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1 Introduction 

1.1 Proposed Maintenance Dredging at Belfast Harbour and Transport 
and Deposit of Dredged Material at Sea 

1.1.1 Belfast Harbour Commissioners (BHC) are the statutory harbour authority responsible 
for operating and maintaining Belfast Harbour, a role that includes dredging of the 
harbour to maintain safe navigation and berthing, and the depositing of dredged material 
at sea. 

1.1.2 A bathymetric survey undertaken in May 2025 showed that water depths in various 
channel areas and berths within Belfast Harbour are being reduced by sediment 
accretion. Accordingly, BHC are proposing to conduct a new series of maintenance 
dredging campaigns to remove the accreted sediment from the affected channels and 
berths and to restore the required water depths for safe navigation and berthing.  

1.1.3 As for BHC’s previous and ongoing maintenance dredging campaigns, most 
maintenance dredging will be undertaken using a trailer suction hopper dredger (TSHD) 
assisted by a plough dredger to move sediment to a location where it can be dredged by 
the TSHD, while some maintenance dredging will be undertaken using a plough dredger 
to move sediment over short distances, to level an irregular bed or to move sediment 
from a location where it causes a restriction or obstruction.  

1.1.4 As for BHC’s previous and ongoing maintenance dredging campaigns, the dredged 
material removed by the TSHD will be transported to and deposited at the Belfast 
Dredgings C (Live) disposal site (site reference IS591).  

1.1.5 BHC have statutory powers to undertake maintenance dredging under the Belfast 
Harbour Acts and Orders 1847 to 2002. However, BHC will need a new marine licence 
from the Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA) for the 
deposit of dredged material at sea under the Marine & Coastal Access Act 2009, 
because the current marine licence (licence number: ML2023020) expires on 26 July 
2026. As for BHC’s previous and ongoing maintenance dredging campaigns, BHC 
anticipate that a new marine licence will last for a minimum of 3 years following expiration 
of the current marine licence (i.e., July 2026 to July 2029), and anticipate the amount of 
dredged material to be deposited at sea during that period to be approximately 
676,000m3 / 980,000 tonnes (based on a sediment density of 1.45t/m3), with most of this 
amount being dredged and deposited in one campaign lasting 8 to 10 weeks. 

1.2 Habitats Regulations Assessment 
 

Assessment Process 

1.2.1 The Conservation (Natural Habitats, etc) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1995 (as 
amended) require a competent authority, before deciding to undertake, or give any 
consent, permission or other authorisation for a plan or project, which, (a) is likely to have 
a significant effect on a European site in Northern Ireland (either alone or in combination 
with other plans or projects) and (b) is not directly connected with or necessary to the 
management of the site, to make an appropriate assessment of the implications for the 
site in view of that site’s conservation objectives.  

1.2.2 The assessment process is referred to as Habitats Regulations Assessment (HRA). HRA 
comprises a process with up to three stages depending on the decision made at each 
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stage, as follows: 
1. Screening – a test of likely significant effects to check if a plan or project, either alone 

or in combination with other plans or projects, is likely to have significant adverse 
effects on a European site’s conservation objectives based on objective information. 
A plan or project can proceed if objective information excludes its potential for likely 
significant effects. A plan or project must be subject to appropriate assessment if 
objective information cannot exclude its potential for likely significant effects. 

2. Appropriate assessment – a detailed assessment of the likely significant effects of 
a plan or project, either alone or in combination with other plans or projects, and the 
measures to avoid or minimise (mitigate) any significant adverse effect on a 
European site’s integrity. A plan or project can proceed if it will not have any 
significant adverse effect on the integrity of the site. 

3. Derogation – a detailed assessment to consider if a plan or project that would have 
any significant adverse effect on a European site can qualify for an exemption if, 
after mitigation, it can be shown that (a) there are no alternative solutions to the plan 
or project, (b) that the plan or project is required for imperative reasons of overriding 
public interest (IROPI) and (c) compensatory measures can be secured.  

 
Approach to Providing Information to Inform a HRA Screening Assessment 

1.2.3 This report provides the information required for a public authority to undertake a HRA 
screening assessment.  

1.2.4 For the purposes of consenting the proposed activities, the competent authorities under 
the Habitats Regulations are: 
• BHC for authorising the maintenance dredging within Belfast Harbour. 
• DAERA for licensing the deposition of dredged material at the Belfast Dredgings C 

(Live) disposal site. 

1.2.5 The information contained within this report is based on a source-pathway-receptor 
approach as a test of whether the proposed activities have the potential (i.e., likelihood) 
for a significant effect on a European site. This approach uses objective information to 
identify whether there is a sufficient physical, chemical and/or biological pathway that 
connects a source of an impact (i.e., the proposed activities) to a receptor (i.e., the 
habitats and species that are the qualifying features of European sites), as follows: 
• If there is not a sufficient source and/or a sufficient pathway between a source and 

a receptor, then a receptor is unlikely to be exposed to an impact and, therefore, 
there is unlikely to be significant effect on a European site, and there is no need 
for an appropriate assessment. 

• If there is a sufficient source and a sufficient pathway between a source and a 
receptor, then a receptor is likely to be exposed to an impact and, therefore, there 
is likely to be a significant effect on a European site, and there is a need for an 
appropriate assessment. 
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2 Information to Inform a HRA Screening Assessment  

2.1 Name of Project or Plan 

2.1.1 Belfast Harbour Maintenance Dredging 2026-2029. 

2.2 Brief Description of the Project or Plan 

2.2.1 Belfast Harbour is situated at the southwest end of Belfast Lough. It is the premier port 
serving Northern Ireland and is an essential component in the local economy. 
Maintenance dredging has been undertaken at Belfast Harbour for many years. It is 
required to facilitate the safe navigation and berthing of vessels in the berth pockets and 
channels within the confines of the harbour, and in the approach channel to the harbour. 
The dredged material has been deposited at a designated offshore disposal site located 
approximately 14 nautical miles from the harbour (location 54° 45.3' North and 5° 26.6' 
West) for many years.  

2.2.2 The proposed maintenance dredging and associated transport and deposit of dredged 
material continues the previous maintenance dredging activity at Belfast Harbour: It is 
expected to involve the same or similar dredged material volumes, maintenance 
dredging areas, dredged material transport route, dredged material deposition location, 
and dredging, transport and deposition methodologies. 

Dredged Material Volumes 

2.2.3 Based on bathymetric survey results and previous maintenance dredging campaigns, 
the volume of dredged material to be removed by maintenance dredging and deposited 
at sea, between 2026 and 2029, is estimated to be approximately 676,000m3, which 
equates to approximately 980,000 tonnes (based on a sediment density of 1.45t/m3). 

Maintenance Dredging Areas 

2.2.4 The maintenance dredging areas extend over the channels and berths within Belfast 
Harbour (Figure A1 in Appendix A) and will be focussed on those areas where sediment 
has accumulated over the required design depths (Figures A2 to A5 in Appendix A). 

Dredged Material Transport Route 

2.2.5 The dredged material will be transported approximately 14 nautical miles from the 
maintenance dredging areas within Belfast Harbour to the dredged material deposit 
location at the disposal site. Based on TSHD vessel tracks during the previous 
maintenance dredging campaign in 2023, the transport route will pass along the 
harbour’s approach channel and Belfast Lough, and out into the North Channel to the 
Belfast Dredgings C (Live) disposal site (Figure A6 in Appendix A showing transport 
and return route of TSHD in 2023). 

Dredged Material Deposit Location 

2.2.6 As for the previous maintenance dredging campaigns, the dredged material will be 
deposited at the Belfast Dredgings C (Live) disposal site (Figure A6 in Appendix A). The 
disposal site is located within the Irish Sea, approximately 28km from Belfast Harbour, 
approximately 13.4km east of the coastline at Whitehead, approximately 6.3km north-
north-east of the nearest of the Copeland Islands, and is defined by a location within a 
0.25 nautical mile radius of the following coordinates 54º 45.300’ N, 05º 29.600’W. The 
disposal site has been receiving dredged material since 1998.  
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Dredging, Transport and Deposition Methods 

2.2.7 The dredging, transport and deposition methods described below have been used for 
many years, and were being used prior to and at the time when many of the European 
sites in and around Belfast Lough were designated and established. 

2.2.8 The majority of maintenance dredging activity and all the deposition activity will be 
undertaken using a Trailer Suction Hopper Dredger (TSHD). The TSHD’s dredging 
activity will be supported by a plough dredger.  

2.2.9 A TSHD is a self-propelled vessel that is equipped with hydraulic suction system 
comprising pumps, pipes and a drag-head, and an in-built hopper. It operates 
independently of other plant or equipment and can sail over long distances to transport 
and dispose of dredged material.  

2.2.10 To commence the dredging process, the TSHD will sail under its own propulsion to the 
dredging area within Belfast Harbour. Once in position over the dredging area, the TSHD 
will lower its trailer arm (with the drag-head and suction pipes) to the bed and sail in a 
straight line at a very slow speed, typically less than 2 knots. The drag-head will collect 
a mixture of the bed sediment and surrounding water and pump it through the pipes and 
into the hopper. As it progresses over the dredging area, the drag-head will produce a 
trench in the sediment: successive passes will result in the removal of all sediment above 
the design depth. Dredging will continue until the hopper’s capacity is achieved. When 
the hopper is filled, the TSHD will raise the trailer arm and sail to the Belfast Dredgings 
C (Live) disposal site where it will deposit the dredged material by releasing it through 
hatches in its hull. The TSHD will then sail back to the dredging area within Belfast 
Harbour, lower the trailer arm, and recommence dredging. 

2.2.11 A plough dredger – also known as a bed leveller – is not a dredger per se but is a 
bottomless, rectangular box-shaped fabricated steel implement that is towed behind a 
small workboat or tug using a deck-mounted hoist winch. It is used to move accumulated 
sediment over a short distance to an accessible location so that it can be removed by 
the TSHD, or to move sediment to level an irregular bed, and/or to move sediment where 
it causes a restriction or obstruction.  

2.2.12 To commence the dredging process, the workboat will sail under its own propulsion to 
the dredging area within Belfast Harbour. Once in position over the dredging area, the 
plough will be lowered and suspended at the required bed level, and then towed behind 
the workboat. The surface sediment will be sliced by the cutting blade at the plough’s 
leading edge and contained within the rest of the plough’s structure until the plough 
reaches an area where the bed level is lower than the suspended plough level, 
whereupon the contained sediment will drop through the bottom of the plough. At this 
point, the plough will be raised above the bed and the workboat will sail back to the 
dredging area, lower the plough and recommence dredging.  

2.3 Screening of European Sites 

European Sites within 2km of Proposed Maintenance Dredging and Dredged 
Material Transport and Deposition 

2.3.1 Reference to the Northern Ireland Marine Mapviewer (gis.daera-ni.gov.uk; accessed 02-
02-2026) identifies the boundaries of the following European sites to be situated within 
2km of the proposed maintenance dredging and dredged material transport and 
deposition activities: 
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• Belfast Lough SPA / Ramsar site. 
• Belfast Lough Open Water SPA. 
• Proposed East Coast (Northern Ireland) Marine SPA. 
• Outer Ards SPA. 
• North Channel SAC. 

2.3.2 The European site boundaries are shown in Figures A7 to A11 in Appendix A. 

2.3.3 Maintenance dredging will take place within the boundaries of the Belfast Lough Open 
Water SPA and proposed East Coast (NI) Marine SPA. Maintenance dredging will take 
place almost adjacent to the boundaries of the Belfast Lough SPA and Belfast Lough 
Ramsar site. Neither maintenance dredging nor dredged material deposition will take 
place within 2km of the boundary of the Outer Ards SPA, but the TSHD may pass within 
2km of the SPA’s open water area adjoining the Cockle Island tern nesting site when it 
sails between the dredging area and disposal site. Neither maintenance dredging nor 
dredged material deposition will take place within 2km of the boundary of the Northern 
Channel SAC, but the TSHD will pass through the SAC when it sails between the 
dredging area and disposal site. 

2.3.4 These European sites are considered in this information to inform a screening 
assessment because, according to their citations and supporting information, they are 
potentially threatened and/or at risk of impact by maintenance dredging and/or dredged 
material deposition, and/or dredged material transport (as commercial shipping activity). 

2.3.5 Please note that: 
• The boundary, qualifying features and conservation objectives of the Belfast Lough 

Ramsar site are generally aligned with the boundary, qualifying features and 
conservation objectives of the Belfast Lough SPA such that they are considered in 
the information provided about the potential for effects on the Belfast Lough SPA.  

• The boundary, qualifying feature and conservation objectives of the Belfast Lough 
Open Water SPA are subsumed within the boundary, qualifying features and 
conservation objectives of the proposed East Coast (NI) Marine SPA such that they 
in the information provided about the potential for effects on the proposed East 
Coast (NI) Marine SPA.  

European Sites within 15km of Proposed Maintenance Dredging and Dredged 
Material Transport and Deposition 

2.3.6 Reference to the Northern Ireland Marine Mapviewer (gis.daera-ni.gov.uk; accessed 02-
02-2026) identifies the boundaries of the following European sites to be situated within 
to be within 15km of the proposed maintenance dredging and dredged material transport 
and deposition activities: 
• Copeland Islands SPA. 

2.3.7 The European site boundary is shown in Figure A12 in Appendix A. 

2.3.8 Neither maintenance dredging nor dredged material transport and deposition will take 
place within 2km of the boundary of the Copeland Islands SPA. 

2.3.9 This European site is considered in this information to inform a screening assessment 
because, according to its citation and supporting information, it is potentially threatened 
and/or at risk of impact by dredged material transport (as commercial shipping activity). 
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European Sites with Grey Seal as a Qualifying Feature within 100km of the 
proposed Maintenance Dredging and Dredged Material Transport and 
Deposition  

2.3.10 Reference to the Northern Ireland Marine Mapviewer (gis.daera-ni.gov.uk; accessed 02-
02-2026) identifies the boundary of the following European site with grey seal as a 
qualifying feature to be situated within to be within 100km of the proposed maintenance 
dredging and dredged material transport and deposition activities: 
• The Maidens SAC. 

2.3.11 The European site boundary is shown in Figure A13 in Appendix A. 

2.3.12 Neither maintenance dredging nor dredged material transport and deposition will take 
place within the boundary of The Maidens SAC, but the SAC’s boundary is within 100km 
of the proposed maintenance dredging and dredged material transport and deposition.  

2.3.13 This European site is considered in this information to inform a screening assessment 
because, according to its citation and supporting information, its grey seal qualifying 
feature is highly mobile and, therefore, may be potentially threatened and/or at risk of 
impact by maintenance dredging and dredged material deposition.  

European Sites with Harbour Seal as a Qualifying Feature within 50km of the 
proposed Maintenance Dredging and Dredged Material Transport and 
Deposition  

2.3.14 Reference to the Northern Ireland Marine Mapviewer (gis.daera-ni.gov.uk; accessed 02-
02-2026) identifies the boundary of the following European site with harbour seal as a 
qualifying feature to be situated within 50km of the proposed maintenance dredging and 
dredged material transport and deposition activities.  
• Strangford Lough SAC. 

2.3.15 The European site boundary is shown in Figure A14 in Appendix A. 

2.3.16 Neither maintenance dredging nor dredged material deposition will take place within the 
boundary of Strangford Lough SAC, but the SAC’s boundary is within 50km of the 
proposed dredged material transport and deposition, but not the maintenance dredging. 

2.3.17 This European site is considered in this information to inform a screening assessment 
because its harbour seal qualifying feature is highly mobile and, therefore, may be 
potentially threatened and/or at risk of impact by maintenance dredging and dredged 
material deposition.  

European Sites with Harbour Porpoise as a Qualifying Feature within 100km 
of the proposed Maintenance Dredging and Dredged Material Transport and 
Deposition  

2.3.18 Reference to the Northern Ireland Marine Mapviewer (gis.daera-ni.gov.uk; accessed 02-
02-2026) identifies the boundary of the following European site with harbour porpoise as 
a qualifying feature to be situated within 100km of the proposed maintenance dredging 
and dredged material transport and deposition activities.  
• Skerries and Causeway SAC. 

2.3.19 The European site boundary is shown in Figure A15 in Appendix A. 
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2.3.20 Neither maintenance dredging nor dredged material deposition will take place within the 
boundary of the Skerries and Causeway SAC, but the SAC’s boundary is within 100km 
of the proposed dredged material transport and deposition, but not the maintenance 
dredging. 

2.3.21 This European site is considered in this information to inform a screening assessment 
because its harbour porpoise qualifying feature is highly mobile and, therefore, may be 
potentially threatened and/or at risk of impact by maintenance dredging and dredged 
material deposition.  

2.4 European Site Features 

Belfast Lough SPA / Belfast Lough Ramsar Site 

2.4.1 Belfast Lough is a large intertidal sea lough situated at the mouth of the River Lagan on 
the east coast of Northern Ireland. The inner part of the lough comprises a series of 
mudflats and lagoons. The outer lough is restricted to mainly rocky shores with some 
small sandy bays. 

2.4.2 The SPA boundary is entirely coincident with that of the Belfast Lough Ramsar site. In 
the outer lough, the SPA boundary is entirely coincident with that of Outer Belfast Lough 
Area of Special Scientific Interest (ASSI). However, within the immediate harbour area, 
the boundary has been redrawn to take into account permitted port related development 
and landfill, which has taken place since the Inner Belfast Lough ASSI was declared in 
1987. Marine areas below mean low water are not included.  

2.4.3 The site qualifies under Article 4.2 of EC Directive 79/409 regarding regularly occurring 
migratory species by regularly supporting internationally important wintering population 
of the following species: 
• Redshank (Tringa totanus) – non-breeding. 

2.4.4 Since the site’s classification in 1998, reassessment of the bird populations occurring 
within Belfast Lough SPA identified that the following species also meet the qualifying 
criteria. 

2.4.5 The site qualifies under Article 4.1 of the Birds Directive (79/409/EEC) by regularly 
supporting internationally important population of the following particularly threatened 
species: 
• Common tern (Sterna hirundo) – breeding. 
• Arctic tern (Sterna paradisaea) – breeding. 
• Bar-tailed godwit (Limosa lapponica) – non-breeding. 

2.4.6 The site qualifies under Article 4.2 of the Birds Directive (79/409/EEC) regarding 
regularly occurring migratory species by regularly supporting internationally important 
wintering population of the following species: 
• Black-tailed godwit (Limosa limosa) – non-breeding. 

2.4.7 The site also regularly supports nationally important numbers of shelduck, oystercatcher, 
purple sandpiper, dunlin, black-tailed godwit, bar-tailed godwit, curlew and turnstone. 
Belfast Lough, as a whole, is also used by several other waterfowl species including 
great crested grebe, scaup, eider, goldeneye and red-breasted merganser. 

2.4.8 Low water counts for redshank, bar-tailed godwit and black-tailed godwit in Belfast Lough 
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are presented in Figures A16, A17 and A18 respectively in Appendix A. 

2.4.9 The conservation objectives for this site are: 
• To maintain each feature in favourable condition. 

2.4.10 In relation to dredging, the main threats, pressures, activities with impacts on the site or 
site features are: 
• Threat / comments: Generally, only an issue in relation to commercial shipping 

channels. Issues include disturbance, remobilisation of contaminated sediment and 
spoil dumping zones. 

• Local considerations: Ongoing dredging programme maintains shipping channel. 
Established ongoing maintenance programme. 

• Action: Liaise with Port Authority and Environmental Protection as required with 
regard to water quality issues and pollution incidents. 

Proposed East Coast (NI) Marine SPA / Belfast Lough Open Water SPA 

2.4.11 The proposed East Coast (NI) Marine Special Protection Area includes coastal and near 
shore waters from Ringfad near Carnlough, County Antrim in the north, the marine area 
of Larne Lough, the marine area of Belfast Lough, waters around the Copeland Islands 
and offshore of the Ards Peninsula to Cloghan Head, near Ardglass in the south. The 
boundary adjoins the existing Larne Lough SPA, Belfast Lough SPA, Outer Ards SPA, 
Copeland Islands SPA and Strangford Lough SPA, and subsumes the existing Belfast 
Lough Open Water SPA. 

2.4.12 The SPA covers a diverse range of seabed habitats, from extensive coastal fringing reefs 
of various lithologies to the fine silt of inner Belfast Lough. Within Belfast Lough muds 
grade into muddy sands toward the outer Lough, with extensive areas of cobbles and 
shell debris overlying the muddy sand. Part of the muddy sand in the outer lough is 
bioturbated by Dublin Bay prawn (Nephrops norvegicus), and harbours the seapen 
(Virgularia mirabilis). Topographically complex reef areas surround the Copeland 
Islands. 

2.4.13 Given that the SPA subsumes the Belfast Lough Open Water SPA, the site qualifies 
under Article 4.2 of the Birds Directive (79/409/EEC) as it supports an internationally 
important population of the following regularly occurring migratory species: 
• Great crested grebe (Podiceps crislatus) – non-breeding. 

2.4.14 In addition to the qualifying feature associated with the Belfast Lough Open Water SPA, 
the site also qualifies under Article 4.1 and Article 4.2 of the Birds Directive 
(79/409/EEC), as follows. 

2.4.15 The site qualifies under Article 4.1 of the Birds Directive (79/409/EEC) as it supports an 
internationally important wintering population of the following regularly occurring 
migratory species: 
• Red-throated diver (Gavia stellata) – non-breeding. 

2.4.16 The site qualifies under Article 4.1 of the Birds Directive (79/409/EEC) as it supports an 
internationally important population of the following regularly occurring species: 
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• Sandwich tern (Thalasseus sandvicensis) – breeding. 
• Common tern (Sterna hirundo) – breeding. 
• Arctic tern (Sterna paradisaea) – breeding. 

2.4.17 The site qualifies under Article 4.2 of the Birds Directive (79/409/EEC) as it supports an 
internationally important population of the following regularly occurring species: 
• Manx shearwater (Puffinus puffinus) – breeding. 

2.4.18 The site qualifies under Article 4.2 of the Birds Directive (79/409/EEC) as it supports an 
internationally important wintering population of the following regularly occurring species: 
• Eider (Somateria mollissima) – non-breeding. 

2.4.19 Low water counts for great-crested grebe, red-throated diver and eider in Belfast Lough 
are presented in Figures A19, A20 and A21 respectively in Appendix A. 

2.4.20 The conservation objectives for this site are: 
• To maintain each feature in favourable condition. 

2.4.21 In relation to dredging, the main threats, pressures, activities with impacts on the site or 
site features are: 
• Threat / comments: Generally only an issue in relation to commercial shipping 

channels. Issues include disturbance, remobilisation of contaminated sediment and 
spoil dumping zones. 

• Local considerations:  Ongoing dredging programme maintains shipping channel. 
Established ongoing maintenance programme. 

• Action: Liaise with Port Authority and Environmental Protection as required with 
regard to water quality issues and pollution incidents. 

Outer Ards SPA 

2.4.22 The Outer Ards extends from Grey Point on the County Down coast in the north, at the 
entrance to Belfast Lough, to Ballyquintin Point in the south. The site mainly 
encompasses the inter-tidal areas, but with some additional adjoining areas of notable 
habitat. It includes sand and mud dominated shores, cobble and boulder beaches 
together with rocky shores. Offshore islands are also present. The SPA boundary of the 
is entirely coincident with the Outer Ards ASSI and the Ballymacormick Point ASSI. It 
also includes an open marine area which has been included within the SPA because it 
adjoins the Cockle Island tern nesting site. 

2.4.23 The site qualifies under Article 4.1 of the Birds Directive (79/409/EEC) as it supports 
nationally important populations of the following regularly occurring species: 
• Arctic tern (Sterna paradisaea) – breeding. 
• Golden plover (Pluvialis apricaria) - wintering. 

2.4.24 The site also qualifies under Article 4.2 of the Birds Directive (79/409/EEC) as it supports 
internationally important populations of the following regularly occurring species: 
• Light-bellied brent goose (Branta bernicla hrota) – wintering. 
• Ringed plover (Charadrius hiaticula) – wintering. 
• Turnstone (Arenaria interpres) – wintering. 
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North Channel SAC 

2.4.25 Located along the eastern coast of Northern Ireland, the North Channel SAC has been 
identified as an important winter area for harbour porpoise Phocoena phocoena, 
supporting an estimated 1.2% of the UK Celtic and Irish Seas Management Unit (MU) 
population.  Although small compared to most of the harbour porpoise SACs, this site, 
with an area of 1,604 km2, supports areas where large groups of up to 100 harbour 
porpoise have been sighted and is considered to be the best porpoise watching location 
in Northern Ireland. 

2.4.26 The site qualifies under Annex II of the Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC) for the following 
species whose conservation requires the designation of special areas of conservation: 
• Harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena). 

2.4.27 The conservation objective for this site is: 
• To ensure that the integrity of the site is maintained and that it makes the best 

possible contribution to maintaining favourable conservation status for harbour 
porpoise in UK waters. In the context of natural change, this will be achieved by 
ensuring that harbour porpoise is a viable component of the site, there is no 
significant disturbance of the species, and the condition of supporting habitats and 
processes, and the availability of prey is maintained. 

2.4.28 In relation to dredging, the level of the impact risk from activities/operations on harbour 
porpoise in UK waters are: 
• Medium risk of noise from dredging and disposal causing anthropogenic underwater 

sound and leading to potential impacts including mortality, internal injury, 
disturbance leading to physical and acoustic behavioural changes (potentially 
impacting foraging, navigation, breeding, socialising), and habitat change/loss. 

• Low risk of waste disposal from navigational dredging causing physical change to 
the seabed type and leading to potential impacts including changes in availability of 
prey species, and habitat change/loss. 

Copeland Islands SPA 

2.4.29 The Copeland Islands SPA comprises three islands (Copeland Island, Light House 
Island and Mew Island), together with associated islets, off the north-east County Down 
coast and close to the entrance to Belfast Lough. The site encompasses the islands 
down to the low water mark and includes rocky shores together with limited areas of 
sand/mud and cobble/boulder beaches. Terrestrial habitats include saltmarsh, 
freshwater marsh, maritime grassland, limited extent of inland cliff and semi-improved 
agricultural grassland. The SPA boundary is entirely coincident with the Copeland 
Islands ASSI. 

2.4.30 The site qualifies under Article 4.1 of the Birds Directive (79/409/EEC) as it supports a 
nationally important population of the following regularly occurring species: 
• Arctic tern (Sterna paradisaea) – breeding. 

2.4.31 The site also qualifies under Article 4.2 of the Birds Directive (79/409/EEC) as it supports 
an internationally important population of the following regularly occurring species: 
• Manx shearwater (Puffinus puffinus) – breeding. 

2.4.32 The conservation objective for this site is:  
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• To maintain each feature in favourable condition. 

The Maidens SAC 

2.4.33 The Maidens SAC is a group of small rocky reefs detached from the coast, northeast of 
Larne. Most of the reef area of The Maidens is bedrock reef with a smaller proportion of 
stony reef. The SAC’s designation relates primarily to its Annex I reef habitat, but it also 
includes Annex I sandbank habitat (i.e., sandbank slightly covered by seawater all of the 
time). The SAC is almost entirely subtidal and is remote from the coast. At the small 
islands of East Maiden and West Maiden and on the emergent outlying rocks the SAC’s 
boundary extends up to mean high water. These intertidal areas include haul-outs for 
grey seal. 

2.4.34 In addition to its reef and sandbank habitats, the site qualifies under Annex II of the 
Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC) for the following species whose conservation requires the 
designation of special areas of conservation: 
• Grey seal (Halichoerus grypus). 

2.4.35 The conservation objective for this site in relation to grey seal is:  
• To maintain (or restore where appropriate) the species to favourable condition by 

maintaining and enhancing, as appropriate, the grey seal population, and by 
maintaining and enhancing, as appropriate, physical features used by grey seals 
within the site. 

Strangford Lough SAC 

2.4.36 Strangford Lough is a large (150km2) marine inlet on the east coast of County Down, of 
which about 50km2 is in the intertidal area. It supports an impressive range of marine 
habitats and communities with over 2,000 recorded species, and is important for marine 
invertebrates, algae and saltmarsh plants, for wintering and breeding wetland birds, and 
marine mammals. 

2.4.37 In addition to various intertidal and subtidal habitats, the site qualifies under Annex II of 
the Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC) for the following species whose conservation requires 
the designation of special areas of conservation: 
• Harbour seal (Phoca vitulina). 

2.4.38 The conservation objective for this site in relation to harbour seal is:  
• To maintain (or restore where appropriate) the species to favourable condition by 

maintaining and enhancing, as appropriate, the harbour seal population, and by 
maintaining and enhancing, as appropriate, physical features used by harbour seals 
within the site. 

Skerries and Causeway SAC 

2.4.39 Skerries and Causeway SAC is sited on the north coast of Northern Ireland.  It is the 
eastern part of a 30km wide embayment that has the Inishowen peninsular to its west 
and Benbane Head to its east.   

2.4.40 In addition to its habitat features including reef, sandbanks which are slightly covered by 
seawater at all times and submerged or partially submerged sea caves, the site qualifies 
under Annex II of the Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC) for the following species whose 
conservation requires the designation of special areas of conservation: 
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• Harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena).  

2.4.41 The conservation objective for this site in relation to harbour propose is:  
• To maintain (or restore where appropriate) the species to favourable condition by 

ensuring the species is a viable component of the site, ensuring there is no 
significant disturbance of the species, and ensuring the supporting habitats and 
processes relevant to harbour porpoises and their prey are maintained. 

2.5 Description of the Proposed Maintenance Dredging and Dredged 
Material Transport and Deposition 

2.5.1 In addition to the description provided at Section 2.2, the proposed maintenance 
dredging and dredged material deposition can be described in the following terms.  

Size and Scale 

2.5.2 The proposed maintenance dredging will take place within the berths and channels within 
Belfast Harbour (Figure A1 in Appendix A), and cover the areas of sediment 
accumulation over design depth (Figures A2, A3, A4 and A5 in Appendix A). The 
dredging areas are already subject to periodic maintenance dredging. Maintenance 
dredging is anticipated to remove approximately 676,000m3 / 980,000 tonnes of 
sediment. The proposed dredged material deposition will take place within the Belfast 
Dredgings C (Live) disposal site (Figure A6 in Appendix A). The disposal site has 
received dredged material since 1998.  

Land-take  

2.5.3 The proposed maintenance dredging will not involve any land take, and the areas to be 
dredged are subject to periodic maintenance dredging and disturbance from harbour 
activities (e.g., vessel movements). The proposed dredged material transport and 
deposition will not involve any land take, and the offshore disposal site is subject to 
periodic depositions of dredged material. 

Distance from the European Sites or Key Features of the Sites 

2.5.4 The following paragraphs identify the closest distances of maintenance dredging, 
dredged material transport and deposition activities to the European sites considered in 
this screening information. 

2.5.5 Maintenance dredging will take place within the berths and channels within Belfast 
Harbour and, therefore, at its closest distance will take place: 
• Immediately adjacent to the Belfast Lough SPA boundary. 
• Within the Belfast Lough Open Water SPA and proposed East Coast (NI) Marine 

SPA boundaries. 
• Approximately 16km distant from the North Channel SAC boundary. 
• Approximately 17km distant from the Outer Ards SPA boundary. 
• Approximately 20km distant from the Copeland Islands SPA boundary. 
• Approximately 30km distant from The Maidens SAC boundary. 
• Approximately 60km distant from Strangford Lough SAC boundary. 
• Approximately 95km distant from the Skerries and Causeway SAC boundary. 

2.5.6 The transport of dredged material within the TSHD will take place over approximately 
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28km between the dredging areas within Belfast Harbour and the Belfast Dredgings C 
(Live) disposal site and, therefore, at its closest distance will take place: 
• Immediately adjacent to the Belfast Lough SPA boundary. 
• Within the Belfast Lough Open Water SPA and proposed East Coast (NI) Marine 

SPA boundaries. 
• Within the North Channel SAC boundary. 
• Approximately 2km distant from the Outer Ards SPA boundary. 
• Approximately 6km distant from the Copeland Islands SPA boundary. 
• Approximately 20km distant from The Maidens SAC boundary. 
• Approximately 50km distant from Strangford Lough SAC boundary. 
• Approximately 85km distant from the Skerries and Causeway SAC boundary. 

2.5.7 The deposit of dredged material will take place at the Belfast Dredgings C (Live) disposal 
site situated approximately 28km offshore from Belfast Harbour and, therefore, at its 
closest distance will take place: 
• Approximately 17km distant from the Belfast Lough SPA boundary. 
• Within the Belfast Lough Open Water SPA and proposed East Coast (NI) Marine 

SPA boundaries. 
• Approximately 2km distant from the North Channel SAC boundary. 
• Approximately 10km distant from the Outer Ards SPA boundary. 
• Approximately 6km distant from the Copeland Islands SPA boundary. 
• Approximately 20km distant from The Maidens SAC boundary. 
• Approximately 50km distant from Strangford Lough SAC boundary. 
• Approximately 85km distant from the Skerries and Causeway SAC boundary. 

Resource Requirements 

2.5.8 The proposed maintenance dredging and dredged material deposition will not require 
any resource requirements such as water, aggregate, etc. 

Emissions  

2.5.9 The proposed maintenance dredging will generate temporary exhaust emissions and 
noise emissions during the operating of the dredging plant; however, these emissions 
are not expected to be any greater than emissions associated with other vessels 
manoeuvring and passing through the harbour, Belfast Lough and the North Channel. 

Excavation Requirements 

2.5.10 The proposed maintenance dredging will remove accreted sediment from the bed within 
the harbour’s berths and channels to reinstate the bed to the levels required design 
depths to provide safe navigation and berthing. 

Transportation Requirements 

2.5.11 The proposed maintenance dredging and dredged material deposition will involve 
transportation of dredged material by sea between the berth and channel dredging areas 
within Belfast Harbour and the deposit location at the Belfast Dredgings C (Live) disposal 
site. 
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Duration 

2.5.12 The proposed maintenance dredging and dredged material deposition is expected to 
take place over one principal campaign taking place over approximately 8-10 weeks 
sometime during July 2026 and July 2029 and removing most of the sediment accreted 
within Belfast Harbour’s berths and channel (i.e., most of approximately 676,000m3 / 
980,000 tonnes). In addition, the proposed maintenance dredging and dredged material 
deposition may include occasional, small-scale campaigns if, for example, sediment 
accretion occurs at a higher rate than expected at a particular location.  

Other 

2.5.13 The proposed maintenance dredging will take place within the berths and channels within 
the statutory harbour limits, and will only remove sediment from sub-tidal areas. The 
proposed dredged material deposition will only deposit dredged material at the Belfast 
Dredgings C (Live) disposal site. 

2.6 Potential for Likely Significant Effects 

2.6.1 The following paragraphs consider the potential for the proposed maintenance dredging 
and dredged material transport and deposition activities to have direct or indirect effects 
on the favourable condition of the European site features, where the following threats 
and pressures could arise: 
• Visual disturbance and/or airborne noise disturbance effects on bird features. 
• Underwater noise disturbance effects on marine mammal features. 
• Sediment effects on the supporting habitats of bird and/or marine mammal features. 
• Contaminated sediment effects on the supporting habitats of bird and/or marine 

mammal features. 
• In-combination effects with other plans and projects. 

Potential for a Significant Effect due to Visual Disturbance and/or Airborne 
Noise Disturbance 

2.6.2 The following paragraphs consider whether the proposed maintenance dredging and 
dredged material transport and deposition activities have the potential to cause visual 
and/or airborne noise disturbance and, if so, whether they could have a significant effect 
on maintaining the features in a favourable condition.  

Sources, Pathways and Receptors of Effect 

2.6.3 The TSHD will be the principal source of visual stimuli and/or airborne noise during the 
proposed maintenance dredging and dredged material transport and deposition.  

2.6.4 Visual stimuli associated with the physical appearance of the TSHD during the proposed 
maintenance dredging and dredged material deposition will be the principal pathway for 
visual disturbance. Visual stimuli will exist in all directions from the source (where there 
are clear sight lines as far as the receptor). The transmission of sound pressure waves 
through air will be the principal pathway of airborne noise during the proposed 
maintenance dredging and dredged material deposition. Sound pressure waves will 
propagate through the air in all directions from the source.  

2.6.5 Reference to the NI Marine Mapviewer (gis.daera-ni.gov.uk; accessed 10-02-2026) 
indicates that great crested grebe, redshank, eider, bar-tailed godwit and black-tailed 
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godwit are present within Belfast Harbour, Belfast Lough and, albeit to a lesser extent, 
in the North Channel. In addition, reference to the Wetland Bird Survey (Webs) Low 
Water Counts for Belfast Lough 2023-2024 (Calbrade et al., 2025) indicates that great 
crested grebe, red-throated diver, redshank, eider, bar-tailed godwit and black-tailed 
godwit are present within Belfast Harbour, Belfast Lough and, albeit to a lesser extent, 
in the North Channel (see Figures A16 to A21 in Appendix A). The RSPB reserve within 
Belfast Harbour is the principal location for breeding common tern and arctic tern. The 
open water marine area around Cockle Island is a feeding area for breeding arctic tern 
at this location. Accordingly, the following qualifying features will be the principal 
receptors of visual disturbance and airborne noise during the proposed maintenance 
dredging and dredged material deposition: 
• Wintering redshank, bar-tailed godwit and black-tailed godwit, qualifying features of 

the Belfast Lough SPA. 
• Breeding common tern and arctic tern, qualifying features of the Belfast Lough SPA. 
• Wintering great crested grebe, a qualifying feature of the Belfast Lough Open Water 

SPA. 
• Wintering great crested grebe, red-throated diver and eider, qualifying features of 

the proposed East Coast (NI) Marine SPA. 
• Breeding sandwich tern, common tern, arctic tern and Manx shearwater, qualifying 

features of the proposed East Coast (NI) Marine SPA. 
• Breeding arctic tern, a qualifying feature of the Outer Ards SPA 
• Breeding arctic tern and Manx shearwater, qualifying features of the Copeland 

Islands SPA. 

Test of Likely Significant Effect 

2.6.6 The following objective information indicates that the proposed maintenance dredging 
and dredged material transport and deposition should not have a significant effect in 
relation to visual disturbance and/or airborne noise disturbance.  

2.6.7 Birds are vulnerable to visual and/or airborne noise disturbances from a wide range of 
activities at or close to their breeding, foraging and/or roosting sites. Bird responses 
include alert behaviour (e.g., head up, alarm calling, etc on awareness of a perceived 
risk) and flight behaviour (e.g., walking, running, swimming, flying, diving, etc to escape 
a perceived risk). Bird responses vary depending on existing conditions; particularly if a 
change in disturbance represents a marked change to the conditions to which they are 
habituated (Scottish Government, 2024). All birds, to some degree, are habituated to 
their local conditions including disturbance and, therefore, are likely to vary in their 
response to disturbance. Notably, if birds are present in a highly disturbed area, then it 
is likely that these birds will show a high degree of habituation to disturbance and tolerate 
a shorter disturbance distance. For example, research on the distribution and 
behavioural responses of red-throated divers to vessel disturbance indicates that they 
are more abundant in areas with lower vessel movements and lower vessel speeds 
(Burger et al., 2019). 

2.6.8 Over the anticipated dredging period of 6-8 weeks, the TSHD movements are anticipated 
to contribute approximately 10-12 vessel movements per day. BHC recorded 
approximately 5,600 vessel arrivals in 2023 and 2024 (BHC, 2025), which equates to 
approximately 11,200 vessel movements per annum (for arrivals and departure) within 
Belfast Harbour, Belfast Lough and the North Channel. On this basis, the total number 
of TSHD movements are likely to increase the total number of vessel movements by 5-
6 per cent in one year. Reference to the NI Marine Mapviewer (gis.daera-ni.gov.uk; 
accessed 10-02-2026) indicates that vessel movements are concentrated along one 
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Potential for a Significant Effect due to Underwater Noise Disturbance  

2.6.12 Reference to the European sites’ management considerations identifies that the sites’ 
principal conservation objective - maintaining the features in a favourable condition - is 
potentially vulnerable to various threats associated with dredging activities, including 
underwater noise. 

2.6.13 The following paragraphs consider whether the proposed maintenance dredging and 
dredged material transport and deposition activities have the potential to generate and 
propagate underwater noise and, if so, whether they could have a significant effect on 
maintaining the features in a favourable condition.  

Sources, Pathways and Receptors of Effect 

2.6.14 The TSHD will be the principal source of underwater noise during the proposed 
maintenance dredging and dredged material transport and deposition.  

2.6.15 The transmission of sound pressure waves through the water column will be the principal 
pathway of underwater noise during the proposed maintenance dredging and dredged 
material transport and deposition. Sound pressure waves will propagate through the 
water column in all directions from the source.  

2.6.16 Reference to the NI Marine Mapviewer (gis.daera-ni.gov.uk; accessed 10-02-2026) 
indicates that harbour porpoise, harbour seal and grey seal have been recorded within 
Belfast Harbour, Belfast Lough and, albeit to a lesser extent, in the North Channel, as 
shown in Figure A23 in Appendix A. Accordingly, the following qualifying features will 
be the principal receptors of underwater noise during the proposed maintenance 
dredging and dredged material transport and deposition: 
• Harbour porpoise, a qualifying feature of the North Channel SAC and Skerries and 

Causeway SAC. 
• Harbour seal, a qualifying feature of the Strangford Lough SAC.  
• Grey seal, a qualifying feature of The Maidens SAC. 

Test of Likely Significant Effect 

2.6.17 The following objective information indicates that the proposed maintenance dredging 
and dredged material transport and deposition should not have a significant effect in 
relation to underwater noise.  

2.6.18 Underwater noise associated with TSHDs is characterised by continuous (non-
impulsive), low-frequency sound levels and is derived from propulsion, propeller 
cavitation, drag-head operation, dredged material transport along suction pipes, and 
onboard machinery (CEDA, 2013). Research has recorded the sound levels emitted by 
TSHDs at 172-185dB, 165-185dB and 154-175dB at one metre from the source for 
dredging, dredged material transport and dredged material deposition respectively (de 
Jong et al., 2010). These sound levels are generally in line with the sound levels emitted 
by cargo vessels travelling at a modest speed (Robinson et al., 2009), which have been 
recorded at 180-190dB at one metre from the source (OSPAR, 2009). Research has 
recorded the noise frequencies emitted by TSHDs at below 1kHz (Jones et al., 2015) 
and at 250Hz-500Hz, 500Hz and <1KHz during dredging, dredged material transport and 
dredged material deposition respectively (de Jong et al., 2010). These frequencies are 
generally in line with the noise frequencies emitted by cargo vessels, which have been 
recorded at 20Hz-1KHz (Ghezzo et al., 2024), particularly for the dominant noise source 
which is derived from propulsion and propeller cavitation. 
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2.6.19 Over the anticipated dredging period of 6-8 weeks, the TSHD movements are anticipated 
to contribute approximately 10-12 vessel movements per day. BHC recorded 
approximately 5,600 vessel arrivals in 2023 and 2024 (BHC, 2025), which equates to 
approximately 11,200 vessel movements per annum (for arrivals and departures) within 
Belfast Harbour, Belfast Lough and the North Channel. On this basis, the total number 
of TSHD movements are likely to increase the total number of vessel movements by 5-
6 per cent in one year. Reference to the NI Marine Mapviewer (gis.daera-ni.gov.uk; 
accessed 10-02-2026) indicates that vessel movements are concentrated along one 
principal route within Belfast Harbour and Belfast Lough (heading to/from the Approach 
Channel) and along northerly and southerly routes along or across the North Channel. 
The distribution of harbour porpoise, harbour seal and grey seal relative to the 
distribution of vessel movements, as shown in Figure A23 in Appendix A, suggests that 
the marine mammals exhibit a degree of habituation to vessel movements and, by 
association, the underwater noise generated by vessel movements. 

2.6.20 Guidance on the effects of underwater noise on marine mammal hearing includes sound 
exposure levels for the onset of auditory injury due to a permanent threshold shift (PTS, 
a permanent, irreversible increase in the threshold of audibility), or a temporary threshold 
shift (TTS, a temporary, reversible increase in the threshold of audibility). Guidance 
relating to continuous (non-impulsive) underwater noise sources - such as the 
underwater noise sources associated with the proposed maintenance dredging and 
dredged material transport and deposition - identifies sound exposure levels for PTS and 
TTS of 181dB and 161dB respectively for harbour porpoise, and 195dB and 175dB 
respectively for harbour seal and grey seal (NOAA, 2024). 

2.6.21 The PTS and TTS sound exposure levels relate to the underwater noise frequencies that 
are within the marine mammals’ most susceptible hearing ranges. The underwater noise 
frequencies of the most susceptible hearing ranges are 5.93kHz-186kHz for harbour 
porpoise and 0.81kHz-68.3kHz for harbour seal and grey seal (NOAA, 2024). As noted 
above, research has recorded the underwater noise frequencies emitted by TSHDs to 
be generally below 1kHz during dredging, dredged material transport and dredged 
material deposition (Jones et al., 2015) and, therefore, are outside the most susceptible 
hearing ranges for harbour porpoise and largely outside the most susceptible hearing 
ranges for harbour seal and grey seal. This means that the sound levels emitted by the 
TSHD have to be higher than the PTS and TTS sound exposure levels identified above 
to produce a similar effect on a receptor’s threshold of audibility (NOAA, 2024).  

2.6.22 Based on this information, dredging, dredged material transport and dredged material 
deposition are unlikely to have a significant effect on the marine mammal species. 
Although the source sound levels at 1m from the TSHD are slightly above harbour 
porpoise’s PTS and/or TTS sound exposure levels, the source frequencies from the 
TSHD are well below its most susceptible hearing frequencies (Table 2). Also, the source 
sound levels at 1m from the TSHD are below the harbour seal and grey seal’s PTS sound 
exposure levels, and although the source sound levels at 1m from the TSHD are slightly 
above their TTS sound exposure levels, the source frequencies are generally below their 
most susceptible hearing frequencies (Table 3). Also, harbour porpoise, harbour seal 
and grey seal are highly mobile species so can readily distance themselves from the 
TSHD, and they are likely to be well habituated to the TSHD sound levels and 
frequencies given the number of cargo vessel movements in Belfast Harbour, Belfast 
Lough and the North Channel. 
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2.6.29 The receiving water column and/or seabed potentially provide the habitats supporting 
the qualifying bird species of the Belfast Lough SPA, Belfast Lough Open Water SPA, 
East Coast (NI) Marine SPA, Outer Ards SPA and Copeland Islands SPA, and the 
qualifying marine mammal species of the North Coast SAC, Strangford Lough SAC, The 
Maidens SAC and Skerries and Causeway SAC. 

Test of Likely Significant Effect 

2.6.30 The following objective information indicates that the proposed maintenance dredging 
and dredged material deposition should not have a significant effect in relation to 
remobilised sediment. 

2.6.31 The proposed maintenance dredging and dredged material transport and deposition is 
similar in scale (both spatially and temporally) to the previous maintenance dredging and 
dredged material transport and deposition undertaken in 2023. The previous 
maintenance dredging and dredged material deposition was monitored for the following 
effects associated with sediment remobilisation, dispersion and deposition:  
• Water quality changes (turbidity) due to maintenance dredging activities, monitored 

at three locations within Belfast Harbour and the inner part Belfast Lough for 
increases in total suspended solids (TSS) concentrations for compliance with a 
standard of not exceeding 300mg/l for more than 6 hours and not exceeding 600mg/l 
at any point. 

• Water quality changes (deoxygenation) due to maintenance dredging activities, 
monitored at three locations within Belfast Harbour and the inner part Belfast Lough 
for decreases in dissolved oxygen (DO) concentrations for compliance with a 
standard of not falling below 4mg/l. 

• Seabed changes (physical habitat or biological community) due to dredged material 
deposition, monitored at two locations within the Belfast Dredgings C (Live) disposal 
site for changes to macrobenthic assemblages visible at the seabed. 

2.6.32 Monitoring was undertaken by the Agri-Food & Biosciences Institute (AFBI) on behalf of 
BHC. Monitoring found that at no point during maintenance dredging, carried out in 2023, 
were the compliance standards for TSS or DO concentrations breached because of 
maintenance dredging. The TSS compliance standard was exceeded on occasion, but 
was not sustained, and examination of the monitoring data identified elevated 
concentrations were isolated and likely due to natural conditions unrelated to 
maintenance dredging. Monitoring also found that dredged material deposition caused 
no substantive change in the physical seabed composition and no perceivable effect on 
mean species richness (AFBI, 2024). 

 
Conclusion 

2.6.33 On the basis of the above, there is not a sufficient source and/or pathway for sediment, 
so there is unlikely to be significant effect on the favourable condition of the European 
sites and their features. 

Potential for a Significant Effect due to the Remobilisation, Dispersion and 
Deposition of Contaminated Sediment  

2.6.34 Reference to the European sites’ management considerations identifies that the sites’ 
principal conservation objective - maintaining the features in a favourable condition - is 
potentially vulnerable to various threats associated with dredging activities, including 
habitat change due to remobilisation, dispersion and deposition of contaminated 
sediment. 
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2.6.35 The following paragraphs consider whether the proposed maintenance dredging and 
dredged material deposition activities have the potential to release contaminated 
sediment and, if so, whether they could have a significant effect on maintaining the 
features in a favourable condition.  

Sources, Pathways and Receptors of Effect 

2.6.36 The TSHD will be the principal source of remobilised contaminated sediment during the 
proposed maintenance dredging and dredged material deposition (but not dredged 
material transport). 

2.6.37 Sediment will be released into the surrounding water column during maintenance 
dredging within Belfast Harbour, largely due to sediment disturbance as the TSHD’s 
drag-head passes across the dredging area, and dredged material deposition at the 
Belfast Dredgings C (Live) disposal site, largely due to sediment release from the 
TSHD’s hopper onto the seabed.  

2.6.38 Sediment dispersion within the water column and deposition on the seabed will be the 
principal pathways for contaminated sediment during the proposed maintenance 
dredging and dredged material deposition. This is because the sediment will disperse 
through the water column and deposit on the seabed in all directions from the source, 
but predominantly influenced by the directions of tidal currents.  

2.6.39 The receiving water column and/or seabed potentially provide the habitats supporting 
the qualifying bird species of the Belfast Lough SPA, Belfast Lough Open Water SPA, 
East Coast (NI) Marine SPA, Outer Ards SPA and Copeland Islands SPA, and the 
qualifying marine mammal species of the North Coast SAC, Strangford Lough SAC, The 
Maidens SAC and Skerries and Causeway SAC. 

Test of Likely Significant Effect 

2.6.40 The following objective information indicates that the proposed maintenance dredging 
and dredged material deposition should not have a significant effect in relation to 
remobilised contaminated sediment. 

2.6.41 The sediment to be dredged has been subject to sampling and analyses in accordance 
with a sample plan agreed with DAERA. The sediment samples have been analysed for 
their physical composition (i.e., particle sizes) and a range of chemical contaminants 
including various metals, organotin compounds, polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons 
(PAHs), total hydrocarbon content (THC) and polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs). The 
results of the analyses have been compared to two sediment quality standards: the UK 
Action Levels (Mason et al., 2021) and the US Effects Ranges (Long et al., 1995, 
MacDonald et al., 1996 and Gorham-Test, 1998,).  

2.6.42 The UK action levels are used to inform marine licence applications for dredging and/or 
disposal at sea activities. They do not represent pass / fail criteria; rather, they are used 
to determine the contaminant loading of sediment (as dredged material) and its suitability 
for disposal at sea. Generally, sediment with chemical parameters at concentrations 
below action level 1 (AL1) is considered suitable for disposal at sea, and sediment with 
chemical parameters at concentrations above action level 2 (AL2) is considered not 
suitable for disposal at sea, and sediment with chemical parameters at concentrations 
between AL1 and AL2 is considered in more detail through a ‘weight of evidence’ 
approach.  

2.6.43 UK action levels are partially available (AL1 but no AL2) for some PAHs and PCBs. 
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disposal of approximately 97,000m3 of contaminated material at 
the Musgrove containment area in Belfast Harbour. 

ML 2_18 23-08-2019 22-08-2020 Demolition and removal of an existing suspended timber quay at 
Queen’s Queen in Belfast Harbour, and the reconstruction of the 
quay with a reinforced concrete wall supported on piles. 

ML 38_18 20-03-2019 14-03-2020 Capital dredging of 100m3 of material to excess silt deposits from 
the channel invert beneath a railway bridge on the Belfast to 
Bangor line adjacent to Holywood Exchange Retail Park. 

ML 7_19 25-03-2022 24-03-2023 Installation of floating pontoon units at Abercorn Basin within 
Belfast Harbour for pleasure craft use.  

ML 13_19 16-10-2019 15-10-2020 refurbishment of existing weir, provisions of a new boat lock, 
mooring pontoons, new footpath and footbridge over the River 
Lagan at Belfast. 

ML 19_19 01-06-2020 31-05-2023 Disposal of up to 972,000 tonnes of material removed to maintain 
the berths and channels within Belfast Harbour at the Belfast 
Dredging C disposal site. 

 

2.7 Conclusion 

2.7.1 Based on the above findings, the proposed maintenance dredging, dredged material 
transport and dredged material deposition activities are not expected to have a significant 
effect, either alone or in-combination with other plans and projects, on a European site’s 
conservation objective of maintaining the favourable condition of site features. 
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Figure A1 Belfast Harbour Maintenance Dredging Area - Harbour and Approach Channel 
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Figure A2 Belfast Harbour Sediment Accumulation – Harbour 
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Figure A3 Belfast Harbour Sediment Accumulation – Inner Approach Channel 
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Figure A4 Belfast Harbour Sediment Accumulation – Middle Approach Channel 
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Figure A5 Belfast Harbour Sediment Accumulation – Outer Approach Channel 
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Figure A6 Belfast Dredgings C (Live) Disposal Site with TSHD tracks in 2023, transport to and return from licenced disposal site. 
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Figure A7 Belfast Lough SPA 
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Figure A8 Belfast Lough Open Water SPA 
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Figure A9 Proposed East Coast (Northern Ireland) Marine SPA 
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Figure A10 Outer Ards SPA and Figure A11 North Channel SAC 
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Figure A12 Copeland Islands SPA 
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Figure A13 The Maidens SAC and Figure A14 Strangford Lough SAC 
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Figure A14 Skerries and Causeway SAC 
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Figure A16 Low Tide Counts for Redshank 
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Figure A17 Low Tide Counts for Bar-tailed Godwit 
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Figure A18 Low Tide Counts for Black-tailed Godwit 
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Figure A19 Low Tide Counts for Great-crested Grebe 
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Figure A20 Low Tide Counts for Red-throated Diver 
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Figure A21 Low Tide Counts for Eider 
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Figure A22 Annual Vessel Movements relative to Belfast Lough SPA and proposed East Coast (Northern Ireland) Marine SPA Qualifying Species that 
are also Northern Ireland Priority Species 
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Figure A23 Annual Vessel Movements relative to North Channel SAC Qualifying Features that are also Northern Ireland Priority Species 

 
 
 
 

  



 Belfast Harbour Maintenance Dredging 
HRA Stage 1 Screening Information  

  

 
Page 49 

APPENDIX B 
SEDIMENT CHARACTERISATION DATA AND COMPARISON TO SEDIMENT QUALITY STANDARDS 

 

 

 

  






























