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Introduction

The FWTF appreciates the opportunity to respond to the SWMI consultation — a critical step in
the development of the 4™ Cycle RBMP. Although we acknowledge the work that has gone
into the SWMI consultation document, we feel there are a number of observations to make —
some relating to the document itself, and some broader related considerations, which are of
critical importance in the ongoing development of the 4™ cycle plan. At this pointin the
development of the 4" cycle plan, we suggest three headline asks:

1. Significant water management issues should be identified and communicated to the
public with a greater degree of detail, not only as broad categories.

2. DAERA should publish a delivery audit of the 3 cycle programme of measures (POM),
showing what is operational, what is delayed, why delays occurred, and who owns
each measure.

3. Ensure that the 4™ cycle POM is focussed on delivery — with named owners, budgets,
milestones, review triggers and public reporting.

First, we would highlight that a fundamental weakness in previous cycle plans has been a lack
of specificity in relation to environmental objectives and the related programme of measures
(POM) required for each water body. As the Department will be aware, this has been
highlighted in analysis by the OEP, which explains how this characteristic undermines the
probability of successful implementation. We feel it is important to highlight this in relation to
the SWMI consultation document, as we suggest that there is a lack of detail in terms of what
the significant water management issues are, how these are manifesting in different water
bodies, and their cumulative impact between waterbodies. We say more about thisin Q1
below.

We also feel it is important to acknowledge at this point that the plans for the previous three
cycles in NI have been largely ineffective, and water quality has continued to decline across a
range of metrics (even when per- and poly-fluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) are discounted).
Again, the 2024 analysis carried out by the OEP has indicated that although the legal
framework created under the WFD is largely sound, there are significant issues around
implementation in Northern Ireland and on a cross-border basis, and this has contributed to
the lack of progress in our water environment. We strongly suggest that these issues have
themselves become significant water management issues in Northern Ireland and should be
considered as such during the development of the 4" cycle plan. We say more about this in
Q2, including the need for a transparent review or audit of the measures contained in the 3rd
cycle plan and the need for absolute clarity about ownership of and funding for the measures
contained in the 4™ cycle plan.

In addition, whilst we recognise the Department’s efforts to engage early with stakeholders
and to gather the relevant information needed to develop the 4™ Cycle plan, we would take
this opportunity to highlight the importance of clarity and transparency for all stakeholders on
the process and sequencing of engagement activities related to the development of the 4™
cycle plan. We would urge the Department to inform all stakeholders in advance of any
planned opportunities for engagement and to provide details of how stakeholder input can/
will be used to develop the draft RBMP. We note, for example, that the consultation
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document refers to plans for sectoral stakeholder groups (p24) and we feel it would be useful
for the Department to provide further details on this now.

Responses to Consultation Questions

1) Do you think we have correctly identified the significant issues impacting on water
resources in Northern Ireland?
No

Although the consultation document has broadly highlighted the central issues impacting
water quality across NI, there are a number of additional significant issues to which we would
draw attention (details in Q2).

In addition, the significant issues that have been identified are too high level to facilitate the
development of effective measures to address them and therefore achieve the environmental
objectives for each water body. We suggest that the significant water managementissues
identified in the consultation document are more accurately described as categories of
significant water management issues, rather than water management issues themselves. We
note that the Regulations require the Department to develop environmental objectives and a
corresponding POM at water body level, and we strongly urge the Department to give
consideration to identifying specific significant water management matters at a more granular
levelin order to provide clear read-across between the water management issues — the
programme of measures — and the achievement of environmental objectives at water body
level. On this, we recognise that the Department already analyses pressures at water body
level using the DPSIR approach and we underline the value of providing this detail to all
stakeholders. Below, we highlight some examples of where the significant issues that have
been identified in the SWMI consultation document could be considered and articulated with
a greater degree of granularity.

A) Significant Water Management Issue: Agriculture
The SWMI consultation document has identified agriculture as a significant issue impacting on
water resources in NI. This assessment is supported by a wide range of data and analysis, and
we do not disagree. However, we suggest that water management issues related to
agricultural activity are more nuanced than the SWMI consultation document indicates.

e Forexample, as the Department will be aware, research indicates that thereis a
strong link between high levels of phosphorus in soils in Nl and SRP levels in rivers and
lakes. High soil P typically reflects sustained over-application of P inputs such as
unnecessary use of chemical P fertiliser, or the excessive application of slurry (above
170kg/N/ha or derogated limit), allowing phosphorus to accumulate in the soil. In this
respect, the significant water management issue could be described as diffuse
pollution linked to nutrient management/ nutrient inefficiency on farms.

e Agricultural chemicals such as herbicides are ubiquitous in the water environment.
Grassland herbicides such as MCPA not only place significant pressures on
biodiversity in our rivers and lakes but also pose a significant management problem for
NI Water in source drinking water catchments. Furthermore, chemicals entering the
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groundwater often have long residency times before re-emerging in surface water.
Such chemicals pose both an immediate and long-term significant water management
issue and should be recognised in this regard.

e Aseparate challenge relates to the risks of point source pollution coming from farms
eg grey water from farm yards, or slurry spills. Statistics indicate that water pollution
incidents in NI come predominantly from agricultural sources (eg the NI Environmental
Statistics Report 2026 records that 24% of substantiated water pollution incidents in
2025 came from farming). The significant water management issue here could be
described as ineffective handling/ storage on farms of substances that could impact
on waterways.

e There are also broader, catchment-scale considerations related to agricultural
activity. Land drainage, field modification, and the removal of wetlands or riparian
vegetation can accelerate water movement through catchments, exacerbating the
delivery of sediment to surface water channels, increasing flood risk and
sedimentation downstream and reducing the landscape’s natural ability to store and
filter water. The significant water management issue here could be described as land-
use decision-making in an agricultural context.

Given the above examples and recognising that there are many other activities under the
category of agriculture that in and of themselves are significant water management issues, it
is not sufficient to simply list ‘agriculture’ as the issue. Moreover, it could be argued that
‘agriculture’ is not an ‘issue’ but rather the driver of more nuanced pressures (as outlined
above), where nutrient, herbicides, and sediment as pressures can also be driven by other
activities e.g. wastewater/septic tanks, waste water/septic tanks, amenity site management
and construction, respectively.

B) Significant Water Management Issue: Hydromorphology
Hydromorphological changes and challenges can have a significant impact on water
resources, but it is important to recognise (as the consultation document alludes to, p21) that
the types of water management issue that can arise in this context are extremely diverse (as
well as the corresponding impacts that can arise as a result of these issues). For example,
hydromorphological pressures can include river channel modification, river barriers, drainage
schemes, flood defence infrastructure, bank erosion, sedimentation, wetland loss, and the
physical alteration of riverbeds and floodplains associated with agricultural and urban
development and in-channel management for flood relief. These changes can disrupt natural
flow regimes, reduce habitat connectivity, and alter sediment transport processes, ultimately
affecting water quality, biodiversity, and ecosystem resilience. The impacts are also often
interconnected. In identifying hydromorphology (in broad terms) as a significant water
management issue, the Department risks either over - or under - estimating the significance of
issues that fall within this category. Below, we suggest some of the more specific water
management matters that arise in NI within this category.

e River barriers can significantly alter the natural movement of water, sediment,
nutrients, and aquatic species within river systems. They may fragment habitats,
restrict fish migration, change flow regimes, increase sediment accumulation
upstream, and reduce ecological connectivity downstream. These alterations can
negatively affect water quality, biodiversity, floodplain functioning, and the overall
ecological status of rivers. Sometimes, these structures are necessary for flood
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alleviation, but there are also some (often historic) river barriers in Nl that could be
removed easily with broad benefits for the water environment. This significant water
management issue could be articulated as the existence of unnecessary river barriers
and obsolete in-river artificial structures across the water environmentin NI.

e Arterial drainage, specifically in relation to preventing agricultural land from flooding, is
placing the protection of the land over the protection of the watercourse and its
hydromorphological functionality and condition, where the benefit to the land might be
considered minimal e.g. protecting grassland from flooding during winter when all
livestock is housed. This issue could be classed as ‘Drainage pressures’ and
consideration could be given to rationalising the arterial drainage programme and
through educating the public on the benefits of ‘controlled flooding’ and the co-
benefits of nature-based solutions in natural flood management.

e Arelated but distinct issue concerns the adequacy and effectiveness of existing fish
and eel passage provision. Even where barriers cannot readily be removed, itis
important to assess whether existing fish passes, eel passes, screens, compensation
flows and operating arrangements are sufficient to maintain ecological connectivity for
relevant species and life stages or could be eased to facilitate these. The SWMI
consultation document refers briefly to barriers affecting the movement of fish, but
does not appear to identify any systematic assessment of the condition, performance
or adequacy of existing fish and eel passes across Northern Ireland. This is a
significant gap, particularly where barriers affect migratory species, protected sites,
fish-classification outcomes, or the ecological recovery of water bodies. This
significant water management issue could be articulated as inadequate assessment
and provision of effective fish and eel passage at barriers across the water
environmentin NI.

C) Significant Water Management Issue: Urban Wastewater and Sewerage Infrastructure
The SWMI consultation document should also give greater granularity to urban wastewater
and sewerage-related pressures. Urban wastewater, combined storm-sewer overflows,
misconnections, sewer capacity limitations and treatment works performance can each
affect water quality in different ways, and therefore require different measures, owners,
funding routes and timescales.

We suggest that Urban Wastewater should not be treated only as a broad pressure category. It
should be broken down into a number of discrete significant water management issues
including: nutrient pollution and eutrophication arising from treated wastewater discharges;
pollution arising from storm overflow discharges after heavy rainfall; sewerage capacity
constraints; pollution arising from misconnections; and diffuse urban drainage.

D) Significant Water Management Issue: Domestic Wastewater and Rural Sewage
Treatment

Although septic tanks are recognised as a distinct significant water management issue in the
consultation document, other off-mains drainage systems are a further pressure which should
be recognised more explicitly - particularly in rural areas. Issues may arise from poor siting,
inadequate maintenance, under-performing systems, lack of awareness, limited inspection, or



difficulties in accessing affordable remedial works, which can result in nutrient enrichment
and microbial pollution impacting both surface and groundwater.

This issue is different from larger wastewater infrastructure and should be considered
separately. The significant water management issue could be described as the cumulative
impact of poorly performing domestic wastewater systems on water bodies, particularly
where such systems are located in sensitive catchments, areas with poor soil suitability, or
near water-dependent protected areas.

E) Significant Water Management Issue: Sediment and Soil Erosion

Sediment should be recognised more clearly as a significant water management issue in its
own right, rather than being treated only as a secondary consequence of agriculture or
hydromorphological modification. Excess sediment can smother spawning gravels, damage
aquatic habitats, transport nutrients and contaminants, affect invertebrate communities, and
reduce the ecological resilience of rivers and lakes.

Sources may include soil erosion from agricultural land, bank erosion, drainage works, forestry
operations, construction, road runoff and river channel modification. The significant water
management issue could be described as excessive sediment delivery to water bodies arising
from land-use, drainage, development and channel-management practices.

2) Are there other significant issues we have not captured?
Yes

Please Provide details of significant issues we have not captured and include your Local
Management Area if possible

In addition to the important point made above in Q1 in relation to the required level of
specificity required when articulating significant water management issues in NI, we would
like to highlight a number of other issues that don’t fit neatly into the categories identified by
the Department in the consultation document.

A) Significant Water Management Issue: Anthropogenic Noise and Artificial Light
Anthropogenic noise and artificial light at night should be considered as emerging or under-
recognised pressures on water-dependent ecosystems, particularly where there is a risk that
they can affect sensitive rivers, wetlands, lakes, estuaries or coastal habitats (and where
these habitats are already under pressure from other sources such as habitat fragmentation,
urbanisation and hydromorphological alteration). These pressures can affect water-
dependent ecosystems both directly and indirectly in that they can disrupt natural
environmental cycles. Excessive noise from urban development, shipping, road traffic,
construction, and industrial activity can disturb aquatic wildlife, particularly fish, birds, and
marine mammals that rely on sound for navigation, feeding, breeding, and predator avoidance.
At the same time, artificial lighting around rivers, reservoirs, ports, and coastal zones disrupts
circadian rhythms and migration patterns, alters predator—prey relationships, and can reduce
biodiversity in wetlands and estuarine habitats. We are particularly concerned about the



potential impact of this significant water management issue as it is a relatively
underappreciated challenge in NI. Further research and analysis would be required as to the
impact of this issue on specific water bodies.

B) Significant Water Management Issue: Sand Dredging
Recent research has provided new perspectives on the potential impact of sand dredging at
Lough Neagh. Given the significance of Lough Neagh in terms of its size and relative
proportion of NI’s freshwater environment, we feel that it is appropriate to identify sand
dredging as a significant water management issue for NI.

C) Significant Water Management Issue: Monitoring, Data gaps and Transparency
The lack of accessible, water-body-level information on pressures, measures, delivery status
and ecological outcomes should itself be treated as a significant barrier to effective water
management. Without clear public information on what is causing failure in each water body,
what measures are planned, who owns them, when they will be delivered and how success
will be assessed, it is difficult for stakeholders or communities to engage meaningfully with
river basin management planning.

D) Significant Water Management Issue: Thermal Pollution
Thermal pollution in rivers in NI, causing elevated water temperatures that threaten aquatic
ecosystems, primarily arises from climate-driven low flows and a lack of riparian shading due
to limited riverine tree cover. In some waterbodies industrial discharges (including
wastewater effluent) and urban effluents, will also play a role in elevated water temperatures
above sustainable ecological thresholds.

Seasonal and year-to-year climate variations, such as hotter and drier springs, amplify river
heating. Low river flows reduce water volume, enabling faster warming and increasing the
concentration of pollutants, including ammonia and nitrates, which together magnify thermal
stress on aquatic species

While agriculture is mainly associated with nutrient runoff rather than direct thermal pollution,
removal of riparian vegetation and natural shading can cause rivers to warm more quickly
under sunlight, indirectly contributing to thermal stress.

Urban areas release treated or untreated wastewater that is often warmer than river water.
Sewage systems, when overwhelmed by heavy rainfall or through misconnections, can
discharge heated water into rivers, particularly in densely populated areas. Impermeable
surfaces in urban landscapes (like concrete and tarmac) increase runoff, which can carry heat
and concentrate pollutants, exacerbating warming effects.

E) Category of Significant Water Management Issues: Non-implementation of Existing
Regulations
As described in the introduction above, it is important to highlight the ongoing problems with
effective implementation (non-implementation in some cases) of existing measures within
the current RBMP. We would suggest that issues around non-implementation have
themselves become significant water management issues, and should be addressed in the 4™
cycle plan accordingly. As the OEP has highlighted, some of the challenges related to
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implementation are due to funding and resource pressures, whilst others may link to a lack of
governance and strategic direction. We would add that, observationally, implementation may
be hindered by policy fragmentation/ a lack of policy integration.

This is not simply an administrative issue. Many of the pressures affecting the water
environment sit across departmental, agency and sectoral boundaries, including agriculture,
planning, drainage, wastewater infrastructure, flood risk management, biodiversity, climate
adaptation and land use. A Programme of Measures owned principally within one
departmental framework is unlikely to deliver the scale of change required unless there is
clear cross-departmental ownership, accountability and resourcing. This has been reflected in
concerns raised by oversight bodies, including the OEP and NI Audit Office, about the need for
stronger governance, implementation and coordination across government. The 4th Cycle
plan should therefore set out how cross-departmental barriers will be identified, escalated
and resolved. In developing the 4" cycle plan, we would therefore urge the Department to
consider how to overcome these challenges, and to make clear how the 4" Cycle plan will
succeed where previous plans have failed. In short, itis critical to recognise that proposing the
same or similar POMs that appear in the 3" cycle plan as part of the 4™ cycle plan will not be
sufficient — alternative and/ or additional measures will be required in order to overcome the
existing implementation challenges. As part of this, we would draw attention to Regulation
12(4) of The Water Environment (Water Framework Directive) Regulations (NI) 2017, which
requires that measures within the POM are operational within 3 years. We emphasise that this
provision should not be interpreted as a reason for reducing the ambition of the POM, but as a
means of ensuring that critical implementation happens promptly. We would therefore
suggest that the Department publishes a review of the 3™ cycle POM, specifically assessing
which measures are not yet operational, and explaining why this is the case. This approach
would assist with the development of the POM for the 4™ Cycle plan.

F) Significant Water Management Issue: Insufficient Integration of Protected Areas
with River Basin Planning

Protected areas should be more clearly integrated into the identification of significant water
management issues and the development of the 4th Cycle Programme of Measures. The
consultation document refers to protected areas but does not provide sufficient detail on how
water pollution, nutrients, hydromorphological pressures, altered flows, sediment,
contaminants, invasive species or other pressures may affect the achievement or
maintenance of protected-area conservation objectives. Relatedly, the plan should also
recognise the relationship between Water Framework Directive objectives and progress
towards Good Environmental Status under the UK Marine Strategy. The 4th Cycle plan should
therefore support both ecological status objectives and the conservation objectives of
relevant protected sites, including marine protected areas where water pollution, water
quality, nutrients or contaminants are relevant pressures.

Where water bodies are hydrologically connected to freshwater, transitional, coastal or
marine protected areas, the 4th Cycle plan should provide a clear read-across between the
protected feature, the relevant conservation objective, the pressure affecting it, and the
measure required to address that pressure. This should include consideration of upstream and
catchment-scale effects, not only pressures within the protected area boundary.



As a demonstration of the importance of this level of integration - NIMTF (FWTF member) have
found that there are 54 marine protected areas (MPAs) which have identified water pollution,
water quality and nitrates within their conservation objectives. It is surprising that these sites
have not been elevated given their significant risk to the achieving or maintaining the
conservation objectives for these sites — when they have been designated due to their
ecological importance. Please see NIMTF’s response to this consultation for further
information on the specific MPAs relating to each LMA and subsequent River Basin District.

3. What interventions would you suggest to tackle these issues under the following four
pillars? a) education b) incentivisation and innovation c) regulation d) enforcement

As both the NI FWTF and NIMTF have highlighted in previous consultation responses (for
example, see our joint response to the Fisheries and Water Environment Bill: Protection of the
Water Environment Policy Consultation), use of these 4 pillars as a framework does not, on its
own, represent integrated catchment management, which is the basis for river basin
management planning. As we stated in our previous consultation response:

“Although education, incentivisation, regulation and enforcement (the 4 pillars of the Lough
Neagh Action Plan) are key considerations in the development of a programme of measures
(POM) for each water body, focussing efforts only on these pillars in the broader development
of RBMPs would represent a shift towards a narrower and more top-down approach that risks
addressing the symptoms, rather than the root causes, of water management issues.
Members also feel that the importance of water body specific measures should be
emphasised, as each water body may require a different combination of actions under the four
pillars (and potentially outside of them).”

We have therefore chosen not to constrain our response to this question using this framework.

Below, we have suggested some potential measures to address the significant water
management issues discussed in this consultation response. As will be clear from the points
made above, this is not an exhaustive list but is simply indicative of how a greater degree of
granularity in identifying the significant water management issues can allow more targeted and
effective measures in the 4" cycle plan. As the Department will be aware, the interventions in
the final POM must be SMART, and we anticipate that further analysis by the Department will
inform the proposal of timeframes for these interventions, review metrics, and must facilitate
their application at water body level.

Significant Water Management Issue: Diffuse pollution linked to nutrient management/
nutrient inefficiency on farms

We note that there will be significant overlap and opportunity for integration with agricultural
law and policy in this area — including both the Nutrients Action Plan and the Farming with
Nature Package).

Suggested Interventions:

e |dentify catchments and water bodies where nutrient reduction is required to achieve
environmental objectives.
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e Develop catchment nutrient budgets and water-body-level nutrient reduction targets.

e Target soil phosphorus reduction measures in high-risk catchments, including advice,
nutrient management planning and restrictions where necessary.

e |dentify where the use of buffer zones will be of most utility in helping to achieve
environmental objectives and provide effective support for theirimplementation (ie
explicitly link this element of the Farming with Nature package to the RBMP).

e Strengthen advice on nutrient use efficiency, slurry management, timing of
applications and avoidance of high-risk spreading conditions.

e Ensure that agricultural advisory programmes, incentives and regulatory measures are
explicitly linked to expected water-quality outcomes.

e Monitor and report on whether measures are reducing nutrient concentrations and
improving ecological status, rather than reporting only the number of activities
delivered

Significant Water Management Issue: Ineffective handling / storage on farms of substances
that could impact waterways

Again, we note the significant overlap here with agricultural law and policy, and these should
be integrated effectively. There is also overlap with the progress of the Fisheries and Water
Environment Bill, as well as links to the development of a more effective enforcement policy
for DAERA/ NIEA.

Suggested Interventions:

e Userisk-based farm inspections in catchments where agricultural point-source
pollution is contributing to water-body failure.

e Prioritise advice and support for slurry, silage effluent, fuel, chemical and yard-runoff
management.

e Provide targeted capital support where infrastructure improvements are needed and
where clear water-quality benefit can be demonstrated.

e Require remedial action plans for repeated or serious pollution risks.

e Strengthen enforcement for avoidable, repeated or serious pollution incidents.

e Improve transparency on pollution incident trends, causes, enforcement outcomes
and follow-up action.

Significant Water Management Issue: Land-use Decision-Making in an Agricultural Context

There are clear links with agricultural law and policy here, but it is also essential that there is
read-across between this area and the Nature Recovery Strategy, as well as integration with
requirements under the Climate Change Act.

Suggested Interventions:

¢ |dentify high-risk areas where drainage, field modification, wetland loss, soil
compaction or riparian vegetation removal is increasing flood risk, sediment loss or
nutrient transfer.

e Protect and restore riparian buffer zones, wetlands, floodplains, headwaters and
natural water-retention features.
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e Ensure that drainage, land improvement and agricultural intensification proposals are
assessed for water-quality, hydromorphological and protected-area impacts.

e Conduct a programme of research as to how stocking density can impact on water
quality (and how this interacts with other catchment pressures).

e Use agri-environment schemes to support water retention, soil protection, riparian
woodland, wetland restoration and reduced runoff.

e Link land-use measures to catchment flood-risk, biodiversity, climate adaptation and
water-quality objectives.

Significant Water Management Issue: Excess Sediment Delivery to Water Bodies

Suggested Interventions:

e |dentify water bodies where sediment is contributing to ecological failure or preventing
recovery.

e Map principal sediment sources, including agricultural land, eroding banks, drainage
works, forestry operations, roads, construction and modified channels.

e Require sediment control measures in high-risk land management, development,
forestry and drainage activities.

e Restore riparian vegetation and natural channel features where appropriate.

e Include sedimentindicators in catchment monitoring and restoration planning.

e Prioritise enforcement where avoidable sediment release results from poor practice or
breach of consent conditions.

Significant Water Management Issue: Existence of Unnecessary River Barriers across the
Water Environment in NI

Suggested Interventions:

e Establish or update a Northern Ireland river-barrier inventory, including ecological
impact, ownership, heritage status, safety considerations and removal or easement
feasibility. This audit is a critical first step in addressing this issue, as forthcoming
research currently being conducted by the FWTF indicates that a lack of knowledge
and date on river barriers in Nl is a significant challenge to making progress on
appropriate barrier removal.

e Prioritise barriers for removal or mitigation where they affect fish passage, sediment
transport, ecological connectivity or achievement of water-body objectives.

e Develop a funded barrier-removal and fish-passage programme.

e Require new or retained barriers to demonstrate necessity and minimise ecological
impact.

e Monitor ecological recovery following removal or mitigation, including fish movement,
habitat connectivity and sediment processes.

Significant Water Management Issue: Inadequate Assessment and Provision of Effective Fish
and Eel Passage at Barriers

Suggested Interventions:
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Establish a Northern Ireland-wide inventory of barriers, fish passes, eel passes,
screens and related flow-management arrangements.

Assess each structure for ecological impact, ownership, legal status, safety, heritage
constraints, passability and feasibility of removal, easement or improvement.

Assess existing fish and eel passes for effectiveness, maintenance condition and
suitability for relevant species and life stages, rather than assuming that the presence
of a pass is sufficient.

Prioritise action where barriers or ineffective passes affect migratory fish, eel passage,
protected areas, fish-classification outcomes, or water bodies failing to achieve
ecological objectives.

Develop a funded programme for barrier removal, fish/eel pass improvement, eel-
specific passage, screening, flow management and post-project monitoring.

Require new or retained barriers to demonstrate ecological necessity, provide effective
passage where required, and include long-term maintenance and monitoring
arrangements.

Significant Water Management Issue: Urban Wastewater, Storm Overflows and Sewerage
Capacity

We recognise that wastewater infrastructure requires long-term capital planning and
investment. However, the 4th Cycle plan should aim to achieve greater transparency on how
wastewater pressures are identified, prioritised and addressed at water-body level. This
should include clear information on overflow locations, spill frequency and duration,
treatment works performance, investment timescales and the expected ecological outcomes
of planned upgrades. Sensitive receiving waters, bathing waters, shellfish waters, designated
sites and water bodies failing to meet environmental objectives should be prioritised.

Suggested Interventions:

Publish accessible water-body-level information on wastewater treatment works,
storm overflows, emergency overflows, sewer capacity constraints and known
misconnections (we note that NIW already holds some of this modelling and data).
Require monitoring and public reporting of storm overflow frequency, duration and
receiving-water sensitivity.

Prioritise upgrades where wastewater pressures affect protected areas, bathing
waters, shellfish waters, high-status sites or water bodies failing to meet
environmental objectives.

Align wastewater investment planning with RBMP objectives and catchment priorities,
(in addition to data and modelling already held by NIW).

Require clear delivery timetables and expected water-quality outcomes for planned
upgrades.

Strengthen enforcement where consent conditions are breached or where avoidable
pollution occurs.

Significant Water Management Issue: Domestic wastewater systems
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The 4th Cycle plan should identify catchments where domestic wastewater systems are likely
to be a significant pressure and should set out a coordinated approach to inspection, public
advice, grants or financial support, planning controls and enforcement. This issue also has a
strong Rural Needs dimension, as rural households may face practical and financial barriers to
upgrading systems, while also being more likely to depend on private wastewater treatment.

Suggested Interventions:

Identify catchments where domestic wastewater systems are likely to be contributing
to water-body failure or protected-area risk.

Develop a risk-based inspection programme for septic tanks and small private
treatment systems.

Provide clear public advice on maintenance, desludging, signs of failure and household
responsibilities.

Improve access to grants or financial support where remedial works are required to
protect water quality.

Ensure planning decisions for new rural development consider cumulative wastewater
impacts.

Use enforcement where failing systems are not remedied following advice and
reasonable opportunity for compliance.

Significant Water Management Issue: Artificial Light and Anthropogenic Noise near
Sensitive Water Bodies

We recommend that the Department undertakes risk mapping to identify water bodies and
protected areas where artificial light or noise may be relevant, and that planning, licensing
and mitigation measures are considered where evidence indicates a likely impact.
Measures could include the protection of riparian dark corridors, limits on unnecessary
lighting near sensitive water bodies, lighting design standards, timing controls for works,
and consideration of noise impacts from development, infrastructure and navigation
activities.

Suggested Interventions:

Undertake risk mapping to identify sensitive water bodies and protected areas where
artificial light or noise may affect water-dependent species or habitats.

Implement stricter planning controls around sensitive rivers, wetlands, estuaries, and
coastal habitats in this context (eg using Dark Sky Principles. See research and
guidance here on public lighting recommendations).

Protect and restore riparian dark corridors where lighting may affect ecological
function.

Develop planning guidance on lighting near rivers, wetlands, lakes, estuaries and
coastal habitats, including shielding, intensity, spectrum and timing.

Consider timing and mitigation controls for noisy works near sensitive sites or during
sensitive ecological periods.

Include noise and light considerations in relevant project-level assessments, licences
and management plans.

13


https://www.tara.tcd.ie/items/676064ff-6849-4278-abc4-1327d5dfd75a/full
https://www.tara.tcd.ie/items/676064ff-6849-4278-abc4-1327d5dfd75a/full

Significant Water Management Issue: Sand Dredging

These measures will link to the Lough Neagh Action Plan and we recommend sufficient
integration.

Suggested Interventions:

e Review the evidence base on the ecological, hydromorphological, sediment, turbidity
and nutrient impacts of sand dredging, particularly in Lough Neagh.

e Ensure licensing decisions consider cumulative impacts and interactions with other
pressures.

e Require monitoring of turbidity, sediment disturbance, nutrient release and ecological
effects where dredging is permitted.

e Apply seasonal restrictions where necessary to protect sensitive species, habitats or
ecological processes.

e Ensure that licence conditions are transparent, enforceable and subject to review
where new evidence emerges.

Significant Water Management Issue: Insufficient Integration of Protected Areas with River
Basin Planning

Suggested Interventions:

e Publish a protected-area water risk register showing relevant water bodies, protected
features, conservation objectives, pressures and required measures.

e Ensure that measures needed to achieve or maintain protected-area objectives are
explicitly included in the Programme of Measures.

e Assess upstream, downstream and in-combination effects on protected areas,
including freshwater, transitional, coastal and marine sites.

e Prioritise action where water pollution, nutrients, sediment, hydromorphology, altered
flows, contaminants or invasive species may prevent achievement of conservation
objectives.

e Ensure read-across between WFD ecological status, protected-area objectives and
Good Environmental Status under the UK Marine Strategy where relevant.

e Report progress publicly.

Significant Water Management Issue: Non-implementation of Existing Regulations and
Measures

To address the issues around implementation, as described above, we recommend that the
POM contained within the 4" Cycle plan contains a ‘Governance and Review’ section,
articulating a range of measures specifically designed to ensure effective implementation of
the plan. These measures will build on the legal obligations already contained within the
Regulations themselves, but should provide further detail on specific timelines and relevant
actors/ owners. The measures should also be clearly linked to the assessment of why
previous POMs have not been fully implemented (as described above). Depending on the
outcomes of that assessment, this section could include, for example:
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Suggested Interventions:

Establish a formal mid-cycle review process to assess whether measures are
sufficient to achieve water-body objectives.

The establishment of a cross-sectoral, cross-departmental body to support mid-cycle
review and make recommendations for implementation of additional/ alternative
measures where necessary (on this, we note that the implementation of additional/
alternative measures is already required under Regulation 22(d), but we suggest that
this could be a formalised arrangement facilitating cross-sectoral input and
recommendations).

The requirement to identify funding streams for other measures that require resource
investment

Publish a review of the 3rd Cycle Programme of Measures, identifying which measures
are operational, delayed, incomplete or not progressed.

For each delayed or incomplete measure, identify the reason for delay, responsible
body, revised timetable and resource requirement.

Publish a delivery dashboard showing measure owner, funding status, delivery status,
timetable and expected environmental outcome.

Ensure that measures required under the Programme of Measures are operational
within the required statutory timeframe.

Significant Water Management Issue: Invasive Alien Species and Biosecurity

The 4th Cycle plan should include clear measures for prevention, early detection, rapid
response and long-term management. This should include catchment-based biosecurity
planning, stronger coordination between public bodies and land managers, support for
community reporting and control, and clear leadership on roles and responsibilities.
Biosecurity should be embedded in publicly funded river works, drainage works, angling,
boating, recreation, conservation and development activity

Suggested Interventions:

Establish clear leadership and coordination arrangements for aquatic and riparian
invasive alien species.

Develop catchment biosecurity plans, including priority pathways, high-risk activities
and rapid-response arrangements.

Develop action plans to address high risk settings for introduction and proliferation of
invasive alien species, such as garden centres or pet shops.

Require biosecurity protocols for publicly funded river works, drainage works,
conservation activity, angling, boating and other water-based recreation.

Support community reporting, early detection and local control where this can prevent
spread or protect priority sites.

Ensure long-term management plans are in place where eradication is not feasible.
Monitor and report progress at catchment scale.

Significant Water Management Issue: Climate change and hydrological extremes
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The 4th Cycle plan should assess whether proposed measures are robust under future
climate conditions. Measures should prioritise catchment resilience, including floodplain
reconnection, wetland restoration, riparian woodland, soil protection, peatland restoration,
natural water retention, sustainable drainage and protection of headwaters and high-status
sites. We suggest that this should include a suite of interventions focussing on more
effectively mainstreaming nature-based solutions across all relevant areas in NI. The plan
should also explain how climate adaptation will be integrated with water quality, biodiversity
and flood-risk objectives. Measures in this area should be effectively integrated with other
relevant legal and policy areas (eg sectoral Climate Action Plans).

Significant Water Management Issue: Monitoring, Data Gaps and Transparency

The 4th Cycle plan should commit to improved public reporting at water-body or catchment
scale. This should include pressure information, monitoring evidence, confidence levels,
planned measures, measure owners, delivery status, funding status and expected
environmental outcomes. Evidence from academic research, citizen science and local
monitoring should be capable of informing this process where it is quality-assured and used
transparently. As the suggestions articulated above indicate, this will be a cross-cutting
consideration in developing effective measures across a range of different significant water
management issues.

4. We will carry out screening or impact assessments when developing the draft
Programme of Measures. Is there anything that you think needs to be considered when
carrying out the Equality Screening, Rural Needs Assessment, Strategic Environmental
Assessment and Habitats screening? Please provide details.

Strategic Environmental Assessment Considerations

The Strategic Environmental Assessment should consider whether the draft Programme of
Measures is likely to deliver the environmental objectives required at water-body level and
whether it is sufficient to prevent further deterioration. The assessment should not be limited
to broad positive effects arising from the existence of a plan. It should examine whether the
proposed measures are specific, funded, deliverable, timely and capable of addressing the
pressures identified in each catchment.

The SEA should consider cumulative and in-combination effects, including the interaction
between agriculture, wastewater, hydromorphology, land-use change, climate change,
invasive species, sediment, abstraction and protected-area pressures. It should also consider
whether the plan adequately protects high-status and recovering water bodies, rather than
focusing only on restoration of failing water bodies.

The assessment should compare reasonable alternatives, including more ambitious or more
targeted programmes of measures, stronger use of nature-based solutions, greater investment
in wastewater and rural wastewater measures, and earlier intervention in catchments where
deterioration is likely. Climate resilience should be central to the SEA, including consideration
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of more intense rainfall, drought, higher water temperatures, altered flow regimes and
increased flood risk.

The SEA monitoring framework should include outcome-based indicators, not only activity
indicators. It should therefore track ecological status, nutrient trends, sediment impacts,
hydromorphological recovery, protected-area condition, wastewater performance,
implementation status and whether measures are producing the expected environmental
improvements.

Habitats Screening Considerations

Habitats screening should explicitly consider water-dependent protected areas and the extent
to which identified pressures may affect the achievement or maintenance of site conservation
objectives. This should include freshwater, transitional, coastal and marine protected areas
where water quality, nutrients, hydromorphology, sediment, contaminants, invasive species,
abstraction, altered flows or wastewater pressures may affect protected features.

The assessment should provide a clear read-across between protected-area objectives,
relevant water bodies, identified pressures, proposed measures and expected outcomes.
Where protected areas are hydrologically connected to upstream or adjacent water bodies,
the screening should consider catchment-scale and in-combination effects, rather than
considering only activities within the protected-area boundary.

Habitats screening should also consider whether barriers, inadequate fish or eel passage,
altered flows, screens or in-channel structures may affect migratory species, protected
features, ecological connectivity, or the ability of connected water bodies and protected areas
to achieve their conservation objectives.

The screening should also consider whether the Programme of Measures contains sufficient
measures to avoid deterioration of protected areas and to support restoration where water-
related pressures are preventing favourable condition or equivalent conservation outcomes.
For marine protected areas, the assessment should recognise links between Water
Framework Directive objectives and Good Environmental Status under the UK Marine Strategy,
including pressures relating to contaminants, contaminants in seafood, nutrients and
ecological indicators such as marine mammals, seabirds and benthic habitats.

Rural Needs Assessment Considerations

The Rural Needs Assessment should consider the particular implications of the Programme of
Measures for rural communities, land managers, farm businesses and households not
connected to mains sewerage. Rural areas may face distinct pressures and barriers, including
diffuse agricultural pollution, domestic wastewater systems, limited access to advice, limited
public transport, dispersed settlement patterns, private water and wastewater infrastructure,
and greater dependence on local land-use decisions.

The assessment should consider how advice, grant support, inspection regimes, enforcement
and public information will be made accessible and proportionate in rural areas. It should also
consider whether rural households and small farm businesses have realistic access to the
information and financial support needed to comply with water-quality measures. However,
recognition of rural needs should not be used to weaken environmental objectives. Instead, it
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should help identify the support, sequencing and delivery mechanisms required to achieve
those objectives fairly and effectively.

Equality Screening Considerations

The Equality Screening should consider whether all communities can access information,
participate in decision-making and benefit from improvements in the water environment.
Public information should be available in clear, accessible language and formats, and should
not depend solely on technical documents or digital platforms that may exclude some users.

The screening should also consider whether poorer water quality, flooding, loss of access to
blue-green space or degraded local environments disproportionately affect particular groups
or communities (a clear example here would be the impact that the continued ecological
crisis at Lough Neagh has had on the fishing community). Meaningful participation should
include opportunities for communities to understand local water-body pressures, comment
on proposed measures and see how their input has influenced the final plan.
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