
 
 
 
 
 

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 NI Curriculum 2028 

Submitted: 30th September 2026 

 

NIMTF thanks the Department for Education for the opportunity to respond to the developing NI 

Curriculum 2028, providing us the opportunity to strengthen the educational awareness of the 

natural environment - in this case a source to sea approach - to be considered as part of the NI 

Curriculum. We outline below where current strengths and weaknesses lie and whilst the NI 

Curriculum itself is extensive, we have not on this occasion opted to follow the strict question 

criteria, instead opting to outline key important areas of environmental education which would be 

relevant. 

 

It should be noted that in a 53-page document that the following keywords are mentioned as 

outlined within Table 1: 

 

Table 1. Frequency of environmental keyword within the consultation document 

Keyword Frequency of mention 

Environment 6 

Marine 0 

Land (specific, not country-related) 0 

Sea (specific, not research-related) 0 

Peatland 0 

Freshwater 0 

Coastal 0 

 

______________​
1 https://www.ulsterwildlife.org/nature-recovery-networks 

2 https://www.nienvironmentlink.org/working-groups/education-for-sustainable-development-forum/ 

3 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y3JffieUNt4 

4 https://www.esdforum.org.uk/resources/esdf-ni-curriculum-consultation-response-2028/ 

5 https://www.ulsterwildlife.org/shore-ni 
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It is disappointing therefore, that the closest that a “source-to-sea” approach, combining freshwater 

and marine environments through nature-recovery networks approach has been dwindled down to 

only 6 mentions throughout the document. Nature-Recovery Networks1 are highly important in 

connecting different habitat types to showcase the importance of connecting different habitats and 

biodiversity corridors. Northern Ireland is surrounded by 650km2 of coastline, which puts those 

coastal communities right at the forefront of impacts associated with climate change. It is therefore 

important that greater educational awareness is included within the NI Curriculum about the 

intricacies, value and opportunities of protecting our natural environment from an early age and this 

starts with the educational curriculum. 

 

 

Education for Sustainability Development Forum (ESDF) 

 

The ESDF2 is a publicly recognised body which supports the integration of the natural environment 

into the NI Curriculum to ensure that environmental standards are maintained, improved and 

advocated for to ensure that the young generation get the very best opportunity at a nature-filled 

future. Similar to ESDF, NIMTF is a Working Group of Northern Ireland Environment Link, providing 

expertise on marine environmental policy development through our member organisations. Inclusion 

of the natural environment has been raised to NIMTF through both our Ocean Advocates 

Programme3 and through community engagement events in 2024, through our Wish Fish Programme 

(see email attachment). 

 

NIMTF aligns ourselves with the majority of the key asks within the EDSF’s response and will reiterate 

where these asks are relevant to our opportunities below. For further information on the ESDF 

response5, please contact the ESDF Officer, Beth Frazer at beth@nienvironmentlink.org.  

 

 

Proposed Aim and Objectives 

 

NIMTF notes that there are specific areas highlighted on Page 45 under “Current position” it states 

“The aim of the current Northern Ireland Curriculum is to “empower young people to achieve their 

potential and to make informed and responsible decisions throughout their lives”. 

 

The objectives are to provide learning opportunities for each young person to develop as: 

 

1.​ An individual to achieve personal fulfilment and individual wellbeing through living a 

successful life; 

2.​ A contributor to society to be concerned for the wellbeing of others as well as 

themselves, in their own society and beyond it; and 

3.​ A contributor to the economy and the environment to appreciate how employment 

will impact on the economic choices they make and how they, in turn, impact 

individually and collectively on the environment. 

 

mailto:beth@nienvironmentlink.org


It should be noted that this aim and these objectives are not statutory and are not included in the 

Education (Northern Ireland) Order 2006. 

 

The Strategic Review recommended that the aim and objectives of the statutory curriculum should 

be updated, specifically highlighting concerns about the current curriculum aim, ‘to empower young 

people to achieve their potential’. While this is well intentioned, the phrase “achieve their potential” 

can unintentionally imply that each young person has a fixed, pre-determined level of ability or 

achievement.” 

 

Highlighted on Page 46 under “Proposed approach” it states that “It is, therefore, proposed that the 

aim of the new curriculum should be as follows.​
​
To support young people to develop their capabilities by equipping them with the knowledge, skills 

and experiences that enable them to have genuine choices and empower them to make informed 

and responsible decisions throughout their lives. 

 

This aim places strong emphasis on agency, ensuring that learners are empowered to make 

meaningful choices and to shape their own futures. Crucially, it establishes a system that holds high 

expectations for children and young people and explicitly challenges any narratives regarding fixed 

potential. 

 

It is proposed that the objectives of the new curriculum should be as follows. 

 

To support each young person to develop as: 

 

-​ An individual 

-​ A member of society 

-​ A contributor to the economy 

-​ A steward of the environment 

-​ A lifelong learner 

 

within a system that expects excellence and places no limit on what young people can achieve. 

 

These objectives articulate a balanced conception of education, encompassing personal, social, 

economic and intellectual development. Unlike the current curriculum objectives, they explicitly 

reference the importance of lifelong learning. The objectives seek to ensure that the curriculum 

supports both individual development and participation in wider society. A curriculum that actively 

nurtures personal development, civic responsibility and employability equips learners to thrive 

within their communities and contribute confidently on a global stage. 

______________​
6 https://iwdg.ie/acclimatise/ 

7 https://www.wwt.org.uk/wetland-centres/castle-espie/wildlife/latest-sightings 

8 https://www.rspb.org.uk/whats-happening/news/seabirds-count 

9 https://www.bto.org/about/where/northern-ireland/get-involved/surveying-seabirds 

10 https://www.mcsuk.org/what-you-can-do/beach-clean/gbbc/ 

11 https://www.livehereloveherecommunity.org/cgi-bin/portal?section=generic61 
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The inclusion of the phrase “within a system that expects excellence and places no limit on what 

young people can achieve” is critical in setting the tone and ambition of the curriculum. 

 

This statement also underlines the responsibility of the education system itself. It places an 

obligation on schools, policymakers and educators to create the conditions in which learners can 

succeed through high-quality teaching, appropriate support and access to rich and meaningful 

learning experiences.” 

 

NIMTF are in agreement with the above and would encourage an environmentally-focused section of 

the Curriculum to be brought forward to ensure that young, lifelong learners have the capacity to 

better understand the overall impacts, become a steward of the environment through our NIMTF 

Ocean Advocates programme and contribute to the economy through a well-rounded, holistic 

understanding of society’s role within the natural environment. 

 

 

Staff Capacity and Knowledge 

 

It has been raised to NIMTF’s attention that one of the key barriers for progressing the educational 

awareness of the natural environment, is that the majority of teachers have highlighted to member 

organisations that they themselves do not feel they have the correct expertise, nor staffing capacity 

to allow students the opportunities to externally engage with their natural environment through field 

trips, or external talks. Opportunities for fieldwork and residential opportunities, or the capacity for 

external speakers on topics having opportunities to engage within the NI Curriculum and further 

support the knowledge gap - or by supporting teachers who need Curriculum-approved resources 

which can support young minds to better support and integrate critical thinking of the natural world. 

 

Citizen Science 

 

Highlighted on Page 20 of the document that “A particular concern identified was limited teacher 

confidence and subject knowledge in science. Inspectors reported that many teachers were more 

comfortable delivering social and environmental topics than scientific concepts, leading to a reliance 

on surface-level activities rather than structured scientific enquiry. 

 

The report also highlighted weaknesses in planning and progression for science. In weaker practice, 

science coverage was opportunistic and theme-driven rather than systematic, with insufficient 

attention to building conceptual understanding over time. ETI noted that pupils often repeated 

similar activities across year groups, suggesting poor continuity and limited progression in scientific 

learning. 

 

These early findings, such as gaps in learning, repeated content, lack of progression or vertical 

coherence, were later found at a wider scale through the 2025 Curriculum Review.” 

 

NIMTF and our members have opportunities to address the lack of staff capacity and knowledge 

through engagement in a variety of citizen science opportunities which create a combination of 



in-person and online assessments to help provide and clarify on currently available information. Such 

projects include: 

 

-​ ShoreNI (Ulster Wildlife)5 

-​ ACCLIMATISE (Irish Whale & Dolphin Group and RSPB)6 

-​ Seabird Surveys (WWT, RSPB, BTO)7,8,9 

-​ Great British Beach Clean (Marine Conservation Society)10 

-​ Adopt A Spot (Live Here, Love Here)11 

-​ EcoSchools (Live Here, Love Here)12 

-​ Marine Invasives (CEDaR and the National Biodiversity Data Centre)13 

-​ Check, Clean, Dry (DAERA)14 

-​ MyEarth (Live Here, Love Here)15 

-​ Healthy Oceans, Healthy Minds (Love Here, Love Here)16 

-​ Big Seaweed Search (Marine Conservation Society)17 

 

All of the above are key programmes and ways of operating for anyone engaging within the marine 

environment, or to further support improvements to the marine environment from actions further 

upstream.  

 

The opportunities presented above are beneficial for schools and the HE system to be engaged with 

to create and strengthen a greater understanding and relationship with our natural environment. 

 

Nature-based Solutions 

 

NIMTF and our members are advocating and supporting the forwarding of a holistic, “source-to-sea” 

approach, inclusive of the wider water system. Due to the interconnected nature of our natural 

system, it is important that pupils get to learn about these joint environments to enable a greater 

appreciation for their ecosystem function. Nature-based solutions18 have the ability to help mitigate 

some of the challenges facing us through the Climate Change (Northern Ireland) Act 202219 which set 

the precedent for the use of nature-based projects to help to better understand how Northern 

Ireland will be subjected to warmer, wetter winters alongside hotter, drier summers with an increase 

in the intensity of extreme weather events. 

 

The role of Home Economics is critical as climate is not even mentioned once, despite its connections 

to agricultural and aquaculture use regarding the provision of food. With our natural landscape being 

exposed to severe and intense changes over the coming decades, it is important that young people 

get to better understand how this would influence subjects like Home Economics through changes 

within our natural environments influencing different habitats. 

______________​
12 https://www.liveherelovehere.org/cgi-bin/generic?instanceID=8 

13 https://invasives.ie/event/training-marine-non-indigenous-and-invasive-species-identification-dun-laoghaire-co-dublin/ 

14 https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/news/check-clean-dry-advice-anglers 

15 https://myearth.org.uk/ 

16 https://www.livehereloveherecommunity.org/cgi-bin/generic?instanceID=27 

17 https://www.mcsuk.org/what-you-can-do/volunteering/big-seaweed-search/ 
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These natural environments include the following: 

 

-​ Freshwater habitats (rivers, riparian zones and lakes) 

-​ Peatlands (bogs) 

-​ Wetlands (saltmarsh) 

-​ Marine habitats (seagrass and benthic habitats - e.g. shellfish) 

-​ Coastlines (intertidal mudflats, rocky shores, sandy beaches, sand dunes) 

 

Existing projects are as follows: 

 

Freshwater 

 

Our freshwater environments are what flows downstream into our marine environments and are the 

first port of call for implementation of nature based solutions. A variety of different projects to 

improve rivers and lakes exist across Northern Ireland to further improve the quality and biodiversity 

within these rivers - which also act as key corridors for migratory species such as the Atlantic Salmon 

and the European Eel. 

 

The Sustainability Catchment Programme20 exists as a joint project between the Rivers Trust and 

DAERA to further improve catchments with funding exceeding £5 million over five years to contribute 

to enhancing the sustainability of local farms and ongoing health of freshwater environments across 

targeted catchments. This project raises an educational understanding of the agricultural pressures 

associated with freshwater water quality and the available interventions to reduce agricultural land 

and farmyard inputs to nutrient and soil runoff to nearby rivers and streams. 

 

Additionally a £920,000 project began in March 202621 to provide clear, scientific evidence to restore 

Lough Neagh through the environmental damage which has become visibly apparent over the past 

few years. With support from the UK Centre for Ecology & Hydrology, through Biota Trace and the 

Lough Neagh Partnership, alongside funding from the Natural Environment Research Council and 

DAERA, this project aims to restore the status of Northern Ireland’s largest freshwater body which 

also supplies 40% of drinking water to the region. 

 

The Sustainable Catchment Area Management Practice, Northern Ireland (SCaMPNI)22, is a project 

set up between NI Water and eNGOs to ensure that there is improved water quality and drinking 

water catchments through the use of sustainable, catchment-based solutions which focus on 

protecting and enhancing the natural environment. 

______________​
18 https://iucn.org/our-work/nature-based-solutions 

19 https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nia/2022/31/contents/enacted 

20 https://theriverstrust.org/our-work/our-projects/sustainable-catchment-programme-northern-ireland 

21 https://water.leeds.ac.uk/news/vital-new-research-to-help-restore-the-iconic-lough-neagh/ 

22 https://www.niwater.com/sustainable-development/scampni 

23 https://www.ulsterwildlife.org/peatplus 

24 https://www.wwt.org.uk/our-work/restoring-wetlands/restoring-saltmarsh 

25 https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/services/media/enterprise-neptune-60th-anniversary-press-release 

26 https://www.ulsterwildlife.org/news/native-oyster-nursery-aims-save-species-extinction 
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Peatlands 

 

RSPB, Ulster Wildlife and National Trust all have projects in collaboration with local councils to 

support the regeneration of peatland bogs (both upland and lowland) opportunities through 

fieldwork. Alongside our freshwater systems identified previously, Peatlands are critical in 

understanding how nature based solutions further accentuate the societal and ecological benefits 

which contribute to improved water quality. The PEAT+ Project23 by Ulster Wildlife highlights the 

potential for students to connect to Geography, Science, Biology, Chemistry, Learning for Life and 

Work, Digital and Practical Skills and the Local and Natural Heritage. 

 

There are intrinsic links to the following areas which could be covered under a Peatlands, Climate 

and Biodiversity module, focusing on the following areas which are linked to nature-based solutions 

and their ecosystem functions: 

 

-​ Peat formation and peatland habitats 

-​ Peatland ecology and biodiversity 

-​ Carbon storage and climate regulation 

-​ Peat chemistry and soil science 

-​ Water Quality and hydrology 

-​ Human impacts on peatlands 

-​ Peatland restoration and environmental stewardship 

-​ Practical investigation, data analysis and scientific reporting 

 

Examples from around the rest of the UK include the Scotland SQA-accredited ‘Introduction to 

Peatlands’ qualification which was developed by PEAT+ Partners at Crichton Carbon Centre. Existing 

locations for site visits would be at Glenwherry Hill Farm in County Antrim, An Creagán Bog in County 

Tyrone, Peatlands Park in County Armagh and Cloghernagore Bog at Glenveagh in County Donegal. 

 

Please see Ulster Wildlife’s response on the PEAT+ Project for further information about the role that 

Peatlands can play within an educational “source-to-sea” approach. 

______________​
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25 https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/services/media/enterprise-neptune-60th-anniversary-press-release 

26 https://www.ulsterwildlife.org/news/native-oyster-nursery-aims-save-species-extinction 
27 

https://www.ulsterwildlife.org/news/new-glenarm-nursery-set-release-800-million-oyster-larvae-boost-biodiversity-and-cle

an-local 

28 

https://www.ulsterwildlife.org/news/oyster-nursery-installed-belfast-harbour-help-improve-water-quality-and-boost-marin

e-life 
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Wetlands 

 

WWT Castle Espie are the primary members within NIMTF who are promoting and supporting the 

expansion of saltmarsh habitat to support against climate change and poor nutrient quality. They 

have an overall, UK objective to restore 100,000 hectares of saltmarsh across the devolved countries 

by 2050 to establish and promote saltmarsh restoration24.  This is further supported through 

transboundary-funded PeacePlus projects such as Coastal Monitoring and Adaptation Planning, 

including Ulster Wildlife to further the extent of saltmarsh outside of the WWT Castle Espie site in 

Strangford Lough. As their only site within Northern Ireland, WWT Castle Espie is a prime example of 

how nature-based solutions at a wetland centre are being used to ensure treatment of grey water 

runoff through a reedbed system is promoting biodiversity, encouraging nature  

 

Marine 

 

Several NIMTF members are carrying out extensive work to further develop nature-based solutions 

within our marine environment to ensure a complete “source-to-sea” approach through the 

monitoring, management and restoration of seagrass and shellfish beds through the work of Ulster 

Wildlife, Marine Conservation Society, Causeway Coast & Glens Heritage Trust, National Trust, RSPB 

and Live Here, Love Here. 

 

22% of our coastlines are managed through National Trust25 who are monitoring and assessing the 

extent of climate change along our coastlines and providing recommendations where adaptive 

management is going to be required. Coastal erosion is a key area which will have a direct impact 

across the 650km2 stretch of coastline that exists for Northern Ireland. Our dune and intertidal areas 

are part of climate mitigation - offering buffer solutions to rising sea levels and storm damage and is 

a very real challenge that needs to be understood by communities and the next generation to enact 

possible change through understanding. 

 

Additionally, habitats such as shellfish restoration, such as the European Oyster, are being returned 

to Northern Irish waters as a core component of our Marine Protected Area (MPA) Network. These 

provide important improvements to water quality, seabed stability and reducing the overall impact of 

increased storm surges as a result of climate change. Ulster Wildlife are restoring the Native Oyster 

through use of demonstration sites of native oyster nurseries present at Bangor26, Glenarm27, 

Belfast28 and Carrickfergus29. This year, they have set up a floating pontoon30 where members of the 

public are able to see different species which are detected - such as Guillemots31. 

 

By supporting these habitats in the short and long-term, we can drive positive changes further from 

the shore with our marine mammals, seabirds and elasmobranchs (sharks, skates and rays) through 

expertise of Irish Whale & Dolphin Group, RSPB and Shark Trust, NIMTF are able to build a greater 

understanding of how interactions and interventions at the shore are promoting benefits for our 

migratory species which cross around the UK and Ireland. The ACCLIMATISE6 (IWDG and RSPB) and 

Great Eggcase Hunt32 (Shark Trust) provide incredibly useful information that citizen scientists can 

support through identifying migratory routes, pressures and potential nursing grounds that support 

the foraging and breeding areas for these migratory species.  

 



The ESDF support this area through the following key ask: 

 

-​ ESDF reiterate that outdoor learning can be adopted throughout subjects, and the 

opportunities for teachers to do this should be explicit in the pedagogy in order that it will be 

realised and delivered. 

-​ We welcome fieldwork in the curriculum for relevant subjects, but expect to see explicit aims 

for fieldwork for pupils to fully learn from the subject and experience included in the 

pedagogy. 

-​ Environmental and Ecological responsibility is positioned as a capability; we ask for evidence 

of how that capability has influenced curriculum design, including content selection, 

disciplinary contribution, progression and the connections learners are expected to make. 

 

 

Resourcing and Definitions 

 

NIMTF understands that all Departments within the NI Executive are facing significant budgetary 

constraints - especially with the NI Executive not having agreed a finalised, multi-year budget. This 

has a knock-on impact on what funding the Department for Education and DAERA receive. This is 

where opportunities within our natural environment already exist by raising awareness of existing 

opportunities and the barriers to access for these. As part of NIMTF’s “Sea Across Society” Project, 

we aim to work across the NI Executive to try and build policy, capacity and strengthen connections 

to the marine environment. 

 

Highlighted on Page 29 under “Examples of current lack of clarity” and “World Around Us: scientific 

vocabulary” it states “The current World Around Us Area of Learning encourages exploration of 

materials, living things, and environments, yet provides little clarity about which concepts or terms 

must be known. As a result, pupils may “explore materials” without ever securing vocabulary such as 

hard, soft, living, non-living, which means there is no assurance that pupils secure the language 

which serves as the gateway to scientific thinking. 

 

Moreover, it leads to inefficiency because teachers of later key stages and phases have no assurance 

of what has already been taught. They must lose time establishing what has been taught and the 

patchy nature of that prior experience means that science teaching cannot build on firm foundations. 

This disproportionately disadvantages pupils of low prior attainment. Children with significant gaps 

will see the effects of those gaps compounded.” 

 

By linking DAERA and Educational resourcing to account for the inclusion of citizen science and 

associated fieldwork to build greater capacity, accessibility and value for money, it will be possible to 

achieve multiple objectives from both Departments alongside building awareness and capacity 

within the younger generation. 

 

______________​
29 https://www.ulsterwildlife.org/news/native-oysters-return-carrickfergus-major-belfast-lough-restoration-efforts 

30 https://www.ulsterwildlife.org/news/northern-irelands-first-floating-oyster-reef-established-glenarm 

31 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LzJ5sgOrqDw 

32 https://www.sharktrust.org/greateggcasehunt 
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The EDSF support this area through the following key ask: 

 

-​ Advocate for Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) to be taught across subjects. In 

order to have a well-sequenced body of knowledge, we would encourage coherent language 

and terminology to be used consistently throughout education to equip pupils for lifelong 

learning, individual development and participation in wider society. 

-​ Pupils deserve to understand the subject of Education for Sustainable Development fully 

throughout school to prevent small gaps from widening. The subject matter needs equity, 

coherence and meaningful context for the realities we all face today into the future. 

-​ An update to the wording in the HE Curriculum to make it a necessary part of ESD. This is an 

example of where ESD can be included across all subjects. Without this, HE falls short of fully 

explaining the fundamentals of sustainable food, nature-based solutions, farming and the 

environment. This reinforces the point that language and terminology should be consistent 

across the curriculum, guidance and pedagogy. 

 

 

Inclusivity and Accessibility 

 

NIMTF and our members are aware that there used to be opportunities where Translink services 

were historically used to enable schools to access environmental sites to get first-hand experience to 

inspire and enthuse the next generation to foster a greater love of the natural environment. Around 

NI, through the support of the Mae Murray Foundation, certain beaches have been made wheelchair 

accessible to enable greater involvement from disadvantaged individuals in society. Further work is 

needed to enable opportunities to be more accessible - factoring these barriers into existing 

opportunities and ensure that everyone can become a lifelong learner. 

 

Highlighted on Page 36 under “Principle 5: Inclusive and flexible” it states that “While the curriculum 

is clear about entitlement, it also preserves flexibility in ways that matter. Two forms of flexibility are 

explicitly protected: 

 

-​ Contextual flexibility allows schools to choose examples, texts and contexts that reflect their 

pupils, communities and cultures. This ensures representation and opportunity to use the 

local resources, such as the geographical and historic environment, as well as literary and 

artistic resources with local resonance, without altering the underlying knowledge to be 

learned. 

-​ Pacing flexibility allows teachers to adjust the rate at which content is taught in response to 

pupils’ prior learning and confidence. Teachers can revisit, rehearse and consolidate learning 

as needed. 

 

These forms of flexibility are essential for meeting diverse needs while maintaining shared 

expectations.” 

 

 

 



The EDSF support this area through the following key ask: 

 

-​ Greater links to professional development and training in green careers for future jobs in 

PSCC that give pupils real opportunities and enable them to make informed and responsible 

decisions throughout their lives. Guide future skills development, green careers, and green 

growth, further supporting climate initiatives. In the future, every job will need to consider 

environmental and planet crises. Therefore, every subject will need to consider it. 

-​ Further and higher education has already made significant changes in Education for 

Sustainable Development. Without ESD embedded across subjects at all levels, there remains 

a risk that the continuation of education for children and young people in NI will be at odds 

with their future learning. 

 

 

NIMTF thanks the Department for Education for the opportunity to respond to the NI Curriculum 

2028 and highlight that not only a “source-to-sea” approach, but one that is nature-positive and 

inclusive in general is ideal for benefitting the next generation of advocates and problem solvers to 

support tackling the intertwined biodiversity and climate crisis amongst ongoing work in this area. 

 

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

mailto:robert.walsh@nimtf.org

