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Strangford Lough itself is a large shallow sea lough approximately 24km long, 8km 

wide and 66m deep at its deepest point.  However much of the Lough is less than 20m 

deep. The Lough has an indented shoreline that contains extensive areas of mudflats, 

sand flats, salt marshes as well as a rocky coastline. It is one of the most important 

marine sites within Europe and is designated as both a Natura 2000 site and as a 

Marine Protected Area under the Marine (Northern Ireland) Act, 2013. There are a 

number of additional designations giving protection to the environmental features of 

this unique area.  

 

In addition to being a Shellfish Water Protected Area, it is an area of Outstanding 

Natural Beauty (AONB) and supports a wide range of recreational activities including 

walking, sailing, diving and tourism.  

The 2011 Sanitary Survey1 reports that land usage in the catchment is approximately 

90% agricultural land (pastures, complex cultivation patterns and agriculture/natural 

vegetation). The main settlements in the catchment include Newtownards, Dundonald, 

Comber and Downpatrick. There are also numerous smaller towns and villages 

scattered throughout the area.  

 

The main pollution sources in Strangford Lough come from continuous and intermittent 

discharges throughout the lough. Of the discharges flowing into Strangford Lough, 

Ballyrickard Wastewater Treatment Works (WWTW) (located in the north-western 

region of the Lough) has the highest discharge volume. There are also various other 

non-point pollution sources associated with agricultural land use, tourism and wildfowl.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 https://www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/media/document/strangfordLough.pdf 

  

 

https://www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/media/document/strangfordlough.pdf
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Figure 1. River Catchment Areas Draining into Strangford Lough 
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3.0 Objectives for Shellfish Water Protected Areas 

Under WFD, all Shellfish Water Protected Areas (SWPAs) must be managed to ensure 

that they meet their ecological and chemical objectives under WFD AND meet at least 

Class B status under the EU Hygiene Regulations. SWPAs must also make progress 

towards the WFD microbiological guideline standard of ≥75% of samples contain ≤230 

E.coli in the shellfish flesh and intervalvular liquid2. The Food Standards Agency in NI 

is responsible for the implementation of classification and monitoring programmes for 

shellfish for the protection of public health. 

 

3.1 Water Framework Directive status and shellfish classification 

Comprehensive monitoring programmes are in place to assess the status of Shellfish 

Water Protected Areas under the WFD and classification under the EU Hygiene 

Regulations.  A suite of determinands is assessed to determine ecological status and 

the overall objective under WFD.  Skate Rock and Marlfield Bay lie within Strangford 

Lough South water body whilst Paddy’s Point and Reagh Bay lie within Strangford 

Lough North water body. Tables 1 & 2 show the future WFD ecological objective for 

Strangford Lough North and South water bodies.   

 

Table 1. WFD Ecological Status and Objectives for Strangford Lough North    

2021 Objective 2027 Objective 

Good Ecological Status 

& Class B under EU 

Hygiene Regulations 

Good Ecological Status & 

Class B under EU Hygiene 

Regulations 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2015/351/contents/made 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2015/351/contents/made
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Table 2. WFD Ecological Status and Objectives for Strangford Lough South   

2021 Objective 2027 Objective 

Moderate Ecological 

Status & Class B under 

EU Hygiene 

Regulations 

 

Good Ecological Status & 

Class B under EU Hygiene 

Regulations 

 

Table 3 shows the Classification status at Skate Rock, Marlfield Bay and Paddy’s Point 

and Reagh Bay under WFD (colour) and the licensed shellfish beds under the EU 

Hygiene Regulations (text).   

 
Table 3. Classification status of shellfish production areas in Skate Rock, 

Marlfield Bay & Paddy’s Point and Reagh Bay 

 

 2018 2017 2016 2015 2014 2013 

Skate Rock 

(Mussels)(AFFNI 

42 – S2) 

A A 
A 

Provisional 
A 

A 

Provisional 

A  

Provisional 

Marlfield Bay 

(Scallops) 

(AFFNI 43 – S23) 

N/P N/P N/P N/P B B 

Paddy’s Point 

(Oysters)(AFFNI 

76 – S7) 

Reagh Bay 

(Oysters) (AFFNI 

93 – S6) 

B B B B 
A 

Provisional 

A ** 

Provisional 

Paddy’s Point 

(Mussels) 

(AFFNI 76 – S7) 

B B B B 
A 

Provisional 

A 

Provisional 
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A provisional classification is given when a new bed is classified based on a limited 
number of samples or when a bed is borderline compliant with criteria of a 
classification. 

Key to WFD Status 

 High 

                            Good  Good Ecological Potential 

 Moderate  Moderate Ecological Potential 

 Poor  Poor Ecological Potential 

 Bad  Bad Ecological  Potential 

 

4.0 Monitoring programmes for Shellfish Water Protected Areas and shellfish 
flesh 
 

4.1 Monitoring of E. coli in shellfish flesh 

FSA conducts monthly analysis of E. coli in shellfish flesh as part of its Official Control 

monitoring.  This analysis is used to classify the quality of shellfish production areas.  

The classification determines the level of post-harvest treatment required before 

placing shellfish product from that area on the market.  The FSA in NI’s Official Control 

monitoring programme is solely for the purpose of classification of shellfish production 

areas. It is not intended as an indication of the end product standard of shellfish. 

Responsibility for ensuring the safety of shellfish which are placed on the market for 

human consumption rests solely with the food business operator (FBO)3.  

 

Table 4. Shellfish classification and post-harvest treatment 

Classification of harvesting areas 

Category 
E.coli per 100g flesh and 

intravalvular liquid 
Post-harvest treatment required 

A ≤230  
May go directly for human consumption if end product standard 

met. 

B 

90% results <4600  

Remaining 10% results <46000 

100% results <46000 

Must be subject to purification or cooked by an approved 

method. 

                                                           
3https://www.food.gov.uk/business-guidance/biotoxin-and-phytoplankton-monitoring 

https://www.food.gov.uk/business-guidance/biotoxin-and-phytoplankton-monitoring
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Classification of harvesting areas 

Category 
E.coli per 100g flesh and 

intravalvular liquid 
Post-harvest treatment required 

C <46,000  
Must be subject to relaying for a period of at least 2 months or 

cooked by an approved method. 

 
>46,000 E.coli/100g of flesh Prohibited. Harvesting not permitted. 

 

4.2 Producer responsibility 

Shellfish producers and harvesters have obligations under the EU Hygiene 

Regulations to ensure the quality of the product which they place on the market for 

human consumption.  Producers should have an understanding and awareness of the 

environment in which product is being produced.  Producers should use where 

possible, their own testing regimes to inform business management decisions.  It is 

acknowledged that in order to make sounds decisions, producers need access to 

appropriate and timely information relating to the quality of the shellfish water and 

anything which has the potential to impact upon it. 

 

4.3 Guideline microbiological standard (DAERA)  

The shellfish flesh monitoring programme is operated by FSA in NI.  The analyses in 

shellfish flesh are carried out by Northern Ireland Public Health Laboratories and 

results are reported back to both DAERA and FSA in NI. 

In addition to being used for the Official Control monitoring for the microbiological 

shellfish classification carried out by the FSA in NI, this information is also used by 

DAERA to determine the status of Shellfish Water Protected Areas against a guideline 

microbiological standard for shellfish flesh which is set in the Water Framework 

Directive (Priority Substances and Classification) (Amendment) Regulations (Northern 

Ireland) 2015.  This guideline standard requires that 75% of samples contain ≤ 230 E. 

coli per 100ml of shellfish flesh and intervalvular liquid.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/daera/emfg-enforcement-policy.pdf
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/daera/emfg-enforcement-policy.pdf










https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/doe/water-report-north-eastern-river-basin-plan-2015.pdf
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/doe/water-report-north-eastern-river-basin-plan-2015.pdf
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/daera/NIEA%20-%20WFD%20Statistics%20Report%202018.pdf
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/daera/NIEA%20-%20WFD%20Statistics%20Report%202018.pdf














http://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/
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