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The Northern Ireland Marine Taskforce (NIMTF) is a coalition of non-government environmental
organisations — it includes RSPB, Ulster Wildlife, Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust, National Trust,
Friends of the Earth, Marine Conservation Society, Live Here, Love Here, Irish Whale and Dolphin
Group, Surfers Against Sewage, Shark Trust, Causeway Coast & Glens Heritage Trust and Northern
Ireland Environment Link. The NIMTF has the support of approximately 100,000 local people. We
are working towards healthy, productive and resilient seas for Northern Ireland.

Northern Ireland Marine Task Force response to: Consultation on the Nutrients Action Programme
2027 - 2030
Submitted: 7th September 2026

NIMTF thanks DAERA for the opportunity to respond to the development of the Nutrients Action
Programme (NAP) 2027 - 2030. This is again, a monumental opportunity to tackle some of the water
pollution created by excess nutrients entering our wider water systems. The excess of nutrients has
led to issues such as eutrophication across both freshwater and marine water bodies; resulting in an
imbalance within the chemical composition and leading to poor water quality, decline in species and
habitats and increased, cumulative pressure upon already strained marine environments. NIMTF
have previously highlighted our concern with the state of our water quality; with these concerns
raised by the Office for Environmental Protection (OEP)’s Call to Evidence on Marine Pressures and
Drivers to Achieving Good Environmental Status (GES) (2025)*; UK Environmental Audit Committee
(EAC)’s Report on Governing the Marine Environment (2025)% Impacts on the Water Environment: A
Call for Evidence (NIEA) (2025)3; Living With Water in Derry/Londonderry Draft Plan (2025)* and the
Review of Environmental Governance in Northern Ireland, Call for Evidence (2025)° in their review of
the Environmental Improvement Plan (EIP).

Due to NIMTF’s specific remit and focus, we have opted instead of responding to the consultation
questions, to focus on key themes throughout the NAP which are relevant, highlighting the
importance of setting targets for nutrient reduction in our wider water systems, both in freshwater
and in particular within the marine environment. Most of this response is echoed from our response
to the NAP 2026 - 2029° but has been updated to reflect the time progression since this submission.
NIMTF would urge DAERA to consider the updated information below when finalising the NAP 2027 -
2030.

Nutrient Pollution
Water pollution stemming from agricultural activities is a significant issue in Northern Ireland, which

underscores the urgent need for nutrient limits. The NAP, initially proposed 19 years ago, has seen
nutrient levels only now begin to return to those observed during its 2007 overview’. An updated



NAP for 2027 - 20230 is currently under public consultation, and DAERA has reported that 62% of the
high phosphorus levels in water bodies come from agricultural sources.

Agricultural practices contribute high levels of nitrogen and phosphorus to waterways. While
phosphorus is a limiting factor for algal growth in freshwater, nitrogen is identified as a limiting factor
for algal growth in marine environments. Agricultural practices contribute high levels of nitrogen and
phosphorus to waterways through runoff from fertilisers, pesticides, slurry, silage effluent, anaerobic
digestate, and animal by-products®. When these nutrients enter marine systems, they can lead to
eutrophication, a process where excessive nutrient enrichment causes rapid algal blooms. These
blooms deplete oxygen, disrupt aquatic ecosystems, and can pose hazards to human and animal life
due to toxins like microcystin. In 2023, the cell counts of microcystin exceeded recommended
guidelines set by the World Health Organisation (WHQO) on 5 occasions across 2 different sites in the
sample results on the Northern coastline®. NIMTF has recently responded to the Bathing Waters
Policy Review for Northern Ireland®®, which highlights that further work is needed to make the public
aware of issues associated with local waterbodies and water pollution through interfaces such as the
NI Bathing Water Quality Dashboard™; which identifies bathing waters downstream of the impacts of
agricultural impacts.

Action: As the main identified mechanism for addressing agricultural inputs to waterbodies, NAP
must deliver SMART actions leading to reductions in nutrient pollution - e.g. reductions in
concentration/volume/frequency of fertilisers, pesticides, slurry, silage effluents, anaerobic
digestate and animal by-products.

Action: DAERA to link the NAP, River Basin Management Plans as identified mechanisms to reduce
overall water quality issues as identified within the NI Bathing Water Quality Dashboard.

Impact to Ecosystem Functionality

Nutrient pollution leads to a loss of biodiversity in marine environments. Many marine habitats and
species, including fish, seabirds, cetaceans, benthic communities, and particularly “blue carbon
habitats” like seagrass, beds, saltmarshes, kelp forests and oyster reefs are severely impacted by
wastewater contamination and nutrient runoff. Studies show that 44% of the UK’s seagrasses have
been lost since 1936 due to such pressures'. Native oyster reefs for instance, provide crucial water
filtration services® and these are currently being demonstrated at several locations in Northern
Ireland - Bangor®, Glenarm™¢, Belfast’”*® and Carrickfergus. A large-scale seabed deployment was
established near the end of 2025 within Belfast Lough as a way of establishing this NbS and meeting
the obligations of completing the MPA Network as identified by the Joint Nature Conservation
Committee (JNCC) in their Analysis of NI's MPA Network in 2018%. By reducing nutrient pollution,
these vital habitats can be protected and restored, allowing for the recovery of marine species and
the enhancement of ecosystem functions. This is essential for Northern Ireland, which ranks among
the most nature-depleted places globally, with half of its biodiversity found in its seas.

Action: DAERA to assess the effectiveness of action on nutrient pollution through the
Environmental Improvement Plan, UK Marine Strategy, MPA Strategy for the Northern Ireland
Inshore Region 2025 - 2030, Blue Carbon Action Plan 2025 - 2030, Seabird Conservation Strategy



and Action Plan 2026 - 2035 amongst other relevant conservation strategies with appropriate
metrics for monitoring improvement to condition of features.

Within the joint response with the Freshwater TaskForce (FWTF) to the Fisheries and Water
Environment Bill consultation?, we highlighted where a series of smaller, financial penalties relating
to fish mortalities in freshwater environments (Glengornan River, Glenavy River?, Crumlin River?®,
Lagan River?, Ballymoney River® and excessive levels of pollution in marine environments (Belfast
Lough)) where penalties have not been enough to deter further infringements on protections.
According to figures obtained by the BBC News NI, there were only 63 fines®® handed down between
2020 and 2024 associated with water pollution impacts. These fines ranged from £200 to £10,000,
whilst only 6 of these were more than £5,000. Between 2020 and 2024, incidents were classified as
follows: 96 of the incidents were deemed to be high severity, whilst 542 were classed as medium
severity and the remaining incidents classed as low. NIMTF would like to know what action will be
taken as part of the NAP regarding repeat offenders and how many of the aforementioned incidents
were associated with repeat offenders.

Action: Penalties under NAP and the Fisheries, Aquaculture and Water Environment Bill relating to
water pollution incidents need to act as deterrents to those who are repeat offenders and to those
considering infringements.

NI's MPA Network

By ensuring those blue carbon habitats which feature within our existing MPA Network, we can
ensure that through improved management, protection and sustained enforcement that we can
allow these habitats to provide ecosystem functions such as is the case of Belfast Lough which has a
Special Protection Area (SPA)?’, Ramsar Site?® and a Marine Conservation Zone (MCZ)*, which are
important for species such as Common redshank, Arctic tern, Great Crested Grebe and the Ocean
Quahog. From the Story of Belfast Lough (NI Water, 2024), an estimated 17 million tonnes of sewage
contaminated wastewater is released into NI water courses, including Belfast Lough. There are 6
wastewater treatment works (WwTW), of which some are over 40 years old. There are 270
overflows, of which 80% of the Storm Overflows are classed as ‘Unsatisfactory’*.

With the updated Marine Protected Areas (MPA) Strategy for Northern Ireland’s Inshore Region 2025
- 2030°*! and the Seabird Conservation Strategy and Action Plan 2026 - 2035°? now published, there
are requirements to reduce identified pressures on these designated sites and for identified features
within. Water quality has been identified at multiple MPAs in NI - as highlighted within our response
to the Significant Water Management Issues consultation®, where the reference to protected sites
was 12 times in a 131-page document, with a generalised statement about them being protected for
ecological reasons - without addressing the severity of water pollution to those locations, or the
vulnerabilities of marine priority features to this pressure.

From an agricultural perspective, Strangford Lough is subject to agricultural input which was
identified for lowland agricultural nitrates which were 79% in 2016 (DAERA)**. A study by Queen’s
University Belfast (QUB) in 2004 identified based on hydrology that eutrophication occurrence had a
higher probability in the Northern section®. Strangford Lough has a Special Area of Conservation



(SAC)*®, SPA*’, Ramsar®, Areas of Special Scientific Interest (ASSI)****** and an MCZ*, which are
important for species such as Horse Mussel, Brent Goose, Seagrass and Saltmarsh. According to the
Strangford Lough Sanitary Report (2021), of the 39 WwTWs, 6 were over capacity and 11 had no
information®. One positive was for Shellfish Water Protected Areas showing that Strangford Lough
was Class A (Food Standards Agency, 2025)*. Both Belfast Lough and Strangford Lough had
confirmed blue-green algae sightings in Summer 2024,

This problem is exacerbated by the widespread loss of natural habitats like wetlands and vegetated
shorelines, which historically helped filter out excess nutrients and pollutants - something which can
be reversed through practical implementation of the Blue Carbon Action Plan 2025 - 2030%. Runoff
of pollutants from land introduces chemicals into the water that can damage or kill seagrass®’.
Fertiliser runoff typically contains nitrogen, which promotes rapid blooms of algae which can capture
significant volumes of carbon?®, but this needs to be weighed against the cumulative carbon storage
rates of the species and habitats which are affected also. Further research is needed to explore
where potential new stores can be created. The blooms deplete oxygen in the water and block
sunlight, killing the seagrass. According the WFD Report*®, GES has not been met for water pollution
sources in NI, so must be addressed urgently. Reducing nitrogen inputs will directly mitigate these
harmful blooms, allowing marine ecosystems to recover. Collaboration across both terrestrial and
marine sectors will create solutions that address high pollution rates in our oceans™.

Governance

Statutory Obligations

Northern Ireland's water quality is under significant pressure, with the DAERA reporting that 62% of
high phosphorus levels in water bodies come from agricultural sources. The region has failed to meet
targets for Good Environmental Status (GES) under the UK Marine Strategy>' and the Water
Framework Directive®®. Reducing nutrient pollution is essential for achieving Good Environmental
Status (GES), which aims for ecologically diverse, clean, healthy, and productive oceans and seas. It
will also contribute to meeting ambitious international targets like the Kunming-Montreal Global
Biodiversity Framework (GBF) target of protecting 30% of marine and coastal areas by 2030°3.

Doing so will enable strained habitats to provide their natural, ecosystem functions; of which water
guality improvements can be a main function here. The importance of wider strategies such as the
Blue Carbon Action Plan 2025 - 2030 puts a precedence on what our natural resources are able to
provide when effectively managed. Additionally, the UK Marine Strategy (Part One) has been
updated®, but sets out the premise of Good Environmental Status (GES), which considers several
indicators of our marine health by assessing against several criteria, of which water pollution is one
and the health of several different species and habitats are others.

A critical challenge to improving water quality is the absence of legally mandated targets for nutrient
reduction, which leads to weak and fragmented regulation and enforcement of water pollution. To
effectively tackle this, a cohesive, cross-departmental approach is necessary, alongside an
overarching strategy for water quality improvement that sets nutrient reduction targets in law. A



request for this was put in place in November 2024, however there is documented resistance to
these proposed changes among some stakeholder groups.

NIMTF set up a joint meeting between relevant environmental key stakeholders within NIMTF, and
with DAERA and Department of Infrastructure senior officials to address the overarching issues of
water quality in Northern Ireland, across our wider water systems of freshwater and marine. This has
since seen developments with DAERA Marine & Fisheries taking the lead on Water Policy rather than
NIEA, reinforcing the need for a “source-to-sea” approach. It has since been identified that the main
methods of managing water quality for Northern Ireland will be through the NAP and River Basin
Management Plans (RBMPs), being led by DAERA - however investment into wastewater
infrastructure by Dfl will be drastically needed to ensure we can keep up to pace with our aging
wastewater systems. Progress is being achieved through this by utilising opportunities for
Nature-based solutions (NbS) where feasible - e.g. as components of SuDS Management Train
Approach with respect to new houses being constructed.

For effective improvements to be realised, strong political will, commitment, and an effective
communications and education strategy are essential to secure public buy-in for the NAP and its
proposals. Water quality improvements have already been identified as a core component of the
Programme for Government 2024 - 2027°°. It is crucial to recognise that pollution originating from
land-based sources, such as agriculture, impacts both freshwater and marine environments,
necessitating a holistic “source-to-sea” approach to water management.

Impacts to Society

Reducing nutrient pollution, particular nitrogen, is crucial for the health and recovery of Northern
Ireland’s marine environment, as it addresses several significant issues stemming from agricultural
runoff and inadequate wastewater management. These benefits extend from ecological restoration
to improved public health and economic sustainability.

To realize these benefits, a cohesive, cross-departmental approach is necessary, alongside an
overarching strategy for water quality improvement that sets nutrient reduction targets in law. This
requires strong political will, commitment, and an effective communications and education strategy
to secure public buy-in for initiatives like the NAP and a holistic "source-to-sea" approach to water
management.

Poor water quality, driven by nutrient and sewage pollution, directly impacts public health, affecting
drinking water sources, recreational activities like swimming, and the quality of coastal areas. Within
our response to the Bathing Water Policy Review for NI, NIMTF member Surfers Against Sewage have
highlighted the frequency of individuals who have gotten sick even whilst bathing within ‘Excellent’
classification bathing waterbodies through their Interacting With Wild Waters Survey (2026). Bacteria
from wastewater treatment works has led to beach closures along the North Coast and affected
shellfish water classifications in areas like Belfast Lough. Belfast Lough was also designated as a
Shellfish Water Protected Area in 2009, under the Water Framework Directive (WFD). Part of the
requirements for management is that the classification should be maintained at Class B; however



the latest results from the Food Standards Agency show that this is currently Class B> - leading to
extended processing times for shellfish collected from this location®’. There have also been multiple
bathing water quality failures, leading to an increase of 48 hour distancing for sea swimmers within
this area®. Reducing nutrient pollution would lead to cleaner bathing waters, safer shellfish, and
restored recreational spaces, benefiting coastal communities and tourism, benefitting and promoting
areas, including through the international Blue Flag programme, which have been identified in our
response to the Department for Economy’s 10 Year Tourism Plan*®.

Action: Greater regulations on nutrient pollution impacting on Shellfish Water Protected Areas
should be in place.

Action: DAERA to establish greater connections to the Department for Economy to assess the
benefits of nutrient pollution reduction on the 10 Year Tourism Plan.

Healthy marine environments provide numerous ecosystem services, including food provision,
carbon sequestration, and coastal flood protection. Blue carbon habitats are critical in fighting the
climate crisis, as they absorb and store significant amounts of carbon. The degradation of these
habitats due to pollution releases greenhouse gases into the atmosphere, exacerbating climate
change. Reducing nutrient pollution would allow these habitats to thrive, increasing their capacity for
carbon capture and storage, and bolstering the marine environment's natural defenses against
climate change impacts such as storm surges and sea-level rise. As previously highlighted through the
establishment of the BCAP, regeneration, creation and management of blue carbon habitats can help
support several of the above identified issues, but only if they are allowed to thrive. With
atmospheric CO2 exceeding 412ppm in 2021 and projected to increase by 2.4ppm per year over the
last decade in particular, ocean acidification will create cumulative challenges for species which
create calcium carbonate-based shells in the marine environment alongside increasing sea level and
temperature®. The introduction of buffer zones within this response will be important in terms of
where nutrient pollution cannot take place with regards to proximity to water courses to prevent the
issue of dissolved nutrient levels within these bodies. NIMTF would be in favour of a 20-30 meter
buffer horizontally from water courses, especially marine, but would raise the additional cumulative
concern which comes from acknowledging the impacts of rising sea levels. NIMTF would like to also
see vertical barriers implemented to account for this.

NIMTF thanks DAERA for the opportunity to respond to this consultation on the Nutrient Action
Programme for 2027 - 2030. This marks a positive step in the right direction for implementing further
management measures to address water quality within our waterways alongside the River Basin
Management Plans and the Bathing Waters Policy Review.

For further information, please contact the NIMTF Officer, Robert Walsh on robert.walsh@nimtf.org.
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