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1.

INTRODUCTION

This report has been prepared by Tom Gittings and contains a Stage 1 Appropriate Assessment
Screening of the proposed strategic housing development at Jacob’s Island.

2.

STATEMENT OF COMPETENCE

Tom Gittings holds a BSc (Hons) in Ecology from the University of East Anglia and a PhD in
Ecology from University College Cork. Tom is a member of the Chartered Institute of Ecology and
Environmental Management (MCIEEM). He has over 21 years’ experience as a professional
ecologist. From 1995-2001, he worked fulltime as an ecological consultant with RPS Group in their
Cork office. From 2001-2009, he was employed as a postdoctoral researcher in the Department
of Zoology, Ecology and Plant Science, University College Cork where he carried out research
into biodiversity and land use. During this period, he also worked as an independent ecological
consultant. Since 2010, he has worked full-time as an independent ecological consultant.
During his career, he has been involved in numerous ecological assessments for conservation
plans and development projects and has dealt with issues covering a wide range of Irish habitats
and species of conservation importance. Since 2010, he has been working for the Marine Institute
on the preparation of full Appropriate Assessments assessing the impacts of fisheries and
aquaculture on coastal Special Protection Areas. He has also prepared Appropriate Assessment
screening statements and Natura Impact Statements for development projects in relation to
various Special Areas of Conservation and Special Protection Areas, and has dealt with
Appropriate Assessment issues as an expert witness at various oral hearings. In addition, he
teaches modules on Ecological Impact Assessment and Appropriate Assessment to the MSc
Ecological Assessment course at University College Cork.

3.

METHODOLOGY

This report was prepared following the guidance in Appropriate Assessment of Plans and Projects
in Ireland: Guidance for Planning Authorities (DEHLG, 2009) and Assessment of Plans and
Projects Significantly Affecting Natura 2000 sites: Methodological Guidance on the Provisions of
Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC (European Commission, 2002).
I carried out a site visit on 4th April 2018 during the ebb tide period. The visit included a walkover
survey of the planning application site and observations of the adjacent section of the SPA. I
assessed the habitats within, and adjoining, the planning application site, including within the
adjacent sections of the Cork Harbour SPA. I used the Heritage Council habitat classification
scheme (Fossitt, 2007) to classify the habitats. I also examined the sightlines between the planning
application site and the adjacent sections of the Cork Harbour SPA. I also assessed the exposure
of intertidal habitat in the section of the SPA adjacent to the planning application site and how this
changed over the ebb tide period.

4.

SITE DESCRIPTION

The planning application site is located on the southern edge of the Mahon Peninsula and covers
a total area of around 3 ha (Figure 1). The site comprises two sections separated by Long Shore
Drive. The larger northern section wraps around four existing apartment buildings and extends
along a 300 m length of shoreline. The smaller southern section is around 150 m from the
shoreline.
The planning application site contains a complex mixture of habitats reflecting its history of
previous development and disturbance. These includes areas of recently disturbed ground with
recolonising bare ground vegetation (ED3) and areas with of rough grassland with scattered Gorse
(Ulex europaeus) and Grey Willow (Salix cinerea) scrub (WS1). The rough grassland habitat
generally did not conform to any of the grassland habitat types defined by Fossitt (2007), but
represented the successional stage after recolonising bare ground vegetation (ED3). This
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grassland appears to be heavily grazed by rabbits, keeping the sward short with a high component
of bryophyte cover. Some patches of taller grassland are present, and these areas corresponded
to the grassy verges and dry meadows (GS2) habitat type. One section of the grassland, in the
middle of the site adjacent to the existing apartment buildings appears to be managed (presumably
for the amenity of the residents of the apartments) and corresponds to the amenity grassland
(GA2) habitat type.
The northern section of the site also contains a small pond (Plate 1). This pond is in a deep hollow
around 2 m below the level of the surrounding ground and covers an area of around 700 m2. The
water depth was shallow at the time of my visit and the pond may dry out in summer. The bed of
the pond had almost complete cover of submerged aquatic plants. The principal species were
Common Stonewort (Chara vulgaris) and Kneiff’s Feather-moss (Leptodictyum riparium), while
there were also small stands of Common Reedmace (Typha latifolia). There does not appear to
be any surface water input or outflow from the pond. As the pond is of artificial origin it corresponds
to the artificial lakes and ponds (FL8) habitat type.
The northern section of the planning application site includes extensive patches of Winter
Heliotrope (Petasites fragrans) along the boundary with the N40 dual carriageway (Figure 1). This
is an invasive species although it is not listed in the third schedule of the Invasive Species
Regulations (SI 477/2011). A large stand of Japanese Knotweed (Fallopia japonica) is present
adjacent to, but just outside, the south-western corner of the southern section of the planning
application site. Japanese Knotweed is listed in the third schedule of the Invasive Species
Regulations (SI 477/2011).
The northern section of the planning application site is separated from the Lough Mahon walkway
by a hedgerow (WL1) of Blackberry (Rubus fruticosus), Chilean Gum Box (Escallonia macrantha),
Gorse and Shrub Ragwort (Brachyglottis) with scattered young willows. This hedgerow rises
around 2.5-3 m above the level of the Lough Mahon walkway (Plate 2). The walkway itself,
including mown grass verges, is around 7-8 m wide with around 2-3 m of rock armouring along its
outer face. The adjacent intertidal habitat comprises a sloping section of mixed sediment shore
(LS5) (Plate 3). This is around 15 m wide with shingle, scattered cobbles and boulders and
attached brown seaweeds (Fucus sp.). Below this zone, the intertidal flattens out into mud shore
habitat (LS4).

5.

NATURA 2000 SITES

5.1.

CORK HARBOUR SPA

5.1.1. Overview
The Cork Harbour SPA is a large site that includes most of the intertidal habitat in Cork Harbour
as well as areas of subtidal habitat and some adjacent terrestrial habitats (Figure 2).
The Special Conservation Interest (SCI) species of the Cork Harbour SPA are listed in Table 1.
The SCI species include three species listed on Annex I of the Birds Directive (79/409/EEC):
Golden Plover, Bar-tailed Godwit and Common Tern.
The conservation objectives for the Cork Harbour SPA (NPWS, 2014a) do not explicitly state
whether the SCI species are listed for their breeding populations, non-breeding/wintering
populations, or both. Most of the SCI species only have non-breeding/wintering populations in
Cork Harbour. Shelduck, Grey Heron and Little Grebe also have breeding populations in, or
around, the harbour. However, based on the NPWS documentation, it appears that the SCI listings
for these species refer to their non-breeding/wintering populations. Common Tern occurs as a
breeding species and passage migrant in Cork Harbour and its SCI listing can be assumed to
refer to its breeding population.
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Table 1. Special Conservation Interests of the Cork Harbour SPA.
Species

5 year means1

Site trend3

National trend4

International
trend5

Species listed for their non-breeding populations
Shelduck

1141

Unfavourable

Stable

Increasing

Wigeon

1370

Unfavourable

Declining

Stable

Teal

1222

(Intermediate)
Unfavourable

Stable

Increasing

Pintail

20

Highly Unfavourable

Increasing

Increasing

Shoveler

22

Highly Unfavourable

Increasing

Increasing

Red-breasted Merganser

66

Highly Unfavourable

Stable

n/c

Cormorant

335

Highly Unfavourable

Increasing

Stable

81

(Intermediate)
Unfavourable

Stable

Increasing

Grey Heron
Little Grebe

74

Favourable

Stable

Increasing

Great Crested Grebe

109

Unfavourable

Declining

Declining?

Oystercatcher

1659

(Intermediate)
Unfavourable

Stable

Declining

Golden Plover

4067

Favourable

Declining

Declining

Grey Plover

30

Highly Unfavourable

Declining

Declining?

Lapwing

1917

Highly Unfavourable

Declining

Stable

Curlew

1552

Unfavourable

Declining

Declining

Black-tailed Godwit

2951

Favourable

Increasing

Increasing

Bar-tailed Godwit

300

Favourable

Stable

Increasing

Dunlin

4342

Unfavourable

Declining

Stable

Redshank

1595

Unfavourable

Stable

Stable/Increasing?

Black-headed Gull

3385

Highly Unfavourable

n/c

n/c

Common Gull

314

Highly Unfavourable

n/c

n/c

Lesser Black-backed
Gull

136

Highly Unfavourable

n/c

n/c

Not assessed

-

-

Species listed for its breeding population
Common Tern

-

1

5-year mean annual peak counts, 2011/12-2015/16 (Gittings, 2016).
2 5-year mean annual peak counts, 2009/10-2013/14 (I-WeBS site summary table for 0L423 Ringabella Creek; data
were supplied by the Irish Wetland Bird Survey (I-WeBS), a joint scheme of BirdWatch Ireland and the National Parks
and Wildlife Service of the Department of Arts, Heritage & the Gaeltacht).
3 Change between the 1995/96-1999/00 and 2008/09-2012/13 mean annual peak counts (NPWS, 2014c).
4 All-Ireland trend 1999/00-2010/11 from NPWS (2014c), where a species is deemed to be increasing or declining if the
annual rate of change is equal to or greater than 1.2%, after Crowe and Holt (2013).
5 Current international trend from NPWS (2014c), after Wetlands International (2012).
n/c = not classified.

The current status of the SCI species in Cork Harbour is summarised in Table 1. It should be noted
that Ringabella Creek, which lies just outside the harbour, was only added to the SPA in 2015.
Ringabella Creek has been counted separately from the rest of Cork Harbour, and the data from
Ringabella Creek was not included in the assessment of site trends reported by NPWS (2014c).
The wetland habitat within the Cork Harbour SPA is also listed as a SCI of the Cork Harbour SPA.
The wetland habitat area covered by this SCI has been estimated as 2,587 ha (NPWS, 2014a).
5.1.2. Conservation objectives
The conservation objectives for the SCI species of the Cork Harbour SPA are to maintain their
favourable conservation condition in the Cork Harbour SPA. The favourable conservation
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condition of the SCI species are defined by various attributes and targets, which are listed in
NPWS (2014a).
The conservation objective for the Wetlands SCI of the Cork Harbour SPA is “to maintain the
favourable conservation condition of the wetland habitat in Cork Harbour SPA as a resource for
the regularly-occurring migratory waterbirds that utilise it”. This is defined by a single attribute and
target, which is listed in NPWS (2014a).
5.1.3. Status of the SCIs in the Mahon area
5.1.3.1 General
The boundary of the Cork Harbour SPA runs along the shoreline of the Mahon peninsula and all
the adjacent intertidal habitat is included in the Cork Harbour SPA (Figure 4).
5.1.3.2 Wintering waterbirds
Cork Harbour has been divided into a number of subsites for the purposes of waterbird monitoring,
as part of the Irish Wetland Bird Survey (I-WeBS). The I-WeBS subsite for the Douglas Estuary
extends out as far as Hop Island and includes most of the tidal habitat adjacent to the planning
application site (Figure 4) 1. There are no I-WeBS subsites covering the areas of Lough Mahon
immediately east and north of the Douglas Estuary subsite. This is because at high tide, when the
I-WeBS counts are carried out, almost all the waterbirds on this side of Lough Mahon move into
the Douglas Estuary to roost. Therefore, the I-WeBS counts for the Douglas Estuary subsite
represent the waterbird populations that use a large part of Lough Mahon at low tide.
The mean annual peak counts of the SCI waterbird species in the Douglas Estuary subsite are
compared to the mean annual peak counts for Cork Harbour in Table 2. The Douglas Estuary
subsite is particularly important for Golden Plover and Bar-tailed Godwits, and holds most of the
Cork Harbour population of the latter species at high tide. The subsite also holds relatively high
numbers of Wigeon, Lapwing, Curlew and Black-tailed Godwit, Dunlin, Redshank and Lesser
Black-backed Gull. The main high tide roosts in the subsite are in the upper part of the estuary at
the Goat Islands and on the field below Bloomfield House.
The pond in the planning application site may occasionally be used by very small numbers of a
few of the SCI species, such as Teal and Grey Heron. However, neither the pond, nor any of the
other habitats within the planning application site, are of any significance for any of the SCI
species.
There are four minor high tide roosts in the outer part of the Douglas Estuary subsite, but none of
these are within 300 m of the planning application site (Figure 4).
There is limited data available on waterbird usage of the area outside high tide. A series of four
low tide counts were carried out in the winter of 2010/11, as part of the NPWS Waterbird Survey
Programme (WSP). The data for the two WSP subsites adjacent to the planning application site
(Figure 4)1 show quite variable numbers across the four counts (Table 3) reflecting the position of
these subsites as arbitrary divisions of the much larger area of mudflat that is exposed at low tide.
However, relatively high numbers of Oystercatcher, Curlew, Black-tailed Godwit, Dunlin,
Redshank and Black-headed Gulls were recorded in these subsites on some of the counts.
At low tide the tideline in these subsites may be over 1 km out from the shoreline and most of the
waterbirds will be concentrated along the tideline and in the lower part of the intertidal close to the
tideline. On ebb and flood tides, the waterbirds will be pushed closer to the shoreline, with the
tideline being within around 200 m of the shoreline for a period of around one hour on these tides
(Figure 6). The counts that I carried out on the ebb tide on 4th April 2018 recorded around 50 Blacktailed Godwits and 100 Redshank, with smaller numbers of various other species, along the
tideline in the vicinity of the planning application site. This was only a one-off count, and was late
in the season when overall numbers of many of the SCI would have been low. However, the count
1 Note that the landward boundaries of the I-WeBS and WSP subsites are only approximate and the fact
that the subsites, as mapped, include part of the planning application site is not of any significance.
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illustrates that potential for significant numbers of waterbirds to be concentrated along this section
of shoreline on ebb and flood tides.
The western side of Lough Mahon holds the largest nocturnal gull roost in Cork Harbour. The roost
extends from Blackrock/Dunkettle along the Mahon shoreline to Hop Island. At low tide the gulls
roost on/just below the tideline, while at high tide they roost a few 100 m out from the shoreline.
The roost has never been accurately counted but may hold 10,000-25,000 Black-headed Gulls
and 1,000-5,000 Lesser Black-backed Gulls, with smaller numbers of the other common gull
species.
Table 2. Mean annual peaks of SCI waterbird species, 2011/12-2015/16.
Species
Shelduck

Cork Harbour

Douglas Estuary subsite

mean annual peak

mean annual peak

% occurrence

1141

52

5%

Wigeon

1370

289

21%

Teal

1222

132

11%

Pintail

20

0

0%

Shoveler

22

0

0%

Red-breasted Merganser

66

4

6%

Cormorant

335

11

3%

Grey Heron

81

5

7%

Little Grebe

74

6

8%

Great Crested Grebe

109

9

8%

Oystercatcher

1659

142

9%

Golden Plover

4067

2967

73%

30

3

10%

Lapwing

1917

767

40%

Curlew

1552

350

23%

Black-tailed Godwit

2951

590

20%

Grey Plover

Bar-tailed Godwit

300

266

89%

Dunlin

4342

2096

48%

Redshank

1595

317

20%

Black-headed Gull

3385

417

12%

Common Gull

314

31

10%

Lesser Black-backed Gull

136

56

41%

Cork Harbour mean annual peak counts: Gittings (2016).
Douglas Estuary subsite data were supplied by the Irish Wetland Bird Survey (I-WeBS), a joint scheme of BirdWatch
Ireland and the National Parks and Wildlife Service of the Department of Arts, Heritage & the Gaeltacht.

5.1.3.3 Common Tern
Common Tern is a summer visitor to Cork Harbour and is not, therefore, monitored by the standard
waterbird counts. It nests at a number of locations around the harbour (O’Mahony and Smiddy,
2017). One of its traditional breeding colonies is on the Martello Tower at Marino Point, on the
eastern side of Lough Mahon. This colony has held 25-62 pairs in recent years (O’Mahony and
Smiddy, 2017). Birds from this colony are likely to feed along the shoreline adjacent to the planning
application site at high tide but I do not have any specific records of their occurrence in this area.
Common Tern also form post-breeding roosts at various locations within Cork Harbour. There are
no records of any such roosts in the vicinity of the planning application site.
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Table 3. Low tide counts in the WSP subsites adjacent to the planning application site.
Species name
Shelduck

08/10/2010

09/11/2010

07/12/2010

04/02/2011

0L535

0L536

0L535

0L536

0L535

0L536

0L535

0L536

0

0

0

0

52

0

0

35

Wigeon

0

0

0

84

8

55

0

5

Teal

6

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

Red-breasted Merganser

0

0

0

0

0

2

0

0

Cormorant

2

0

5

0

0

23

1

0

Grey Heron

3

0

0

0

2

0

0

0

Little Grebe

0

0

0

0

9

0

2

0

Great Crested Grebe

0

0

0

0

0

2

0

21

Oystercatcher

66

190

27

50

24

14

7

0

Golden Plover

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

85

Lapwing

0

0

0

0

3

0

90

0

Curlew

196

180

44

160

14

60

32

120

Black-tailed Godwit

321

125

39

0

27

63

59

44

Bar-tailed Godwit

4

0

0

0

0

6

0

0

Dunlin

0

50

0

0

4

1152

0

4700

Redshank

86

30

17

125

24

4

22

24

Black-headed Gull

210

0

57

0

20

14

224

0

Common Gull

0

0

4

2

2

2

71

0

Lesser Black-backed Gull

2

0

0

4

0

4

2

0

Data source: 2010/11 Waterbird Survey Programme as undertaken for the National Parks and Wildlife Service.

Table 4. Counts of SCI waterbird species in sections of WSP subsites 0L535 and 0L536 on the ebb tide on
4th April 2018.
Count times and subsites
Species name

11:45

12:15

12:45

0L535

0L536

0L535

0L536

0L535

0L536

Shelduck

0

0

0

0

18

0

Oystercatcher

0

15

1

17

0

10

Curlew

1

0

0

0

0

0

Black-tailed Godwit

48

1

8

3

33

20

Bar-tailed Godwit

2

0

0

0

5

0

Dunlin

0

0

0

0

12

0

Redshank

5

4

99

3

83

18

Black-headed Gull

32

5

0

12

18

12

Common Gull

0

2

0

1

0

2

The counts only covered the section of subsite 0L535 to the north of the main tidal channel and the southern half of
subsite 0L536. High tide was at 08:51.

5.2.

GREAT ISLAND CHANNEL SAC

5.2.1. Overview
The Great Island Channel SAC covers around 14 km2 in the northern part of Cork Harbour (Figure
7). The Qualifying Interests (QIs) of the SAC are two Annex I habitats: mudflats and sandflats not
covered by seawater at low tide [1140] and Atlantic salt meadows (Glauco-Puccinellietalia
maritimae) [1330].
The mudflats and sandflats not covered by seawater at low tide [1140] habitat comprises most of
the intertidal habitat within the SAC and covers an area of around 7 km2. This habitat is classified
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as the mixed sediment to sandy mud with polychaetes and oligochaetes community complex
(NPWS, 2014b). The mapped extent of the Atlantic salt meadows (Glauco-Puccinellietalia
maritimae) [1330] habitat occurs in widely scattered small patches around the shoreline of the
SAC and covers a total area of around 19 ha, of which only 1.3 ha has been confirmed as this
habitat type.
The nearest point of the SAC is around 3.5 km east of the planning application site (Figure 7).
5.2.2. Conservation objectives
The conservation objectives for the Annex I habitats for which this SAC is designated are:
• To maintain the favourable conservation condition of mudflats and sandflats not covered by
seawater at low tide [1140] in the Great Island Channel SAC.
• To restore the favourable conservation condition of Atlantic salt meadows (GlaucoPuccinellietalia maritimae) [1330] in the Great Island Channel SAC.
The favourable conservation condition of the habitats are defined by various attributes and targets,
which are listed in NPWS (2014b).
5.3.

OTHER NATURA 200 SITES

As part of the Appropriate Assessment process, it is necessary to consider potential secondary
impacts to Natura 2000 sites that may be distant from the proposed development. These can
arise, for example, if there are water quality impacts that affect Natura 2000 sites downstream of
the proposed development, or if there is regular interchange of individuals between the population
in the planning application site and the population in a Natura 2000 site.
It has been common practise to use a 15 km buffer around the proposed development to screen
potential off-site impacts on other Natura 2000 sites (see DEHLG, 2009). However, this is an
arbitrary limit and, if there is potential for secondary impacts to occur at greater distances, then
such impacts must be assessed.
Apart from the Cork Harbour SPA and the Great Island Channel SAC, there are no other Natura
2000 sites within 15 km of the planning application site, and there are no other Natura 2000 sites
for which it is relevant to consider potential impacts from the proposed development.

6.

IMPACT ASSESSMENT

6.1.

PROJECT DESCRIPTION

The following is a summary description of the project:
The development will consist of the construction of a mixed use residential and
retail development with ancillary crèche, landscaping, road improvement and site
development works and will consist of 413 no. apartments contained in 6 blocks
ranging in height from 6 to 25 storeys. The ground floor of Block 10 makes
provision for a proposed neighbourhood centre consisting of 3 no. ground floor
retail units and a crèche. The proposed development makes provision for
landscaped communal open spaces, 3 no. additional access points to the adjacent
Lough Mahon walkway / cycleway, car parking & covered bicycle parking spaces.
The proposed development will also provide for upgrades to a section of the
Mahon Link Road (R852) to the North of the N40 interchange, to incorporate a
dedicated bus and cycle lane.
The site layout plan for the proposed development is shown in Figure 8.
6.2.

IMPACT PATHWAYS

The proposed development is not within either the Cork Harbour SPA or the Great Island Channel
SAC. The habitats within the subsite are not of any potential significance for any of the SCI species
of the Cork Harbour SPA. Therefore, there is no potential for the development to cause direct
physical impacts on habitats within the Cork Harbour SPA or the Great Island Channel SAC, or
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on habitats used by SCI species of the Cork Harbour SPA. However, the development is adjacent
to the Cork Harbour SPA and has potential hydrological connections with the Great Island Channel
SAC. Therefore, there is potential for secondary disturbance and/or hydrological impacts to occur.
The potential disturbance impact pathways are the:
• Disturbance to waterbirds in the adjacent section of the Cork Harbour SPA from construction
work (construction disturbance).
• Disturbance to waterbirds in the adjacent section of the Cork Harbour SPA activity by residents
of the completed development (operational disturbance).
The potential hydrological impact pathways are the:
• Discharge of contaminated run-off during construction work (construction run-off).
• Discharge of surface water drainage.
• Discharge of treated effluent from the development into Cork Harbour via the Carrigrennan
Wastewater Treatment Plant.
Artificial light is likely to have positive impacts on waterbirds in intertidal habitats by enhancing the
efficiency of nocturnal foraging (Dwyer et al., 2013) and may also reduce predation risk to roosting
birds (cf. Gorenzel and Salmon, 1995). Therefore, assessment of the potential impact of light
overspill from the proposed development is not required.
Invasive plant species are present within, and adjacent to, the planning application site. However,
the SCIs of the Cork Harbour SPA are not sensitive to any potential spread of these species, while
the Great Island Channel SAC is too distant for spread of these species to be an issue.
The disturbance and hydrological impact pathways are analysed in detail in the following sections,
and their potential impacts on the Special Conservation Interests of the Cork Harbour SPA, and
the Qualifying Interests of the Great Island Channel SAC, are assessed.
6.3.

DISTURBANCE IMPACTS

6.3.1. General
The section of the SPA adjacent to the planning application site does not hold any high tide roosts
and at low tide most waterbirds will be around the tideline, a long way out from the shoreline.
However, on ebb and flood tides there may be significant concentrations of waterbirds within 100200 m of the shoreline.
6.3.2. Construction disturbance (visual)
Construction activity at ground level will be screened from the adjacent SPA by the existing
hedgerow along the eastern side of the planning application site, and/or erection of site hoarding.
However, due to the height of the apartment buildings and the presence of heavy machinery on
site, a lot of the construction activity will be visible to birds in the adjacent section of the SPA. The
view from the nearest part of the mudflats to the closest existing apartment building is shown in
Plate 4. There are seven storeys in this apartment building (excluding the penthouse level) and
the third storey is partly visible in this view. However, this view was taken at head height and a
bird on the mudflats would be around 1.5 m lower.
The research evidence on visual disturbance to waterbirds from construction work has been
reviewed by Cutts et al. (2013). They suggest typical response distances to visual disturbance
impacts of 275 m for Curlew, 250 m for Redshank, 199 m for Shelduck, 124 m for Grey Plover,
117 m for Dunlin, and 110.5 m for Oystercatchers. These are distances at which alert responses
occur in birds that are not habituated to disturbance, and disturbance response distances are
highly variable within species. Flight responses will generally occur at much closer distances, while
birds that are habituated to disturbance will also tolerate much closer activity. From my general
observations of disturbance responses in Cork Harbour, waterbirds that are habituated to
pedestrian disturbance show much lower response distances than those given above.
The waterbirds using the section of the SPA adjacent to the planning application site will have a
high degree of habituation to visual disturbance impacts due to pedestrian activity along the
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Mahon walkway. My site visit was on a weekday morning during cold and windy weather when
relatively low levels of pedestrian/cyclist activity might be expected. During my site visit, I recorded
78 pedestrians/cyclists passing the planning application site on the Mahon walkway during a 75
minute period. This works out as approximately 1 pedestrian/cyclist per minute, although, as some
pedestrians/cyclists were in small groups, the actual frequency of pedestrians/cyclists passing any
one spot was less than this. At the same time, I observed Oystercatcher, Curlew, Black-tailed
Godwits, Bar-tailed Godwits, Redshank, Black-headed Gull and Common Gull feeding along the
tideline within 20-50 m of the walkway, without showing any disturbance responses to the passage
of pedestrians and cyclists. However, I noted that as soon as I moved off the walkway onto the
adjacent rock armouring, all waterbirds within 50-100 m flushed. This is typical behaviour of
waterbirds that are habituated to regular patterns of activity. However, this does not mean that
pedestrian/cyclist activity along the walkway is not having any impact as sensitive birds may be
avoiding the area due to the activity.
Waterbirds in Lough Mahon are also likely to have some degree of habituation to visual
disturbance from traffic and construction machinery due to the presence of busy roads along
sections of the shoreline and the level of development work that takes place around the lough.
The disturbance impact will also depend upon the type of activity that is causing the disturbance
source. Generally, pedestrian activity will cause higher levels of disturbance impact than vehicular
traffic. Cutts et al. (2013) note that disturbance impacts from construction work increase when the
workers are operating outside the machinery and that "a single operative working [outside the
machine] … may have a greater impact than an operational excavator or other plant”.
Overall, therefore, construction activity associated with the proposed development is unlikely to
significantly increase the existing level of visual disturbance impacts from the existing usage of the
Mahon walkway.
6.3.3. Construction disturbance (noise)
A range of noise levels have been identified as potentially causing disturbance to waterbirds and
it is also necessary to take into account the degree of habituation to noise, which will vary from
site to site, depending upon the existing noise environment. The research evidence on this subject
was reviewed by Cutts et al. (2013), and they have identified general threshold noise levels for
varying degrees of impacts, which also take into account habituation effects (Table 5). They state
that “noise between 55-72dB in some highly disturbed areas e.g. industrial or urban areas and
adjacent to roads, may feature a low level of disturbance provided the noise level was regular as
birds will to often habituate to a constant noise level”. The section of the SPA adjacent to the
planning application site already experiences high levels of noise due to the proximity of the South
Ring Road. The average day night sound level (Lden) for the section of the SPA adjacent to the
northern section of the planning application site has been mapped by CCC (2013) as 65-70 dB,
with the section of the SPA adjacent to the southern section of the planning application site
mapped as 60-65 dB (Figure 9). As this is an average across 24 hours, significantly higher noise
levels will presumably occur during the day. Therefore, waterbirds using the section of the SPA
adjacent to the planning application site will be habituated to relatively high levels of background
noise.
The construction work is not anticipated to be likely to cause any heavy percussive noise or
vibrations. The Construction Management Plan for the proposed development (MMOS, 2018b)
states that “noise during construction shall not exceed 65 dB (A), Leq 30 minutes and the peak
noise shall not exceed 75 dB (A), when measured at any point off site”. Based on standard decay
rates for noise as given by Cutts et al. (2013), a noise level of 75 dB (A) will decay to 51 dB (A) at
10 m from the source. Therefore, given the habituation of waterbirds using the section of the SPA
adjacent to the planning application site to relatively high levels of background noise, and the noise
limits that will be imposed on the construction work, the noise generated by the construction activity
associated with the proposed development will not cause significant disturbance impacts to
waterbirds in the adjacent SPA.
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Table 5. Threshold levels for assessing noise disturbance effects on waterbirds.
Impact
category

Response

Thresholds (at receptor)

High level

Regular responses to stimuli with birds moving away from
the works to areas which are less disturbed (within noise
tolerances). Most birds will show a degree of response to
noise stimuli. Birds that remain in the affected area may
not forage efficiently and if there are additional pressures
on the birds (cold weather, extreme heat etc.) then this
may impact upon the survival of individual birds or their
ability to breed.

above 60 dB (sudden noise event)
above 72 dB (prolonged noise)

Moderate
level

High level noise which has occurred over long periods so
that birds become habituated to it or lower level noise
which causes some disturbance to birds

above 55 dB (occasional noise events)
60-72 dB (regular noise)
above 72 dB (long-term regular noise)

Low level

Unlikely to cause response in birds using a fronting
intertidal area

less than 55 dB
55-72 dB in some highly disturbed areas

Source: Cutts et al. (2013).

6.3.4. Operational disturbance
Ground level activity with the completed development will be largely screened from the adjacent
SPA by the existing hedgerow along the edge of the Mahon walkway (Landscape Masterplan).
Any potential noise impacts from the completed development will be negligible given the level of
background noise in the area. The residents of the completed development will, presumably, use
the Mahon walkway. However, given the high level of existing pedestrian/cyclist activity along the
Mahon walkway and the habituation of waterbirds using the adjacent section of the SPA to this
activity, the potential disturbance impact of additional activity generated by residents of the
completed development will be negligible.
Residents using balconies, or behind open windows, in the upper storeys of the apartment
buildings will also be visible to waterbirds in the adjacent section of the SPA. However, the
waterbirds are unlikely to be very sensitive to visual disturbance from such activity blocks due to
the vertical separation between the upper stories of the apartment blocks and the tidal habitats. It
is notable that waterbirds do not show any obvious avoidance of the nearby apartment buildings
at Harty’s Quay (which directly overlook the SPA); the mudflats between Harty’s Quay and Hop
Island hold high concentrations of waterbirds on ebb and flood tides with birds feeding along the
tideline right up to the edge of the Harty’s Quay.
During the previous planning application (planning reference 13/35575) for a neighbourhood
centre on part of the current planning application site, the Harty’s Quay-Blackrock walkway was
identified as a potential pedestrian and cyclist access route for users of the proposed
neighbourhood centre. Because the walkway crosses the SPA, there is a theoretical risk that any
increased usage of the walkway, generated by the neighbourhood centre, could cause
disturbance to the SPA. This risk was assessed in the Appropriate Assessment Screening Report
for the previous planning application (Gittings, 2013). This assessment concluded that “use of
sections of the Harty’s Quay-Blackrock and Mahon shoreline walkways as a pedestrian and cyclist
access route to the proposed neighbourhood centre will not cause a detectable increase in
disturbance impacts to SCI species in the SPA”. The relevant sections of the assessment are
included in Appendix 1.
6.4.

HYDROLOGICAL IMPACTS

6.4.1. General
The planning application site is adjacent to the Cork Harbour SPA but it is physically separated
from the SPA by the Mahon walkway. This provides a buffer around 10-15 m wide between the
planning application site and the SPA. The planning application site has hydrological connectivity
with the Great Island Channel SAC through Lough Mahon via the existing surface water drainage
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infrastructure, with the nearest point of the SAC being around 3.5 km from the planning application
site.
6.4.2. Construction run-off
Construction work can have the potential to generate contaminated run-off, which can cause
pollution to watercourses. The main risks arise from excavation/earth movement work giving rise
to the generation of suspended solids and/or spillages, etc. The risk of run-off will also be affected
by the site topography, the proximity of the works to watercourses and the presence of a high
watertable.
The intertidal habitats in the adjacent sections of the Cork Harbour SPA and the Great Island
Channel SAC are naturally silty environments. Therefore, run-off of suspended solids will not have
any adverse impacts on the habitats, or the species that they support. Instead, the issues of
concern would be run-off contaminated with fuel oils, etc.
Construction run-off will be discharged from the site into the existing surface water drainage
system, which discharges into Lough Mahon (see Section 6.4.3). The general strategy for the
management of run-off during construction work is described in the Outline Construction
Management Plan (MMOS, 2018b) and shown in MMOS Drawing No. 1013. A detailed
Construction Environmental Management Plan will be prepared.
Past construction work has created uneven topography across the planning application site.
However, there is no natural drainage from the site into Lough Mahon. There is also plenty of
space within the site for management of drainage before it is discharged. Therefore, the overall
risk of discharge of uncontrolled, or contaminated, run-off from the construction site into Lough
Mahon is negligible and there will not be any negative impacts on water quality in Lough Mahon.
6.4.3. Surface water drainage
Surface water drainage from roads and other hard surfaces can cause pollution to watercourses
if it contains contaminants such as oils and hydrocarbons from fuel combustion and engine leaks,
or herbicides and salts from road maintenance, that have been deposited on the road surfaces.
The impact on the receiving waters will depend on the level of contamination and the dilution
volume of the receiving waters.
The surface water drainage from the proposed development will be discharged into the existing
surface water drainage system. The existing surface water drainage system was constructed as
part of the original development under planning reference 00/24609 and has the capacity to
accommodate the currently proposed development (MMOS, 2018a). This drainage discharges
into Lough Mahon close to the northern boundary of the planning application site.
The concentration of contaminants in surface water drainage from roads is dependent on the traffic
volumes, while the impact on receiving waters will also be affected by the degree of dilution.
Generally, apart from very sensitive waters, pollution impacts to receiving waters are only likely to
occur from drainage from roads with more than 30,000 Average Annual Daily Traffic (AADT)
(DMRB, 2006). As none of the roads within the development will carry anything near these levels
of traffic, and given the large dilution factor of the receiving water in Lough Mahon, and the lack of
highly sensitive habitats or species, it can be concluded that the surface water drainage from the
proposed development will not have any negative impact on the Cork Harbour SPA or the Great
Island Channel SAC.
6.4.4. Discharge of treated effluent from the development via the Carrigrennan
Wastewater Treatment Plant
Carrigrennan Wastewater Treatment Plant
The Carrigrennan Wastewater Treatment Plant (WWTP) discharges treated effluent into Lough
Mahon. The discharge point is located around 1 km off Marino Point and is at a depth of 13 m
(EPA, 2009). The discharge point is around 500 m to the south of the Great Island Channel SAC
boundary and 500 m to the south of the closest part of the Cork Harbour SPA. While the discharge
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point is downstream of these Natura 2000 sites, tidal movements may carry some of the
discharged effluent into these sites.
The Carrigrennan WWTP has an organic capacity of 413,200 population equivalent (PE) and the
plant has a remaining capacity of 87,452 PE (Irish Water, 2017). The discharged effluent from the
WWTP is compliant with emission limit values (ELVs) for biological oxygen demand (BOD),
chemical oxygen demand (COD), total suspended solids (TSS), and pH (Cork City Council and
Cork County Council, 2011, 2012, 2013; Irish Water, 2014, 2015, 2016b, 2017). However, it has
been consistently non-compliant with the ELV for total nitrogen (Total N), while in some years it
has also been non-compliant with the ELV for total phosphorus (Total P), due to the fact that the
WWTP is not designed for nutrient removal (Table 6). The scale of non-compliance is greater for
Total N compared to Total P: for Total N the annual mean is 2-2.5 times higher than then ELV,
while for Total P, the annual mean is below the ELV, but compliance failures occur in some years
due to the number of individual samples exceeding the ELV. The latest annual monitoring report
states that “the EPA have identified that the limiting nutrient in the receiving waters is total
phosphorus” and that “it is expected that the ELV for total nitrogen will be amended in the licence”
(Irish Water, 2017). Despite the non-compliances, monitoring results indicate that the discharges
do not have negative effects on the water quality in Lough Mahon or on the Water Framework
Directive status of the receiving waters (Irish Water, 2014, 2015, 2016b, 2017).
Table 6. Monitoring results for total nitrogen and total phosphorus in the discharge from the Carrigrennan
WWTP.
Year

Total nitrogen

Total phosphorus

annual mean (mg/l)

compliance

annual mean (mg/l)

compliance

2011

24.5

2012

23.92

Fail

2.2

Fail

Fail

2.17

Fail

2013
2014

23.31

Fail

2.42

Fail

20.2

Fail

2.1

Pass

2015

19.93

Fail

2.09

Fail

2016

23.1

Fail

2.30

Pass

2017

26.00

Fail

2.61

Fail

Sources: Cork City Council and Cork County Council (2011, 2012, 2013); Irish Water (2014, 2015, 2016b, 2017).

Sensitivity of the Natura 2000 sites
The Great Island Channel SAC is designated for two Annex I habitats: mudflats and sandflats not
covered by seawater at low tide [1140] and Atlantic salt meadows (Glauco-Puccinellietalia
maritimae) [1330]. The condition of the mudflats and sandflats not covered by seawater at low tide
[1140] habitat within the Great Island Channel SAC was assessed as Unfavourable-Bad by O’Neill
et al. (2014). This assessment was based on the species composition of the intertidal fauna, which
indicated organic enrichment, and evidence of inadequate water quality within the SAC. The likely
causal factors were identified as the inadequate treatment standards of the Carrigtwohill and
Midleton WWTPs, leaks in the existing sewage network around the SAC and nutrient inputs from
the broader catchment via rivers flowing into the SAC. The assessment does not make any
reference to the Carrigrennan WWTP. The condition of the Atlantic salt meadows (GlaucoPuccinellietalia maritimae) [1330] within the Great Island Channel SAC was assessed as
Unfavourable-Inadequate by O’Neill et al. (2014). This assessment was based on reduction in
habitat area and various localised impacts on specific saltmarsh sites. The assessment does not
specifically identify inadequate water quality within the SAC overall as being a casual factor behind
the poor condition of the saltmarsh habitat, but it notes that improvements in water quality would
“have a positive effect on the 1330 Atlantic salt meadows habitat as possible detrimental effects
on pioneer saltmarsh communities from excessive green algae growth resulting from
eutrophication will be reduced”.
The Cork Harbour SPA is designated for its populations of 23 species of waterbirds as well as for
the wetland habitat that supports its waterbird populations. The assessment by NPWS of the
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conservation condition of the SCIs of the Cork Harbour SPA (NPWS, 2014c) includes a discussion
of the water quality in Cork Harbour and notes the lack of nutrient removal by the Carrigrennan
WWTP. However, it does not identify any specific impacts from poor water quality in Cork Harbour
on the conservation condition of the SCIs. In general, estuarine waterbirds are not very sensitive
to nutrient enrichment. In fact, these waterbirds can benefit from moderate levels of nutrient
enrichment and the potential impact of improved wastewater treatment on waterbird populations
has been a matter of some concern (e.g., Alves et al., 2016; Burton et al., 2002, 2003; Gittings
and O’Donoghue, 2013).
Assessment
The assessment by O’Neill et al. (2014) identified organic enrichment, and inadequate water
quality within the SAC as contributing to the Unfavourable-Bad condition of the mudflats and
sandflats not covered by seawater at low tide [1140] habitat within the Great Island Channel SAC.
This assessment highlighted the inadequate treatment standards of the Carrigtowhill and Midleton
WWTPs as potential causal factors. However, the Midleton WWTP had been upgraded in 2012,
while the Carrigtwohill WWTP was upgraded in 2015. Both plants are now compliant with ELVs
for BOD, COD, TSS, Total N and pH (Irish Water, 2016a, c). The Midleton WWTP is also compliant
with the ELV for Total P. The Carrigtwohill WWTP was non-compliant with the ELV for Total P in
2016 because the phosphorus removal process was not yet fully established. Therefore, two of
the key pressures identified by O’Neill et al. (2014) as contributing to the poor conservation
condition of the mudflats and sandflats not covered by seawater at low tide [1140] habitat within
the Great Island Channel SAC have now been addressed.
The Carrigrennan WWTP is non-compliant with ELVs for Total N and, in some years, Total P.
Nutrient inputs can contribute to organic enrichment, so, in theory, increased organic loading of
the Carrigrennan WWTP has the potential to cause adverse impacts to the Great Island Channel
SAC. However, based on monitoring results, the discharges are considered not to be having
negative effects on water quality in Lough Mahon or on the Water Framework Directive status of
the receiving waters.
The foul sewage from the proposed development will cause an increase in the current organic
loading of the Carrigrennan WWTP of less than 1%2. Irish Water have confirmed that the plant
has the capacity to adequately treat this sewage. The discharge from the Carrigrennan WWTP is
500 m downstream of the nearest parts of the Cork Harbour SPA and Great Island Channel SAC.
An assessment for the upgrade of the Carrigtwohill WWTP found that the mass of nitrogen
discharged from the WWTP, at a design capacity of 45,000 PE and with discharge standards of
10-15 mg/l N, would be “miniscule when compared to the mass of water in Lough Mahon and
would contribute less than 1% of the total nitrogen in Lough Mahon” (T.J. O’Connor & Associates,
2008). While the Carrigrennan WWTP currently discharges nitrogen at a level around twice as
high compared to the above discharge standard, the loading from the proposed Jacob’s Island
development would be around 2% of the design capacity used in the above calculations for the
nitrogen loading from the Carrigtwohill WWTP. Therefore, the treated effluent from the Jacob’s
Island development will only cause an increase of a fraction of a percent in the total nitrogen in
Lough Mahon and will not, therefore, significantly affect nutrient levels in the Cork Harbour SPA
or the Great Island Channel SAC.
Conclusions
The Special Conservation Interests of the Cork Harbour SPA are not sensitive to moderate levels
of eutrophication. Therefore potential impacts from wastewater discharge through the
Carrigrennan WWTP on the Cork Harbour SPA can be screened out.
The Qualifying Interests of the Great Island Channel SAC are potentially sensitive to increased
nutrient inputs via discharges from the Carrigrennan WWTP. However, any increased nutrient
2

Total PE of 1,031 (MMOS, 2018a). This is equivalent to 0.5% of the current loading of Carrigrennan WWTP
[(1,031/252,757) *100].
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inputs caused by treatment of sewage from the Jacob’s Island development would be miniscule.
Therefore potential impacts from wastewater discharge through the Carrigrennan WWTP on the
Great Island Channel SAC can be screened out.

7.

CUMULATIVE IMPACTS

As the predicted impacts of disturbance, run-off from construction work, and surface water
drainage, are negligible, there is no need to consider any potential additive cumulative disturbance
impacts, or impacts on water quality in Lough Mahon from the proposed development incombination with other projects or plans. In theory it is possible for negligible individual impacts to
interact with the other developments to cause impacts that are more than just simple additive
impacts of the developments considered in isolation. However, no potential for such synergistic
cumulative impacts have been identified in relation to the proposed development.
Development plan zonings allow for a number of large-scale developments, which would
discharge their sewage to the Carrigrennan WWTP. The cumulative impact of all these
developments would increase the nutrient loadings to the Carrigrennan WWTP. However, the
Cork County Development Plan 2014 (Cork County Council, 2014) states that an ecological
assessment of the North Channel of Cork Harbour concluded that “the conservation status of this
habitat type will not be compromised by the proposed population targets in the County
Development Plan, if the proposed upgrades to the WWTPs at Midleton and Carrigtwohill are
delivered in advance of allowing new development to proceed”. The plan also notes that “these
plants may require more stringent design standards to meet the requirements of the Habitats
Directive”. Both plants have been recently upgraded and are now compliant, or progressing
towards compliance, with the ELVs for Total N and Total P (Irish Water, 2016a, c). The
development plan also states that “it is intended to work with other stakeholders to prepare and
implement a Wastewater Management Strategy for Cork Harbour, which will include the resolution
of issues relating to the discharge of effluent within or near the Great Island Channel SAC within
the short to medium term”. Local Area Plan Objective LAS-01 in the Cobh Municipal District Local
Area Plan (Cork County Council, 2017) includes a commitment to the “preparation and
implementation of a Wastewater Management Strategy for the Cork Harbour Area as per the 2014
County Development Plan”. Therefore, the recent upgrades to the Carrigtwohill and Midleton
WWTPs have significantly reduced the nutrient loads entering the Great Island Channel SAC,
while Cork County Council’s commitment to preparing a wastewater management strategy for
Cork Harbour will address any potential cumulative impacts arising from large-scale development
to reach the proposed population targets in the County Development Plan.

8.

IMPACT ON CONSERVATION OBJECTIVES

8.1.

CORK HARBOUR SPA

The targets specified in the conservation objectives for the wintering waterbird SCIs of the Cork
Harbour SPA are that the long term population trends should be stable or increasing and that there
should be no “significant decrease in the range, timing or intensity of use of areas by … [the SCIs],
other than that occurring from natural patterns of variation” (NPWS, 2014a). The targets specified
in the conservation objectives for the breeding Common Tern SCI of the Cork Harbour SPA are
that there should be: no significant decline in the breeding population abundance, productivity rate,
distribution of breeding colonies and availability of prey biomass; no significant increase in barriers
to connectivity; and that “human activities should occur at levels that do not adversely affect the
breeding Common Tern population” (through disturbance) (NPWS, 2014a). As the proposed
development will not cause any physical alteration to habitats within the SPA, significant increase
in disturbance impacts, or significant impacts on water quality it will not affect the conservation
condition, of the SCI populations as measured by the above targets.
The target specified in the conservation objective for the Wetlands SCI of the Cork Harbour SPA
is that the “the permanent area occupied by the wetland habitat should be stable and not
significantly less than the area of 2,587 hectares, other than that occurring from natural patterns
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of variation” (NPWS, 2014a). As the proposed development will not cause any physical alteration
to habitats within the SPA it will not affect the conservation condition of the Wetlands SCI as
measured by this target.
8.2.

GREAT ISLAND CHANNEL SAC

The targets specified in the conservation objectives for the mudflats and sandflats not covered by
seawater at low tide [1140] QI of the Great Island Channel SAC are that the “permanent habitat
area is stable or increasing, subject to natural processes” and that the mixed sediment to sandy
mud with polychaetes and oligochaetes community complex should be conserved in a natural
condition (NPWS, 2014c). The targets specified in the conservation objectives for the Atlantic salt
meadows (Glauco-Puccinellietalia maritimae) [1330] QI of the Great Island Channel SAC are that:
the habitat area should be “stable or increasing, subject to natural processes, including erosion
and succession”; there should be “no decline or change in habitat distribution, subject to natural
processes”; the sediments supply, creek and pan structure, and flooding regime should be
maintained/restored; the vegetation zonation, height, cover and composition should be maintained
with reference to specific targets; and that there should be no significant expansion in the
populations of the invasive plant Common Cord-grass (Spartina anglica). As the proposed
development will not cause any physical alteration to habitats within the SAC, or significant
impacts on water quality, it will not affect the conservation condition, of the QIs as measured by
the above targets.
9.

CONCLUSIONS

The proposed development is not within either the Cork Harbour SPA or the Great Island Channel
SAC. Therefore, there is no potential for the development to cause direct physical impacts on
habitats within these sites.
The planning application site is adjacent to the Cork Harbour SPA. However, the proposed
development is unlikely to cause a significant increase in disturbance impacts to the waterbird
SCIs due to the existing levels of disturbance from the Mahon walkway and other factors.
The proposed development will involve the discharge of surface water into Lough Mahon, through
the existing surface water drainage system, where it will enter the Cork Harbour SPA and could
potentially travel to the Great Island Channel SAC. However, the proposed development is unlikely
to cause significant water quality impacts to either the SPA or the SAC, due to the scale and
characteristics of the development and the nature of the receiving waters.
The Special Conservation Interests of the Cork Harbour SPA are not sensitive to moderate levels
of eutrophication. Therefore potential impacts from wastewater discharge through the
Carrigrennan WWTP on the Cork Harbour SPA can be screened out.
The Qualifying Interests of the Great Island Channel SAC are potentially sensitive to increased
nutrient inputs via discharges from the Carrigrennan WWTP. However, any increased nutrient
inputs caused by treatment of sewage from the proposed development would be negligible.
Therefore potential impacts from wastewater discharge through the Carrigrennan WWTP on the
Great Island Channel SAC can be screened out. Cork County Council’s commitment to preparing
a wastewater management strategy for Cork Harbour will address any potential cumulative
impacts from large-scale development to reach the proposed population targets in the County
Development Plan.
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Figure 1. Site location.

Figure 2. Cork Harbour SPA.
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Figure 3. Cork Harbour SPA in the vicinity of the planning application site.

Figure 4. Douglas Estuary I-WeBS subsite in the vicinity of the planning application site.
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Figure 5. WSP subsites in the vicinity of the planning application site.

Figure 6. Tidal exposure adjacent to the planning application site on the ebb tide on 4th April 2018.
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Figure 7. Great Island Channel SAC.
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Figure 8. Site layout plan.
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Figure 9. Average day night (Lden) noise levels in the section of the Cork Harbour SPA adjacent to the
planning application site.
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Plate 1. Pond habitat within the planning application site.

Plate 2. Hedgerow separating the planning application site from the Mahon walkway.
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Plate 3. Mixed sediment shore habitat adjacent to the planning application site.

Plate 4. View from the edge of the mudflats to the nearest existing apartment building.
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Appendix 1 Assessment of potential impact of use of the Harty’s QuayBlackrock walkway from the Appropriate Assessment
Screening Report submitted for planning reference 13/35575
INTRODUCTION
This appendix reproduces the section of the Appropriate Assessment Screening Report submitted
for planning reference 13/35575 (Gittings, 2013) that deals with the potential impact of use of the
Harty’s Quay-Blackrock walkway as an access route for the proposed neighbourhood centre. The
text is reproduced without any changes apart from updating of Figure and Table numbering.
SECTION 5.2: IMPACT ASSESSMENT - HARTY’S QUAY-BLACKROCK WALKWAY
The Harty’s Quay-Blackrock walkway has been identified as a potential pedestrian and cyclist
access route for users of the proposed neighbourhood centre. Because the walkway crosses the
SPA, there is a theoretical risk of increased usage of the walkway, generated by the proposed
development, causing disturbance to the SPA.
The Harty’s Quay-Blackrock walkway runs along the old Cork, Blackrock & Passage railway line
between Blackrock and Harty’s Quay, and continues from Harty’s Quay along the old railway line
to Passage. The walkway has a metalled surface, making it suitable for cyclists. There is a small
carpark used by people accessing the walkway at Rochestown. Where the walkway crosses the
Douglas Estuary it links to another walkway that follows the shoreline around the Mahon peninsula
(referred to here as the Mahon shoreline walkway). Both the Harty’s Quay-Blackrock walkway,
and the Mahon shoreline walkway are popular walking routes. Based on many visits to this area
over the years, it is my experience that these walkways are in more or less continual usage
throughout the daylight hours. In particular, the section of the Harty’s Quay-Blackrock walkway
running across the Douglas Estuary is heavily used due to the availability of convenient parking at
Rochestown. As it is primarily used as an amenity walkway, pedestrians typically occur in small
groups (e.g., families), often with dogs. While there is no data, that I am aware of, on the level of
existing usage of these walkways, it would seem reasonable to assume that levels of pedestrian
usage of 50-100/hour or greater are not unusual (e.g., one group of pedestrians every few
minutes).
The Planning Report (McCutcheon Halley Walsh, 2013) defines an 800 m radius of the proposed
development as representing the potential walking and bicycle catchment for the neighbourhood
centre (based on the Department of Environment, Community and Local Government’s Retail
Planning Guidelines). The only residential areas within this catchment for which the walkway
would be an efficient route for accessing the neighbourhood centre would be the apartments on
Harty’s Quay (161 units), around 40-50 houses on Rochestown Road and side roads, and the
apartments on Rochestown Road (36 units). Therefore, the potential walking and bicycle
catchment for the neighbourhood centre includes around 250 households. It is reasonable to
assume that only a fraction of these households will use the neighbourhood centre, due to the
distance involved (1.5-2 km; see below), and the availability of nearer/more accessible
convenience stores (e.g., the garage on the Rochestown Road), and any such usage would only
be periodical (e.g., weekly) apart from any employees of the neighbourhood centre that might use
the route for commuting. Therefore, given the existing heavy usage of the walkway, it is clear that
the level of usage that would be generated by the neighbourhood centre is unlikely to significantly
change either the pattern or intensity of pedestrian activity.
Pedestrians and cyclists using the walkway to access the neighbourhood centre from these areas
would follow the walkway from Harty’s Quay towards Blackrock, crossing the Douglas Estuary at
the old railway bridge, and then, presumably, diverting onto the walkway that follows the shoreline
around the Mahon peninsula, before leaving the walkway and cutting through the Joe McHugh
Park (Figure A1.1). The SPA habitat adjacent to this route and the screening of this habitat is
summarised in Table A1.1. Much of the route is screened from the adjacent areas of the SPA and
the steep banks along the walkway mean that pedestrians generally do not attempt to wander off
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the route. The areas where the route is not screened from the SPA are around the railway bridge
over the Douglas Estuary, and along the section of the route that follows the Mahon shoreline
walkway:
• The railway bridge crosses the main tidal channel of the Douglas Estuary at a high elevation.
The area immediately adjoining the railway bridge is permanent subtidal habitat. SCI species
that occur in subtidal habitat do not regularly occur in this area in significant numbers3. At low
tide exposed intertidal habitat occurs on either side of the tidal channel, both sides of the
railway bridge. Most of this intertidal habitat is at a low elevation and is, therefore, only exposed
around the middle of the low tide period when extensive areas of intertidal habitat are exposed.
The intertidal habitat immediately to the west of the railway bridge is contiguous with an
extensive intertidal area between the railway line and the narrowing of the estuary below
Bloomfield House. This area supports large numbers of waterbirds across the low tide period.
I am not aware of any evidence as to their response to potential disturbance impacts caused
by usage of the walkway. There may be a narrow zone of reduced usage close to the bridge
(although Lapwing are regularly observed feeding directly under the bridge; Barry Ryan, pers.
comm.). However, it is likely that they are habituated to some degree, and the height of the
bridge above the estuary is also likely to ameliorate the disturbance risk perceived by the birds.
• The Mahon shoreline walkway runs across a causeway separating an impounded brackish
lagoon from the estuary, and then follows the top of the shoreline. The lagoon and adjacent
field to the east is used by various species of waterbirds, including Lapwing and Bar-tailed
Godwit. These species generally keep to the back of the lagoon and do not appear to be
affected much by disturbance from people using the walkway. The intertidal zone adjacent to
the walkway is narrow and quite steeply shelving down to the tidal channel. Small flocks of
Black-tailed Godwit and other waterbirds occur along this shoreline and appear to be very
tolerant of human disturbance with flight distances 4 of less than 30 m. Other species that are
more sensitive to disturbance may have been completely excluded from this area, due to the
intensity of usage of the walkway and the lack of refuges (i.e., the intertidal zone is so narrow
that birds cannot retreat to below the zone influenced by disturbance). However, the
configuration of the habitat means that, even in the absence of disturbance, this area would
be unlikely to support large numbers of many species due to the enclosed nature of the habitat
and the lack of contiguity with large areas of open intertidal habitat. Furthermore, the low
elevation of most of this intertidal habitat means that it is not exposed close to high tide, when
intertidal habitat is limited and potential disturbance impacts might be more significant (due to
the lack of availability of alternative habitat for displaced birds).
In conclusion, due to the screening along the route and the nature and configuration of the SPA
habitat adjacent to the route, it is likely that any disturbance impacts from the existing usage of the
route are relatively minor and do not cause displacement of birds from significant areas of habitat.
The use of sections of the Harty’s Quay-Blackrock and Mahon shoreline walkways as a pedestrian
and cyclist access route to the proposed neighbourhood centre is unlikely to significantly change
either the pattern or intensity of pedestrian activity, due to the existing high level of usage of these
routes and the limited potential number of households within the catchment area for the
neighbourhood centre that might use the route. Therefore, use of sections of the Harty’s QuayBlackrock and Mahon shoreline walkways as a pedestrian and cyclist access route to the

3

There used to be a small flock of diving duck that occurred around the outfall between Harty’s Quay and
the railway bridge, but they have abandoned this area in recent years, presumably due to the diversion of
sewage to the Carrigrennan treatment plant.
4 The distance at which disturbance causes birds to take flight.

29

Jacob’s Island AASR

proposed neighbourhood centre will not cause a detectable increase in disturbance impacts to
SCI species in the SPA.
Table A1.1. SPA habitat, and screening of this habitat, adjacent to the pedestrian/cycling route from Harty’s
Quay to the proposed neighbourhood centre
Section of route1
Section 1
Section 2
Section 3
Section 4
Section 5
Section 6
Section 7

Side2

Adjacent SPA habitat

Screening of habitat

Right

Narrow intertidal zone, only exposed at full low tide

Dense treeline

Left

None

Right

Narrow intertidal zone, only exposed at full low tide

Dense treeline

Left

Narrow intertidal zone, widening to south-west

Dense scrub

Right

Tidal channel

None

Left

Tidal channel

None

Right

Narrow intertidal zone

Patchy scrub

Left

Narrow intertidal zone, widening to north-west

None

Right

Narrow intertidal zone

Dense treeline

Left

Narrow intertidal zone, widening to north-west

Dense treeline

Right

Lagoon

None

Left

Narrow intertidal zone

None

Right

None

Left

Narrow intertidal zone, only exposed at full low tide

None

1

see Figure A1.1 for definition of sections.
2 defined relative to travel direction from Harty’s Quay to the proposed neighbourhood centre.
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Figure A1.1. Pedestrian/cyclist route from Rochestown/Harty’s Quay to the proposed neighbourhood
centre.
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