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Executive Summary

Time is running out for the Northern Ireland Executive to deliver on its
commitment to protect 30% of land and sea for nature by 2030. There is
considerable concern within the environmental sector that the 30by30 target
will not be met unless efforts are scaled up and advanced at pace. The
percentage of land and freshwater currently contributing towards the target
may be as little as 0.38% (see Annex). The figure for sea may be around 2.2%
(see Annex). However, these figures are indicative as it is difficult to be precise
due to a paucity of publicly available data and the lack of an agreed framework
and methodology, as well as limited monitoring to truly assess and define
30by30 within Northern Ireland. At the same time, there is a clear opportunity
to take the right steps now to progress towards the target by 2030. The
Executive has already demonstrated its commitment to 30by30 through the
Programme for Government, Environmental Improvement Plan and draft
Nature Recovery Strategy. The priority now must be to build on this
commitment through the publication of the frameworks, plans and governance
arrangements needed to support delivery. The environment sector stands
ready and willing to support this delivery.

Despite the challenges and setbacks, protecting 30% of land and sea for nature
remains both achievable and worthwhile. If designed and delivered effectively,
supported by appropriate resources and partnership working, it can make a
major contribution to reversing biodiversity decline in Northern Ireland. It can
also help address many longstanding environmental challenges while providing
wider benefits for climate resilience, public health, community wellbeing and
sustainable economic prosperity. Far from being simply a conservation target,
30by30 represents an opportunity to secure the natural foundations upon
which future generations will depend.
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To support delivery, NIEL makes three key recommendations. First, DAERA and
NIEA should immediately convene a formal stakeholder group to act as the
‘engine room’ for 30by30 delivery and support ongoing implementation for
nature’s recovery. Second, NIEA should publish a co-designed 30by30
Framework that establishes clear, transparent and evidence-based criteria for
how protected areas and OECMs can contribute towards 30by30. Rather than
starting from a blank page, this should build upon similar work already
undertaken in Wales and Scotland in particular. Third, DAERA should publish a
co-designed 30by30 Action Plan with specific, measurable, achievable, relevant
and time-bound (SMART) targets, clear milestones and accountability
mechanisms to enact the framework.

NIEL and its members stand ready to work alongside DAERA, NIEA and other
partners to help achieve these objectives. The recent Nutrients Action
Programme co-design process demonstrated how different sectors can work
together with government to navigate difficult discussions and arrive at
decisive action. NIEL call on DAERA and the Executive to resource their 30by30
work in the same way, increasing staff and internal funding to ensure the both
DAERA and NIEA have the resources they need to deliver 30by30 alongside
stakeholders. This would help to provide the governance, clarity and practical
roadmap required to translate ambition into action and deliver lasting benefits
for nature, people and the economy by 2030 and beyond.

This report outlines how the Executive can move from commitment to
delivery. It highlights the importance of completing and effectively managing
the protected areas network, developing robust criteria for Other Effective
Area-Based Conservation Measures (OECMs), improving monitoring and
evidence gathering, and strengthening ecological connectivity across
landscapes and seascapes. While the timeframe to 2030 is increasingly
challenging, many of the building blocks required for success already exist.
Northern Ireland now has an opportunity to bring these elements together
through a clear and coordinated approach.
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Context

In 2022, world leaders came together to sign a landmark agreement to halt
and reverse biodiversity loss by 2030. It took four years of consultations and
negotiations, but the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF)
was finally adopted during the fifteenth meeting of the Conference of the
Parties (COP 15) in December 2022. Through 23 targets and 4 goals it provides
a vision of the world living in harmony with nature by 2050. Among the targets
one has generated more public discussion and clear political action than any
other. Target 3 aims to conserve at least 30% of land, inland water, and coastal
and marine areas by 2030 with conservation and management to be achieved
through protected areas and other effective area-based conservation
measures (OECMs). The target is known as 30by30.

“Ensure and enable that by 2030 at least 30 per cent of terrestrial,
inland water, and of coastal and marine areas, especially areas of
particular importance for biodiversity and ecosystem functions and
services, are effectively conserved and managed through
ecologically representative, well-connected and equitably
governed systems of protected areas and other effective area-

based conservation measures, recognizing indigenous and
traditional territories where applicable, and integrated into wider
landscapes, seascapes and the ocean, while ensuring that any
sustainable use, where appropriate in such areas, is fully consistent
with conservation outcomes, recognizing and respecting the rights
of indigenous peoples and local communities, including over their
traditional territories.”

The text of the GBF provides clear definitions of what counts as a protected
area or an OECM. The GBF also establishes a planning, monitoring, reporting,
and reviewing framework, mandating that countries signed up to the
agreement must report back to future COPs on their progress, including
towards 30by30. This is to be conducted through National Progress Reports.

However, 30by30 has arguably become the predominant nature conservation
ambition of many of the CBD signatories. If this ambition is realised it will
secure the minimum threshold of the planet's land and sea needed to reverse
biodiversity loss and sustain ecosystem functions.
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https://www.cbd.int/gbf
https://www.cbd.int/gbf/targets/3
https://iucn.org/our-work/topic/effective-protected-areas/our-philosophy-protected-and-conserved-areas/oecms
https://iucn.org/our-work/topic/effective-protected-areas/our-philosophy-protected-and-conserved-areas/oecms
https://www.cbd.int/doc/decisions/cop-15/cop-15-dec-04-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/gbf/targets/3
https://www.cbd.int/doc/decisions/cop-15/cop-15-dec-05-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/reports

The UK Government is a signatory of the CBD and has made clear its intentions
to achieve 30by30. It is for the UK Government to determine how the 30% area
target will be achieved and to report on this through the CBD processes.
However, as the environment is a highly devolved issue in the UK, each
administration will be responsible for actions taken to achieve the target
within their own jurisdiction. The devolved administrations of Northern
Ireland, Wales, and Scotland have all made their own commitments to 30by30
in their respective jurisdictions. The Northern Ireland Executive has reiterated
its intention to achieve 30by30 in the Programme for Government,
Environmental Improvement Plan, and draft Nature Recovery Strategy for
Northern Ireland to 2032.

Despite these commitments, there have been few signs of progress towards
the target. The current network of sites that exists to protect and conserve
vulnerable species and habitats covers 9.8% of Northern Ireland’s land mass
and 35.6% of total marine area designated as marine protected areas (MPAs).
This network remains fragmented and incomplete, and the Department of
Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA) has yet to publish a 30by30
framework that will specify what areas will qualify, how they will be counted,
as well as an action plan for how additional areas will be designated and
protected for nature.

The lack of clear progress is concerning for two reasons. Firstly, the 2030 target
deadline is less than four years away and implementation of new designations
and measures will be complex and time-consuming. Secondly, species and
habitats are continuing to decline, facing pressure from land-use change,
harmful agricultural practices, and pollution. The baseline from which progress
will begin is already very challenging. Northern Ireland is one of the most
nature-depleted parts of the world with the most recent State of Nature report
finding that 12% of assessed species are threatened with extinction on the
island of Ireland as a whole.
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https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2024-11-06/debates/24110646000017/BiodiversityCOP16
https://niassembly.tv/question-time-agriculture-environment-and-rural-affairs-tuesday-25-may-2021/
https://niassembly.tv/question-time-agriculture-environment-and-rural-affairs-tuesday-25-may-2021/
https://www.gov.wales/biodiversity-deep-dive-recommendations-html
https://www.gov.scot/publications/meeting-30-30-commitment-terrestrial-freshwater-sites-consultation-legislative-proposals/pages/2/
https://www.northernireland.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2025-03/programme-for-government-2024-2027-our-plan-doing-what-matters-most_1.pdf
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2026-01/Environmental%20Improvement%20Plan%20for%20Northern%20Ireland.pdf
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2026-01/Draft%20Nature%20Recovery%20Strategy%20for%20Northern%20Ireland%20to%202032.pdf
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2026-01/Draft%20Nature%20Recovery%20Strategy%20for%20Northern%20Ireland%20to%202032.pdf
https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/ukbi-protected-areas/
https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/ukbi-protected-areas/
https://www.theoep.org.uk/report/review-implementation-laws-terrestrial-and-freshwater-protected-sites-northern-ireland
https://www.theoep.org.uk/report/drivers-and-pressures-northern-ireland
https://www.theoep.org.uk/report/drivers-and-pressures-northern-ireland
https://stateofnature.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/TP26055-SoN-N_Ireland-summary-report-v4-1.pdf
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What could 30by30 look like in NI?

It is possible to effectively protect and manage 30% of Northern Ireland’s land,
freshwater, and seas if the right steps are taken. Many of the legislative and
governance mechanisms necessary are already in place while others could be
implemented by the Executive and Assembly. As the Office for Environmental
Protection has recently outlined, the biggest problem is implementation.

Northern Ireland already has a network of specially designated sites designed
to protect and conserve the most important species, habitats and geology.
These sites exist on land, freshwater, and at sea to regulate activities that are
carried out on them or otherwise affect them. They are the cornerstone of
conservation and support flora, fauna, and habitats that are rare, unique, or
otherwise important to the natural environment. However, this network needs
to be both managed effectively and considerably expanded to reach the 30%
target.

The network today consists of different types of legally recognised protected
areas that regulate land, freshwater, and marine use and activities in different
ways. They include:

e Areas of Special Scientific Interest (ASSI)
e Special Areas of Conservation (SAC)

e Special Protection Areas (SPA)

e Marine Conservation Zones (MCZ)

e Ramsar Sites

Terrestrial (including freshwater) protected areas in Northern Ireland account
for 140,000 hectares equating to 9.8% of overall land mass, well short of the
30% target. Marine protected areas (covering both inshore and offshore areas)
account for 0.24 million hectares, equating to 35.5% of the total marine area.
The GBF does not require that legally recognised protected areas account for
the full 30% figure alone, as OECMs can also contribute towards the target but
these should deliver equivalent biodiversity outcomes to protected areas.
However, at present there is no official guidance on OECMs for Northern
Ireland and therefore no such sites in existence.
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https://www.theoep.org.uk/report/review-implementation-laws-terrestrial-and-freshwater-protected-sites-northern-ireland
https://www.theoep.org.uk/report/review-implementation-laws-terrestrial-and-freshwater-protected-sites-northern-ireland
https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/ukbi-protected-areas/
https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/ukbi-protected-areas/

The existence of protected areas and OECMs is not in itself sufficient to satisfy
the 30by30 target. Sites also require necessary conservation measures to
ensure that designated features —i.e. the species, natural processes, and
habitat features making those sites unique — are being effectively protected
and conserved. These may include management plans or other measures.

To ensure that conservation measures are effective, the designated features
within protected areas must be monitored and assessed regularly. In Northern
Ireland, this work is conducted by Northern Ireland Environment Agency
(NIEA). These assessments determine the condition of features as, for
example, favourable, recovering, unfavourable, or destroyed. If the condition
of features is not favourable or recovering, then the conservation measures
may not be effective or the site may be affected by off-site pressures such as
pollution. The condition of designated features must therefore be considered
when assessing how much of the protected areas network counts towards
30by30, because the latter requires sites to be effectively protecting and
conserving nature.

The latest Northern Ireland Environmental Statistics Report noted that only
52% of features within terrestrial and marine protected sites were in
favourable condition. This strongly suggests that management is either
ineffective or lacking. Indeed, most protected areas lack active management
plans. From the same report, 87% of the priority marine features are in
favourable condition for the inshore areas, highlighting that terrestrial and
freshwater areas are reducing the combined figure. It is within this context
that the OEP has launched an investigation into the DAERA’s management of
protected sites, focusing on issues including the failure to designate sites as
ASSls and establish necessary conservation measures for SACs.

For the 30% target to be achieved, it will be important for DAERA and NIEA to
expand the protected area network by designating more land and ensuring
that effective management plans are being delivered for all sites to complete
and achieve this statutory obligation — e.g., as per the 3rd SPA network review
phase 2 report. It will also be necessary to increase monitoring and data
collection efforts to coherently assess the condition of features on each site.

Furthermore, it will be necessary to develop a framework document that
effectively governs decisions around 30by30, such as what can and cannot
count towards the target.
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https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/system/files/2026-05/NI%20Environmental%20Statistics%20Report%202026.pdf
https://www.theoep.org.uk/news/oep-launches-investigation-daeras-management-northern-irelands-protected-sites-nature
https://data.jncc.gov.uk/data/5b816ab9-4268-4c48-bdc5-5241e4464d4b/third-uk-spa-review-phase-2-report-2025.pdf
https://data.jncc.gov.uk/data/5b816ab9-4268-4c48-bdc5-5241e4464d4b/third-uk-spa-review-phase-2-report-2025.pdf

30by30 is still possible in Northern Ireland but there is a long way to go in a
short time. What it could look like in practice would include:

e Publication of a 30by30 framework document

e More protected areas designated as a priority

e Effective management plans in place for sites

e Effective and ongoing monitoring of features on all sites

e Robust OECM criteria and nomination process

e Sufficient resources to ensure conservation measures are improving
feature condition

The outcome would be more, better managed space for the most at-risk
biodiversity to shift towards recovery and thrive. However, due to historical
delays, time is now incredibly tight. We can no longer afford to delay action.
We hope that the recommendations made below can help DAERA, NIEA, the
Executive, and the Assembly to refocus on the crucial ambition of 30by30 and
take the necessary steps now to see it achieved.
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Calculating 30by30

The two main questions for calculating 30by30 are what counts and how it is
counted. This should be specified in detail in a framework document published
by DAERA. We make recommendations around this in the next section of this
document.

The GBF outlines that only certain land, freshwater, and marine areas can
count towards the 30% target and that these can only count when they are
managed effectively, ecologically representative, well-connected and equitably
governed. While there is some degree of interpretation within the agreement,
the GBF is clear that only protected areas and OECMs that meet the specified
definitions and criteria should be considered.

The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) that established the GBF defines a
protected area as a ‘geographically defined area which is designated or
regulated and managed to achieve specific conservation objectives’.
Importantly, and as the IUCN states, protected areas must be recognised and
managed ‘through legal or other effective means’. In the context of Northern
Ireland this means the protected area network discussed above. This network
will provide the primary countable areas for 30by30. However, as stated
above, to count towards 30by30 these areas must be managed effectively and
assessed to be providing clear benefit to the conservation and restoration of
biodiversity.

The remainder of the 30% target can be made up from OECMs, of which the
IUCN provides clear guidance which has yet to be fully integrated. Each
signatory will have a degree of flexibility in determining the framework for
recognising an OECM. Broadly, these are sites outside of existing protected
areas, which are nonetheless delivering biodiversity outcomes equivalent to
those of protected areas through primary, secondary or ancillary positive
management for nature. The IUCN stresses the importance of ‘inclusion’ and
‘equitable governance’ as key aspects of OECMs within its recommendations.
They are an opportunity to identify, recognise and include sites that deliver for
nature but that fall in between current grant systems and funding streams.
OECMs can play an important part in 30by30 and provide an opportunity to
involve a wide variety of sites and therefore a wide range of audiences,
including industrial and community sites. Recommendations on criteria for
OECMs are given below.
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https://www.cbd.int/doc/legal/cbd-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/legal/cbd-en.pdf
https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/documents/PAPS-016.pdf
https://iucn.org/resources/publication/guidance-other-effective-area-based-conservation-measures-oecms

DAERA and NIEA will ultimately decide upon the criteria for what counts
towards 30by30 in Northern Ireland. Other administrations in the UK have
already made progress in setting criteria on land. Scotland and Wales led the
way in publishing frameworks and criteria for 30by30 in the UK by engaging
stakeholders and using the established IUCN criteria as their starting point.
Their approaches have tailored the assessment processes to specific country
circumstances, so there are some differences in emphasis and terminology,
and both frameworks remain under some degree of iterative review as they
are rolled out. Defra’s 30by30 framework followed later and is less clearly
aligned to international standards and guidance, and has come in for more
criticism from environmental NGOs as a result.

DAERA and NIEA will also have to contend with the challenge of how
assessments of features within sites will translate into an area-based
calculation. For example, for a protected area with multiple features there will
be a clear area size in hectares. However, while some features within the site
may be in favourable or recovering condition others may not be. Partial
features of an area only being in favourable condition cannot therefore be
considered as being managed effectively. The framework document will need
to specify how much, if any, of that site’s area counts towards the larger
30by30 target. This is made even more challenging with non-static features
such as birds and other wildlife. This can create significant uncertainties in
reporting, particularly where feature condition varies across a site or where
monitoring data are incomplete, outdated or collected at different spatial
scales. We make a recommendation around this below.

Until framework and criteria documents are published by DAERA or NIEA, it
will be impossible to calculate progress towards the achievement of the
30by30 target. Some initial estimates have already been made by NIEL and the
other Link organisations for land that likely contributes towards 30by30 in
Northern Ireland. In preparing this report, we have made new calculations for
both land and sea that are discussed in more detail in the Annex. These should
be viewed as illustrative only as it will not be possible to calculate progress
until a rigorous set of criteria and a comprehensive framework have been
published by DAERA or NIEA as well as an adequate dataset.

It is crucial to get what counts and how it is counted right. It must be ambitious
and focused on positive outcomes for biodiversity, rather than simply
achieving the highest percentage towards the target. For this reason, in making
the recommendations below we argue for the need to work at pace with the
environmental sector to ensure the approaches taken are evidence-based,
backed by science, and focused on delivery for nature.
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We urge DAERA to implement the following recommendations at pace. These
have been consulted on with NIEL members and reflect the concerns of the
environmental sector. The recommendations outline initial steps that will need
to be taken to ensure the Executive’s repeated commitments to 30by30 are
realised.

Despite repeated commitments to achieve 30by30 through the Programme for
Government, Environmental Improvement Plan and draft Nature Recovery
Strategy, there remains no published framework setting out how the target
will be achieved in Northern Ireland. With less than four years remaining until
2030, DAERA and NIEA should immediately convene a formal stakeholder
group to accelerate development of both a 30by30 Framework and a
supporting Action Plan. This group should bring together environmental NGOs,
land managers, farmers, fisheries representatives, local government,
researchers and other key stakeholders to ensure that the framework is
informed by the best available evidence and practical delivery experience. It
should also include the existing landscapes partnerships which include Areas of
Outstanding Natural Beauty, geoparks, Belfast Hills and Lough Neagh. As the

has demonstrated, while designated landscapes are
not part of the protected areas network, they can form part of a practical
delivery system for 30by30. Additionally, DAERA/NIEA should consider
including Landscapes Youth NI and other youth members during co-design
processes to ensure the people who will be most affected by the nature and
climate emergencies are represented.

Northern Ireland Environment Link (NIEL) stands ready to work collaboratively
with DAERA and NIEA in convening and supporting such a group, including
landowners, farmers, business owners, community groups and others.
Establishing an inclusive and structured process now would help build broad
ownership of the 30by30 agenda and ensure that decisions taken over the
coming years command confidence across sectors.

The need for a dedicated coordinating body has already been clearly identified
by stakeholders. , attended by more
than 50 representatives from across sectors in 2025, identified the creation of
a government-led ‘30by30 Engine Room’ as a priority action for delivery.
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This recommendation reflected a wider recognition that achieving 30by30 will
require coordinated action across policy areas that have traditionally operated
separately, including nature conservation, agriculture, marine management,
planning, climate policy and rural development. A formal stakeholder group
would help break down these silos, improve communication between relevant
parts of government and external partners, and provide a clear forum through
which emerging challenges can be addressed collectively. Crucially, this group
should sit within a clear, robust and accountable governance structure within
DAERA and NIEA, ensuring that its work is directly linked to decision-making
processes and that recommendations are able to influence policy development
and delivery. Given the complexity of decisions surrounding protected areas,
OECMs, ecological connectivity, monitoring and funding, a coordinated
approach is likely to be essential if progress is to accelerate at the pace
required.

Initially, the stakeholder group should operate on a task-and-finish basis with a
specific mandate to support the development of a robust 30by30 Framework
and Action Plan within an agreed timeframe. However, once these documents
are completed, the group should transition into a permanent stakeholder
forum that supports implementation, monitors progress and helps resolve
issues as they arise. Achieving 30by30 will require sustained collaboration
beyond the publication of strategies and policies. The delivery challenge will
extend to site designation, habitat restoration, effective management,
monitoring, OECM recognition and securing adequate resources. The
stakeholder group should therefore have a defined role in reviewing progress,
identifying barriers to delivery and advising on corrective action where
necessary. Maintaining an ongoing forum for engagement would allow DAERA
and NIEA to draw upon the considerable expertise that exists across the
environmental sector while providing transparency and accountability
throughout the remainder of the decade. Most importantly, it would help
ensure that the Executive's commitment to 30by30 is translated into
meaningful action and measurable outcomes for nature.

A published 30by30 Framework is the most significant missing component of
Northern Ireland's current approach to achieving the target. While the
Executive has made repeated commitments to 30by30, there is currently no
publicly available document setting out what areas can contribute towards the
target, how progress will be measured, or what standards sites must meet in

Pg.12



order to be counted. The UK has developed and is using the new indicator on
the Management Effectiveness of Protected and Conserved Areas (MEPCA),
adapted from the OSPAR MPA management status reporting. This indicator is
being used to assess MPA contribution towards 30by30 in the

. To comply, the MPA only needs to reach a score of 39/100 and with
no management plan or actions or monitoring in place, as long as there is
confidence that conservation outcomes are being achieved. This approach
introduces much uncertainty with using the MEPCA tool in isolation, as it was
not designed with 30by30 in mind, given that it can only assess at site level
frequency, not area, or network level and thus does not provide ecological
representativeness or connectivity. This lack of clarity makes it impossible to
accurately assess progress and creates uncertainty for land managers,
conservation organisations and public bodies seeking to contribute to delivery.
NIEA should therefore prioritise the publication of a comprehensive 30by30
Framework, co-designed with the environmental sector, that provides a clear
and transparent basis for implementation. Developing the framework
collaboratively will help ensure that it is scientifically robust, practical to
implement and focused on securing meaningful outcomes for biodiversity
rather than simply achieving an area-based percentage.

The Framework should establish clear criteria for both protected areas and
Other Effective Area-Based Conservation Measures (OECMs), drawing upon
international guidance while reflecting Northern Ireland's specific
environmental context. It should set out what can and cannot count towards
30by30, the standards required for effective conservation and management,
and the evidence needed to demonstrate that biodiversity outcomes are being
achieved. Particular attention should be given to OECMs, for which there is
currently no established guidance in Northern Ireland despite their likely
importance in achieving the overall target.

The Framework should draw upon lessons emerging from other UK
administrations while remaining tailored to Northern Ireland's circumstances.
The Framework should also establish a transparent pathway for candidate sites
that have the potential to meet the criteria in future, creating a pipeline of
protected areas and OECMs capable of contributing towards the target by
2030. The application and assessment process in the voluntary OECM title
should be simple and result in a speedy decision on the outcome. Consistent
with approaches being developed elsewhere in the UK, the Framework should
be co-designed through meaningful stakeholder engagement and underpinned
by clear arrangements for governance, monitoring, reporting and
accountability. Robust OECM criteria should require evidence of long-term
protection, meaningful stakeholder consultation, appropriate governance
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arrangements and demonstrable biodiversity conservation outcomes. The
Framework should also explain how feature condition assessments will be
incorporated into 30by30 calculations, recognising that areas should only
contribute to the target where they are effectively conserving biodiversity and
supporting ecological recovery. This framework should assess whether a whole
site approach can be concluded if efforts solely focus on a single species or
habitat. This approach would ensure that the focus remains on delivering
nature recovery rather than maximising the area reported as contributing
towards the target.

The Framework should extend beyond technical criteria and provide the
strategic foundation for 30by30 delivery as a whole. It should clearly explain
how protected areas and OECMs contribute to a coherent and connected
network for nature, recognising that Target 3 of the Global Biodiversity
Framework is closely linked to wider ambitions around ecological restoration,
connectivity and nature recovery. The Framework should therefore identify
opportunities to recognise existing areas that are already delivering effective
conservation outcomes, such as land managed by environmental NGOs or
other organisations with a demonstrable long-term commitment to
biodiversity. It should also establish a pipeline for future candidate OECMs.
This should exclude areas that lack long-term protection, deliver only
temporary biodiversity benefits, or remain primarily managed for purposes
incompatible with effective conservation outcomes. By providing a shared
vision, common standards and a transparent approach to decision-making, the
Framework would give government, land managers and environmental
organisations the certainty needed to work together towards achieving 30by30
and delivering lasting benefits for nature.

The Framework should also be aligned to the Landscape Strategy that is
required by the Environmental Improvement Plan and due to be published by
31st March 2027.

The publication of a 30by30 Framework must be accompanied by a detailed
Action Plan that translates policy into delivery. While a framework can
establish what counts towards 30by30 and how progress is measured, an
Action Plan is needed to set out the practical steps required to achieve the
target by 2030. Given the limited time remaining, it is essential that DAERA
develops this Action Plan in partnership with the environmental sector and
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other key stakeholders, drawing on the expertise, evidence and delivery
experience that already exists across Northern Ireland. The Plan should clearly
identify responsibilities, timescales and resource requirements, ensuring that
all parties understand their role in achieving the Executive's commitment.
Most importantly, it should provide a credible and transparent pathway from
Northern Ireland's current position to a completed and effectively managed
network of protected areas and OECMs by 2030.

The Action Plan should include a series of (SMART) targets against which
progress can be assessed and reported publicly. These should cover the full
range of actions required to achieve 30by30, including publication of the
30by30 Framework, development of OECM processes and guidance,
completion of protected site sufficiency reviews, designation of additional
protected areas where required, preparation and implementation of
management plans, improvement of monitoring and condition assessment
programmes, and establishment of arrangements for recognising OECMs. The
Action Plan should also set out clear milestones for expanding and
strengthening an ecologically coherent network of sites, including action to
improve habitat connectivity and integration with wider nature recovery
ambitions. Annual reporting against these milestones would improve
transparency and accountability whilst providing opportunities to identify and
address barriers to delivery before they become significant obstacles.

The Action Plan should recognise that achieving 30by30 is not solely about
increasing the quantity of land, freshwater and sea counted towards the
target, but about securing long-term biodiversity recovery. As such, it should
place equal emphasis on effective management, restoration and monitoring,
alongside any expansion of the protected areas network.

It should also identify the financial, technical and staffing resources required to
deliver the target successfully, both within DAERA and NIEA and among
delivery partners.

The Nature Is Grand workshop highlighted the importance of long-term
collaboration, adequate funding, improved monitoring and stronger
coordination across policy areas. These principles should be embedded
throughout the Action Plan. By establishing clear priorities, realistic timescales
and measurable outcomes, the Action Plan would provide the practical
roadmap needed to turn Northern Ireland's commitment to 30by30 into
tangible improvements for species, habitats and ecosystems across land,
freshwater and marine environments.
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Annex

The calculations noted in the Executive Summary are provided to illustrate the
likely baseline for achieving 30by30. The figures are not intended as an
assessment of the realities of this baseline. Such an assessment is impossible
for a number of reasons.

Firstly, without a clear framework that sets out the criteria for what counts and
how it is counted, no baseline can be calculated. Such a framework would
provide a methodology for making such calculations and demonstrate how this
achieved the ambitions and guidance around 30by30. We developed what we
believe is a reasonable methodology for our calculations, which is discussed
below.

Secondly, the publicly available data for making the calculations is
insubstantial, particularly for the land and freshwater figure. Only ASSI feature
condition data is made transparently available by NIEA/DAERA. We have
therefore used this partial dataset with caution and caveats to arrive at a
figure that is indicative of the challenge of 30by30. These and other issues are
discussed further below.

Data Gaps and Challenges

One of the main challenges with the available data is assessing whether
features in a site contribute to the 30by30 target. Each feature in the dataset
is assigned a condition status and a sub-condition status. The main categories
are as follows as set out by the JNCC Common Standards Monitoring:

e Favourable — maintained: The conservation objectives which were met
at the previous assessment are still being met.

e Favourable —recovered: The interest feature has gained favourable
condition, having been previously recorded as unfavourable.

e Favourable —declining: All targets are being met, but identified
pressures indicate that unfavourable condition will result if these
pressures are left unaddressed.

e Unfavourable — recovering: The interest feature has begun to show, or
is continuing to show, a trend towards favourable condition.

¢ Unfavourable — no change. The interest feature is unfavourable but
neither declining nor recovering.
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https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/publications/202425-summary-feature-condition-status-protected-areas
https://data.jncc.gov.uk/data/0450edfd-a56b-4f65-aff6-3ef66187dc81/csm-statement-2022-v-2-1.pdf

e Unfavourable — declining. The interest feature is declining because of
damaging activity, but where recovery is possible, either spontaneously
or if suitable management input is made.

Within the DAERA dataset some of the features have an additional optional
sub-condition which is 'Unclassified'. Unclassified within the Condition Sub-
Category Column means that one of the 6 optional Trend Qualifiers hasn’t
been given to a feature’s overall Condition. The 'Unclassified' sub condition
may also be assigned to a feature if it is the first time a feature has been
Condition Assessed; a trend can be difficult to ascertain due to not having a
baseline to compare to. Additionally, if a feature has undergone a number of
condition assessments, it may still be difficult to quantify a trend, as there are
often competing parameters within the assessment which leads to assigning
the 'Unclassified' sub condition. One of the main challenges with this sub
condition is assessing whether features that have this sub condition can be
included in the calculation for 30by30, if the 100% of features in
'Favourable/Unfavourable Recovering' method is being used. Due to a lack of
information around trends of the features in with the 'unclassified' sub
condition, it is difficult to assess if these features are declining or recovering;
for this calculation they have been omitted.

An additional problem with the data available is the reliability of the condition
status. The Common standards for monitoring states that ‘All interest features
on all statutory sites will be assessed at least once within a six-year period’ —
with some exceptions if features cannot be monitored within the same year,
they should be monitored within a three-year period. This monitoring cycle
corresponds to the six-year reporting cycle set out in the EC Habitats Directive.
This timeframe aims to reduce the potential for the state of a feature to have
changed within the cycle. DAERA also aims to monitor all features of protected
sites on a rolling cycle so that the protected areas in NI are constantly
monitored and any changes reported.

With the available data there are several features which haven’t been
monitored within the above timeframes, some of which haven’t been
monitored in 20+ years and some which have never been monitored. The lack
of frequent and timely monitoring raises questions whether features that
haven’t been monitored recently haven’t been changed or affected since the
last time they were monitored. For example, a feature assigned ‘Favourable —
Recovering’ in 2002 may no longer fit the assigned condition status when
assessed next.
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https://data.jncc.gov.uk/data/f6fef832-93f0-4733-bf1d-535d28e5007e/CSM-Introduction-2004.pdf
https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/article-12-and-17-reports/
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/articles/protected-areas-protected-areas-monitoring-results

The lack of timely monitoring raises concerns around the reliability of the
condition status assigned to features. If a feature hasn’t been monitored since
2002 and has been assigned as ‘Favourable — Recovering’ we cannot say with
certainty that, if re-monitored, it will count towards the 30by30 calculation.
Alongside the issues above, the persistent failure to meet monitoring deadlines
raises questions about the departmental ability to carry out statutory
operations. Issues around the ability to carry out timely monitoring may be
indicative of capacity and resourcing issues, unclear ownership and
accountability failures, or deeper systemic and governance failures.

Additionally, there is a lack of available data, the information needed for the
30by30 calculation is held in different areas or by different organisations, some
of which is not accessible as highlighted in the table below.

Terrestrial ASSI Terrestrial Special Areas of Conservation
Marine ASSI Terrestrial Special Protected Areas
Marine Conservation Zones Marine Special Protected Areas

Marine Special Areas of Conservation

The lack of available data poses difficulty in assessing the full picture of where
we are in terms of reaching the 30% target and to assess progress towards an
effectively managed protected area network as highlighted by the OEP. For
this document (due to the limited data available) an incomplete figure has
been calculated. Where a site has not been assessed within the past 6 years,
this has been excluded from the calculation as not contributing.

Another challenge with trying to estimate a baseline has been the use of area-
based monitoring vs. feature-based monitoring. In NI, each designated site is
assessed by its features, each of these are assigned a condition status. As the
30by30 target is an area-based approach, translating the feature-based
monitoring into a % area figure has its limitations. Area could be more clearly
defined for certain features in terrestrial sites (e.g. meadows, grasslands)
whereas features such as birds are harder to attribute a specific area to. Earth
science features could be a grey area in terms of what features contribute to
the land or sea calculation as most marine and coastal related earth science
features fall within the terrestrial assessment. For example, some coastal and
geomorphological features such as saltmarsh and dune habitats feature within
the terrestrial assessments, although these are marine habitats, as previously
highlighted.
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https://www.theoep.org.uk/report/progress-improving-natural-environment-northern-ireland-20242025

Due to the feature-based monitoring approach, estimating a baseline has
proven difficult. The question of how to apply an area-based approach to
feature-based monitoring influences what methodology we can use to
confidently estimate a figure for 30by30 progress. One consideration could be
to co-design a better framework and understanding of how to apply an area-
based approach to presently feature-based approaches.

Land and Freshwater Calculation
Methodology

Several methodologies were considered when determining what could
contribute to the 30by30 target currently, each with their own strengths and
limitations. Ultimately due to the data gaps (and challenges above) the 100%
of features in favourable or favourable recovering condition was selected. This
method used the 2024/25 Summary Feature Condition Status of Protected
Areas dataset from DAERA. As stated above, this dataset is limited as it does
not contain information regarding terrestrial SACs, SPAs or Marine SPAs, thus
the figures below give a limited view of the current progress towards the
30by30 target.

Additional methodology — MEPCA Indicator

The MIEPCA Indicator was an additional method considered for estimating
baseline figure, but significant limitations were identified. The MEPCA tool is
used across the devolved administrations and produces an Area Management
Effectiveness Score. The MEPCA indicator focuses on the delivery of
conservation outcomes to understand how effectively an area is being
managed. The MEPCA indicator is made up of a series of questions which, once
answered, are multiplied against weightings to produce a score for area
management effectiveness.

This tool is very useful for identifying gaps in management but is limited when
highlighting specific biodiversity needs and conservation trends (e.g. wildlife
protection, habitat care, improving or declining bird populations) as it focuses
on quantifying management. Additionally, the MEPCA indicator has been listed
as a complementary indicator for target 3 of the monitoring framework for the
Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) by the JNCC. We
recommend this be used alongside the methodology below to provide a
comprehensive overview of management effectiveness and needs, as well as
biodiversity needs and conservation trends.
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https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/mepca-indicator/#implementation
https://data.jncc.gov.uk/data/745ba357-8e92-41da-8b62-71da04f7cd7d/guide-to-using-mepca.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/gbf

Method — 100% of Features in Favourable or Unfavourable Recovering
Condition

100% Features within and ASSI can have the following conditions and sub
conditions for the ASSI to count towards the 30by30 target:

e Favourable — Recovered

e Favourable — Unclassified

e Favourable — Maintained

e Favourable — No Change

e Favourable — Declining

e Unfavourable — Recovering

If an ASSI has any features with the following conditions and sub conditions the
whole site (which we have an area in hectares available) cannot be included in
the area calculation:

e Unfavourable — Unclassified
e Unfavourable — No Change
e Unfavourable — Declining

e Destroyed — Partially

e Destroyed — Fully

As the data used for the area calculation did not include information about the
area of each site, information for the area of ASSIs was taken from the DAERA

site citations. An additional spreadsheet was set up to include this information
for ease of access and to ensure consistency in calculations.

It is highly recommended that the 100% methodology is used alongside the
MEPCA Tool for fully assessing the effectiveness, coherence and completion of
the MPA Network given that this creates an understanding of both conditions,
whilst the MEPCA tool assesses different management effectiveness and
cannot be used in isolation of one another.

Findings on land

As noted above, one of the main challenges with estimating a baseline figure is
the lack of data available, thus the figure below only accounts for a portion of
the protected area network — terrestrial ASSIs. Upon organising the available
data there were 160 out of 394 ASSI’S identified that contribute to the above
criteria. These sites are made up of 243 distinct ASSI features out of a possible
1358 features across all ASSI sites. An area of 5172.372 Ha was calculated for
the 160 ASSIs above.
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Total Number of Number of contributing % of ASSIs contributing
ASSls in NI ASSls
394 160 40.61%

Total Area of ASSIs in | Total Area of Contributing | % Area of Total ASSls
NI ASSls in NI

111203.508 Ha 5172.372 Ha 4.7%

Total Area of NI Total Area of Contributing | % Area of NI

NISRA ASSls in NI Contributing to
30by30*

1,354,665.39 Ha 5172.372 Ha 0.38%

*Terrestrial ASSls only

Findings at sea

The total area which has fisheries management plans in place is 11.2% — this is
based on the 9 out of 48 MPAs which have prohibitions on various demersal
and static trawling under The Marine Protected Areas (Prohibited Methods of
Fishing) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2022, which came into effect on
January 2023.

The total area of sea which is classed as ‘non-extractive’ is 0.5% and prohibits
any extraction of marine fauna and flora within designated sites under The
Scallop Enhancement Sites (Prohibited Methods of Fishing) (Amendment)
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2025. It is important to note that these are the
identified pressures which have been managed for which there are legislative
provisions in place for and that there are overlaps within these figures and
those presented below which have not been accounted for, further reducing
the overall figure down to account for pressures which have not been
managed — e.g. water pollution, offshore wind, etc. 0.24 million hectares of
total sea has been designated to ensure 35.5% of waters contribute to an NI
MPA Network, whilst the total marine area covers 600,000 hectares. 25 sites
overall contribute to 30by30, totalling an area of 205045.28 hectares. Of this
25, only 18 sites were assessed within the last 6 years to provide a greater
level of confidence, totalling an area of 40599.74 hectares.
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https://www.nisra.gov.uk/system/files/statistics/census-2021-ms-a14.xlsx
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2022/292/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2022/292/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2025/102/2025-07-01
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2025/102/2025-07-01
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2025/102/2025-07-01
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/consultations/daera/Marine%20Plan%20for%20NI%20final%2016%2004%2018.PDF

Number of whole Area (hectares) Percentage of MPA | Percentage of
sites contributing to Network (%) total marine
30by30 area (600,000

hectares) (%)
25 205,045.28 85.43 34.17

18 40,599.74 16.92 6.76

11 (Features) 13,4215 5.59 2.2

8 (Features) 13,421.5 5.59 2.2

It is clear to see that the majority of designated marine features (34.17% of the
total marine area) are contributing to 30by30. Whilst this is a positive step, this
declines drastically (down to 6.76% of the total marine area) when we consider
what areas have been assessed within the past 6 years. This further decreases
when considering the implementation of management measures and plans in
development or finalised to maintain their contributing status (down to 2.2%
of the total marine area).

It is of the utmost importance now under the MIPA Strategy for the Northern
Ireland Inshore Region 2025 — 2030 that we deliver management measures
alongside a robust monitoring programme for our MPA Network to meet the
obligation under the EIP to have management plans in place by 2028; and
Conservation Management Plans in place for all SACs by 2029.
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https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2026-02/MPA%20Strategy%20for%20the%20Northern%20Ireland%20Inshore%20Region%202025-2030.pdf
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2026-02/MPA%20Strategy%20for%20the%20Northern%20Ireland%20Inshore%20Region%202025-2030.pdf
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