and 
indirectly.  Consideration should be given to all potential 
impacts on Northern Ireland habitats (particularly designated 
sites, priority habitats and species) including habitat quality 
and conservation status.  Potential transboundary 
environmental effects will also need to be considered within 
the Environmental Report (ER).  

Comment noted. 

Please note following the decision of the United Kingdom to 
leave the European Union, the collective term of “Natura 
2000” sites the network of European protected sites are now 
known as “National Site Network” sites within the United 
Kingdom, including Northern Ireland.  

This has already been referred to in 
the Scoping Report, please see 
Appendix B. 

NED notes that the scoping report does not seem to include 
any aims or objectives or other particulars of the Climate 
Action Plan that should be scoped in or out of the final ER.  
The description of the Climate Action Plan, on p1, is limited 
and there is no indication within the scoping report of the 
Climate Action Plan’s influence on any future development.  
A scoping report would usually include details of 
environmental impacts and any objectives of the plan.  
Reasons for inclusion or exclusion from the ER stage of the 
SEA process should also be included within the scoping 
report.  NED will have to assume that the entirety of the 
Climate Action Plan will be scoped into the environmental 
report and carried to the next stage. 

It is only the SEA themes that are 
scoping in / out of the Scoping 
Report, not any aspects of the 
Climate Action Plan.  The Scoping 
Report addresses the current and 
future baseline in the absence of the 
Climate Action Plan.  Rather, the 
impacts of the Climate Action Plan 
are addressed within the 
Environmental Report. 

NED notes that the report has included a number of SEA 
themes, as stated above.  The Environmental Assessment of 
Plans and Programs Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2004 
(EAPP regs), in Schedule 2 (6) lists the issues that an SEA 
should cover.  We note that coverage of some of these 
issues e.g. climatic factors, material assets and the 
interrelationship between the issues have not been included. 

The SEA Directive (which the SEA 
Regulations implemented) is 'of a 
procedural nature' (para 9 of the 
Directive preamble) and does not set 
out to prescribe particular issues that 
should and should not be a focus, 
beyond requiring a focus on 'the 
environment, including on issues 
such as biodiversity, population, 
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Consultation response How the response was considered 
and addressed 
human health, fauna, flora, soil, 
water, air, climatic factors, material 
assets, cultural heritage including 
architectural and archaeological 
heritage, landscape and the 
interrelationship between the above 
factors'. 

The Scoping report has failed to address climatic factors as 
part of the report.  The EAPP regulations state that climatic 
factors should be addressed as a separate issue however it 
has been omitted from this report. 

Climate change has not been 
included as a specific SEA theme 
given that climate change is the 
central focus of the Climate Action 
Plan, with climate change mitigation 
and adaptation being the key 
considerations when developing the 
plan.  In addition, the cross-cutting 
nature of climate change across the 
SEA themes has meant that the 
wider elements associated with 
climate change have been 
considered in detail through the 
SEA. 

We note from p 15 that biodiversity net gain has been 
included as a potential mitigation measure and a way to 
enhance carbon sequestration.  It should be noted that the 
creation of new habitat should be undertaken in a sensitive 
manner.  For example, the creation of woodland on a peat 
substrate can lead to higher levels of carbon dioxide 
emissions than the woodland would sequester from growth 
of the trees.  A full evaluation of creation of new habitats, 
while to be commended, should be done in a sensitive 
manner taking a holistic approach to ensure there are no 
negative climatic effects. 

Comment noted. 

The proposed SEA Framework is unclear.  For example, 
section 10.1.4 states that ‘Environmental Report will 
therefore be presented against each of the SEA themes 
rather than against each individual objective or assessment 
question.  It is not clear what is meant by this statement and 
we remind the Responsible authority that the ER must 
contain clear objectives, indicators and targets in addition to 
the SEA issues and mitigation and monitoring must be 
included for these.  

This has been explained within the 
Environmental Report. 

NED notes that objectives have not been proposed at this 
stage and advise that such objectives are proposed in the 
ER. The ER should contain clear objectives, indicators and 
targets. 

Objectives were included in Chapter 
10 of the Scoping Report, please see 
Table 3.1 in the main body of the 
report. 

NED would advise that a Habitats Regulations Assessment 
(HRA) is also carried out in conjunction with the SEA ER, as 
there is potential for the Climate Action Plan to affect 
designated sites within Northern Ireland. 

An HRA is being carried out 
alongside the SEA. 

P14 states that there are a number of biodiversity priority 
habitats and species within Northern Ireland.  The list 
presented is not definitive as there are a number of protected 
and priority habitats and species missing from the report. 

These have now been listed / 
referenced, please see Appendix B. 

In each of the identified SEA themes within the scoping 
report there is a section titled ‘Summary of Future Baseline’.  

The Scoping Report addresses the 
current and future baseline in the 
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Consultation response How the response was considered 
and addressed 

It is unclear if this future baseline is based on the 
implementation of the Climate Action Plan or if it is what 
would happen to the baseline without the implementation of 
the Climate Action Plan.  The ER should contain a section 
dealing with differing scenarios, including a do-nothing 
scenario, implementation of the plan or programme and any 
other relevant options. 

absence of the Climate Action Plan.  
Rather, the impacts of the Climate 
Action Plan are addressed within the 
Environmental Report. 

Under the Key sustainability issues section of the biodiversity 
theme, p15, it is stated that fragmentation of wildlife habitats 
by development and increased traffic reduces the scope for 
wildlife to move and adapt to new conditions.  There is no 
information as to how the Climate Action Plan will lead to this 
scenario.  Within the same section it is also stated that a 
significant proportion of Northern Ireland’s habitats and 
species are in unfavourable condition, again there is little to 
no information as to how this was derived.  Further the need 
to protect the most sensitive habitats and species was also 
highlighted with no explanation as to how the most sensitive 
habitats and species will be identified within the ER. 

The key sustainability issues do not 
consider the Climate Action Plan.  
Rather, the impacts of the Climate 
Action Plan are addressed within the 
Environmental Report.  The 
unfavourable condition of ASSIs is 
noted in the main body of the report.  
The most sensitive habitats and 
species will be identified within the 
Environmental Report. 

A Key sustainability issue for Water and soil resources, p21, 
states that recycled materials should be used in construction 
to reduce the embodied carbon associated with 
development.  NED would question why this statement is in 
the section ‘Water and soil’ as there is no mention of it 
previously within the section. 

The ‘focus of SEA theme’ heading at 
the start of this chapter lists waste, 
which is covered in its own section 
within this chapter. 

Additionally, on the same page it is stated that carbon 
capture through soils is mainly an agricultural practice and 
cannot be controlled through planning.  There is no 
information if this is within the Climate Action Plan, whether 
the Climate Action Plan has an influence over agricultural 
policy or other policies such as the Land Use, Land Use 
Change and Forestry (LULUCF) which would have an impact 
on soil carbon storage. 

The key sustainability issues do not 
consider the Climate Action Plan.  
Rather, the impacts of the Climate 
Action Plan are addressed within the 
Environmental Report. 

The next point, on the same page, mentions the production 
of waste.  If the Climate Action Plan is likely to generate large 
amounts of waste, then this should be taken forward into the 
ER with estimates of the volume of waste produced and 
appropriate mitigation measures to be put in place to deal 
with it. 

The impact of the Climate Action 
Plan on waste will be considered 
within the Environmental Report. 

Air Quality and Biodiversity Unit:  

Chapter 4. Biodiversity summarises the key pressures acting 
upon designated sites including air quality.  There is no 
mention of agricultural ammonia emissions as a key 
contributor to excess nitrogen (deposition) on our sensitive 
habitats. 

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

In Chapter 8. Air quality and noise focuses on AQMAs / 
human health.  There is no mention of the impacts of 
agricultural ammonia emissions under ‘Air Pollution sources’.   
Atmospheric ammonia can react with other pollutants to form 
ammonium aerosols which are precursors for fine particulate 
matter.    

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

Section 4.3.3 states that; “Planning policy can proactively 
promote biodiversity enhancement and support wider 
ecological connectivity, i.e. delivering on Biodiversity Net 

This applies to Northern Ireland. 
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Consultation response How the response was considered 
and addressed 

Gain (BNG) and the greening of urban areas to address 
impacts of climate change. Under the Environment Act 2021, 
from November 2023 all planning projects will be required to 
deliver at least 10% BNG. BNG will be measured using 
biodiversity metrics and habitats will need to be secured for 
at least 30 years”.  Clarification should be provided as to 
whether this only applies in England, as included in Part 6 of 
the Environment Act 2021. 

Earth Science and Conservation:  

This scoping report is focussed on habitats and species with 
regard to protected areas in Northern Ireland.  It is noted that 
geodiversity ASSIs are included in the wording on Table 10.1 
under the Biodiversity theme (first objective), though Earth 
Science, geoconservation, geodiversity is not specifically 
addressed in the report.  

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

The report states that there are 394 ASSIs in Northern 
Ireland and explicitly links them to biodiversity, however 148 
ASSIs have Earth Science feature interest, and of these 99 
are solely of  
Earth Science conservation interest. 

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

In the Mineral Resources section of the report, it mentions 
safeguarding of minerals as a resource from development.  It 
is worth noting that sand and gravel landforms are a key 
aspect of Northern Ireland’s geological heritage (along with 
many rock quarries) and many have already been protected 
as ASSIs, with further areas identified for future conservation 
– they do not just represent potential sources of aggregates.  

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

Also, the Giant’s Causeway and Causeway Coast World 
Heritage Site (WHS) is included in the ‘Historic Environment’ 
section which would seem erroneous.  As part of the Giant’s 
Causeway and Dunseverick ASSI, the WHS is a key 
geological site of international significance – it was included 
in the ‘First 100 Global Geoheritage Sites’ list by the 
International Union of Geological Sciences in 2022.  It is 
therefore a key aspect of Northern Ireland’s natural heritage 
rather than an aspect of the historic environment in this 
context.  

This has now been added to the 
biodiversity section of the Scoping 
Report, please see Appendix B.  
Reference to the WHS has been 
kept in the historic environment 
section as it is still relevant here. 

Water Management Unit  

The SEA should consider all issues in relation to the aquatic 
environment during all aspects / phases in relation to the 
implementation of Northern Ireland Climate Action Plan.  
Impacts that should be considered include, (but may not 
limited to), those relating to water quality, water quantity, 
hydromorphology.  Assessment should consider all potential 
impacts both direct and indirect.  

Comment noted. 

It is important the SEA consider the potential for any 
transboundary impact to the aquatic environment in the 
Republic of Ireland.  In cases where this is identified, cross 
border river basins should be given special attention as 
ecological functionality cross jurisdictional boundaries 

Comment noted. 

After consideration, the SEA should clearly state whether, or 
not, any potential impacts to the aquatic environment 
(including transboundary) have been identified and the 
nature of those impacts. 

Comment noted. 
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Consultation response How the response was considered 
and addressed 

River Basin Management Plans are the key tools for 
implementing the Water Framework Directive and to 
achieving its objectives.  If the potential for impacts to the 
aquatic environment in Northern Ireland are identified, then 
the Northern Ireland River Basin Management Plans must be 
considered during the SEA process. 

Comment noted. 

DAERA issued a consultation document on Significant Water 
Management Issues to inform the development of the third 
cycle River Basin Management Plan (2021-2027).  This 
gives further consideration of the pressures and their 
sources on water quality in Northern Ireland.  Water 
Management Unit notes that section 5.1.5 of the Scoping 
Report on the key issues preventing water bodies from 
reaching good status fails to mention Agricultural pressures. 

This has now been added, please 
see Section 3.12 above. 

Where adverse impacts on the aquatic environment are 
identified during the SEA process, and the nature of those 
potential impacts clearly identified, relevant and appropriate 
mitigation measures should be proposed.  Mitigation 
measures must be proportionate to those risks identified.  

Comment noted. 

Monitoring regimes should be identified (including where 
feasible, consideration of the monitoring body, frequency of 
monitoring, appropriate analysis, and reporting) to ensure 
both the efficacy of those mitigation measures and identify 
any unforeseen impacts to the aquatic environment that may 
arise from implementation of Northern Ireland Climate Action 
Plan.  Monitoring should be subject to review at each 
reporting stage to reflect new data.  The SEA should contain 
a commitment to actions should the monitoring regime 
identify adverse impacts during plan implementation despite 
the mitigation measures proposed.   

Comment noted. 

Landscape and Visual Team  

Renewable infrastructure such as wind farms and solar 
farms and associated infrastructure have the potential for 
direct negative impacts on the landscape setting, landscape 
character and visual amenity.  The landscape objective 
identified in chapter 10 of the scoping report should mitigate 
significant impact on the landscape and visual amenity from 
the plan. 

This has now been added to Table 
3.1 in the main body of the report. 

It is noted that the Giant’s Causeway and Causeway Coast 
World Heritage Site (WHS) is included in Chapter 6 ‘Historic 
Environment’ of the scoping report.  The Giant’s Causeway 
and Causeway Coast WHS has been designated for its 
superlative natural phenomena and areas of exceptional 
natural beauty and aesthetic importance, this designation is 
more relevant to the natural environment than the historic 
environment and therefore it may be worth considering 
adding the Giant’s Causeway and Causeway Coast World 
Heritage Site to the landscape chapter. 

This has now been added to the 
landscape section of the Scoping 
Report, please see Appendix B.  
Reference to the WHS has been 
kept in the historic environment 
section as it is still relevant here. 

Marine Conservation  

Section 4 relating to biodiversity does not consider 
biodiversity within the aquatic environment while Section 5 
focuses very heavily on water quality and not the biodiversity 
within the aquatic environment. 

This has now been amended, please 
see Appendix B. 
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Consultation response How the response was considered 
and addressed 

Section 4 relating to Biodiversity refers within paragraph 
4.2.13 to the “The Northern Ireland Biodiversity Action Plan, 
in addition to implementing UK-wide biodiversity priorities in 
Northern Ireland, identifies habitats and species that are of 
particular importance in the Northern Ireland context. Such 
habitats include fens, grassland, heathland, peatland, and 
woodland”.  This should either be repeated within the section 
5, to include all aquatic priority habitats and aquatic priority 
species in a similar way OR the biodiversity section 4.2.13 
expanded to include the aquatic priority habitats and priority 
species. 

A detailed list of priority habitats, 
including aquatic habitats, and 
reference to priority species has now 
been added to the biodiversity 
section of the Scoping Report, 
please see Appendix B. 

It is noted that Section 5.1.6 refers to the past river basin 
management plans and that the future plan is currently being 
updated.  This should include reference to the draft 
documents available at Consultation on the Draft 3rd Cycle 
River Basin Management Plan 2021 to 2027 | Department of 
Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (daera-ni.gov.uk) 
which incorporates specific fisheries and water abstraction 
measures.  

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

Table 10.1 Proposed SEA framework – The same principle 
applies here as with sections 4 and 5 comments, this table 
considers the biodiversity objectives and in particular - 
Protect and enhance habitats and species. Inland Fisheries 
would recommend that this text should be expanded as 
follows (additional text in red) - Protect and enhance all 
priority habitats, and the habitat of all priority species 
including those within the aquatic environment.  

This has now been added to Table 
3.1 in the main body of the report. 

11.2 Consultation on the Scoping Report – Inland Fisheries 
welcomes that transboundary impacts are to be considered 
and that Republic of Ireland’s Environmental Protection 
Agency are to be consulted, this will ensure the 
consideration of migratory/transboundary species.  As a 
statutory consultee DAERA Inland Fisheries will continue to 
provide comment on any subsequent reports through the 
normal consultation process and provide 
consideration/advice in relation to fisheries interests and 
potential impacts.  

Comment noted. 

Marine Planning Team  

It would be helpful if the reasoning to scope out SEA themes 
and select SEA themes (i.e., refine the SEA themes) was 
included in the Report. 

This has been explained within the 
Environmental Report. 

Biodiversity: The key habitats and species section should 
include reference to key marine species and habitats; and 
acknowledge the geographical scope of the marine area. 

A detailed list of priority habitats, 
including aquatic habitats, and 
reference to priority species has now 
been added to the biodiversity 
section of the Scoping Report, 
please see Appendix B. 

Biodiversity: The summary of future baseline should provide 
narrative on relevant pressures to marine species and 
habitats, the sensitivities of marine protected areas and 
potential of the marine area in carbon sequestration 
opportunities. 

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 
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Consultation response How the response was considered 
and addressed 

Biodiversity: Reference to MCZs should be included as a key 
sustainability issue, along with an acknowledgement that 
climate change will impact on marine species and habitats. 

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

Water: The importance of the marine water resource from a 
UK Marine Strategy perspective and the achievement of 
good environmental status, through its 11 descriptors, in 
marine and coastal waters should also be included under the 
current baseline, future baseline and key sustainability 
issues.  In coastal waters, which extend out to 1 nautical 
mile, both WFD and the UK Marine Strategy Regulations 
apply, albeit only for those aspects of good environmental 
status not addressed by WFD. 

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

Historic environment: References to shipwrecks, underwater 
features and maritime remains welcomed.  It is noted there is 
no reference to shipwrecks, underwater features and 
maritime heritage / remains within the future baseline and 
key sustainability issues section. 

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

Landscape: Views experienced from other infrastructure 
networks, other than road and rail, such as ferries, boats and 
other shipping vessels can also be far reaching and 
dramatic. 

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

Landscape: Seascapes are landscapes with views of the 
coast or seas, and coasts and the adjacent marine 
environment with cultural, historical and archaeological links 
with each other (UK Marine Policy Statement). It is 
recommended that consideration by given to  
acknowledging that development on land, can lead to 
change in seascape character and quality. 

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

Landscape: The statement regarding a design panel to 
enhance the tranquillity of the countryside, should be 
extended to the coast and reflected in the key sustainability 
issues. 

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

Landscape: Consideration should be given to including 
reference to seascape character areas within the key 
sustainability issues section.  

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

Noise: It is noted there is no reference to marine noise or the 
impact of noise on the marine area and its environment 
within this section; and it is suggested consideration should 
be given to its inclusion, particularly given it is a descriptor 
under the UK Marine Strategy. 

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

Baseline and Key Sustainability Issues – The UK Marine 
Policy Statement, the draft Marine Plan for Northern Ireland, 
along with the UK Marine Strategy, will assist to ensure the 
relevant marine aspects are included and given appropriate 
consideration within the SEA assessment process.  It is 
advised the relevant Marine Strategy descriptors are 
included as potential marine environmental issues for 
consideration in the SEA.   

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

It is suggested consideration of the marine aspect could be 
enhanced in Table 10.1 of the proposed SEA framework.  

This has now been amended, please 
see Table 3.1 in the main body of 
the report. 

The SEA Objectives and Assessment Questions for the 
Biodiversity theme should clearly include the marine area, 

This has now been added to Table 
3.1 in the main body of the report. 
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Consultation response How the response was considered 
and addressed 

marine designations including marine protected areas, 
marine priority habitats and species and ecological networks 
in the marine area. 

The objective and assessment question should include the 
protection of water quality (surface waters, ground waters 
and marine waters) and ensure compliance with Water 
Framework Regulations and the UK Marine Strategy 
Regulations. 

This has now been added to Table 
3.1 in the main body of the report. 

The Objective and Assessment Questions for the Historic 
Environment should clearly include consideration of marine 
heritage 

This has now been added to Table 
3.1 in the main body of the report. 

Seascapes should be included within the objective for 
landscape. In addition, consideration should be given to the 
past, present and future forces of changes for the 24 
Regional Seascape Character Areas, not just the 26 RLCAs. 
Reference to seascape should also be considered for 
inclusion in the 3rd assessment question. 

This has now been added to Table 
3.1 in the main body of the report. 

Consideration should be given to reducing noise in the 
marine area, lowering noise levels in the marine area and 
seeking to mitigate noise pollution in the marine area. 

This has now been added to Table 
3.1 in the main body of the report. 

Marine Strategy  

DAERA Marine Strategy Branch have noted that Bathing and 
Shellfish Water Protected Areas have not been included as 
considerations under the “Water and Soil Resources” section 
of this SEA Scoping Report.  Similarly further consideration 
should be given to the requirement for good environmental 
status and the Marine Strategy Regulations.  Furthermore 
the legislation which covers the monitoring, assessment and 
management of Bathing and Shellfish Water protected areas 
should be included as relevant considerations under the 
“Links with other plans and programmes” section.   

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

The UK vision for “clean, healthy, safe, productive and 
biologically diverse seas and oceans” is underpinned by The 
Marine Strategy Regulations 2010.  These Regulations 
require the achievement or maintenance of good 
environmental status of marine waters.  The proposals under 
consideration under this consultation and any associated 
assessments should consider risks to good environmental 
status for; biological diversity, non-indigenous species, 
commercially-exploited fish and shellfish, foodwebs, 
eutrophication, sea-floor integrity, contaminants, 
contaminants in seafood, marine litter and underwater noise.  

Comment noted. 

Marine Conservation Branch  

In Section 2.2.1, we recommend that the SEA Theme 
‘Landscape’ also considers ‘Seascape’ where relevant. 

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

In Section 4.2.4 the report states, ‘Northern Ireland contains 
20 Ramsar Sites, 16 SPAs and 57 SACs.’ We advise that 
there are 58 SACs in addition to 2 pSPAs (East Coast 
Marine pSPA and Carlingford Marine pSPA) which also need 
to be considered. 
In Section 4.2.6, we advise that two pSPAs (East Coast 
Marine pSPA and Carlingford Marine pSPA) need to be 
considered. 

This has now been amended, please 
see Appendix B. 
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Consultation response How the response was considered 
and addressed 

In Section 4.2.7, there are actually 58 SACs within Northern 
Ireland; the North Channel SAC also needs to be 
considered. 
In Section 4.4.1 there are two additional pSPAs that need to 
be considered along with there being 58 SACs and 394 
ASSIs. 

In Section 4.2.11, there are 5 not 4 MCZs; Strangford Lough 
MCZ needs to be considered. 

This has now been amended, please 
see Appendix B. 

In Section 4.2.14, we advise that an updated Northern 
Ireland Priority Species list has recently been published 
(January 2023). 

This has now been listed, please see 
Appendix B. 

In Section 4.3.4, we advise that carbon sequestration 
properties of Blue Carbon habitats should also be 
considered. Blue Carbon habitats include Saltmarshes, 
Seagrass beds, Kelp forests, Maerl beds and Biogenic reefs.   

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

In Section 7.2.4, we welcome the consideration of 
‘Seascape’. 

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

In Section 7.2.6- 9 Lough Foyle Coast and Dunes, we 
welcome the consideration of coastal erosion. In addition, for 
tourism the linked impacts of marine litter, the introduction 
and spread of Invasive non-native species and marine 
mammal disturbance from water vessel users should also be 
considered. Furthermore, we note that any impact to the mud 
habitats of Lough Foyle may adversely impact the 
archaeology that potentially lies within it. 

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

In Section 7.2.6-16 North Coast and Bush Valley and 18. 
Antrim Plateau and Glens, we welcome the consideration of 
coastal erosion and coastal flooding. In addition, for tourism 
the linked impacts of marine litter, the introduction and 
spread of Invasive non-native species and marine mammal 
disturbance from water vessel users should also be 
considered. Furthermore, we welcome the following 
statement: ‘Warmer summers may attract more tourists to 
Northern Ireland with further demand for facilities and 
accommodation, both with settlements and dispersed along 
the coast.’  

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

In Table 10.1, we recommend ‘Seascape’ is considered 
where relevant.  

This has now been added to Table 
3.1 in the main body of the report. 

Department for Communities Historic Environment 
Division 
Response received: 25th September 2023 

 

Para 6.2.3 HED maintains and augments the Historic 
Environment Record for Northern Ireland (HERoNI). The 
record is continually updated as new or additional 
information is received, alongside the corresponding digital 
datasets provided in our screening response. Information 
relating to Conservation Areas or Areas of Townscape or 
Village Character is held by the Department of Infrastructure 
and District Councils.  

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

Para 6.2.4 World Heritage Sites Gracehill, Co. Antrim is on 
the UK tentative list as part of a transnational bid to 
UNESCO for inscription as a World Heritage Site (WHS) 
alongside Bethlehem in Pennsylvania (USA) and Herrnhut in 

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 
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Consultation response How the response was considered 
and addressed 

Saxony. If successful, this would be Northern Ireland’s first 
cultural WHS in Northern Ireland.  

Para 6.2.7 Listed Buildings It is important to note that not all 
of Northern Ireland has been second surveyed and therefore 
some heritage assets which may merit protection through 
listing, may not yet have been identified.  

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

Para 6.2.18 Archaeological Resources The designation term 
is ‘Areas of Significant Archaeological Interest’ (ASAI’s). 

This has now been amended, please 
see Appendix B. 

Para 6.4.1 Bullet Point 3 Sustainability Issues As outlined 
above, large renewable energy projects such as wind and 
solar farms and their associated infrastructure, also have the 
potential to adversely impact the historic environment. Micro 
renewable technologies and retrofitting works can also 
directly affect heritage assets. Heritage Impact assessments 
can help to ensure decision making around such 
interventions is sympathetic to the building fabric and 
conservation led in approach.  

This has now been added, please 
see Appendix B. 

Table 10.1 Historic Environment Objectives – In line with 
Regional Guidance 11, of the RDS and Para 6.4, bullet point 
one of the SPPS, we suggest that the objective is amended 
to include ‘Protect, conserve and enhance Northern Ireland’s 
heritage resource, including its historic environment including 
its built and archaeological heritage assets. The term 
‘protect’ should also be added to each of the first three bullet 
points.  

This has now been amended, please 
see Table 3.1 in the main body of 
the report. 

Environmental Protection Agency 
Response received: 3rd October 2023 

 

With the draft Climate Action Plan 2024 currently under 
preparation in Ireland (and undergoing SEA), there is a 
significant opportunity to align the co-benefits of climate 
action in both jurisdictions. 
Our Climate Action Plan 2024 will set out strategic goals look 
to address energy, the built environment and related 
infrastructure, transportation, natural environment and green  
infrastructure, economic development and green 
enterprise/business, community resilience and just transition, 
and governance related aspects.  We recommend consulting 
with the Department of Environment, Climate Action and 
Communications (and other key stakeholders) to coordinate  
opportunities, where relevant, to align any relevant 
transboundary climate actions.   

Comment noted. 

The SEA should play a key role in ensuring that this is 
achieved and should inform decision-making around the 
assessment and selection of actions and measures.  The 
SEA should also assist in identifying ways to maximise the 
potential co-benefits of climate-related measures for air 
quality, human health, biodiversity, water quality and other 
interrelated areas (i.e. win-win solutions).  A key role of SEA 
is in assessing and informing the selection and refinement of 
actions and measures that maximise the co-benefits of 
climate actions for the wider environment and society.  This 
could be highlighted in the SEA Report and the Plan.  

Comment noted. 

Assessment and monitoring considerations: Comment noted. 
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Consultation response How the response was considered 
and addressed 

• Assessment of potential for cumulative effects, including 
possible transboundary aspects.  

• Need for appropriate community engagement. 
• Brexit implications and a need for continued cross-border 

cooperation.  
• An environmental monitoring programme, with 

participation from key relevant stakeholders in both 
jurisdictions, to help monitor and coordinate 
environmental management activities and implementation 
of any required climate action measures in border areas.  

The SEA could also consider the recent Climate Council 
Annual Review report, which is available here. 

Comment noted. 

The Climate Action Plan identifies actions to decarbonise 
electricity generation, the built environment and transport 
and to move towards carbon neutrality for agriculture, forest 
and land use sectors. The Plan should also consider any 
relevant actions in the Climate Action Plan 2023 in the 
Republic of Ireland, as appropriate 

Comment noted. 

There are opportunities to consider how the impacts of 
climate change, individually and in combination, are likely to 
influence the implementation of the Plan. In this context, the 
Plan could consider opportunities to improve resilience of 
existing and planned critical infrastructure, systems and 
procedures to the effects and variability of climate change. 
Vulnerable populations should be considered in the context 
of just transition / adaptation.  The cascading effects of 
proposed adaptation measures should also be considered. 
Recent extreme weather events could be useful to assist in 
identifying areas where for further work is needed to improve 
resilience, e.g. the resilience of critical water service 
infrastructure to flooding and drought.  
Additional aspects to consider may include changes in native 
species and habitats and the spread of invasive species, 
pests and pathogens.  In this regard, the Plant Atlas 2020 
project looking at Ireland’s changing flora might be useful to 
consider.  

Comment noted. 

The Plan should consider the Draft National Clean Air 
Strategy (DECC).  The Air Quality in Ireland 2021 Report 
(EPA, 2022) sets out the most recent status in each of the 
four air quality zones in Ireland and may be useful to 
consider.  
Data on levels of atmospheric pollutants from the EPA’s 
national ambient air quality monitoring network should also 
be integrated as appropriate.  The pollutants of most concern 
are traffic-related, including Particulate Matter and Nitrogen 
Dioxide.   

Comment noted. 

Our website contains SEA resources and guidance, including 
SEA process guidance and checklists, a list of relevant 
spatial environmental datasets, topic specific SEA guidance, 
such as how to integrate climate change into SEA or in 
relation to the development and assessment of alternatives 
in SEA.  

Comment noted. 

Environmental Sensitivity Mapping (ESM) WebTool:  Comment noted. 

https://www.climatecouncil.ie/councilpublications/annualreviewandreport/CCAC-AR-2023-FINAL%20Compressed%20web.pdf
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Consultation response How the response was considered 
and addressed 

This tool, supported by the EPA and the Office of the 
Planning Regulator and Táilte Eireann, is a decision support 
tool to assist SEA and planning processes in Ireland. It is 
available here.  The tool brings together over 100 datasets 
and allows users to create plan-specific environmental 
sensitivity maps.  These maps can help planners examine 
environmental considerations, anticipate potential land-use 
conflicts, and help identify suitable development  
locations while also protecting the environment.  It may be 
useful to consider any relevant transboundary areas of 
higher environmental sensitivity, in preparing the SEA and 
the Plan.   

Our WFD Application provides access to water quality and 
catchment data from the national WFD monitoring 
programme.  The application can be accessed here. 

Comment noted. 

The EPA State of the Environment Report ‘Ireland’s 
Environment – An Assessment (EPA, 2020) sets out the 
recommendations, key issues and challenges for Ireland.  

Comment noted. 

 

 

https://enviromap.ie/
https://www.catchments.ie/
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Appendix B Scoping information 
Introduction 
This appendix provides an overview of the information included in the SEA Scoping 
Report prepared by AECOM in September 2023.  Consultation took place between 
6th September and 11th October 2023. 

The purpose of the SEA Scoping Report is to set out sufficient information on the 
policies and proposals contained in the Climate Action Plan consultation to enable 
the Consultation Authority (DAERA) to form a view on the proposed scope and level 
of detail for the Environmental Report. 

As highlighted in Chapter 3, the information has been presented by a number of SEA 
themes.  These align with the ‘issues’ identified in the SEA Regulations as follows: 

Table B1 Alignment of ‘issues’ identified by Schedule 6(2) of the SEA 
Regulations with the SEA themes scoped in for the Climate Action Plan 

Potential “issues” identified by schedule 
2(6) of the SEA Regulations57 

Which SEA theme(s) cover the 
identified issues  

(i) biodiversity; Biodiversity 

(ii) population; Healthy and safe communities 

(iii) human health; Healthy and safe communities 

(iv) fauna; Biodiversity 

(v) flora; Biodiversity 

(vi) soil; Water and soil resources 

(vii) water; Water and soil resources 

(viii) air; Air quality and noise 

(ix) climatic factors; All themes (cross cutting) 

(x) material assets; Water and soil resources; and 
healthy and safe communities 

(xi) cultural heritage, including architectural 
and archaeological heritage; 

Historic environment 

(xii) landscape,  Landscape 

   

 
57 The SEA Directive (which the SEA Regulations implemented) is 'of a procedural nature' (para 9 of the Directive preamble) 
and does not set out to prescribe particular issues that should and should not be a focus, beyond requiring a focus on 'the 
environment, including on issues such as biodiversity, population, human health, fauna, flora, soil, water, air, climatic factors, 
material assets, cultural heritage including architectural and archaeological heritage, landscape and the interrelationship 
between the above factors' [our emphasis] 
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Biodiversity 
Focus of SEA theme 
The biodiversity SEA theme focuses on the following issues: 

• Designated sites for biodiversity 

• Key habitats and species 

• Ecological networks 

Summary of current baseline 
Designated sites 
The Convention on Wetlands of International Importance (the Ramsar Convention) is 
the intergovernmental treaty that provides the framework for the conservation and 
wise use of wetlands and their resources.  The convention was adopted in 1971 and 
came into force in 1975.  In the UK, the initial emphasis was on selecting sites of 
importance to water birds, and consequently, many Ramsar Sites were also 
designated as Special Protection Areas (SPAs). 

Within Northern Ireland, SPAs are designated under The Conservation (Natural 
Habitats, etc.) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1995 (as amended).  Special Areas of 
Conservation (SACs) in Northern Ireland are also designated under The 
Conservation (Natural Habitats, etc.) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1995 (as 
amended) to provide increased protection to a variety of animals, plants, and 
habitats of importance to biodiversity. 

To ensure The Conservation (Natural Habitats, etc.) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 
1995 (as amended) were operable after the end of the EU transition period, changes 
were made by The Conservation (Natural Habitats, etc.) (Amendment) (Northern 
Ireland) (EU Exit) Regulations 2019.  In this respect, SPAs and SACs in the UK no 
longer form part of the EU Natura 2000 ecological network.  Instead, the 2019 
Regulations propose the creation of a national site network within the UK territory.58  
The network comprises the designated sites already designated under the Nature 
Directives (i.e. 79/409/EEC and 92/43/EEC), along with any additional sites which 
are designated under the 2019 Regulations.  The national site network continues to 
operate in parallel with other designations – Areas of Special Scientific Interest, 
Marine Conservation Zones, and Ramsar Sites – and contributes towards Northern 
Ireland’s international commitments for protected areas. 

Northern Ireland contains 20 Ramsar Sites, 16 SPAs, two potential (p) SPAs, and 58 
SACs.  A proportion of the national site network is in poor condition, and only 6% of 
sites have management plans.  Key facts relating to the national site network 
include:   

• Northern Ireland hosts 52 habitat types from Annex I and 19 species from Annex 
II under the European Habitats Directive, whilst the UK as a whole hosts 81 
habitat types and 44 species. 

 
58 DAERA (2020): ‘Guidance on The Conservation (Natural Habitats, etc.) (Amendment) (Northern Ireland) (EU Exit)  
Regulations 2019’, [online] available to access via this link  

https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/publications/guidance-conservation-natural-habitats-etc-amendment-northern-ireland-eu-exit-regulations-2019
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• Northern Ireland has designated SPAs for 27 habitat types from Annex I and 
other regularly occurring migratory species under the European Birds Directive. 

• Northern Ireland has 25 species which are included as SPA assemblage 
features. 

Ramsar sites 
There are 20 Ramsar sites designated under the Convention on Wetlands of 
International Importance (the Ramsar Convention) in Northern Ireland, seven of 
which have marine components as a primary factor for their designation.  These are 
listed below, alongside the county/ counties they fall within: 

• Garry Bog (Antrim) • Pettigoe Plateau (Fermanagh) 

• Garron Plateau (Antrim) • Cuilcagh Mountain (Fermanagh) 

• Larne Lough (Antrim) • Upper Lough Erne (Fermanagh)  

• Lough Neagh & Lough Beg (Antrim, 
Armagh, Down, Londonderry, 
Tyrone) 

• Fardrum & Rooky Turloughs 
(Fermanagh)  

• Strangford Lough (Down) • Magheraveely Marl Loughs 
(Fermanagh)  

• Carlingford Lough (Down) • Slieve Beagh (Fermanagh, Tyrone)  

• Turmennan (Down) • Lough Foyle (Londonderry) 

• Killough Bay (Down) • Ballynahone Bog (Londonderry)  

• Outer Ards (Down) • Black Bog (Tyrone)  

• Belfast Lough (Down, Antrim) • Fairy Water Bogs (Tyrone) 

Special Protection Areas 
There are 16 SPAs designated under The Conservation (Natural Habitats, etc.) 
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1995 (as amended) in Northern Ireland, nine of which 
have marine components as a primary factor for their designation.  These are listed 
below, alongside the county/ counties they fall within: 

• Larne Lough (Antrim) • Killough Bay (Down)  

• Sheep Island (Antrim) • Carlingford Lough (Down) 

• Rathlin Island (Antrim)  • Outer Ards (Down)  

• Antrim Hills (Antrim)  • Copeland Islands (Down)  

• Lough Neagh & Lough Beg (Antrim, 
Armagh, Down, Londonderry, 
Tyrone)  

• Pettigoe Plateau (Fermanagh) 

• Belfast Lough (Antrim, Down)  • Upper Lough Erne (Fermanagh)  



SEA for the draft Northern Ireland Climate Action Plan   Environmental Report  
   

 

 
Prepared for: DAERA on behalf of The Northern Ireland Executive  
 

AECOM 
110 

 

• Belfast Lough Open Water (Antrim, 
Down)  

• Lough Foyle (Londonderry) 

• Strangford Lough (Down)  • Slieve Beagh-Mullaghfad-Lisnaskea 
(Tyrone, Fermanagh)  

There are also two pSPAs in Northern Ireland, which are: 

• East Coast Marine 

• Carlingford Marine 
Special Areas of Conservation 
There are 58 SACs designated under The Conservation (Natural Habitats, etc.) 
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1995 (as amended) in Northern Ireland, nine of which 
have marine components as a primary factor for their designation.  These are listed 
below, alongside the county/ counties they fall within: 

• Rathlin Island (Antrim)  • Cuilcagh Mountain (Fermanagh)  
• North Antrim Coast (Antrim)  • Magheraveely Marl Loughs 

(Fermanagh)  
• Breen Wood (Antrim)  • Moninea Bog (Fermanagh)  
• Garry Bog (Antrim)  • Upper Lough Erne (Fermanagh)  
• Main Valley Bogs (Antrim)  • Slieve Beagh (Fermanagh, Tyrone) 
• Garron Plateau (Antrim)  • Magilligan (Londonderry)  
• Rea’s Wood & Farr’s Bay (Antrim)  • Bann Estuary (Londonderry) 
• Montiaghs Moss (Antrim)  • Binevenagh (Londonderry)  
• Red Bay (Antrim)  • Wolf Island Bog (Londonderry)  
• Skerries and Causeway (Antrim, 

Londonderry)  
• Banagher Glen (Londonderry)  

• Peatlands Park (Armagh)  • Carn – Glenshane Pass 
(Londonderry) 

• Slieve Gullion (Armagh)  • Ballynahone Bog (Londonderry) 
• Turmennan (Down)  • Dead Island Bog (Londonderry)  
• Hollymount (Down)  • Curran Bog (Londonderry)  
• Strangford Lough (Down) • River Faughan and Tributaries 

(Londonderrry)  
• Lecale Fens (Down)  • River Roe and Tributaries 

(Londonderry) 
• Derryleckagh (Down) • Teal Lough (Londonderry, Tyrone)  
• Murlough (Down)  • The Maidens (Antrim) 
• Eastern Mournes (Down)  • Moneygal Bog (Tyrone)  
• Rostrevor Wood (Down) • Owenkillew River (Tyrone) 
• Ballykilbeg (Down) • Black Bog (Tyrone)  
• Aughnadarragh Lough (Down) • Upper Ballinderry River (Tyrone) 
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• Pettigoe Plateau (Fermanagh)  • Fairy Water Bogs (Tyrone)  
• Largalinny (Fermanagh)  • Tonnagh Beg Bog (Tyrone) 
• Monawilkin (Fermanagh)  • Cranny Bogs (Tyrone)  
• Lough Melvin (Fermanagh) • Beroran Bog (Tyrone)  
• Fardrum and Roosky Turloughs 

(Fermanagh) 
• Tully Bog (Tyrone) 

• West Fermanagh Scarplands 
(Fermanagh) 

• River Foyle and Tributaries (Tyrone)  

• Cladagh (Swalinbar) River 
(Fermanagh) 

• North Channel 

Areas of Special Scientific Interest 
Areas of Special Scientific Interest (ASSIs) are protected areas that represent the 
best of Northern Ireland’s wildlife and geological sites.  They make a considerable 
contribution to the conservation of Northern Ireland’s most valuable natural places. 

Northern Ireland contains a total of 394 ASSIs.  Regarding the habitats within these 
ASSIs, approximately 31% of habitat features are in an unfavourable condition, 
whilst 69% are in a favourable condition.  In terms of the species found within these 
ASSIs, approximately 22% are in an unfavourable condition, whilst 78% are in a 
favourable condition. 

Notably, 148 of the 294 ASSIs have geodiversity features of interest, and of these 
148 ASSIs, 99 are designated solely for their geodiversity interest. 

World Heritage Sites 
Giant’s Causeway and Causeway Coast59, which is a part of the Giant’s Causeway 
and Dunseverick ASSI, is located at the foot of the basalt cliffs along the sea coast 
on the edge of the Antrim plateau in Northern Ireland.  It is made up of some 40,000 
massive black basalt columns sticking out of the sea.  Geological studies of these 
formations over the last 300 years have greatly contributed to the development of the 
earth sciences and show that this striking landscape was caused by volcanic activity 
during the Tertiary, some 50–60 million years ago. 

Marine Conservation Zones 
Marine Conservation Zones (MCZs) are designated to safeguard vulnerable or 
unique marine species and habitats of national importance in the Northern Ireland 
inshore region.  These MCZs fulfil the obligations of The Marine Act (Northern 
Ireland) 2013 to contribute to an ecologically coherent UK network of MPAs, as well 
as wider biodiversity commitments at the North-East Atlantic and global level. 

There are five MCZs in Northern Ireland.  These are listed below, alongside the 
county/ counties they fall within: 

• Carlingford Lough (Down) • Strangford Lough 
• Outer Belfast Lough (Down) • Waterfoot (Antrim) 
• Rathlin (Antrim)  

 
59 UNESCO (no date): ‘Giant’s Causeway and Causeway Coast’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/369
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National Nature Reserves 
National Nature Reserves (NNRs) have been established to protect the UK’s most 
important habitats, species, and geology, and to provide ‘outdoor laboratories’ for 
research.  Most NNRs offer great opportunities to schools, specialist interest groups 
and the public to experience wildlife at first hand and to learn more about nature 
conservation.  There are 50 NNRs located within Northern Ireland.  These are listed 
below, alongside the county/ counties they fall within: 

• Giants Causeway (Antrim)  • Murlough (Down) 
• Portrush (Antrim) • Correl Glen Forest (Fermanagh)  
• Belshaws Quarry (Antrim)  • Marble Arch (Fermanagh)  
• Kebble (Antrim)  • Castlecaldwell Forest (Fermanagh) 
• Glenariff Waterfalls (Antrim)  • Crossmurrin (Fermanagh)  
• Straidkilly (Antrim)  • Hanging Rock & Rossaa Forest 

(Fermanagh)  
• Breen Oakwood (Antrim)  • Reiley & Gole Woods (Fermanagh) 
• Randalstown Forest Lough Neagh 

(Antrim)  
• Castle Archdale Forest (Fermanagh)  

• Slievanorra Forest (Antrim)  • Lough Naman Bog (Fermanagh) 
• Swan Island (Antrim)  • Ross Lough (Fermanagh) 
• Farrs Bay Lough Neagh (Antrim)  • Killykeeghan (Fermanagh) 
• Rea’s Wood Forest Lough Neagh 

(Antrim) 
• Ballynahone Bog (Londonderry)  

• Oxford Island Lough Neagh (Armagh) • Altikeeragh (Londonderry) 
• Brackagh Bog (Armagh)  • Binevenagh (Londonderry)  
• Mullenakill & Annagariff (Armagh)  • Lough Beg (Londonderry)  
• North Strangford Lough (Down)  • Ness & Ervy Wood (Londonderry)  
• Hollymount Forest (Down) • Banagher Glen (Londonderry)  
• Ballyquintin Point (Down) • Roe Estuary (Londonderry)  
• Killard (Down)  • Ballymaclary (Londonderry) 
• Rostrevor Forest (Down)  • Magilligan Point (Londonderry) 
• Bohill Forest (Down) • Killeter Forest (Tyrone) 
• Quoile Pondage Basin (Down) • Meenadoan (Tyrone)  
• Granagh Bay (Down) • Boorin (Tyrone) 
• Dorn (Down) • Murrins Forest (Tyrone) 
• Cloughy Rocks (Down) • Lough Neagh Islands (Tyrone, 

Londonderry, Down, Antrim, Armagh)  

Key habitats and species 
The Northern Ireland Biodiversity Action Plan, in addition to implementing UK-wide 
biodiversity priorities in Northern Ireland, identifies habitats and species that are of 
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particular importance in the Northern Ireland context.  Such habitats include – but 
are not limited to – fens, grassland, heathland, peatland, and woodland.   

Other priority habitats within Northern Ireland are outlined below: 

• Aquifer Fed Naturally Fluctuating 
Water Bodies 

• Marl Lakes 

• Arable Field Margins • Mesotrophic Lakes 

• Blanket Bog • Mixed Ashwoods 

• Blue mussel beds  • Montane Heath 

• Calcareous Grassland • Mud habitats in deep water 

• Coastal and Floodplain Grazing 
Marsh  

• Oakwoods 

• Coastal saltmarsh • Oligotrophic and Dystrophic Lakes  

• Coastal Sand Dunes • Open Mosaic Habitats on Previously 
Developed Land 

• Coastal Vegetated Shingle • Parkland 

• Estuarine rocky habitats • Peat and clay exposures 

• Eutrophic Standing Waters  • Ponds 

• Fragile sponge & anthozoan 
communities on subtidal rocky 
habitats  

• Purple Moor Grass and Rush 
Pastures 

• Hedgerows • Reedbeds  

• Horse mussel beds • Rivers  

• Inland Rock Outcrop and Scree 
Habitats  

• Sabellaria alveolata reefs 

• Intertidal chalk • Saline lagoons 

• Intertidal mudflats • Seagrass beds  

• Intertidal underboulder communities  • Sheltered muddy gravels 

• Limestone Pavements  • Subtidal chalk  

• Lowland Dry Acid Grassland • Subtidal sands and gravels  

• Lowland Fens • Tide-swept channels 

• Lowland Heathland • Traditional Orchards  

• Lowland Meadows • Upland Flushes, Fens and Swamps  

• Lowland Raised Bog • Upland Heathland 
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• Maerl beds • Wet woodland 

• Maritime Cliff and Slopes  

Species identified as being particularly important in Northern Ireland include the Irish 
Hare (Lepus timidus hibernicus), Chough (Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax), Curlew 
(Numenius arquata) and Red Squirrel (Sciurus vulgaris).  The full list of priority 
species in Northern Ireland can be accessed on DAERA’s website.60 

The UK Land Cover Map 2015 reveals the proportion of land cover for habitat 
classes across Northern Ireland as follows:  

• 3.3% broadleaved (6.1% UK average) 

• 5.2% coniferous woodland (6.4% UK average) 

• 6.8% arable (23.1% UK average) 

• 57.3% improved grassland (30.4% UK average) 

• 1.9% heather (4.0% UK average) 

• 4.4% heather grassland (6.3% UK average) 

• 6.5% bog (3.9% UK average) 

• 0.6% urban (1.6% UK average); and 

• 3.5% suburban (5.6% UK average). 

Updated and published in 2021 by CEH, the UK Land Cover Map 2021 shows the 
location of 21 broad land cover classes based on UK Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) 
broad habitats.  Available to view on CEH’s website61, high-resolution data for the 
whole of the UK can be observed.  During the next stages of the SEA process and 
where appropriate, the mapping service shall be reviewed in greater detail to 
determine the land cover classes which are likely to be impacted by the policies and 
proposals within the Climate Action Plan. 

Summary of future baseline 
Habitats and species will potentially face increasing pressures from future housing, 
employment and infrastructure delivery within Northern Ireland, with the potential for 
negative impacts on the wider ecological network.  This may include a loss of 
habitats and impacts on biodiversity networks.  The potential impacts on biodiversity 
from climate change are likely to include changes in habitat, changes in species 
distribution, changes in hydrology, changes in ecosystem functioning and a range of 
others.  Marine habitats and species are particularly sensitive to climate change.  
Notably, if ocean waters continue to warm then they could become less efficient at 
taking in carbon dioxide (CO2) and could even release it back into the atmosphere.  
In addition, increased levels of CO2 in the ocean will lead to oceanic acidification. 

Internationally and nationally designated sites are particularly sensitive to air quality 
issues, agricultural ammonia emissions and recreational pressures.  Regarding air 
quality, exceeding critical values for air pollutants may result in changes to the 
chemical status of habitat substrate, accelerating or damaging plant growth, altering 
vegetation structure and composition and thereby affecting the quality and 

 
60 DAERA (2023): ‘List of Northern Ireland priority species 2023’, [online] available to access via this link 
61 Centre for Ecology and Hydrology (2021): ‘UKCEH Land Cover Maps’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/publications/list-northern-ireland-priority-species-2023
https://www.ceh.ac.uk/data/ukceh-land-cover-maps
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availability of nesting, feeding or roosting habitats.  Additionally, the nature, scale, 
timing and duration of some human activities can result in the disturbance of species 
at a level that may substantially affect their behaviour, and consequently affect the 
long-term viability of their populations.   

To maintain and improve the condition of biodiversity in the future, it will be important 
to not only protect and enhance key habitats but the connections between them.  It 
will be crucial to effectively coordinate the delivery of infrastructure to ensure that 
opportunities to improve green infrastructure and ecological corridors are maximised.  
Planning policy can proactively promote biodiversity enhancement and support wider 
ecological connectivity, i.e. delivering on Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) and the 
greening of urban areas to address impacts of climate change.  Under the 
Environment Act 2021, from November 2023 all planning projects will be required to 
deliver at least 10% BNG.  BNG will be measured using biodiversity metrics and 
habitats will need to be secured for at least 30 years. 

There is the potential for carbon sequestration opportunities to be capitalised upon, 
in the form of woodland, wetland and grassland creation / recreation / improvement.  
Blue carbon habitats should also be considered, including saltmarshes, seagrass 
beds, kelp forests, maerl beds and biogenic reefs.  Notably, BNG may be 
implemented as part of the layout of future renewables installations.  

Water and soil resources 
Focus of SEA theme 
The water and soil resources SEA theme focuses on the following issues: 

• Water resources and quality 

• Soil resources 

• Mineral resources 

• Waste 

Summary of current baseline 
Water resources and quality 
The water resources located within Northern Ireland include a network of main rivers, 
lakes (including Lough Neagh, which is the largest freshwater lake in the British Isles 
by area), small streams, brooks, and drainage ditches and small pools located within 
and adjacent to field margins. 

There are 571 water bodies in Northern Ireland, of which 496 are surface water 
bodies. This includes 450 rivers, 21 lakes, and 25 transitional and coastal waters 
(marine).  The remaining 75 water bodies are groundwater resources. 

River monitoring is carried out routinely by the Northern Ireland Environment Agency 
(NIEA) against Water Framework Directive (WFD) standards.  This monitoring 
includes chemical and biological indicators of ecological water quality, with the 
overall water body classifications being high, good, moderate, poor, and bad.  In 
2018, 31.3% of Northern Ireland’s river water bodies were classified as good or 
better, which represents a slight decline since 2015, when 32.7% of river water 
bodies were classified as good or better. 
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The key issues preventing water bodies from reaching good status can be attributed 
to physical modifications; pollution from towns, cities, and transport; agricultural 
pressures; and changes to the natural flow and levels of water. 

The WFD is implemented through River Basin Plans, creating a six-yearly cycle of 
planning, action, and review.  The first planning cycle covered the period from 
December 2009 to December 2015, whilst the second covered the period December 
2015 to December 2021.  The WFD requires NIEA to protect the status of the water 
bodies from deterioration and where necessary and practicable to restore water 
bodies to good status.  The first of three consultations on the third cycle of River 
Basin Plans62 was undertaken between December 2018 and June 2019.  The 
updated plans are currently being finalised.63 

It is also important to recognise the marine water resource, from a UK Marine 
Strategy perspective, and the achievement of good environmental status (GES), 
through its 11 descriptors, in marine and coastal waters.  In coastal waters, which 
extend out to 1 nautical mile, both WFD and the UK Marine Strategy Regulations 
apply, albeit only for those aspects of GES not addressed by WFD.  Notably, the UK 
have largely achieved GES for eutrophication, hydrographical conditions, 
contaminants and contaminants in seafood.   However, there is a mixed picture for 
marine mammals, fish populations and food webs and marine habitats, and more is 
needed to understand and protect bid populations.  In addition, measures to tackle 
non-indigenous species and marine litter need longer to take effect.  There is also 
uncertainty about whether GES has been achieved for underwater noise. 

Bathing Water Protected Areas 
Bathing Waters are identified under The Quality of Bathing Water Regulations 
(Northern Ireland) 2008.  Bathing Waters are identified for their high amenity and 
tourism value and must meet stringent bacteriological and chemical standards as 
laid down in the Regulations.  Bathing Waters are identified as Protected Areas 
under The Water Environment (Water Framework Directive) Regulations (Northern 
Ireland) 2017.  Water quality must be protected in these areas to ensure public 
health standards are achieved for bathers and water users.   

Bathing Water Protected Areas (BWPAs) are particularly vulnerable to pollution and 
physical disturbance.  Such impacts do not always occur solely from within the 
boundaries of these protected areas so attention should also be given to indirect 
impacts occurring outside of these areas including potential transboundary impacts.  
BWPAs have been identified for the following areas:  

• Magilligan, Benone • Helen’s Bay  

• Magilligan, Downhill  • Crawfordsburn  

• Castlerock  • Ballyholme  

• Portstewart  • Groomsport  

• Portrush Mill (West Strand)  • Millisle  

• Portrush Curran (East Strand) • Ballywalter  

 
62 DAERA (2019): ‘River Basin Planning 3rd Cycle Timeline’, [online] available to access via this link 
63 DAERA (2021): ‘Consultation on the Draft 3rd Cycle River Basin Management Plan 2021 to 2027’, [online] available to access 
via this link 

https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/consultations/river-basin-planning-3rd-cycle-timeline-consultation
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/consultations/consultation-draft-3rd-cycle-river-basin-management-plan-2021-2027
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• Magilligan, Benone • Helen’s Bay  

• Portrush Whiterocks  • Cloughey  

• Portballintrae Salmon Rock  • Kilclief  

• Ballycastle  • Ballyhornan  

• Waterfoot  • Tyrella  

• Carnlough  • Murlough (Co. Down)  

• Ballygally  • Newcastle  

• Brown’s Bay  • Cranfield Bay 

Under the recently published DAERA Report of the 2022/23 Bathing Water Review, 
seven candidate bathing waters have been proposed as meeting the requirement for 
identification under The Quality of Bathing Water Regulations (Northern Ireland) 
2008.  If formally identified under the Regulations, these sites will be identified as 
Protected Areas under The Water Environment (Water Framework Directive) 
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2017.  These sites are: 

• Cushendall (candidate)  

• Drain’s Bay (candidate)  

• Portmuck (candidate)  

• Brompton (candidate)  

• Donaghadee (candidate)  

• Warrenpoint (candidate)  

• Rea’s Wood (inland – candidate)  

Shellfish Water Protected Areas 
Shellfish Water Protected Areas (SWPAs) are designated for the protection of 
shellfish growth and production.  They contain commercial shellfish harvesting areas 
which must meet stringent bacteriological and chemical standards as laid down in 
the Water Framework Directive (Classification, Priority Substances and Shellfish 
Waters) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2015. 

The designation of a SWPA reflects the high production value of these areas.  Water 
quality must be protected to ensure public health and food standards are achieved in 
these areas.  Shellfish Waters are particularly vulnerable to pollution and physical 
disturbance.  Such impacts do not always occur solely from within the boundaries of 
these protected areas so attention should also be given to indirect impacts occurring 
outside of these areas including potential transboundary impacts.  SWPAs have 
been designated for the following areas:  

• Lough Foyle (Longfield Bank & Balls Point)  

• Larne Lough  

• Belfast Lough  

• Strangford Lough (Skate Rock, Marlfield Bay & Paddy’s Point / Reagh Bay)  
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• Killough Harbour  

• Inner Dundrum Bay  

• Carlingford Lough 

Soil resources 
Land is a limited resource with competition for use for agriculture, forestry, and other 
uses. The value and use of the land will generally depend on its quality, location and 
any restrictions placed on it. 

The Agricultural Land Classification (ALC) system broadly aligns to the 
classifications given to land within England and Wales, subdividing Grades 3 into a 
and b, with Grades 1, 2, and 3a being classified as ‘best and most versatile’ land 
(“BMV land”). 

Northern Ireland has significant natural resources such as carbon rich soils 
(including substantial peatland) and high-quality grassland cover.  The Agri-Food and 
Biosciences Institute (AFBI) revealed that Northern Ireland contains up of 0% Grade 
1, 7.1% Grade 2, 23.9% Grade 3a, 26.1% Grade 3b, 30.6% Grade 4, and 7.8% 
Grade 5 land (which includes urban land).  The remaining 4.6% of Northern Ireland 
is water.  In this context, with approximately 33% of land cover within Northern 
Ireland classified as Grade 2 or 3a, there is a need to avoid loss of higher quality 
BMV land. 

Public Authorities (i.e. government departments, councils, non-departmental public 
bodies and arms-length bodies), the Crown Estate and charities own considerable 
areas of land in Northern Ireland.  Most land, however, is owned by private 
landowners, primarily farmers.  Land management is strongly influenced by 
government and EU policies under the Northern Ireland Protocol and financial 
measures.  Soil is important in Northern Ireland for the role it plays both in supporting 
agriculture and in forming important natural habitats, and the degradation of soil 
resources threatens both these interests.  

Agri-environment schemes encourage farmers and landowners to manage their land 
to benefit the environment (specifically to enhance biodiversity, improve water 
quality, enhance the landscape and heritage features, and help reduce the impact of 
climate change) by integrating sustainable environmental management into the 
everyday workings of the farm.  In return for this, farmers and landowners receive a 
payment, based on the area of habitat and archaeological features present on the 
farm, and the area/ length of habitat enhancement options carried out. 

Mineral resources 
Mineral resources are defined as natural concentrations of minerals or, in the case of 
aggregates, bodies of rock that are, or may become, of potential economic interest 
due to their inherent properties.  They make an essential contribution to the country’s 
prosperity and quality of life.  Since minerals are a non-renewable resource, minerals 
safeguarding is the process of ensuring that non-minerals development does not 
needlessly prevent the future extraction of mineral resources, of local and national 
importance.64 

Northern Ireland is underlain by extensive deposits of economically valuable 
minerals. There are nearly 600 occurrences of economic minerals and approximately 

 
64 GOV.UK (2014): ‘Minerals Guidance’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/minerals
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1800 abandoned mine workings, mostly dating from the last century.  The bulk of 
mineral commodities, which are largely natural sand, gravel, and crushed rock 
aggregate plus rock for cement manufacture, are mostly obtained through quarrying.  
Notably, sand and gravel landforms are also a key aspect of Northern Ireland’s 
geological heritage (along with many rock quarries), and many have already been 
protected as ASSIs, with further areas identified for future conservation. 

A variety of industrial minerals are also present in Northern Ireland. For example, 
500,000t of salt is produced and processed before being sold to the winter road 
maintenance markets in the UK, Ireland, and the USA.  Bauxite is present in County 
Antrim of a composition up to 62%. Perlite (volcanic glass) used in construction 
materials, filtration systems and agriculture. Significant quantities of gypsum and 
anhydrite are found in the Lower Carboniferous of County Fermanagh.  Impacts on 
material assets associated with Climate Action Plan policies and proposals are site-
specific and would likely be limited to the immediate area. 

Waste 
The production and disposal of waste is becoming an increasingly important issue. 
Waste is produced by households, by industrial processes, by the construction and 
demolition industry, through commercial activities and agricultural practices and by 
public services and utilities. Waste can affect the environment through its visual 
impact, emissions to the air, leachate to groundwater, runoff to surface water as well 
as the contamination of land. 

Summary of future baseline 
Population growth in most areas, future development and climate change combined 
are likely to increase pressure on WFD objectives and water resources.  Climate 
change could increase flooding which could lead to adverse effects on water quality 
from overflowing of storm water drains and leaching of contaminated soils into 
surface waters.  However, water companies are likely to maintain adequate water 
supply and wastewater management, and the requirements of the WFD are likely to 
lead to continued improvements to water quality within Northern Ireland. 

Soil erosion is likely to continue due to surface water flash flooding and other 
causes.  Compaction and sealing is also likely to continue, for example through an 
increase in developed areas and impermeable surfaces.  Continued pressure for 
development and new infrastructure within the undeveloped areas of Northern 
Ireland has the potential to displace areas of BMV land.    

The consumption of natural resources to support the delivery of new development 
and infrastructure in Northern Ireland has a negative environmental effect.  The use 
of sustainable/ renewable resources should be prioritised to reduce the reliance of 
development on natural resources.  This could also include the reuse of existing 
resources. 

Historic environment 
Focus of SEA theme 
The historic environment SEA theme focuses on the following issues: 

• Designated and non-designated heritage assets 
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• Setting, special qualities, and significance of heritage assets 

• Locally important heritage assets 

• Archaeological resources 

Summary of current baseline 
Introduction 
The built heritage of Northern Ireland includes archaeological sites and monuments, 
historic buildings, industrial and military remains, gardens, historic landscapes, 
shipwrecks, and other underwater features.  The built environment is of considerable 
importance in these areas. 

As well as listed buildings there are also a significant number of buildings of 
historical and archaeological importance that do not meet the listed building criteria 
and are classed as ‘record only’. 

The rural, largely undeveloped nature of Northern Ireland has helped preserve its 
archaeological sites and built heritage better than in other countries.  Northern 
Ireland’s centralised heritage recording system has created a unified, standardised, 
and advanced baseline data set, for industrial heritage, post-medieval / modern 
defence heritage, listed buildings, and non-listed buildings of historical interest. 

The Department for Communities’ Historic Environment Division (HED) maintains 
and augments the Historic Environment Record for Northern Ireland (HERoNI).65  
The record holds information on all elements of Northern Ireland's historic 
environment in the form of databases, written records, maps, photographic, drawn 
and digital material.  It is continually updated as new or additional information is 
received.  Information relating to Conservation Areas or Areas of Townscape or 
Village Character is held by the Department of Infrastructure and District Councils. 

World Heritage Sites 
The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) 
World Heritage Sites (WHS) are places, monuments or buildings which have been 
recognised as of “outstanding universal value” to humanity.  

Giant’s Causeway and Causeway Coast66, located at the foot of the basalt cliffs 
along the sea coast on the edge of the Antrim plateau in Northern Ireland, is a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site. It is made up of some 40,000 massive black basalt 
columns sticking out of the sea.  The dramatic sight has inspired legends of giants 
striding over the sea to Scotland.  Geological studies of these formations over the 
last 300 years have greatly contributed to the development of the earth sciences and 
show that this striking landscape was caused by volcanic activity during the Tertiary, 
some 50–60 million years ago. 

Inscribed as a UNESCO WHS in 1986 in recognition of the geological and 
geomorphological value of the site, the Outstanding Universal Value (OUV) of the 
Giant’s Causeway WHS reflects both the integrity and authenticity of the area.  As 

 
65 Department for Communities (no date): ‘Historic Environment Record of Northern Ireland (HERoNI)’, [online] available to 
access via this link 
66 UNESCO (no date): ‘Giant’s Causeway and Causeway Coast’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/topics/historic-environment/historic-environment-record-northern-ireland-heroni#:%7E:text=The%20Historic%20Environment%20Record%20of,photographic%2C%20drawn%20and%20digital%20material.
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/369
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described within the 2021-2027 Management Plan for the Giant’s Causeway67, the 
OUV has been determined based on criterion vii and criterion viii, as follows:   

• Criterion vii: The cliff exposures of columnar and massive basalt at the edge of 
the Antrim Plateau present a spectacle of exceptional natural beauty. The extent 
of visible rock sections and the quality of the exposed columns in the cliff and on 
the Causeway combine to present an array of features of considerable 
significance. 

• Criterion viii: The geological activity of the Tertiary era is clearly illustrated by 
the succession of the lava flows and interbasaltic beds which are in evidence on 
the Causeway Coast. Interpretation of the succession has allowed a detailed 
analysis of Tertiary events in the North Atlantic. The extremely regular columnar 
jointing of the Tholeiitic basalts is a spectacular feature which is displayed in 
exemplary fashion at the Giant’s Causeway. The Causeway itself is a unique 
formation and a superlative horizontal section through columnar basalt lavas. 

Notably, Gracehill, in County Antrim, is on the UK tentative list as part of a 
transnational bid to UNESCO for inscription as a WHS alongside Bethlehem in 
Pennsylvania (USA) and Herrnhut in Saxony.  If successful, this would be Northern 
Ireland’s first cultural WHS.  The picturesque village, located on the rural outskirts of 
Ballymena, was laid out in the 18th century as a settlement of the Moravian Church 
and was designated as Northern Ireland’s first Conservation Area in 1975.  The 
Gracehill settlement is an early example of town planning reflecting the timeless 
values of education, equality, industry, tolerance and spirituality that have been at the 
heart of this community since 1759.68 

Listed buildings 
Listed buildings are those designated through listing as being of ‘special architectural 
or historic interest’ under Section 80 of the Planning Act (NI) 2011.69  There are over 
8,900 listed buildings in Northern Ireland.  The largest concentration of listed 
buildings can be found in the southeastern part of the country. 

Listed buildings are divided into different grades – A, B+, B, B1 and B2 – depending 
on their level of special architectural or historic interest.  Approximately two-thirds of 
listed buildings are in the lower two categories. 

It is important to note that not all of Northern Ireland has been second surveyed, and 
therefore some heritage assets which may merit protection through listing may not 
yet have been identified.  

Sites and Monuments Record 
The Northern Ireland Sites and Monuments Record (NISMR) holds information on 
over 16,000 archaeological sites and historic monuments.70  These provide evidence 
of settlement, agricultural, industrial, and ritual activity from 9,000 years ago to the 
recent past.  They range from Mesolithic campsites, Bronze Age landscapes and 
Early Christian monasteries through to the defended houses of the Plantation 
settlers.  Peatland (which covers 12% of the land area in Northern Ireland) is 

 
67 UNESCO (2021): ‘Giant’s Causeway WHS Management Plan (2021-2027)’ [online] available to access via this link 
68 Mid & East Antrim Borough Council (2023): ‘Gracehill World Heritage big enters new phase with submission delivery to 
UNESCO’, [online] available to access via this link 
69 For Communities (no date): ‘Listed Buildings – An Introduction’, [online] available to access via this link 
70 Department for Communities (no date): ‘Sites and Monuments Record’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://giantscauseway.ccght.org/world-heritage-site-management-timeline/
https://www.midandeastantrim.gov.uk/news/gracehill-world-heritage-310523
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/articles/listed-buildings
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/services/sites-and-monuments-record
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valuable as an archival record of climatic and vegetation history and archaeological 
remains. 

Scheduled Historic Monuments 
Monuments may be scheduled for protection under Article 3 of The Historic 
Monuments and Archaeological Objects (Northern Ireland) Order 1995.  It is an 
offence to carry out changes to such structures without consent.71  

There are over 2,000 Scheduled Historic Monuments in Northern Ireland, which 
represent aspects of human interaction with Northern Ireland’s landscape over some 
10,000 years.  They include many prehistoric sites, forts, churches, castles, maritime 
sites, and also more recent industrial and defence heritage.  The aim of scheduling is 
to preserve as far as possible Northern Ireland’s most significant sites. 

Historic Parks, Gardens and Demesnes 
There are over 700 historic parks, gardens, and demesnes in Northern Ireland.72  
The character and appearance of the modern landscape of Northern Ireland owes 
much to parks and gardens associated with country houses, institutions and public 
parks.  For over three centuries they have been an important feature of the 
countryside.  Many are distinguished by their carefully composed designs of trees, 
meadow and water, perhaps as a setting for a building; some boast a valuable 
collection of trees, shrubs or plants; others may provide a significant historic record, 
either of a particular era or showing how the design has changed over the centuries. 

Conservation Areas 
Conservation areas are places of special architectural or historic interest where it is 
desirable to preserve and enhance the character and appearance of such areas.  
Conservation Area Guides73 are available for the conservation areas found across 
Northern Ireland.  These generally provide a description or character appraisal of the 
area covered by the designation, information on the planning context, and guidelines 
for development. 

Industrial Heritage Record and Defence Heritage Structures 
There are over 16,000 industrial heritage features in Northern Ireland; information on 
this is contained in the Industrial Heritage Record.74  Features listed in the Industrial 
Heritage Record include mills, mines, canals, and railways.  With specific reference 
to the rail network, there are several bridges, tunnels, and other engineering features 
across Northern Ireland, including those remaining from the former Belfast and 
Northern Counties Railway and Midland Railways. 

Northern Ireland’s defence heritage represents a significant period in the country’s 
history.75  There are many 20th-century defensive structures dotted around the 
countryside and coast of Northern Ireland.  These include training trenches, gun and 
searchlight emplacements, pillboxes, observation posts, airfields, harbours, naval 
and flying boat bases, air raid shelters, and many other related structures. 

 
71 Department for Communities (no date): ‘Scheduled Monuments’, [online] available to access via this link 
72 Department for Communities (no date): ‘Historic Parks, Gardens, and Demesnes’, [online] available to access via this link 
73 Department for Infrastructure (no date): Conservation Area Guides (A-Z list)’, [online] available to access via this link 
74 Department for Communities (no date): ‘Industrial Archaeology’, [online] available to access via this link 
75 Department for Communities (no date): ‘Defence Heritage’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/articles/scheduled-historic-monuments
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/articles/historic-parks-gardens-and-demesnes
https://www.infrastructure-ni.gov.uk/articles/conservation-area-guides-z-list
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/articles/industrial-archaeology
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/articles/defence-heritage
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Archaeological Resources 
Northern Ireland's archaeology ranges from sites and monuments (as discussed 
above) to maritime remains.  The Department for Communities’ HED works in 
conjunction with external bodies to excavate, survey, catalogue, protect and 
conserve Northern Ireland’s archaeology.76 

Archaeological designations within Northern Ireland are termed Areas of Significant 
Archaeological Interest (ASAIs).  These include Areas of Archaeological Potential 
and Areas of Archaeological Significance. 

Heritage at Risk 
Though the vast majority of heritage assets in Northern Ireland are well looked after, 
a small proportion (around 8% of listed buildings) are at risk.77  This may be because 
they are: 

• Long-term vacant. 

• Neglected and/ or poorly maintained. 

• Structurally unsound. 

• Damage by fire. 

• Unsecured and in danger of loss. 

• Threatened with demolition. 

The majority of assets on this register are listed buildings.  Some unlisted historic 
buildings of local interest and some historic monuments are also included. 

The Historic Environment Division works with owners, developers, heritage groups, 
building preservation trusts, local communities, and other stakeholders to find 
solutions for the issues faced by these assets and to help realise their latent 
potential. 

The Heritage at Risk Register for Northern Ireland highlights properties of 
architectural or historic merit throughout the country that are at risk or under threat.78  
During the next stages of the SEA process and where appropriate, the Register shall 
be reviewed in greater detail to determine whether any heritage features which are 
currently at risk are likely to be impacted by the policies and proposals within the 
Climate Action Plan. 

Additional heritage features and areas of interest 
It should be noted that not all historic environment features are subject to statutory 
designations, and non-designated features comprise a large part of what people 
have contact with as part of daily life – whether at home, work, or leisure.  Although 
not designated, many buildings and areas are of historic interest and are important to 
local communities.  For example, open spaces and key distinctive buildings are likely 
to have a local historic value.  Other heritage features and areas of interest include 
shipwrecks, underwater features and maritime remains.  

 
76 Department for Communities (no date): ‘Archaeology’, [online] available to access via this link 
77 Department for Communities (no date): ‘Heritage at Risk’, [online] available to access via this link 
78 Department for Communities (2021): ‘Heritage at Risk Register for Northern Ireland’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/articles/archaeology-northern-ireland
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/articles/heritage-risk
https://apps.communities-ni.gov.uk/harni/
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Summary of future baseline 
New housing, employment and infrastructure provision within Northern Ireland has 
the potential to impact on the fabric and setting of heritage assets, for example, 
through ground disturbance and inappropriate design and layout.  It should be noted, 
however, that existing historic environment designations offer a degree of protection 
to heritage assets and their settings, and there are a range of existing initiatives to 
enhance the historic environment across Northern Ireland. 

Alongside, new development need not be harmful to the significance of a heritage 
asset, and there are numerous opportunities to enhance the historic settings of 
localities and better reveal assets’ cultural heritage significance.  This is likely to be 
achieved through future design and layout requirements.  In the context of the 
Climate Action Plan, there may be opportunities for new housing, employment and 
infrastructure provision to enhance the historic settings of localities and better reveal 
assets’ heritage significance. 

It is also recognised that the Climate Action Plan has the potential to establish cross-
cutting provisions relating to development.  This has the potential to include the 
creation and enhancement of functional environmental infrastructure, ecosystem 
services and biodiversity, providing appropriate buffers to natural spaces and 
restoring and enhancing connectivity.  In this context, improving the resilience of 
such networks is further likely to protect the historic environment, protecting 
important views and/ or the setting of designated and non-designated assets, in 
addition to the wider character of key historic settlements within Northern Ireland. 

In addition to cosmetic benefits, providing natural climate solutions has the potential 
to positively impact on the historic environment (historic assets/ buildings/ structures) 
in terms of adapting to flood risk and other extreme weather associated with climate 
change. 

Landscape 
Focus of SEA theme 
The landscape SEA theme focuses on the following issues: 

• Designated and non-designated sites and areas 

• Landscape character and quality 

• Visual amenity 

Summary of current baseline 
Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
Northern Ireland has attractive, largely unspoilt, and high-quality rural landscapes, 
numerous protected area designations and major rural tourism attractions. 

Through the Nature Conservation and Amenity Lands Order (Northern Ireland) 1985 
(NCALO), the finest landscapes across Northern Ireland can be designated as Areas 
of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs).  The protection of cultural values, the 
promotion of public enjoyment and the fostering of the social and economic 
wellbeing of local communities sit alongside nature conservation at these sites. 
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There are eight AONBs located within Northern Ireland, which comprise 
approximately 22% of its total land area, namely: Antrim Coast and Glens, 
Binevenagh, Causeway Coast, Lagan Valley, Mourne, Ring of Gullion, Sperrin, and 
Strangford and Lecale79.  These are primarily located along Northern Ireland’s 
coastline, with the exception of Lagan Valley and Sperrin. 

World Heritage Sites 
Giant’s Causeway and Causeway Coast80 is located at the foot of the basalt cliffs 
along the sea coast on the edge of the Antrim plateau in Northern Ireland.  It is made 
up of some 40,000 massive black basalt columns sticking out of the sea.  Geological 
studies of these formations over the last 300 years have greatly contributed to the 
development of the earth sciences and show that this striking landscape was caused 
by volcanic activity during the Tertiary, some 50–60 million years ago. 

Seascape Character Areas 
A total of 24 Regional Seascape Character Areas (RSCAs) around the coast of 
Northern Ireland, which “…represent a unique geographic area of land, intertidal and 
marine area with a recognisable sense of place and identity”.81  These are: 

• Foyle Estuary  • Belfast Lough  
• Lough Foyle • Belfast Harbour  
• North Coast Strands & Dunes  • Ards Peninsula  
• The Skerries & Dunluce Coast  • Strangford Lough 
• Causeway Coast  • Lecale Coast 
• Ballycastle Coast  • Dundrum Bay 
• Rathlin  • Mourne Coast  
• Torr Head Coast  • Carlingford Lough  
• Northern Glens Coast  • Newry Estuary  
• Southern Glens Coast  • Atlantic 
• The Gobbins  • North Channel 
• Larne Lough  • Irish Sea - South Down 

Seascapes are landscapes with views of the coast or seas, and coasts and the 
adjacent marine environment have cultural, historical and archaeological links with 
each other.  It is therefore recognised that development on land can lead to change 
in seascape character and quality. 

Landscape character and quality 
Landscape Character Areas (LCAs) were established approximately 20 years ago 
during the completion of the Northern Ireland Landscape Character Assessment in 
2000.  There are 130 LCAs across Northern Ireland, each with distinctive features 
and qualities which contribute to their character (i.e. geology, landform, cultural and 
ecological features etc.).82  The Landscape Character Assessment also provides 
guidance for the management of the LCAs in response to new development.  For 

 
79 DAERA (no date): ‘Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty’, [online] available to access via this link 
80 UNESCO (no date): ‘Giant’s Causeway and Causeway Coast’, [online] available to access via this link 
81 DAERA (2014): ‘Northern Ireland Regional Seascape Assessment’, [online] available to access via this link 
82 DAERA, NIEA (2000): ‘Landscape Character of Northern Ireland’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/topics/land-and-landscapes/areas-outstanding-natural-beauty
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/369
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/publications/northern-ireland-regional-seascape-character-assessment
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/articles/landscape-character-northern-ireland
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example, new development areas have the potential to adversely impact upon the 
distinctive qualities of each LCA in the absence of sensitive design. 

More recently, the Northern Ireland Regional Landscape Character Assessment 
(NIRLCA)83 was completed in 2016, with 26 Regional Landscape Character Areas 
(RLCAs) identified.  The assessment identifies ‘forces of change’ for each RLCA, 
which can be attributed to different development types.  All 26 RLCAs identify climate 
change as a past, present, or future force of change.  The details of this for each 
RCLA are outlined below: 

• 1 – Fermanagh Caveland – Drier summers may lead to drying out of the large 
areas of upland blanket bogs, with losses of important species and reduction in 
carbon sequestration.  This could also lead to increased erosion with further 
damage to habitats.  An increased risk of wildfires in summer could affect drier 
heaths as well as forestry, with impacts on biodiversity and on the scenic appeal 
of the landscape.  Warmer drier summers may attract greater numbers of tourists 
with additional demand for facilities and access. 

• 2 – Lough Erne Lakeland – Lower river flows may lead to greater potential for 
concentrations of contaminants to build up in Upper and Lower Lough Erne, 
resulting in eutrophication and algal blooms.  Warmer drier summers may attract 
greater numbers of tourists, with demand for facilities and access.  Changes in 
water temperature may favour invasive species over native ones.  The frequency 
of severe flood events may increase with impacts on townscape and farmland.  
Greater stress on riparian broadleaf woodlands from climate changes. 

• 3 – Clogher Valley and Slieve Beagh – Drier summers may lead to the drying 
out of the blanket bogs on Slieve Beagh and Brougher Mountain, and the 
replacement of wet bog habitat with wet heath and dry bog communities. 
Wildfires may become more common on heath and forest with impacts on 
biodiversity.  More frequent flood events will increase erosion and will impact 
downstream on the pasture land of the Clogher Valley.  Longer growing seasons 
may lead to changes in agricultural practice with effects on the appearance of 
the landscape.  Mixed and broadleaf demesne woodlands may come under 
increased stress. 

• 4 – Omagh Basin – Lower river flows may lead to greater potential for 
concentrations of contaminants to build up the river systems of the Omagh 
Basin, resulting in eutrophication and algal blooms.  Agricultural land and 
townscape may be affected by more frequent flood events.  A longer growing 
season may lead to increased grass yields, and any changes in agricultural 
practice may result in changes in the appearance of the landscape.  
Broadleaved woodland and hedgerow trees in this area may come under 
increased stress with a warmer climate. 

• 5 – West Tyrone Hills and Valleys – Extensive blanket bogs in this area may 
begin to dry and become inactive, with wet bog habitat being replaced by dry 
bog or wet heath.  Forest fires will become a more likely occurrence, and 
wildfires may also affect drier heaths.  Erosion could increase as a consequence 
of flood events, which will also impact on pasture land downstream.  Flooding 
could adversely affect the salmon spawning grounds of the Derg.  Broadleaved 

 
83 DAERA (2016): ‘Regional Landscape Character Areas map viewer’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/services/regional-landscape-character-areas-map-viewer
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hedgerow trees in this area may come under increased stress with a warmer 
climate. 

• 6 – Foyle Valley – The Foyle may become subject to more frequent flood 
events, impacting on the adjacent farmland.  At other times, drier climates may 
lead to lower flows which can increase the potential for eutrophication and algal 
blooms.  Flooding, as well as lower flows more generally, may have impacts on 
the quality of salmon spawning grounds.  Oak woods around Derry may come 
under increased stress due to warmer weather. 

• 7 – Sperrins – Blanket bog across the Sperrins may begin to dry due to summer 
droughts.  Active wet bogs will become inactive dry bogs or wet heath.  Wildfires 
across the upland may become more commonplace, and erosion is likely to 
increase, both of which will adversely affect biodiversity and the appearance of 
the hills.  Flash flooding will have impacts downstream on settlements and 
pasture land.  Rare plants such as cloudberry may be lost as they struggle with 
changing conditions.  Riparian broadleaf woodlands will come under more stress 
with changing conditions.  Warmer, drier summers may encourage increased 
tourism, with additional pressure for facilities. 

• 8 – North Sperrin Hills and Valleys – Warmer, drier summers will lead to the 
drying of blanket bogs on these hills, which may result in the loss of key species 
and habitats.  Resulting drier heaths will be more vulnerable to wildfires in hot 
dry summers, along with forest fires in the coniferous plantations.  Increased 
flood events may lead to greater levels of erosion, which will impact on rivers 
downstream.  The quality of the spawning grounds of the Roe may be affected 
by low river flows and flooding, with impacts for tourism as well as biodiversity.  
Low river flows may increase the potential for eutrophication and algal blooms.  
Broadleaf woodlands will come under greater pressure as a result of the 
changing climate. 

• 9 – Lough Foyle Coast and Dunes – Coastal erosion is predicted to increase 
as a result of rising sea levels, and sea loughs are considered to be particularly 
vulnerable.  This will also affect the dynamic dune and beach systems at 
Magilligan and Benone Strand, which could be physically reconfigured by major 
storms.  Changes in erosion and river flow upstream will alter the water quality of 
Lough Foyle, as well as sand and mud deposition, with impacts on the 
biodiversity value of the intertidal flats.  Warmer, drier summers may encourage 
greater tourist numbers to visit the beaches, with greater demand for facilities.  
The few but significant broadleaf trees in this area, such as the woodland that 
fringes Binevenagh, will come under increased stress with warmer temperatures.  
With regards to tourism, the linked impacts of marine litter, the introduction and 
spread of invasive non-native species, and marine mammal disturbance from 
water vessel users are considered likely to increase. Furthermore, any impact to 
the mud habitats of Lough Foyle may adversely impact the archaeology that 
potentially lies within it. 

• 10 – Binevenagh Ridge – The alpine plant communities on Binevenagh are at 
the edge of their range, and changes in climate may see the loss of key species.  
Blanket bog on the hills is also vulnerable to climate change, with potential for 
drying, erosion, and loss of important species.  Wildfires, including forest fires, 
are more likely given warm dry spells in summer.  Fires will impact on 
biodiversity as well as on the appearance of the landscape.  Longer growing 
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seasons may lead to increased grass yield and subsequent changes in 
agricultural practice that may alter the appearance of the landscape. 

• 11 – West Lough Neagh Drumlins – Flooding of the water courses through this 
landscape may impact on townscapes and on pasture land.  Lowland bogs may 
become inactive due to drier conditions, with changes to habitats and species.  
Broadleaf riparian and demesne woodlands, and hedge boundary trees, will 
come under more stress with warmer temperatures and summer droughts.  A 
longer growing season may lead to increased grass yields, and any changes in 
agricultural practice may result in changes in the appearance of the landscape. 

• 12 – Carrickmore Plateau and Pomeroy Hills – Drier summers and drought 
could lead to the drying of peat bogs across these uplands.  There is potential for 
peat bogs to become inactive, affecting the habitats and species supported.  
Wildfires will become a more common occurrence affecting heath and forestry, 
impacting biodiversity and scarring the landscape.  Erosion of drier ground could 
increase as a consequence of flood events, which will also impact on pasture 
land in the upland valleys which flow out from this area. 

• 13 – Southern Drumlins and Orchards – Increased frequency and severity of 
flood events may impact on farmland and on townscapes.  Drier summers may 
lead to the remaining lowland bogs drying out and the spread of fen habitats.  
Both flooding and drought is likely to impact on the quality of wetlands in the 
area.  Low river flows in the Blackwater and its tributaries will allow greater 
concentrations of contaminants to build up, with resulting eutrophication of 
loughs and ponds, with further impacts downstream in Lough Neagh.  Changes 
in climate may affect the characteristic orchards of this area.  Longer growing 
seasons may lead to increased grass yields, and subsequent changes in 
agricultural practice may result in changes in the appearance of this landscape. 

• 14 – Lough Neagh Basin – Lough Neagh is the repository of water from many 
of Northern Ireland’s rivers, and lower water flows will impact on the water quality 
of the lough.  Contaminants may build up leading to eutrophication of the lough 
and algal blooms, with effects on the habitats and species in and around the 
water.  Increased water temperature will adversely affect native fish species and 
may advantage non-native ones.  Flooding may impact on the surrounding 
farmland, while drought conditions may lead to drying out of remaining boglands 
in the lough margins.  Wet woodlands and scrub around the lough may begin to 
dry out and change in character, while broadleaf woodland and hedge trees may 
come under increased stress with a warmer climate. 

• 15 – Lower Bann Valley – The important remnant boglands in this RLCA will 
come under increasing stress with summer droughts, leading to drying and 
spread of fen habitats.  Wet woodland and estate woodland will also come under 
increased stress.  The flow of the Bann is managed with weirs, though flooding in 
tributary streams may affect pasturelands on the floodplain and increase erosion 
on the adjacent higher ground.  Low water flows are likely to adversely impact on 
the water quality of the River Bann, with potential for increased eutrophication. 

• 16 – North Coast and Bush Valley – Coastal erosion may increase with more 
frequent storms and rising sea levels. Beaches and dune systems will be 
particularly vulnerable to being reconfigured by storms.  Loss of dunes will have 
impacts on biodiversity and on archaeology which may lie beneath them.  Also at 
risk from increased erosion are the headlands which support landmark castles 
and other archaeology.  Warmer summers may attract more tourists to Northern 
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Ireland, with further demand for facilities and accommodation, both within 
settlements and dispersed along the coast.  Inland, wet heath habitats will begin 
to dry with drought conditions, while winter floods are more likely to increase 
erosion along the Bush River and other watercourses.  With regards to tourism, 
the linked impacts of marine litter, the introduction and spread of invasive non-
native species, and marine mammal disturbance from water vessel users are 
considered likely to increase. Furthermore, warmer summers may attract more 
tourists to Northern Ireland with further demand for facilities and accommodation, 
both with settlements and dispersed along the coast.  

• 17 – Maine and Braid River Valley – Increased likelihood of flood events will 
impact on the pasture land and townscapes in this area, with potential erosion of 
river banks.  Low river flows will adversely affect water quality, with increased 
potential for eutrophication and algal blooms.  Summer drought will impact on 
the remaining active raised bogs in this area, leading to increases in fen and dry 
heath habitats, and stress on other wetland habitats.  Hedgerow trees that are a 
distinctive feature of the area will also be adversely affected by drier conditions. 

• 18 – Antrim Plateau and Glens – Blanket bogs on the Antrim Plateau may 
begin to dry with summer droughts, leading to loss of bogland and increase in 
dry heath habitats.  Important species may become locally extinct.  Drier 
conditions will make forest, heath and bog more susceptible to fire which will 
damage biodiversity and scar the landscape.  Erosion is likely to increase, 
especially if flooding becomes more regular.  Landslips affecting the coast road 
will impact on communities and on tourism.  At the same time, coastal erosion 
and sea level rise will affect coastal wetland habitats and beaches.  Warmer, 
drier summers may lead to increasing tourist numbers with attendant increase in 
demand for facilities and accommodation.  Broadleaf woodland, which is such a 
characteristic of the Antrim Glens, may come under increasing pressure with the 
drier summer conditions.  With regards to tourism, the linked impacts of marine 
litter, the introduction and spread of invasive non-native species, and marine 
mammal disturbance from water vessel users are considered likely to increase. 
Furthermore, warmer summers may attract more tourists to Northern Ireland with 
further demand for facilities and accommodation, both with settlements and 
dispersed along the coast. 

• 19 – South Antrim Hills and Six Mile Water – Increased frequency of flood 
events may impact on farmland, golf courses and infrastructure in this area.  
Erosion of pasture land may increase, as well as erosion of upland soils where 
they may dry out in summer.  Increasingly dry heaths may be susceptible to fires 
in summer drought conditions, with impacts on biodiversity and on the 
recreational value of the hills.  Lower river flows in the Three Mile and Six Mile 
rivers under these conditions will increase the potential for eutrophication and 
algal blooms, with impacts downstream in Lough Neagh.  Broadleaved trees, 
including the many hedge trees in the area, will come under stress during 
summer droughts. 

• 20 – Belfast Lough and Islandmagee – Rising sea levels and increased 
coastal erosion could impact on the beaches and softer foreshores in this area, 
including the intertidal mudflats of high biodiversity value.  Coastal flooding 
events could impact on communities and on key infrastructure such as power 
stations and ports, as well as threatening the cultural heritage along the shore.  
The water quality of sea loughs is likely to reduce if river flows become lower, 
with greater concentrations of contaminants potentially building up.  The 
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woodlands along the south shore, which mainly comprise broadleaf estate 
woodland, will come under increasing stress during drought spells. 

• 21 – Belfast and Lagan Valley – Warmer, drier summers may lead to drying of 
upland soils on the hills which frame Belfast.  Wildfires could result that could 
damage biodiversity as well as impacting on the recreational value of the hills.  
Increased flooding may lead to erosion of the hillsides, and would also affect the 
floodplain of the Lagan, where flood events would impact on communities and 
infrastructure.  Flooding could also affect recreational open spaces, and historic 
buildings in the city.  Drought may affect the management and appearance of 
public open spaces, including parkland trees and grass. 

• 22 – Down Drumlins and Holywood Hills – Low river flows during drier 
summers may lead to a build-up of contaminants, resulting in eutrophication and 
algal blooms, and with water quality impacts downstream in Strangford Lough 
and Belfast Lough.  Pasture land will be susceptible to erosion where river banks 
are open and unvegetated, due to more frequent flash floods.  Broadleaf trees in 
the area may be under stress during drought spells, which will also threaten the 
remaining peat bogs.  These small remnant patches may dry out, with the loss of 
heather and bog vegetation from this RLCA.  Longer growing seasons and 
increased grass yields may lead to changes in land management and agriculture 
that could alter the appearance of the landscape. 

• 23 – Newry Valley and Upper Bann – Summer drought will lead to reduced 
river flows, with an impact on water quality due to greater concentrations of 
contaminants.  At the same time, more frequent flood events could lead to 
erosion of river banks where they run through open pasture land and impacts on 
townscape.  Downstream these may lead to impacts on water quality in Lough 
Neagh and Carlingford Lough.  Broadleaf trees in the area, including demesne 
woodlands and hedge trees, will be under stress due to drought conditions.  
Longer growing seasons and increased grass yields may lead to changes in land 
management and agriculture that could alter the appearance of the landscape.  
The remaining wet habitats, including fen and carr on cut-over bogs, may begin 
to dry out with the loss of characteristic species. 

• 24 – Slieve Gullion and South Armagh Hills – In the uplands of the Ring of 
Gullion and Carrigatuke Hills, drier summers may lead to the drying of blanket 
bog, with loss of key species and increase of heathland habitat.  Drier conditions 
will increase the risk of wildfires breaking out on heath, bog or forest, with 
resulting scars on the landscape and damage to biodiversity.  Erosion of upland 
peat will occur where drying has happened, and if flood events increase.  These 
floods will also impact on pasture land downstream, eroding more open river 
banks.  Lower river flows in summer will increase the potential for eutrophication 
and algal blooms, particularly if contaminants become impounded in water 
bodies such as Camlough Lake.  Increased water temperatures in these water 
bodies may favour non-native invasive species to the detriment of native ones. 

• 25 – Mourne and Slieve Croob - Blanket peat on the uplands will increasingly 
dry out with summer drought conditions, leading to loss of active peat and local 
extinction of species.  The resulting drier soils and heaths will be more 
susceptible to wildfires in summer, as will the forest plantations.  Fires would 
impact on biodiversity and also affect the appearance and possibly accessibility 
of this popular recreational landscape.  Erosion of drier soils during flash floods 
will affect downstream water quality, including in Carlingford Lough.  To the south 
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of this area, coastal erosion will threaten the soft coastal edge, with potential 
impacts for communities and visitors, and for agricultural land.  The coastal 
settlements including Newcastle may be subject to coastal squeeze, and 
changing coastal processes may affect the dune systems at Dundrum Bay.  
Warmer summers may attract more tourists, with further expansion of caravan 
parks and other facilities. 

• 26 – Strangford, Ards and Lecale – Increased growing seasons may lead to 
changes in land management practices which may affect the appearance of this 
landscape, if for example arable becomes more widespread.  Low river flows 
due to lower summer rainfall may lead to reduced water quality, and 
contaminants potentially becoming impounded in Strangford Lough.  Coastal 
flooding combined with sea level rise may significantly affect the long coastline of 
this area, with impacts on, for example, the dune systems of Dundrum Bay or the 
intertidal mudflats in Strangford Lough.  Coastal squeeze will impact on the 
communities and farmland along the coast, and also on the cultural heritage and 
archaeology along the shoreline. 

In this respect, this evidence base can be used to enable informed decisions to be 
made about the future protection, management and sustainable development of 
Northern Ireland’s landscapes and can be complemented by more detailed local 
studies. 

It is useful to note that climate change is only one of the ‘forces of change’ categories 
which are included in Northern Ireland’s Regional Landscape Character Assessment.  
Additional forces of change identified in the assessment which have the potential to 
be directly and indirectly influenced by climate change related issues include (but are 
not limited to): built development, housing, transportation, tourism, renewable 
energy, agriculture, forestry, minerals, habitats, coastal processes, tranquillity. 

The assessments listed above will be a source of evidence during the next stages of 
the SEA process (alongside any AONB Management Plans prepared for the 
regionally designated landscapes across Northern Ireland). 

Visual amenity 
It is useful to note that the views across the region are also an important 
consideration in the planning process as the scale, height and mass of development 
can ultimately impact important views if they are not considered and assessed 
through the process.  Changes due to both development and landscape 
manipulation can see these views degraded over time. 

In this respect, views experienced from the road and rail networks can often be far 
reaching and dramatic, particularly within the more rural areas of Northern Ireland, 
coastal areas, within AONBs, and on approach into key towns and cities.  Views from 
ferries, boats and other shipping vessels can also be far reaching and dramatic. 

Summary of future baseline 
New housing, employment and infrastructure provision has the potential to lead to 
incremental but small changes in landscape and townscape character and quality in 
Northern Ireland.  This includes from the loss of landscape features and areas with 
an important visual amenity value. 

In the context of the Climate Action Plan, investment into new renewable energy 
schemes (i.e. solar and wind) could lead to adverse effects on the character and 
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setting of Northern Ireland’s landscapes and seascapes.  However, it is recognised 
that the Climate Action Plan will seek to encourage investment in the right types of 
renewable technology and associated infrastructure in the right places.  The Climate 
Action Plan will support continued engagement with energy providers to enable 
suitable locations for development.  This may include setting parameters for 
generating large scale solar and wind energy, alongside developing criteria-based 
policies to encourage land efficiency. 

Air quality and noise 
Focus of SEA theme 
The air quality and noise SEA theme focuses on the following issues: 

• Air pollution sources 

• Air quality hotspots 

• Air quality management 

• Noise pollution 

Summary of current baseline 
Air Quality Management Areas 
Air quality in Northern Ireland has improved substantially in recent decades. 
Concentrations of sulphur dioxide, a pollutant associated with coal and oil 
combustion, have declined significantly over the past twenty years.  However, some 
pollutants in some parts of Northern Ireland continue to exceed air quality objectives. 

There are currently 19 Air Quality Management Areas (AQMAs) in Northern Ireland, 
spread across nine district councils.84  Of these AQMAs, the majority have been 
declared due to exceedances in the objectives for nitrogen dioxide (NO2); however, 
some have been declared due to exceedances in the objectives for particulate 
matter (PM10). 

These AQMAs are largely concentrated in the main cities and towns within Northern 
Ireland. Most notably, there are four in Belfast, four in Derry City and Strabane, three 
in Mid Ulster, two in Mid and East Antrim, and two in Newry Mourne and Down.  The 
largest AQMA is the Armagh City, Banbridge and Craigavon Borough Council AQMA, 
which covers the entire district council.  The AQMA encompasses the following key 
routes along Northern Ireland’s road network: M1, A1, A3, A27, and the A28. 

District Council Action Plans (DCAPs) are currently not available for any of the 19 
AQMAs in Northern Ireland.85 

Other sources of air pollution 
Ammonia emissions from agriculture are also a source of air pollution, as 
atmospheric ammonia can react with other pollutants to form ammonium aerosols 
which are precursors for fine particulate matter. 

 
84 DAERA (no date): ‘Air Quality Management Areas’, [online] available to access via this link 
85 DAERA (no date): ‘District Council Action Plans’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.airqualityni.co.uk/laqm/aqma
https://www.airqualityni.co.uk/laqm/action-plans
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Noise pollution 
As a result of the Environmental Noise Directive (2002/49/EC), preliminary noise 
mapping has been produced for Northern Ireland.  The Environmental Noise 
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2006 require that noise from various transport and 
industrial noise sources be mapped every five years.  The transport noise sources 
that are mapped are road traffic, rail traffic and air traffic. 

Three ‘rounds’ of noise maps have been completed. Round 1 was based on 2006 
data, with Round 2 using 2011 data, and Round 3 using 2016/17 data.  Round 3 
noise maps have been produced based on 2016/17 data for the following sources86:  

• Major roads - roads with more than 3 million vehicle passages annually.  

• Major railways - railways with more than 30,000 train passages annually.  

• Major airports - airports with more than 50,000 movements annually.  

• Agglomerations - urban areas with more than 100,000 inhabitants. 

Accessible on DAERA’s webpages, figures are available for the main road and main 
rail networks across Northern Ireland (both during daytime hours and during the 
night time period).  Key observations from the noise mapping technical reports are 
provided below: 

• Roads: 
─ The total geographical extent of areas mapped above 55 decibels (dB) has 

increased slightly for Belfast, reflecting increases in night time traffic flows 
(approximately 15-20%) and the percentage of HGV vehicles during the 
night time period. 

─ Within Belfast, there has been an overall reduction in the number of 
dwellings within areas above 55dB for each of the noise indicators.   

─ On the wider main road networks, the extent of areas mapped above 55dB 
has increased from the Round 2 mapping by up to 4% for the daytime noise 
indicators, and between 7-10% for the night time noise indicators.  However, 
the report notes that making direct comparisons between Round 2 and 
Round 3 data is difficult, given the overall changes in the extent of the roads 
which were mapped during Round 3. 

• Rail: 
─ The extent of areas mapped above 55dB has reduced significantly for the 

daytime noise indicators between Round 2 and Round 3.  These changes 
are evident across the rail network but are particularly noticeable across the 
Belfast – Carrickfergus Line.  This reflects both changes in train stock (i.e. 
removal of 450 classes and replacement with the quieter 4000 class trains) 
across the network, and changes in movement profiles. 

─ The total geographical extent of areas mapped above 50dB has remained 
largely unchanged for the night time noise indicators between Round 2 and 
Round 3. 

─ The amount of the population estimated to be living in areas exceeding 55dB 
for rail noise remains relatively low when compared to other noise sources 

 
86 DAERA (2018): ‘Round 3 Noise Maps and Noise Mapping Technical Reports’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/publications/round-3-noise-maps-and-noise-mapping-technical-reports
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(i.e. road, and aircraft).  This reflects the relatively small geographical 
footprint of the noise contours associated with major railways. 

It is also recognised that noise pollution occurs in the marine environment, noting 
that underwater noise can lead to reduced communication in whales and dolphins, 
which in turn can have a negative impact on their populations. 

Summary of future baseline 
Future housing, employment and infrastructure provision has the potential to 
increase the amount of traffic on the key routes through Northern Ireland, with the 
potential for increasing key pollutants. 

Improvements to future air quality are dependent, in part, on whether measures are 
put in place to improve air quality, and whether these are successfully implemented.  
The Climate Action Plan priorities are to continue to promote cleaner air and to work 
with partners to improve the uptake of active travel, public transport and other 
alternatives to the private car. 

Cleaner vehicles, including electric vehicles (EVs), have the potential to lead to 
improvements in air quality over the longer term.  The provision and management of 
EV charging points across Northern Ireland has the potential to lead to positive 
effects in terms of addressing EV challenges, including through increasing public 
confidence in charging infrastructure. 

Healthy and safe communities 
Focus of SEA theme 
The healthy and safe communities SEA theme focuses on the following issues: 

• Economy 

• Population 

• Health and wellbeing 

• Crime and community safety 

• Road safety 

Summary of current baseline 
Economy 
The total value of economic output (GDP) in Northern Ireland was £49 billion in 
2019, 2.2% of the UK total (based on the most recent figures available).  Adjusted for 
population, GDP per head of £25,656 was well below the UK average of £32,876. 
Among the UK nations and regions this was 10th highest out of 12, only above 
Wales and the North East of England. 

In the decade prior to the 2008-09 global financial crisis, GDP per head growth 
outperformed the UK average, but since then growth in Northern Ireland has 
generally been weaker, including in 2018 and 2019. 87 

 
87 ONS (May 2021) Regional GDP 1998-2019 available to access via this link 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/bulletins/regionaleconomicactivitybygrossdomesticproductuk/1998to2019/relateddata
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Population estimates and change 
At the time of the 2021 Census88, the population of Northern Ireland stood at 
1,903,175 – the highest ever recorded. This represents a 5.1% increase since the 
2011 Census, when the population stood at 1,810,863.  Between 2011-2021, the 
population aged 65+ has seen the largest increase (24%). 

Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measure 
The Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measure (NIMDM) (2017)89 provide a 
mechanism for ranking the 890 Super Output Areas (SOAs) in Northern Ireland from 
the most deprived (rank 1) to the least deprived (rank 890).  They include ranks of 
the areas for each of seven distinct types (or domains) of deprivation, which have 
been combined to produce an overall multiple deprivation measure (MDM) rank of 
the areas.  

Overall MDM varies across Northern Ireland.  Generally speaking, the most deprived 
areas are found in the main cities and towns, including Belfast, Derry and 
Fermanagh.  Conversely, rural areas have relatively low levels of deprivation, 
particularly the rural areas around Belfast in the eastern part of the country. 

Health and wellbeing 
In 2019-2021, life expectancy in Northern Ireland was 78.4 years for males and 82.2 
years for females.90  Since 1980-1982, life expectancy at birth has increased by 9.2 
years for males and 6.7 years for females.  However, in recent years life expectancy 
growth has stalled for both males and females.  Life expectancy for both males and 
females was highest in the Lisburn & Castlereagh local government district and 
lowest in the Belfast local government district. 

Key statistics from the latest Health Survey (NI) 2021/202291 include: 

• Almost three-quarters of respondents (73%) rated their general health as very 
good or good; whilst this was lower than in 2020/21 (79%), it was a return to pre-
pandemic levels.  A tenth of respondents (10%) rated their general health as bad 
or very bad, which was higher than in 2020/21 (6%), although similarly it marked 
a return to pre-pandemic levels. 

• For a number of years, around two-fifths of respondents (40% in 2021/22) have 
reported a physical or mental health condition or illness expected to last 12 
months+.  This increased with age from a quarter (25%) of those aged 16-24 to 
two-thirds (66%) of those aged 75+.  Almost a third (30%) of respondents in 
2021/22 have a long-standing illness that reduces their ability to carry out day-to-
day activities. 

• Around a fifth (21%) of respondents had a high GHQ12 score, which could 
indicate a mental health problem.  This was significantly lower than the 27% 
figure in 2020/21 and is similar to the pre-pandemic level of 19% in 2019/20. 

• In 2021/22, when asked about the most important contributing factor to feelings 
of stress in their day-to-day life, the five most common things that respondents 
reported were their own work situation (18%), own physical health problem or 

 
88 NISRA (2021): ‘2021 Census’, [online] available to access via this link 
89 NISRA (2017): ‘Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measure 2017’, [online] available to access via this link 
90 Department for Health (2023): ‘Life expectancy in Northern Ireland 2019-21’, [online] available to access via this link 
91 Department for Health (2022): ‘Healthy survey Northern Ireland: first results 2021/22’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/census/2021-census
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/deprivation/northern-ireland-multiple-deprivation-measure-2017-nimdm2017
https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/publications/life-expectancy-northern-ireland-2019-21
https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/publications/health-survey-northern-ireland-first-results-202122


SEA for the draft Northern Ireland Climate Action Plan   Environmental Report  
   

 

 
Prepared for: DAERA on behalf of The Northern Ireland Executive  
 

AECOM 
136 

 

condition (11%), physical/ mental health of family (10%), financial situation (8%) 
and time pressures (6%).  

• In 2021/22, less than a fifth of respondents (18%) exhibited signs of loneliness 
by scoring highly on the UCLA loneliness scale (a score of six or more denotes 
showing signs of loneliness). This was significantly lower than in 2020/21 (27%), 
and also below pre-pandemic levels in 2019/20 (21%). 

• In 2021/22 the proportion of respondents reporting very high levels of happiness 
(34%) and feeling the things they do in life are worthwhile (34%) continued to fall 
from pre-pandemic levels.  Although there was no significant change in the 
proportion of respondents reporting very high levels of satisfaction with life (30%) 
and very low levels of anxiety (41%) compared with last year, the rates remain 
below pre-pandemic levels. 

• In 2021/22, approximately two-thirds (65%) of respondents had seven or more 
hours of sleep on average in a 24-hour period, with a fifth (21%) getting six hours 
of sleep on average and 14% getting five hours or less. 

• Under a fifth (17%) of respondents looked after another person who is sick, 
disabled or elderly for an hour or more each week (up from 14% in 2018/19).  
Females (22%) were more likely than males (13%) to have caring responsibility. 
Around a quarter of those aged 45-54 (27%) and 55-64 (24%) had caring 
responsibility for someone. 

• Around three-quarters of respondents (73%) had contact with the Health and 
Social Care System in Northern Ireland.  Of these, 73% were either very 
satisfied or satisfied with their experience (down from 85% in 2020/21), whilst 
almost a fifth (18%) were either dissatisfied or very dissatisfied (double that in 
2020/21 – 9%). 

• In 2021/22, four-fifths (79%) of adults aged 18 and over reported that they drank 
alcohol.  This was lower than in 2020/21 (81%), but similar to 2019/20 (77%). 

• In 2021/22, 17% of adults smoked cigarettes; this is an increase compared with 
the 2020/21 finding of 12%, however it is similar to the 2019/20 rate.  Smoking 
prevalence has decreased from 24% in 2010/11. 

• Three-fifths (60%) of respondents described their eating habits as very good or 
good, while 29% stated their eating habits were fair and 11% said their eating 
habits were bad or very bad. 

• More than a third (37%) of respondents reported doing 30 minutes of physical 
activity (enough to make them out of breath) on five or more days per week. 

• The most popular method of sun protection used was sunscreens (69%), 
followed by wearing a hat (34%) and staying in the shade where practical (26%).  
Almost all the female respondents (94%) used at least one method of sun 
protection compared with 84% of male respondents. 

With regards to walking and cycling levels, the Travel Survey for Northern Ireland 
Headline Report 202192 highlighted that, in 2021, over one quarter (27%) of all 
journeys were taken by walking, cycling or public transport, a decrease from 2020 
(33%). 

 
92 Department for Infrastructure (2023): ‘The Travel Survey for Northern Ireland Headline Report 2021’, [online] available to 
access via this link 

https://www.infrastructure-ni.gov.uk/news/travel-survey-northern-ireland-headline-report-2021-has-been-published-today#:%7E:text=Overall%20results,(826%20journeys%20per%20person).
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Crime and community safety 
Police recorded crime statistics93, provided by the Police Service of Northern Ireland 
(PSNI) and NISRA, highlight that in the 12 months from April 2022 to March 2023: 

• There were 111,571 incidents of crime recorded in Northern Ireland.  This 
represents an increase of 5,181 (4.9%) when compared with the previous 12 
months. 

• The level recorded in the latest 12 months is the highest since 2006/07. 

• Crime levels in each of the months April 2022 to March 2023 were higher than 
the same months in April 2021 to March 2022.  The largest increases were in 
February (14%), August (10%) and May (8%), with the smallest increase in 
October (0.4%). 

• All policing districts, with the exceptions of Lisburn & Castlereagh City and 
Armagh, Banbridge & Craigavon, experienced a higher level of crime. 

• Higher crime levels were seen in violence against the person, sexual offences, 
robbery, theft offences, drug offences, possession of weapons and 
miscellaneous crimes against society. 

• Lower crime levels were seen in burglary and public order offences. 

• Criminal damage showed little change. 

Road safety 
Road traffic collision statistics94, also provided by the PSNI and NISRA, highlight that 
between April 2022 and March 2023: 

• There was a total of 5,057 injury road traffic collisions recorded, resulting in 61 
fatalities, 874 people seriously injured and 6,904 slightly injured. 

• There were 68 fewer collisions recorded in 2022/23 when compared with 
2021/22, and a small increase in casualties of 27 over the year. 

• The 61 fatalities in 2022/23 was 16 more than the 45 recorded for the previous 
financial year. 

• Over 50% of all children killed and seriously injured (KSI) casualties were 
pedestrians. 

• There were 88 children (under 16) KSI – four more than in 2021/22.  In 2022/23, 
there were 150 KSIs in the 65 and over age group, which was eight more than 
the number recorded in 2021/22. 

• The most common principal causation factors for KSI casualties during 2022/23 
were ‘inattention or attention diverted’ (118 KSI casualties) followed by ‘wrong 
course/ position’ (85 KSI casualties), and ‘impairment by drugs or alcohol - 
driver/rider’ (76 KSI casualties). 

• Mid Ulster district had the highest number of road deaths with 15 fatalities.  
Belfast City district recorded the most serious injuries in 2022/23 (135 seriously 
injured).  

 
93 PSNI (2023): ‘Police Recorded Crime Statistics’, [online] available to access via this link 
94 PSNI (2023): ‘Road Traffic Collision Statistics’, [online] available to access via this link 

https://www.psni.police.uk/about-us/our-publications-and-reports/official-statistics/police-recorded-crime-statistics
https://www.psni.police.uk/about-us/our-publications-and-reports/official-statistics/road-traffic-collision-statistics
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Summary of future baseline 
The population of Northern Ireland is both growing and aging.  In this context, 
accessibility to existing and new services and facilities, including health facilities, is 
likely to become increasingly important. 

In 2021/22, almost three-quarters of respondents (73%) rated their general health as 
very good or good.  Climate change has the potential to lead to decreasing air 
quality, which has knock on effects for health.  The Climate Action Plan should focus 
on the health-benefits of climate change mitigation/ adaptation. 

In 2022/23, there was a total of 5,057 injury road traffic collisions recorded, resulting 
in 61 fatalities, 874 people seriously injured and 6,904 slightly injured.  Supporting 
modal shift to walking and cycling by facilitating safer active travel routes has the 
potential to benefit both climate change mitigation and the health and safety of the 
population in Northern Ireland. 
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