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[bookmark: _Toc236146762]Executive Summary 

In 2024 the Department carried out a public consultation on the Elasmobranch Conservation Strategy for Northern Ireland. The draft Strategy outlined the Department’s Aim, Objectives and Actions for the protection of sharks, skates and rays in Northern Ireland, while supporting wider biodiversity and ecosystem targets. In total, 20 responses were received to this consultation. 

The Department’s proposed Elasmobranch Conservation Strategy was well received, with respondents largely agreeing with the intent to prioritise the protection and maintenance of sustainable elasmobranch populations and the ecological contributions they provide. A number of themes emerged throughout the responses. 

Many respondents suggested the objectives were fragmented and overlapping, calling for a more streamlined and coherent approach to avoid duplication and inefficiency of resource allocation. Stakeholders also believed that limited funding for biodiversity recovery, alongside unclear enforcement mechanisms, risked undermining the implementation of this action plan. There was a request for additional information on a number of actions, particularly those related to data collection methods; respondents requested detail on mechanisms which would facilitate completion of these actions. More detail was requested on the type of bycatch mitigation measures, and on how progress on delivery of actions would be reviewed.
The Department will provide detail in the final Strategy with regards to the co-delivery of actions.
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[bookmark: _Toc236146763]Glossary

Acoustic telemetry – A method for tracking the movements and habitat use of animals using electronic tags that emit uniquely coded set of ‘pings’, recorded by receivers or listening stations within a known detection range.

Adaptive management – an approach to natural resource management that aims to reduce social and ecological costs through a process of ‘learning by doing’. 

Anthropogenic – effects, processes, objects, or materials are those that are derived from human activities. 

Biennial – occurs every 2 years. 

BRUV – Baited Remote Under Water Video – these stationary, seafloor camera stations use bait to attract fish in their vicinity, recording the species attracted to the bait or swimming past the camera lens. 

Bycatch – fishers sometimes catch and discard animals they do not want, cannot sell, or are not allowed to keep. These are collectively known as ‘bycatch.’ 

Demersal – part of the water column near to the seabed, not to be confused with ‘benthic’ which refers to bottom of a body of water i.e. seabed. 

Elasmobranchs – the collective term for sharks, skates and rays, which are cartilaginous fishes.

Environmental Improvement Plan (EIP) for Northern Ireland – Northern Ireland’s first Environmental Improvement Plan, published in September 2024, forms the basis for a coherent and effective set of interventions that collectively can deliver real improvements in the quality of the environment. The preparation and publication of an EIP is a statutory duty placed upon the Department by Schedule 2 of the Environment Act 2021, which 


came into force in July 2022. Further details and links can be found on the DAERA website here.

Fecundity – the ability to produce an abundance of offspring or new growth. 

Food web – consists of all the food chains in a single ecosystem. 

Good Environmental Status (GES) – the environmental status of marine waters where these provide ecologically diverse and dynamic oceans and seas which are clean, healthy and productive. A target for our seas within the Marine Strategy Regulations 2010.

Life history traits – a species' life history is the pattern of life cycle processes, including growth, development, reproduction, and death. Life history traits, therefore, are traits that relate to the timing and occurrence of each of these stages. 

Mitigation measures – actions or recommendations put in place to reduce or avoid a pressure.

Marine Conservation Zones (MCZ) – used to refer to protected areas designated under section 13 of the Marine Act (Northern Ireland) 2013 in the Northern Ireland inshore region and under section 116 of the Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009 in the Northern Ireland offshore region.  MCZs are designated to safeguard vulnerable or unique marine species and habitats of national importance. 

Marine and Environment Fisheries Fund (MEFF) – designed to support marine and fisheries activity and help deliver against the aims and objectives within the Joint Fisheries Statement and the Northern Ireland Executive’s commitments to Green Growth and Net-zero. Further details can be found here. 

Northern Ireland Priority Species (NIPS) – priority species, as listed under the Wildlife and Natural Environment Act (Northern Ireland) 2011, which require conservation action because of their decline, rarity and/or importance in an all-Ireland and UK context. 

OSPAR – refers to the Oslo-Paris Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment of the North-East Atlantic. It is an agreement by relevant governments and the European Commission to co-operate to protect the marine environment of the North-East Atlantic. 

Oviparous – reproductive method by means of producing eggs which are hatched after they have been laid by the parent. 

PEACEPLUS - is a cross-border funding Programme supported by the European Union, the Government of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, the Government of Ireland, and the Northern Ireland administration. The Programme is designed to support peace and prosperity across Northern Ireland and the border counties of Ireland, building upon the work of the previous PEACE and INTERREG Programmes. 

Satellite telemetry – the study of animal movements using data logger tags, where data is transmitted back to the user via a network of satellites. 

Site Fidelity – the tendency to return to previously visited locations.

TAC – Total Allowable Catch, this is the annual quota of a fish stock that is allowed to be caught in commercial fisheries. 

The Environment Fund - is money raised by the carrier bag levy which is administered by DAERA to support projects which will help deliver key environmental outcomes across Northern Ireland.

The UK Marine Strategy – The Marine Strategy Regulations 2010 requires action to be taken to achieve or maintain Good Environmental Status (GES) in our seas, in a coordinated approach across all four UK Governments. This Strategy provides an updated assessment of our seas and sets objectives, targets, and indicators for achieving GES. 

UNCLOS – The 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) was a landmark convention setting out rules relating to the world's oceans and seas. The 


convention covers issues including territorial limits, resources and protection of the marine environment. 

WiSe – The WiSe Scheme provides wildlife sensitivity training and accreditation for boating and adventure sport professionals, as well as best practice advice for the wider public.








































[bookmark: _Toc208553973][bookmark: _Toc236146764]Introduction 

[bookmark: _Hlk204762271]On 23 September 2024, the Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (‘DAERA’), hereafter referred to as the Department, opened a consultation on Northern Ireland’s first Elasmobranch Conservation Strategy (‘the Strategy’). In total, the Department received 20 responses from members of the public, environmental Non-Governmental Organisations (eNGOs), fishing industry, aquaculture, renewable energy industry representatives, private sector, academia, and public- and arms-length bodies.  

The consultation was issued electronically to a wide range of stakeholders and was also made available on the DAERA website. A copy of the consultation document can be found by following this link: Elasmobranch Conservation Strategy for Northern Ireland.

The consultation ran for 12 weeks to ensure stakeholders and the public had sufficient time to consider the Strategy and provide comment. Responses were invited through the Citizen Space platform with a response questionnaire provided; additional responses and information were received via email.

Not all stakeholders responded to every question in the survey. When assessing support for each proposal, the Department did not include such nil responses in its calculation of quantitative support. There were 20 responses in total, 16 collected via Citizen Space and four received directly via email. 85% of responses were from organisations e.g. industry, eNGOs etc., with the remaining 15% of responses from the public. Where definitive support could be ascertained against a proposal, these were included in the calculation of quantitative support. 

The Department has considered all responses that were received for this consultation. This synopsis document reports the main issues raised by respondents related to the proposals as set out in the consultation document. 




[bookmark: _Common_Themes][bookmark: _Toc208553974]

[bookmark: _Toc236146765]Common Themes 

Throughout the consultation responses there were several recurring common themes which are described below, along with the Departmental response to each.

[bookmark: _Duplication/_cross-linkages_of][bookmark: _Toc236146766]Cross-linkages of Objectives and Actions

Many respondents highlighted that several objectives and actions present significant similarity and/or dependence on one another. They suggested that objectives could be merged, particularly across those that aim to fill knowledge gaps (Evidence and Review Themes) to avoid duplication and the inefficient allocation of resources. These crossovers are highlighted in greater detail under each objective. 

Departmental Response
The Department will review Objectives and Actions in the final Strategy to remove duplication, and actions with dependencies and critical milestones for implementation will be clearly identified.  Interdependent actions and key delivery points will be emphasized to provide clarity around sequencing and coordination. 

[bookmark: _Actionability__and][bookmark: _Actionability_and_delivery][bookmark: _Toc236146767]Actionability and delivery timeframes

Respondents raised concerns regarding delivery timeframes, considering some deadlines unrealistic and unnecessarily restrictive given the complexity of assessing the effectiveness of measures within short timescales. Respondents also requested greater clarity on how actions would be monitored; which organisations would be responsible for delivery; and how successful delivery would be measured.

The use of terms such as ‘explore’, ‘promote’, and ‘encourage’ within actions was widely perceived as vague and non‑committal, with respondents suggesting that this reduced actionability and accountability. Many respondents requested SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Time‑bound) targets within the action framework.
Without specific and detailed delivery frameworks, some respondents stated general conservation measures would be insufficient to adequately address the needs of certain species, especially those at higher risk. One respondent cited the Strategy recommendation of fishers and anglers avoiding areas of high bycatch potential but highlighted this did not advise how these areas could be identified. To address these concerns, there were multiple suggestions to establish incremental timeframes on the actions to improve transparency and track progress. 

Availability of funding was also raised as a key barrier to delivery of the Strategy; respondents cautioned that without long-term financial support; the Strategy would risk being ineffective. One response made specific reference to the limited nature of the current revenue streams available (PEACEPLUS and the Environment Fund), suggesting a separate objective should be included for identifying funding mechanisms to facilitate delivery. 

Departmental Response
Delivery timelines for objectives have been amended to account for the later publication of this Strategy. Timelines that have a shorter delivery window indicate those actions which are already started or close to completion. Providing sufficiently detailed and comprehensive actions has been balanced against the need to maintain flexibility and adapt actions as implementation progresses. The Strategy is evidence-led and therefore must retain flexibility to reflect the evolving nature of scientific understanding and policy development. Terms such as ‘explore’ are used deliberately to allow for adaptive management approaches that respond to emerging evidence; however, the Department will review the language in the final Strategy and amend where appropriate.
Several respondents recommended enhancing the clarity and precision of the Strategy’s Actions and Objectives by incorporating SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, and Time-bound) targets and ensuring that each action is appropriately costed and resourced. Delivery of actions within the Strategy is dependent on resource availability (both the Department and stakeholders), as well as the security of adequate funding. The delivery of actions and objectives will be tracked through the Elasmobranch Conservation Working Group, once re-convened. Metrics to assess progress will be set on publication of the Strategy and measured on an annual basis, reflecting flexibility where required. The Department will review and strengthen objectives and actions to improve clarity and accountability, moving towards more specific and measurable commitments and applying SMART timeframes where possible, in alignment with targets in the Environmental Improvement Plan for Northern Ireland (EIP).
  
The Department notes the comment regarding the absence of methods for identifying areas of high bycatch potential. While the consultation document did not list specific tools or technologies, it did recommend bycatch avoidance through the active sharing of information among fishers on locations where bycatch has occurred. The Strategy also emphasised the importance of detailed bycatch reporting to support the timely identification of high‑risk areas. This information‑sharing and reporting approach is intended to help fishers avoid areas of higher bycatch potential as knowledge builds over time and more advanced efforts to reduce bycatch are developed.

Currently, live projects funded under PEACEPLUS, MEFF and the Environment Fund will contribute towards the actions within the Strategy. The Department is exploring the potential for future funding models which could operate beyond annual cycles. Future funding opportunities will be explored and kept under review by the Elasmobranch Conservation Working Group. Where appropriate, timelines will be amended or removed from the final Strategy, allowing an adaptive management and co-delivery approach and to account for uncertainty in funding availability. 


[bookmark: _Data_collection_and][bookmark: _Toc208553978][bookmark: _Toc236146768]Data collection and existing databases

[bookmark: _Hlk208477490]Respondents commented on the data deficiency and temporal limitations of the proposed monitoring methods, highlighting the value of long-term data collection and sustained monitoring. Respondents supported increased tagging and tracking of elasmobranchs to help address these critical evidence gaps. The importance of obtaining the most comprehensive, complete datasets was also acknowledged. 

There was a broad recognition of the value of integrating both recreational and commercial fishing data, with many respondents calling for improved transparency, accessibility, and integration of these data into the Strategy’s evidence base. Several respondents also advocated for the development of procedures to better include recreational fisheries and angling data, which are currently seen as underutilised. Citizen science, targeted consultations, or using initiatives like the Ulster Wildlife Sea Deep project were all suggested to fill this gap. It was further suggested to adopt relevant objectives laid out in the Joint Fishery Statement (JFS) and ensure the Strategy aligns with the actions from Fisheries Management Plans (FMPs) as a means of linking the Department with the fishing industry.  

Many respondents emphasised the value in reviewing existing databases, cautioning that efforts may be duplicated which could hinder progress and the development of novel innovations in elasmobranch conservation. Multiple references were made to the 2009 NIEA document produced by AFBI ‘Position Statement on Sharks, Skates and Rays in Northern Ireland Waters’, with respondents believing this document has already established the targets under the evidence theme, particularly the establishment of baselines, advising reference to this when addressing gaps in data.

Additional comments included the importance of considering transboundary issues in elasmobranch conservation. The omission of data held by the Republic of Ireland was highlighted as a significant oversight within the Strategy, particularly when accounting for management of highly mobile species e.g. Porbeagle. 

Departmental Response
The Department acknowledges the importance of obtaining robust and comprehensive datasets to understand elasmobranch populations, habitats and threats. Maintaining long-term datasets is essential for capturing the impacts of pressures and threats on elasmobranch populations and for evaluating the effectiveness of mitigation measures. Despite knowledge gaps, statutory obligation requires regular reporting at both local and international scales, fulfilling reporting requirements under the UK Marine Strategy Regulations and OSPAR respectively. Monitoring and reporting of trends will draw on the best available evidence; however, the Department recognises that knowledge gaps remain and will maintain transparency about these limitations throughout reporting. Monitoring programmes will also be adaptive and responsive to enable the integration of emerging techniques for data collection and analysis into future monitoring efforts. 
The Department is committed to improving data accessibility, but some datasets cannot be shared publicly due to licensing restrictions or sensitivity of particular species. Data sharing will depend on the terms of each dataset agreement. Nevertheless, the Department will remain transparent about data sources and their limitations.

The Department engages directly with the fishing industry, as well as other stakeholders most impacted by the suggested measures within the Strategy. This engagement will be detailed in the final Strategy through the annual workings of the Elasmobranch Conservation Working Group. Angling data has been instrumental in shaping this Strategy and will continue to be an essential source of evidence to aid with delivery. For example, data from the Sea Deep project has already been incorporated into DAERA-held datasets. It will, however, optimise use of angler-reported catch data type by improving the methods of data submission. It should be clarified that fisheries data underpinned the evidence base used in developing this Strategy and will also continue to play a vital role throughout its implementation. While the Department recognises the importance of engaging with the fishing industry, the Strategy builds on and will deliver key objectives from the JFS (sustainability, ecosystem-based management, scientific evidence and bycatch reduction). Therefore, it is also in alignment with the principles underpinning the FMPs, namely the long-term, sustainable harvesting of fish stocks in UK waters.

The Department agrees that the 2009 AFBI report currently provides the most up-to-date baseline for elasmobranch abundance and presents a thorough species-specific analysis. However, for successful management and conservation of highly mobile species, information regarding spatial movement and habitat use is also essential.
Baselines from the AFBI report will be built upon using additional methods of data collection to fill these knowledge gaps e.g. installation of acoustic arrays for tracking of tagged elasmobranch species around the Northern Ireland coastline. This will improve monitoring and support more robust reporting of elasmobranch species. 

The Department regularly engages with its counterparts in the rest of the UK and Republic of Ireland as part of advisory and working groups responding to policy development, improving data collection and scientific research, with specific elasmobranch elements. The Department is also a collaborative partner in various cross-border tracking projects with other UK jurisdictions and Republic of Ireland.

[bookmark: _Policy/legislation_alignment_and][bookmark: _Toc208553979][bookmark: _Toc236146769]Policy/legislation alignment concerns

Several respondents sought clarity on how this Strategy aligns with and contributes to existing national and international frameworks. Furthermore, queries were raised on the alignment with other strategies, in particular, the Marine Protected Areas Strategy for Northern Ireland 2025-2030[footnoteRef:1], the Blue Carbon Action Plan[footnoteRef:2] and the Environmental Principles Policy Statement for Northern Ireland[footnoteRef:3], as all have complementary objectives that contribute to EIP ‘Protecting Nature at Sea’ targets. One respondent proposed amendments to explicitly identify the relevant descriptors within the UK Marine Strategy that the Elasmobranch Strategy seeks to support. Alignment with other working groups such as the Biodiversity and Climate working group was also queried. [1:  The Marine Protected Areas Strategy for Northern Ireland 2025-2030 ]  [2:  Blue Carbon Action Plan]  [3:  Environmental Principles Policy Statement for Northern Ireland] 


Concern was raised regarding duplicating existing UK-level commitments, which would increase regulatory burden and risk wasting valuable resources. 

[bookmark: _Toc208553980]Many respondents commented on the importance of considering transboundary issues in elasmobranch conservation. The omission of data held by the Republic of Ireland was highlighted as a significant oversight within the Strategy, particularly when accounting for management of highly mobile species e.g. Porbeagle. 

The membership conditions of the Elasmobranch Conservation Working Group were also advised to be clearly defined. 

Departmental Response
While the Wider Strategy and Policy Context section of the draft Strategy provided the most up-to-date legislative and policy frameworks at the global, UK-wide, and Northern Ireland levels, this will be updated in the final Strategy to clearly set out linkages between existing policies, including those published since this consultation, and alignment with relevant descriptors. To ensure this is explicit within the final Strategy, a consistency check column will be provided in the action table, helping to define how each action will align with relevant frameworks.

The Biodiversity and Climate Working Group was created to co-design the Blue Carbon Action Plan and review the 2014 Marine Protected Areas Strategy for the Northern Ireland inshore region. Following the publication of the Northern Ireland Blue Carbon Action Plan 2025-2030 in April 2025, the Marine Nature Recovery Oversight Group (MNROG) was convened. MNROG oversees the delivery of all the marine nature recovery strategies, identifying cross-linkages between these strategies and action plans to prevent duplication of effort. Once the Elasmobranch Strategy is published, the Elasmobranch Conservation Working Group will be reconvened and will be responsible for overseeing its implementation, including the allocation of delivery partners and clarification of timeframes. An annual progress report will be shared with the Marine Nature Recovery Oversight Group (MNROG).

Membership of the Elasmobranch Conservation Working Group was drawn from a broad range of stakeholders. Participants included representatives from eNGOs, the fishing industry, academia, government, recreational angling, and eco‑tourism. No fixed membership criteria were applied. However once re-convened, the Department will ensure membership represents across all sectors with a vested interest in elasmobranch conservation.

[bookmark: _Enforcement][bookmark: _Toc208553981][bookmark: _Toc236146770]Enforcement

A common concern among many respondents was a lack of commitment to enforcement. Respondents questioned how compliance with actions would be ensured, what repercussions or supplementary measures would apply to non-compliance, and how enforcement responsibilities would be shared among agencies. There were calls for a clearly defined enforcement framework, including contingency plans for responding to wildlife crimes and mechanisms to support prosecution where necessary.

The Department was urged to liaise with the Department of Justice (DoJ) and Department of Finance (DoF) to explore potential to utilise penalties for wildlife disturbance/crime, as well as marine licence fees as a source of funding for delivery whilst simultaneously fulfilling enforcement commitments (see Actionability and Delivery Timeframes section).

Stakeholders also urged that enforcement should not only be punitive but also foster shared responsibility and trust among communities and stakeholders, especially where co-management approaches are proposed.

Departmental Response
The Department notes comments related to enforcement and acknowledges that adequate enforcement procedures are reliant on sufficient resources. The approach to enforcement is outlined in the DAERA Enforcement Policy https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/publications/daera-enforcement-policy. While the focus of this Strategy is to provide guidance that supports and enhances the protection and recovery of elasmobranch species, the Department will continue to engage with relevant enforcement teams on all crimes relating to elasmobranch species. Guidance on wildlife disturbance and how to report wildlife crime has recently been updated and published on the Department’s webpage[footnoteRef:4],[footnoteRef:5] and leaflets have been produced and distributed. The Department uses an array of actions to foster best practice and in enforcement. These range from guidance and education, through to developing policy on the use of fixed monetary penalties for misdemeanours, or in most severe cases to criminal proceedings. The Department has set a clear precedent through actioning a conviction of wildlife crime relating to a serious elasmobranch offence in 2021.  [4:  Marine Wildlife Disturbance Guidance Documents | Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs]  [5:  Wildlife law | Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs] 


Additional income from marine licensing fees is unlikely to be used to fund projects. DAERA currently has limited powers to recover the cost of providing marine licensing services. Additional powers such as the power to charge a fee for pre-application services will be delivered via the Administrative and Financial Provisions Bill which is currently progressing through the NI Assembly. A fundamental review of marine licensing fees will be undertaken when the new powers become available. DAERA’s objective in raising marine licensing fees is to deliver a more effective marine licensing system and to set charges to recover full cost of providing the service.  Income arising from fines and penalties would not normally be treated as income that could be retained by the Department. We will however liaise with DoJ and DoF to investigate potential avenues of additional funding.


The Department agrees that enforcement alone will not fully protect elasmobranch species and that their conservation is a shared responsibility among all stakeholders. Consequently, efforts to increase stewardship of elasmobranch species are considered vital to achieving effective conservation, and this will be reflected in the final Strategy.

[bookmark: _Toc207977512][bookmark: _Toc208553982]

[bookmark: _Toc236146771]Synopsis of Responses to the Consultation Questions and Departmental Responses 

[bookmark: _Toc236146772][bookmark: _Hlk208554405]Question 1: Do you agree that a Northern Ireland Elasmobranch Conservation Strategy is necessary? 

85% of respondents agreed that a Northern Ireland Elasmobranch Conservation Strategy is necessary.

Respondents expressed strong appreciation for the co-design approach, welcoming this as a constructive way to develop actions that are both logical and comprehensive. By involving stakeholders from the outset, respondents felt the Strategy was better positioned to reflect and integrate the diverse priorities, knowledge, and perspectives of those directly involved.

Many responses acknowledged the importance of elasmobranchs on the wider marine ecosystem, with Northern Ireland waters serving as critical habitats and migratory corridors for these species. Habitat destruction, climate change and overfishing were all identified as major threats to elasmobranch populations; these will be addressed under Question 6. 

Respondents who disagreed suggested that policies and existing international and/or UK-wide legislation were already in place that would indirectly aid elasmobranch conservation without the need for a specific, dedicated Strategy. Examples given included Marine Protected Areas (MPAs), the draft Nature Recovery Strategy, and the numerous Fisheries Management Plans (FMPs) that are under development. 


Departmental Response
The Department is encouraged by the broad support for the Strategy and its co-design approach. It reiterates the importance of elasmobranchs as indicators of ecosystem health and for their key role in regulating marine food webs. The failure of elasmobranch populations to meet Good Environmental Status[footnoteRef:6] (GES) at a regional scale, as identified through UK Marine Strategy assessments, highlights the need for conservation action. On an international scale, the Strategy will contribute to OSPAR objectives set out in the Northeast Atlantic Environment Strategy 2030 e.g. S5.06 which aims to improve regional coordination for the collection and sharing of data, information and knowledge for elasmobranchs. [6:  Marine Strategy part one: UK updated assessment and GES ] 


The Department recognises the role of other existing policies and frameworks but notes that these do not specifically address the distinct conservation needs of elasmobranch species. A dedicated elasmobranch conservation Strategy is therefore intended to complement and add value to current approaches by providing a coordinated, species‑focused framework that enhances coherence, identifies gaps, and strengthens delivery and accountability across relevant policy areas.


[bookmark: _Toc208553984][bookmark: _Toc236146773]Question 2: Do you agree with the species listed in this Strategy?  

The Strategy included a list of 12 elasmobranch species, which formed the focus of the Objectives and Actions and consultees were asked whether they agreed with those selected. 
 
44% of respondents agreed with the species listed in the Strategy.  

The value of a focused, tailored approach was recognised, with acknowledgement that the species listed are largely data-deficient and of notable conservation importance. 

Respondents who disagreed with the species list questioned the selection process and the criteria used. There were concerns over the governing bodies and metrics used to rank species vulnerability. Respondents queried the credibility and consistency of conservation status rankings and highlighted the challenge of separating trends caused by improvements in observation compared to true population change. One respondent suggested that conservation assessments of some species are carried out over too large a spatial scale to enable the application of management in Northern Ireland. They further referred to increases in the UK Spurdog (Squalus acanthias) quota conflicting with EU and global assessments that suggested population decline, which cautioned that the available data could reflect improved stock observation in the NE Atlantic as opposed to genuine population growth. 

Many respondents similarly called for a transparent and straightforward method for selecting the 12 priority species. They recommended that the list remain a dynamic, working document, adaptable to shifts in ecological significance and the most current data, especially given that several global conservation statuses have changed since the draft Strategy was developed and consulted on.

Specifically, questions were raised as to why certain data-deficient or sparsely recorded species, such as Undulate Ray (Raja undulata) and Angel Shark (Squatina squatina), were retained in the list, while others with similarly sparse records in Northern Ireland waters, such as Blue Skate (Dipturus batis), Starry Smooth-hound (Mustelus asterias) and Blue Shark (Prionace glauca), were excluded. Conversely, some suggested the removal of certain species from the list, in accordance with their upward population trends in recent years such as Spurdog (Squalus acanthias). There were multiple suggestions for Thornback Ray (Raja clavata) to be removed due to stock assessments from the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES) which indicate this species is increasing in Northern Ireland waters. An alternative recommendation for those species that sit outside the list included adding them onto an MPA feature list as a way of ensuring a framework under which they can be monitored. Many respondents stressed the importance of keeping the species list flexible, rather than fixing baselines to a group of currently recognised priority species.

Concern was also raised around the suitability of listing some species for ‘monitoring’ only, arguing all the species listed in the Strategy should be considered under ‘management’. For species such as Thornback Ray and Spurdog, which have observed upward population trends, an alternative suggestion was made to move the species from ‘management’ to ‘monitoring’ classification, meaning trends can be supervised without averting management efforts. 

One response also recommended the Department consider prioritisation within the species list itself, claiming this would facilitate more efficient use of resource and support a more structured, actionable framework. 

Departmental Response
The Department acknowledges the comments raised regarding the species selection process, the criteria used to develop the list, and the suggestion to remove species with recent upward population trajectories. The selection criteria used were not exclusively based on population trends and it is important to recognise the value in maintaining healthy populations of species not listed in the Strategy. The initial list was based on OSPAR listed species and was subsequently expanded to include elasmobranchs identified as Northern Ireland Priority Species under the Wildlife and Natural Environment Act (Northern Ireland) 2011 (WANE), which sets out defined criteria for species selection. Northern Ireland Priority Species are a key mechanism for delivering biodiversity duties under the WANE Act. They provide the evidence base for conservation action, inform policy and decision-making by public bodies, and contribute to the delivery of Northern Ireland's Biodiversity Strategy, Environmental Improvement Plan, and wider national and international biodiversity commitments. The Department also understands the challenge of distinguishing genuine population change from improvements in monitoring or observation effort. Regarding Spurdog, the Department notes that assessment was carried out over different geographic scales and are sometimes not comparable. Apparent differences may reflect these regional variations. The inclusion of Spurdog in the Strategy was justified under criteria 1 of the Northern Ireland priority species list - Internationally listed (OSPAR Threatened & Declining Fish[footnoteRef:7]). This criterion was also applied for Undulate Ray and Angel Shark. Thornback Ray and Spurdog will be retained in the final Strategy under criterion 4 - NI stronghold or endemic, acknowledging that there are healthy populations in Northern Ireland and with a target to maintain this status. Blue Shark, Starry smooth-hound and Blue Skate were all excluded from the list as they did not meet any of the four criteria for a priority species but will still benefit indirectly from conservation measures as these species inhabit the same areas as listed species where measures have been proposed. [7:  OSPAR Threatened & Declining Fish ] 


The Department recognises that conservation assessments can vary between governing bodies and that differences in methodology, data availability, and geographic scope can influence the ranking of species vulnerability. The Department also recognises that conservation rankings may change as new evidence becomes available. However, these assessments are peer-reviewed and adopted with a level of certainty based on the best available evidence, a process that is widely applied across the UK and internationally. These rankings form an important foundation for identifying species that may require conservation attention, even where uncertainty or data limitations exist.

The species list was agreed among the Elasmobranch Conservation Working Group which brought together stakeholders with diverse interests across the fishing, conservation, scientific, and recreational sectors. This approach ensured that the Strategy species reflects a broad range of perspectives and is representative of the varied priorities and expertise of those engaged in elasmobranch conservation and management.

The species list is intended to be flexible and will be periodically reviewed and amended where necessary. This adaptive approach will be reflected in the revised wording of associated actions in the final Strategy. 

The Department wishes to emphasise that the allocation of species into ‘monitoring’ and ‘management’ strands has been carefully co-developed with stakeholders as a means to retain data-deficient species in the Strategy, ensuring that conservation actions are proportionate to the current level of understanding for each species. Assigning data-poor or rarely encountered species to the ‘monitoring’ strand acknowledges the current limitations of species-specific knowledge while continuing to prioritise them for further research, data collection, and observation. This helps maintain oversight of these species which can be reallocated to active management as data becomes available and/or population shifts occur. 

Although elasmobranchs are not a designated feature in the Northern Ireland MPA network, the east Antrim coast has been identified as an ‘Important Shark Ray Area (ISRA)‘. ISRAs are geographic areas recognised as significant for elasmobranch aggregation, feeding and reproduction. Although ISRAs do not confer statutory protection, they provide an important evidence base that can act as a foundation for policymakers and decision-makers to consider future conservation measures, spatial management approaches, and the development of new policy and protection mechanisms for elasmobranch species and their critical habitats.  

The Department has prioritised those species that are licensable to tag under the current Department of Health (DoH) project licence as a starting point for data collection. To date, this has included Flapper Skate, Tope and Spurdog. Further prioritisation will occur during the first Elasmobranch Conservation Working Group meeting once re-convened on publication of the final Strategy, and a new project licence application has been submitted to cover all species listed in this Strategy. It is worth noting that not all species in the Strategy may be targeted for tagging efforts; it may be more practical to utilise angling and scientific trawl data for smaller species, but this will be outlined during the first meeting of the working group.

[bookmark: _Toc208553985][bookmark: _Toc236146774]Question 3: Do you agree with the aim of this Strategy?

[bookmark: _Toc208553986]Develop management guidance to aid with conservation measures for the 12 priority species identified in Table 1, while delivering on international obligations to protect and preserve the marine environment.

63% of respondents agreed with the aim of the Strategy. However, despite these responses agreeing in principle, a number of those who agreed presented criticism pertaining to its actionability, calling for more than just ‘‘guidance’’. 

Those who agreed emphasised the urgency in preventing further decline of listed species, as well as maintaining upward population trends. Respondents drew attention to the value of supporting biodiversity and maintaining ecosystem health. 

Several respondents were concerned at the specific mention of the 12 priority species within the overall aim, cautioning that this framing may restrict adaptive management, especially in the context of shifting species populations and distributions, and reduce the capacity to act responsively to emerging conservation priorities. A more flexible reference to species groups or conservation criteria was recommended.

The inclusion of ‘restore’ or ‘sustain’ were suggested, committing the aim to ground action in restoration of former population levels and indications of improved ecosystem health. 

Departmental response 
The Department is encouraged by the overall tone of support for the aim and will reword it in the final Strategy to address these comments. The aim will be reworded to reflect the Department’s commitment to not only the 12 species listed in the Strategy, but wider elasmobranch populations.  

[bookmark: _Toc234492220][bookmark: _Toc236146775]

Objectives and Actions

The Strategy laid out 11 proposed Objectives with associated actions to achieve these. Consultees were asked if they disagreed with the Objectives and if the associated actions were sufficient to meet these objectives. Given that the question combined all objectives, some respondents offered general feedback rather than commenting on specific objectives. While these responses were not quantified in the overall percentages, they have been incorporated into the summary below.

To avoid repetition, responses to Questions 4 and 5 have been combined, as consultation feedback frequently overlapped between both questions. The Department acknowledges that this overlap was a result of a combination of grouping objectives and actions together in the questions and the layout of the online response platform. 

[bookmark: _Toc236146776]Question 4: Do you DISAGREE with any of the objectives that have been identified in this Strategy?

[bookmark: _Toc236146777]Question 5: Do you consider the Actions are sufficient to meet the relevant Objectives?

Overall, the objectives were well received, with the majority of critique focusing on the clarity of phrasing and the deliverability of the proposed objectives. As mentioned in Actionability and Delivery Timeframes within the Common Themes section, some opportunity for streamlining was identified and suggested as necessary to deliver clearer, more measurable objectives. Multiple respondents considered some of the objectives to be more ‘actions’, calling for greater overarching definitions in which the actions can later feed into. 

Every objective was contested by at least one respondent. Objective 3 and 7 received least critique, with only 2 objections each. Objective 5 received the most opposition with 6 objections. 




Evidence Theme 

	Objective No.
	Objective
	Action No.
	Action – how we will achieve the objectives.

	



1
	
Establish robust baselines for all species included in the Elasmobranch Conservation Strategy
	


1.1
	
Data mining of all publicly available records of elasmobranch priority species in NI waters by Q4 2024. As new evidence is generated, this will continue to be updated.

	
	
	
1.2
	Assess suitability of each elasmobranch priority species for inclusion on the final Strategy document.

	


2
	
Identify the relevant threats and pressures to the elasmobranchs in Northern Ireland waters
	

2.1
	Vulnerability sensitivity analysis from MarLIN will be reviewed and resolved where missing for certain species by Q2 2025.

	
	
	
2.2
	Map VMS up to 2026 to highlight where fishing overlaps with spatial distribution of NIPS.



Objectives 1 and 2

1. Establish robust baselines for all species included in the Elasmobranch Conservation Strategy.

28% disagreed with Objective 1. 

Most comments under this question have been addressed in Data collection and existing databases within the Common Themes section. Additional comments related to the Strategy failing to specify what temporal or ecological reference points will be used. This ambiguity prompted suggestions to explicitly acknowledge the concept of shifting baselines, recognising that populations and ecosystem status have already shifted over time, meaning contemporary datasets may not reflect historical records of species abundance or distribution. 

Multiple recommendations were made to amalgamate Objective 1 and Objective 3, as both aim to improve understanding of species distribution and status. The final Strategy will adapt actions in accordance with the merging of Objective 1 and Objective 3 to address overlap.
 
Departmental response 
The Department recognises the ongoing challenges in establishing baselines and acknowledges that underestimating these baselines can lead to overly modest conservation targets e.g., stabilising populations that have already undergone significant decline, instead of aiming to restore them to an unimpacted state. As such, the necessity to account for shifting baselines will be explicitly acknowledged in the final Strategy. The reference point for species cannot be provided within the Strategy as this will depend on the availability of evidence for each species. The Department welcomes the suggestion for amalgamation of objectives, and this will be addressed in the final Strategy.

1. Identify the relevant threats and pressures to elasmobranchs in Northern Ireland waters.

18% disagreed with Objective 2.

This objective broadly welcomed as a necessary foundation for the Strategy’s evidence-based approach, with a strong consensus for identification of threats and pressures to be treated as a matter of urgency. Stakeholders noted that delays in identifying the impact of key threats (bycatch, habitat degradation, overfishing, and climate change impacts), would interrupt the timely development of appropriate management responses.
 
Several respondents emphasised that identification alone is insufficient, with calls to frame this objective within a wider scientific evidence framework, ensuring that threat identification feeds directly into adaptive management planning, risk assessment, and directed conservation efforts. Adding ‘‘and publish’’ to the objective was proposed, ensuring transparency and accessibility of the findings of the objective, in order to openly supplement a wider scientific database.  



Departmental response 
The Department recognises the urgency associated with identifying threats and agrees that data accessibility is vital for enabling elasmobranch conservation, as outlined in Data collection and existing databases. The identification of pressures and threats is intended to inform the development of new management measures and the adaptation of existing measures where necessary, and this intention will be made clear in the final Strategy.

Actions 1.1 to 2.2
38% agreed that Actions 1.1-2.2 were sufficient to meet the requirements of Objectives 1 and 2. However, 62% disagreed and provided additional suggestions.

Many comments advised evidence actions should have been established prior to the publication of the Strategy.

For Action 2.1, respondents were concerned about specifically referencing individual tools such as MarLIN, suggesting greater flexibility will be achieved if alternative assessment metrics are development and adopted.

Departmental Response
As defined in the Governance and strategic oversight section of the Strategy, input will be sought from the Inshore Fisheries Partnership Group and wider stakeholder groups such as Co-Fish and the Regional Flapper Skate Working Group, and the above will be integrated as part of the data mining and citizen science components of Action 2.1 to complement angling data.

The Department uses MarLIN as the most robust source of scientific information for describing species biology and assessing likely sensitivity. It draws on peer-reviewed resources and the expertise of marine biologists at the Marine Biological Association of the UK. It is the common standard for sensitivity assessments; only the most accurate available information is provided, and the quality and confidence of this evidence is stated and ranked clearly. However, all available data relating to vulnerability analysis will be considered to ensure our assessments reflect an accurate picture.

[bookmark: _Toc234492224]
Review Theme 

	Objective No.
	Objective
	Action No.
	Action – how we will achieve the objectives.

	

3
	

Assess and report on the current state of priority elasmobranch populations
	3.1
	Analysis of abundance trends over time to highlight current trajectory of each species by Q4 2024.

	
	
	3.2
	Identify knowledge gaps to improve the evidence base and data availability of elasmobranch distribution outside of known spatial distribution within Northern Ireland waters.

	

4
	
Consider options to further increase protection for elasmobranchs in Northern Ireland waters
	4.1
	Explore methods to identify critical habitats for elasmobranchs by Q3 2025

	
	
	
4.2
	Explore different types of spatial management that will achieve a beneficial outcome to sensitive elasmobranch species both in the inshore and offshore regions.

	

5
	Identify gaps in existing mitigation measures for each elasmobranch species and support the development, trial and wider-roll out of novel approaches.
	
5.1
	Work through different forums (both domestically and regionally) to identify opportunities to scale-up existing effective mitigation measures.

	
	
	
5.2
	Develop, trial and adopt new mitigation measures for each elasmobranch species by 2028.









Objectives 3, 4 and 5	

3. Assess and report on the current state of priority elasmobranch populations.

12% of respondents disagreed with Objective 3, with most respondents recognising it to play a key role in providing adaptive, up-to-date management and conservation decisions. However, suggestions to clarify the use of ‘populations’ were made, specifically due to the technical ambiguity of how this is quantified. One respondent questioned whether the Strategy intends to focus on narrower genetic or more demographic population structures, or alternatively take a broader stock assessment approach, which may have knock-on effects on species prioritisation and monitoring methodologies.

Several respondents stressed that in cases where assessments were not possible due to data paucity, the Precautionary Principle should be applied to ensure conservation protections are maintained.

Departmental response 
The use of ‘‘populations’’ will be refined under the corresponding actions, to ensure it reflects a clear and operational definition. The term encompasses both demographic units (e.g. regional groupings based on abundance and distribution) and, where data permits, genetic population structures. Under this definition, scalable monitoring, from broad stock assessments to more refined studies will be facilitated, depending on species-specific data availability and proposed conservation measures. 

The Department recognises the need to conserve and protect species where evidence is lacking. The Precautionary Principle will be applied where assessment indicates that action is required and is consistent with the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 23, it is one of OSPAR’s guiding principles and is included in the Marine Policy Statement, the draft Marine Plan for Northern Ireland as a central consideration in applying an ecosystem approach to management of the marine environment, and the 2025 MPA Strategy.



4. Consider options to further increase protection for elasmobranchs in Northern Ireland waters. 

33% disagreed with Objective 4. Some respondents expressed concern with its language being ‘non-committal’.

Some respondents noted that this objective resembled a research discussion paper rather than a targeted conservation action plan. Respondents recommended that the scope of ‘protection’ under this objective be expanded beyond existing spatial management measures such as MPAs, to include complementary tools such as public education and stakeholder outreach, which respondents considered to be essential for maintaining long-term sustainable management.

Furthermore, it was suggested that without robust data on population health or clearly defined threats specific to Northern Ireland waters, the call for increased protection may be premature or misdirected. Respondents suggested providing clear context regarding when extra protections are applied which may help avoid unnecessary or misdirected actions. 

Departmental response 
Much of these comments have been addressed in the Actionability and delivery timeframes section. As the Strategy is evidence-led, the Department is only able to make a commitment to develop protections where the evidence suggests it is necessary or appropriate. 

The use of the term ‘spatial management’ reflects alternative mechanisms outside the MPA designation process, which could identify and protect important areas for different life stages of elasmobranch species. Such mechanisms include Important Shark and Ray Areas (ISRA), and Other Effective Area-based Conservation Measures (OECMs), which will be explored further as an objective in the 2025 MPA Strategy.

Spatial management was considered in the actions of Objective 4; however other measures were proposed under the Monitoring Theme e.g. bycatch and entanglement mitigation options under Objective 7. Public education and stakeholder outreach will be incorporated as methods for increasing awareness of elasmobranch conservation and the Department will review the structure of objectives for duplication and cross-linkages in the final Strategy.  


5. Identify gaps in existing mitigation measures for each of the elasmobranch species and support the development, trial and wider roll-out of novel approaches

Objective 5 was the most contested in the consultation, with 35% of respondents disagreeing. Several respondents argued that this read more like a specific action than a strategic objective, and recommended it be consolidated within a broader objective focused on bycatch reduction or precautionary measures. Stakeholders proposed aligning Objective 5 with those under the Monitoring Theme and splitting into two clearer objectives.

There was criticism over the lack of definition for ‘mitigation measures’, where respondents emphasised the need to clarify what the mitigation applies to; whether it refers to bycatch, target catch, or wildlife disturbance. Respondents argued that this clarification would help refine the Strategy’s focus and improve on the delivery of associated actions. Several respondents also highlighted that while bycatch mitigation is repeatedly referred to, an explicit definition was not provided. They suggested this should be addressed early in the Strategy to provide a foundational understanding and consistency across objectives.

Departmental response
The Department agrees with suggestions to split this objective and integrate within broader objectives to help streamline the Strategy. This will be addressed in the final Strategy.

‘‘Mitigation measures’’ was purposefully selected terminology to encompass a wide range of interventions, from spatial protections and gear modifications to behavioural change initiatives and policy reforms. This allows for adaptive management, enabling consideration to emerging threats, new evidence, and evolving best practices across sectors, while facilitating involvement from fisheries, marine planning authorities, enforcement, education, and research. This avoids prematurely narrowing the scope of potential intervention. Definition for ‘‘mitigation measures’’ and ‘‘bycatch’’ will be included in the final Strategy glossary. 
Actions 3.1 to 5.2

41% agreed that Actions 3.1 to 5.2 were sufficient to meet the requirements of Objectives 3, 4 and 5. However, 59% disagreed. 

There was some support for maintaining consistency with existing programmes under the Review Theme, particularly due to the long-life history traits of elasmobranchs and the associated difficulty in distinguishing conservation success. Respondents recognised the importance of Action 3.1, both for tracking elasmobranch population trends and implementing practical conservation responses. 

However, respondents questioned the feasibility of effective spatial controls, particularly due to limitations of coarse data resolution for many species, which may undermine meaningful application. Multiple respondents also requested a dedicated bycatch mitigation initiative to support the Strategy more robustly, by explicitly developing approaches for elasmobranch bycatch management. One respondent also cautioned against introduction of measures based on coarse data that may disproportionately impact the fishing industry, especially if such actions yield limited benefit to the Strategy species.

Another respondent queried the contingency plan for new mitigation methods if ineffective e.g. what metrics would be used to deem the methods ineffective and what approach will be taken to remediate. This concern was consistent with the comments on deliverability. 

Respondents called for clear definition and establishment of means to assess existing mitigation, before distinguishing how they can be ‘scaled up’. A rewording suggestion of ‘‘scale-up and adapt where necessary” was made to address this.

Departmental response 
The main comments against these actions (specifically actionability) have been addressed in the Actionability and delivery timeframes within the Common Themes section. 

The Department notes that detailed suggestions, such as a dedicated bycatch mitigation initiative, cannot be fully included in the Strategy at this time due to insufficient supporting data. Further discussion and progress of these actions will occur during the implementation phase with co-operation from the Elasmobranch Conservation Working Group. The UK-wide Bycatch Mitigation Initiative, launched in 2022, outlines actions required to reduce bycatch of sensitive species, including elasmobranchs. This has built on existing programmes such as Clean Catch UK and the UK Bycatch Monitoring Programme, which DAERA contribute to. The delivery of actions in the Strategy to reduce bycatch and entanglement will help protect elasmobranch populations, supporting ecological balance and sustainable fisheries. This aligns with the JFS Sustainability Objective: ensuring fishing activities are environmentally sustainable in the long term.

Funding of multiple avenues of bycatch mitigation development, rather than relying on any single method provides contingency in case individual research and development projects are unsuccessful. The effectiveness of novel technologies is assessed as part of this research and a range of projects e.g. gear trials, electromagnetic deterrent devices, tagging projects, ensure that mitigation is approached from different angles and not dependent on any single project. 

The Department acknowledges the concerns raised regarding spatial controls and that data resolution varies across elasmobranch species. Any proposed spatial measures would therefore be developed in a transparent, evidence‑led manner, taking account of data quality, potential effectiveness, and socioeconomic considerations. Where uncertainty exists, the Strategy prioritizes adaptive management, allowing measures to be refined, strengthened, or removed as the evidence base improves.

The Department acknowledges the request to amend language regarding the scaling up of mitigation measures and this will be reflected in the final Strategy.



Monitoring Theme 
	Objective No.
	Objective
	Action No.
	Action – how we will achieve the objectives.

	
6
	
Ensure any mitigation measures are consistent with wider environmental objectives
	6.1
	Consult regularly with stakeholders, eNGOs, the Fishing Industry and Fishing Communities. The working group will meet annually to review the action plan delivery against wider environmental obligations.

	
7
	
Evaluate the impact of mitigation measures on reducing bycatch and entanglement
	7.1
	Establish monitoring programmes that draw in experience from other DAERA and AFBI teams and consult with stakeholders.

	
	
	7.2
	Explore outcomes from previously funded bycatch mitigation projects by Q2 2025.



Objectives 6 and 7

6. Ensure any mitigation measures are consistent with wider environmental objectives

22% of respondents disagreed with Objective 6. 

Respondents welcomed alignment with other Departmental conservation strategies and wider environmental obligations and targets. Some respondents, however, suggested this objective to be superfluous, claiming that alignment with broader environmental objectives should be a fundamental principle embedded across the entire Strategy, rather than isolated as a standalone objective. 

Some respondents were unclear about the precise aim of the objective, whether it seeks to ensure that mitigation measures comply with existing legislation, or that they are strategically aligned and complementary to other marine conservation tools like MPAs and fisheries management. Greater clarity and elaboration in the wording were requested to resolve this ambiguity and guide effective implementation.

Departmental response 
Main concerns have been addressed under Policy/legislation alignment concerns in the Common Themes section. The aim of this objective was to align with and complement other strategies to deliver Good Environmental Status and adhere to objectives laid out in the JFS e.g. Bycatch objective, sustainability objective and ecosystem objective.

The Department will remove the objective from the final Strategy and incorporate the associated action into both the Mitigation and Communications themes.


7. Evaluate the impact of mitigation measures on reducing bycatch and entanglement.  

12% of respondents disagreed with Objective 7. 

Respondents requested greater detail for a proposed monitoring programme, particularly in terms of how mitigation measures will be assessed for effectiveness, and how any additional pressures on elasmobranch species will be identified and managed. 

Departmental response 

The Department acknowledges the call for greater detail on a proposed monitoring programme. This will come, in part, from the annual elasmobranch bycatch reporting delivered to the Department by AFBI through the Assigned Work Programme, as well as a review of gear trials currently being carried out by the fishing industry. However, evaluation of mitigation measures will be a shared objective between the Department and its funded partners (e.g. through MEFF) for pilot monitoring schemes and assessment of their wider ecological impacts. 

The Department will review and amend Objectives 5 and 7 to reflect stakeholder’s concerns regarding overlap.
Actions 6.1 to 7.2

47% agreed that Actions 6.1 to 7.2 were sufficient to meet the requirements of Objectives 6 and 7. However, 53% suggested improvements to achieve the objectives.

Continued stakeholder engagement was heavily supported by respondents. However, under Action 6.1, the Department was urged to assess the actions within the Strategy to ensure continuity of the co-design approach throughout every stage. Recommendations were made to strengthen engagement with the fishing industry and local processors and respondents cautioned that transparency in decision making was necessary to avoid conflict of interest.

Several respondents questioned how the impact of mitigation measures on reducing bycatch and entanglement can be evaluated after such a short duration, again pertaining to long life history and low fecundity. There was support for including updates on the UK Bycatch Mitigation Initiative within annual reporting frameworks to enhance accountability and transparency, as a metric for tracking progress.

Departmental response 
The Department agrees with recommendations to strengthen engagement with industry and processors, which will be actionable under Action 6.1. By formalising consultation mechanisms and holding in-person meetings to support active involvement the Department will ensure transparent processes and preclude conflicts of interest where they may arise.

The Department notes concern around the time frames of monitoring outcomes of bycatch mitigation. Given the long-life history and low fecundity of many elasmobranch species, we accept that meaningful evaluation may require longer timeframes at a population level. However, if a successful mitigation measure is developed, a reduction in elasmobranch catch rates should be evident through direct comparison with landings declarations and/or on-board observer data. The Department, along with the Elasmobranch Conservation Working Group, will review the delivery timeline to ensure it remains realistic and based on available resources. Where appropriate, actions will be reviewed regularly to monitor progress, and a reporting period will be agreed by the Elasmobranch Conservation Working Group. The Group will also determine which updates should be included (e.g. UK Bycatch Mitigation Initiative) and how best to incorporate them into the annual progress reports for Strategy delivery.

Communication Theme 

	Objective No.
	Objective
	Action No.
	Action – how we will achieve the objectives.

	

8
	Establish approaches to managing wildlife interactions
	
8.1
	Consult with stakeholders on best practises around wildlife ecotourism (WiSe) by Oct 2025.

	
	
	
8.2
	Conduct outreach events and programmes with stakeholders and public.

	
	
	
8.3
	Promote education and awareness through citizen science.

	9
	Promote agreed conservation strategies to all relevant stakeholder
	
9.1
	Social media and press campaign to highlight agreed conservation measures by June 2025.

	10
	Agree a data sharing agreement with stakeholders
	10.1
	Facilitate sharing of data and ensure metadata meets appropriate standards.

	
11
	
Develop enforcement/ protection protocols 
	
11.1
	Provide advice on relevant legislation pertaining to each species and the process of reporting a wildlife crime.







Objectives 8 to 11

8. Establish approaches to managing wildlife interactions

29% of respondents disagreed with Objective 8. 

A recurring critique was on the risk of ‘reinventing the wheel’, where creating new approaches may be a waste of resources. 

A number of respondents also recommended expanding the scope of Objective 8 to integrate cultural and heritage values associated with elasmobranchs. By recognising the historical and local connections to marine wildlife, it was suggested that the Strategy could help foster a deeper sense of stewardship among stakeholders and coastal communities that interact with elasmobranchs.

The Strategy’s current framing of elasmobranchs primarily as ‘wildlife’ species was challenged. Respondents noted that many species span both wildlife and commercial domains, and the Strategy should acknowledge and address this intersect. Clarification was requested on how species will be categorised and managed under this context.

To improve implementation, several practical proposals were made:
· Clarify the term ‘‘wildlife interactions’’ providing explicit examples, such as ecotourism activities. 
· Develop a new, evidence-based Code of Conduct for recreational interactions. This could act as both a preventative measure and a means to encourage shared responsibility for species health and welfare. 
· Ensure active enforcement is followed through, and enacted under, Objective 11.

Departmental response 
The Department welcomes the practical and constructive proposals submitted by respondents to enhance the clarity of Objective 8. A comprehensive review of existing national and international guidance relating to wildlife interactions, Codes of Conduct and marine species management will be undertaken by the Elasmobranch Conservation Working Group to inform a strategic action in the Strategy, informing the development of best practice protocols. This will ensure that new measures build upon established frameworks and avoid unnecessary duplication of effort. Terms such as ‘‘wildlife’’ and ‘‘commercial’’ will be explicitly defined within the Strategy to ensure clarity of meaning. 

The Department welcomes recommendations to broaden this objective with regard to including heritage and stewardship and will consider amendments to wording and structure where appropriate.

Concerns regarding ensuring active enforcement are addressed within the Enforcement section within Common Themes and Objective 11 below.

9. Promote agreed conservation strategies to all relevant stakeholders.

26% of respondents disagreed with Objective 9. 

Several stakeholders emphasised that promoting conservation strategies should go beyond simply raising awareness but actively encourage and inspire stakeholder action. To support this, suggestions to develop targeted social media campaigns, in cooperation with the Department for Communities (DfC) and the Department of Education (DE) would enhance outreach potential. Respondents also urged to establish metrics and followable criteria for monitoring success of engagement activities and events to advance future capacity. 

Clarification was requested on whether the intent is to promote the Strategy once finalised, suggesting that each of the species will have its own tailored Strategy developed for in the future. Following the latter implication, stakeholders questioned whether this is realistic within a confined timeframe.

Departmental response 
The Department acknowledges the requests for greater clarity regarding the purpose and timeline of Objective 9 and welcomes the feedback to move towards more active stakeholder engagement. Evaluation for engagement activities, including reach, participation, feedback, and behavioural outcomes, will be discussed with the Elasmobranch Working Group, aligned with similar approaches by MNROG in the delivery of comms objectives across all strategies and action plans delivering for nature recovery under EIP targets. The Department engages with colleagues in other departments including DfC and DE through the Inter-Departmental Marine Coordination Group (IMCG).

The Department confirms that there will be one Elasmobranch Conservation Strategy that covers the twelve listed species in one document.

10.  Agree a data sharing agreement with stakeholders.

28% of respondents disagreed with Objective 10. 

There was broad agreement among respondents that clear and transparent communication is critical to advancing the Strategy’s implementation. However, many emphasised that operative data sharing hinged on mutual agreement between governing bodies and stakeholders and data sharing agreements should be set up from the conception of any project. 

Respondents stressed the need for greater clarity around the parameters of the proposed data sharing agreement. Requests included specifying:
· What parties the agreement would apply to (e.g. government, commercial, academic, and public),
· The types and form of data,
· The frequency and format of data exchange,
· Handling of sensitive, confidential data.

Several stakeholders questioned whether Objective 10 should exist as a standalone objective rather than under the Communications Theme. Others suggested that data sharing would be better framed as an enabling action under another scientific or collaborative objective (e.g. merge with Objective 9) or addressed through project-specific agreements within the framework of a working group. Some felt it was hasty and unresourceful to formalise an agreement before understanding the nature and sources of the data involved. 

Departmental response 
Data sharing will be addressed through project-specific agreements through the Elasmobranch Conservation Working Group, allowing for tailored approaches based on the nature and source of data. Group representation and standards will be agreed at the first Elasmobranch Conservation Working Group meeting. This can include (but is not limited to) the specific requests in the consultation response above such as group involvement, types and form of data, data exchange, handling of sensitive data. Data sharing processes will be aligned with similar conservation strategies and reviewed periodically.


11. Develop enforcement/ protection protocols.

26% of respondents disagreed with Objective 11. 

[bookmark: _Hlk221523465]Across the whole Strategy, there was broad recognition for the value of establishing and maintaining enforcement mechanisms, particularly when addressing spatial management e.g. surveillance of no-take zones and MPAs. There was support that these enforcement and protection protocols must also be reflected within the developing FMPs where these species are being observed as bycatch, or non-quota species.

One respondent determined ‘protection protocols’ to be unclear, as enforcement could be applied across fisheries-related management, public-wildlife interactions management, inter-species interactions and more. 

Emphasis was placed on ensuring that enforcement actions are both effective and widely communicated to maintain regulatory compliance. The wording ‘stronger enforcement’ was recommended to ensure current regulations are considered and modified to be better enforced, rather than focusing solely on development of new protocols. 

Departmental response 
The Department recognises that enforcement is a cornerstone of successful conservation and is committed to ensuring that it is actionable, transparent, and widely communicated. Acknowledging that ‘protection protocols’ may be interpreted broadly, the Strategy will be amended to define the scope of enforcement across key domains, including, but not limited to: fisheries-related management, public-wildlife interactions, and spatial protection measures. All enforcement will be carried out in line with the DAERA Enforcement Policy.

With regard to Fisheries Management Plans (FMPs), the Irish Sea Demersal FMP includes a policy goal to support ecosystem-based sustainable management by minimising the impacts of demersal fisheries on the marine ecosystem. Under this goal, specific actions have been identified to develop, adopt and implement effective measures to minimise, and where appropriate eliminate, the bycatch and entanglement of sensitive marine species, including elasmobranchs.

The Department is content with suggestions to strengthen the wording regarding level of enforcement, to ensure that existing enforcement mechanisms are accounted for. 

Actions 8.1 to 11.1

35% of respondents considered that Actions 8.1 to 11.1 were sufficient to meet the requirements of Objectives 8 to 11, whereas 65% of respondents considered they were insufficient. 

Concerns were raised that Action 8.3 did not clearly distinguish between citizen science and marine literacy. Respondents suggested that citizen science should focus on volunteer-led data collection, while marine literacy should remain within educational outreach activities under Action 8.2. Without this distinction, Action 8.3 was viewed as a duplication.
Respondents also called for stronger stakeholder engagement through annual communications plans, measurable Key Performance Indicators, dedicated engagement groups, and the use of platforms such as Co-Fish to facilitate ongoing stakeholder participation.
Stakeholders also requested greater clarity on how WiSe accreditation would contribute to achieving Objective 8.
Under Action 10.1, stakeholders sought clarification on the scope of proposed data-sharing arrangements, including who would participate and how data would be exchanged.
For Action 11.1, respondents recommended the inclusion of a clear contingency process for wildlife crime reporting, setting out enforcement procedures, inter-agency cooperation, and routes to prosecution. Some consultees also highlighted concerns arising from marine wildlife licences not being renewed following the end of the Sea Deep programme, noting that restrictions on licensed anglers had reduced data collection opportunities and damaged trust between stakeholders and the Department.

Departmental Response
The Department welcomes the suggestions to strengthen education, engagement, and public participation. However, as these actions are intended to remain strategic and high-level, many of the detailed proposals are more appropriate for consideration during implementation.
The Department will review the actions under Objective 8 to improve clarity. While recognising the benefits of wider WiSe uptake, mandatory accreditation for all recreational boat users is not considered feasible at present. The Department also acknowledges that there are other accredited schemes available.

Recommendations relating to engagement metrics, communications planning, stakeholder platforms, and collaborative working arrangements will be explored through implementation of the Strategy via the Working Group. Data-sharing arrangements will also continue to be developed through project-specific agreements under the Working Group framework, with further detail provided as implementation progresses.

The Department acknowledges the importance of clear enforcement procedures and will consider operational arrangements for responding to wildlife crime reports in collaboration with relevant enforcement authorities during implementation. With regards to marine wildlife licences, the Department analysed the data collected for the Sea Deep project to determine on the most appropriate approach to future data collection. During this period, existing marine wildlife licences were allowed to expire while licence renewals were temporarily paused. After review, the Department commenced a tagging programme utilising satellite and acoustic tags, and invited anglers to support the programme through licence renewals allowing them to legally target flapper skate for conservation purposes.
[bookmark: _Toc208553989]




[bookmark: _Toc236146778]Question 6: What do you see as the biggest challenge to protecting elasmobranchs in Northern Ireland waters?

Respondents identified overfishing, bycatch, lack of data, inadequate funding and resources, and climate change as key challenges to protecting elasmobranchs in Northern Ireland waters. Other comments have been addressed in Data collection and existing databases within the Common Themes.

A lack of robust, long-term datasets with particular reference made to population sizes, habitat use and migration corridors was suggested as hampering effective management and conservation efforts. 

Ensuring that existing databases are reliable, complete and easily accessible was highlighted as a priority to enable implementation of the actions.

Departmental Response
The Department agrees with respondents that incomplete robust data hinder the effective management and conservation of elasmobranch species. This highlights the need for an Elasmobranch Conservation Strategy to address knowledge gaps and improve protection measures for key species. Concerns relating to this issue are addressed in Data collection and existing databases. Implementation of the Strategy will support provision of guidance relating to uses and activities which exert pressures on elasmobranchs, through actions involving vulnerability assessments of species and mapping of pressures.

Concerns raised regarding the lack of long-term funding are legitimate, however solutions are dependent on resource availability, and this is addressed in Actionability and delivery timeframes. 

The Department recognises that climate change poses a significant threat to elasmobranch species, however, direct mitigation of climate change falls outside the scope of this Strategy. Nevertheless, data collected on spatial distributions of individual species will contribute to understanding climate-related impacts, while actions to enhance elasmobranch populations will support ecosystem resilience and adaptability. Climate change is addressed separately through legislation such as the Climate Change Act (Northern Ireland) 2022 and the associated Climate Action Plan 2023-2027. Delivery of marine-specific climate objectives is further supported through implementation of the Northern Ireland Blue Carbon Action Plan 2025-2030, which promotes the protection, restoration and sustainable management of blue carbon habitats and their contribution to climate change mitigation and adaptation. Oversight of policy alignment is ensured by the Marine Nature Recovery Oversight Group with all plans underpinned by a cohesive ecosystem-based approach to deliver positive environmental outcomes for Northern Ireland. 
[bookmark: _Toc208553990][bookmark: _Toc236146779]

Outcomes 

The Department is grateful for all the responses received to the consultation and will address the requests for greater clarity and alignment within the final Elasmobranch Conservation Strategy. 

Specifically, the Department will:

· Provide more refined language throughout the Objectives and associated Actions, presenting these in a format which better demonstrates interdependencies and amending to incorporate suggestions from respondents where appropriate.

· Provide clarity on the mechanisms used to deliver the actions (where possible) and illustrate how the co-delivery approach can be integrated into this process.

· Outline the existing species database and define the pathways for its expansion.

· Ensure alignment with wider biodiversity goals and, the other regional, national and global strategies.

Synopsis Report of the Consultation on the Elasmobranch Conservation Strategy
 for Northern Ireland
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For further information:

Marine Conservation Branch,
DAERA Marine and Fisheries Division,
Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs
Clare House
303 Airport Road West
Belfast BT3 9ED

Email: MarineConservation@daera-nigov.uk
Email: marineconservation@daera-ni.gov.uk
www.daera-ni.gov.uk
www.daera-ni.gov.uk
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