
Speaker notes for initial briefing by Professor Tasman Crowe, University College Dublin 

1. I am a Professor at University College Dublin and Director of its Earth Institute for 

environmental and sustainability research. My expertise is in marine ecology and I have worked 

for thirty years on impacts of human activities on marine biodiversity and ecosystems and the 

services and benefits we derive from them.  

2. I recently chaired the MPA Advisory Group which submitted a report on the expansion of 

Ireland’s network of Marine Protected Areas on 22 October this year to Ministers O’Brien and 

Noonan of the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage (DHLGH). The group 

comprised 20 individuals with expertise in life and ocean sciences, socio-economic and cultural 

perspectives and legislation and governance.  In preparing our report, we consulted with over 

100 key stakeholders in Ireland’s marine environment, including representatives of coastal and 

island communities, environmental NGOs, fisheries, aquaculture, energy, shipping, recreation 

and tourism and also relevant state agencies and branches of government.  

3. I would like to thank the committee for the opportunity to comment on the Marine Planning 

and Development Management bill.  I am guessing that the invitation arose primarily from my 

role in chairing the MPA Advisory Group and from questions relating to the relationship 

between the Marine Planning and Development Management bill and the proposed process for 

expanding Ireland’s network of MPAs.  My expertise in marine planning is very limited, but I 

hope I can contribute some thoughts in relation to MPAs.  Given that the report of the MPA 

Advisory Group is currently being reviewed by the Ministers prior to its publication for public 

consultation early next year, I cannot provide much detail on its contents, though I can give 

some broad indications of its structure and key findings. I will also express my own views, some 

of which may have been shaped by the preparation of the MPA Advisory Group’s report. 

4. As you know, Ireland has an extensive marine environment, rich in habitats, species and cultural 

significance. Its ecosystems provide a wide range of ecosystem services which underpin health 

and well-being, regulate climate and support a wide range of sectoral activities.  As such, it is 

essential that legislation and governance of Ireland’s maritime area recognises the need for 

diverse, clean, healthy productive seas and oceans, to the benefit of this and future 

generations.  

5. Marine Spatial Planning for sectoral activities and designation and management of Marine 

Protected Areas (MPAs) for conservation are mandated under separate EU Directives and 

should be recognised as being distinct processes. However, the relationship between them is 

critical and should be given careful consideration such that sustainable development can be 

achieved while achieving good environmental status, as required under the EU’s Integrated 

Maritime Policy. 

6. MPAs constitute an important approach to marine conservation and management. They are 

widely used and are mandated under a number of international instruments, including the 

Marine Strategy Framework Directive. They can take many forms and may require a range of 

levels of protection, which should be tailored to their individual objectives. They should 

function as part of a network to achieve overarching national and international objectives. 

7. At present, 2.14% of Ireland’s maritime area is designated for protection, primarily as Natura 

2000 sites under EU Directives. Under the current programme for government, Ireland has 

committed to increasing coverage by MPAs to 10% as soon as is practicable and to 30% by 

2030. New national legislation is required to underpin an effective process of selection and 



management of MPAs and enable greater flexibility to protect important species, habitats and 

other features, some of which are not explicitly protected under the EU Directives.  

8. A concern raised by a number of stakeholders that we consulted was that the MPDM bill and 

the National Marine Planning Framework are likely to come into force before planning and 

designation of MPAs can take place. The concern is that areas may be zoned for sectoral 

activities without prior consideration of possible impacts on rare, vulnerable or important 

species, habitats and ecosystems, which may ultimately merit protection with MPAs, but may 

be damaged before that protection can be put in place. 

9. To prevent this, the advisory group recommends that a sensitivity analysis should be 

undertaken to allow identification of potential candidate MPAs so that they can be afforded 

some form of temporary protection. 

10. The application of existing environmental legislation, such as Environmental Impact Assessment 

will also be important for assessing potential impacts of proposed developments and 

preventing or adapting them if necessary, even within designated Strategic Marine Activity 

Zones. It is my understanding from reading the bill that this should take place as part of the 

planning process, which falls outside the remit of the bill itself. 

11. As a researcher, I have worked and published extensively on how multiple local and global 

pressures can accumulate and combine in complex ways to affect marine ecosystems and the 

services and benefits they provide to society, with some combinations of pressures being 

particularly damaging, while others may actually ameliorate each other’s effects to some 

degree.  Different sectoral activities are also compatible to varying degrees in different 

environmental and socio-economic contexts. 

12. A holistic approach to marine planning, governance and conservation is therefore required, 

encompassing all sectors, perspectives and potential impacts, both positive and negative.  It is 

therefore important that all available evidence and relevant perspectives are brought together 

to underpin decision-making for marine stewardship. Although this may not be directly 

provided for in the MPDM bill, its implementation as part of the NMPF will require coordination 

among Departments with responsibility for governance of different sectors.  The NMPF is not 

yet available in its final form, but I do hope that this kind of coordination and consultation will 

be provided for. 

 


