Fair Seas Ireland’s response to:
Ireland’s Draft Nature Restoration Plan

Fair Seas is a group of Ireland’s leading environmental non-governmental organisations and
networks seeking to protect, conserve and restore Ireland’s unique marine environment.

Fair Seas partners: BirdWatch Ireland, Coastwatch, StreamScapes, Irish Environment
Network, Irish Whale and Dolphin Group, Irish Wildlife Trust, Sustainable Water Network.

Submitted 30/06/2026

Summary of Recommendations

1. Introduction

2. Existing measures alone will not deliver the 2030 Targets

3. Existing Protected Areas: Governance and Management

4. Marine Protected Areas as a Key Delivery Mechanism for Marine Restoration
5. Joint Recommendations under the CFP are a critical implementation gap

6. Addressing knowledge gaps

NN OO W W N R

Conclusion

Summary of Recommendations

Fair Seas recommends that the final Nature Restoration Plan:

1. Set out a clearer pathway to achieving the 2030 marine restoration targets, recognising that
existing conservation and fisheries management measures alone will not achieve the scale of
restoration required.

2. Recognise Ireland’s existing marine Natura 2000 network as one of the most important
foundations for delivering marine restoration targets before 2030, while strengthening site
management through effective conservation objectives, fisheries management measures,
and improved cross-departmental coordination.

3. Establish a clear and transparent governance framework for the design, implementation,
monitoring, and enforcement of marine restoration and conservation measures, including
increased coordination, defined authorities, implementation responsibilities, reporting
arrangements, funding mechanisms and delivery timelines.

4. Progress ambitious national Marine Protected Areas legislation as a matter of priority,
recognising a well-managed and ecologically coherent MPA network as a key delivery
mechanism for achieving marine restoration objectives and Ireland’s commitments to
protect 30% of its marine areas by 2030, including 10% under strict protection.


https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-housing-local-government-and-heritage/consultations/first-public-consultation-on-irelands-draft-national-nature-restoration-plan/

5. Implement restoration through an integrated ecosystem-based approach, ensuring
effective coordination across government departments and bodies, and alignment with the
objectives of the Birds and Habitat Directives, the Water Framework Directive, the Marine
Strategy Framework Directive, and the Common Fisheries Policy.

6. Secure adequate long-term financing for marine restoration, including sustained national
investment, continued advocacy for strengthened EU funding and appropriate place-based
support for sectors and communities affected by restoration measures..

7. Embed meaningful stakeholder participation throughout the design, implementation,
monitoring and adaptive management, recognising fishing and coastal communities, marine
users, scientists and civil society organisations as essential partners.

8. Commit to the urgent progression of Joint Recommendations under the Common Fisheries
Policy, including indicative timelines, to enable the implementation of conservation and
restoration measures within offshore Natura 2000 sites, future offshore MPAs and other
restoration areas.

9. Address restoration opportunities across the full range of offshore habitats, including reefs,
vents and seeps alongside Group 7 habitats, ensuring that restoration priorities reflect the
ecological importance across the wider marine environment.

10. Strengthen the marine evidence base by improving habitat mapping, condition assessments,
monitoring and the integration of the best available scientific evidence and citizen science
datasets.

1. Introduction

Fair Seas welcomes the publication of Ireland's draft Nature Restoration Plan (NRP), prepared in
accordance with the EU Nature Restoration Regulation (EU) 2024/1991. The Regulation is a landmark
piece of legislation and a key component of the EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030, providing the first
comprehensive, legally binding, and time-bound framework dedicated to the restoration of degraded
ecosystems across land and sea.

Fair Seas recognises that this draft Plan is an early-stage document setting out Ireland's baseline,
available data, and existing measures. We welcome the opportunity to provide feedback on the
marine components of the Plan and offer recommendations to strengthen its ambition,
implementation, and effectiveness.

The need for ambitious marine restoration action is clear. Ireland's most recent Article 17 reporting
under the Habitats Directive found that 90% of assessed habitats are in unfavourable status (i.e.,
inadequate and Bad), with 51% continuing to deteriorate. Importantly, almost half (48%) of habitats
were stated as being in bad status. These figures highlight the scale of the challenge facing Ireland
and the need for restoration measures that go beyond maintaining existing approaches.



While Section 7 (Restoration of Marine Ecosystems, Article 5) of the draft Plan provides a useful
overview of available information and current approaches, it contains limited detail on the specific
measures, governance arrangements, and implementation pathways that will be required to achieve
the Regulation's objectives. Greater clarity on these elements will be essential to support stakeholder
engagement, implementation planning, and effective evaluation by the European Commission.

2. Existing measures alone will not deliver the 2030 Targets

In relation to Part C of the draft NRP, which requires Member States to identify the measures that
will deliver the restoration targets set out in Part B, Fair Seas notes that the accompanying Guidance
Document envisages that the 2030 targets will be delivered primarily through the continuation of
existing schemes and measures.

Given the continued decline in the condition of many habitats and species, it is difficult to justifiably
conclude that existing measures alone will be sufficient to achieve the scale of restoration required
under the Regulation. Existing conservation and fisheries management measures will contribute to
restoration outcomes, but their effectiveness will depend on their full implementation, effective
management and robust enforcement. Additional measures, governance mechanisms, and resources
are essential, if Ireland is to meet its obligations and prevent further deterioration.

It is also important to note that restoring and protecting habitats now is significantly more
cost-effective than attempting to re-establish them after further degradation/disappearance has
occurred.! The final Plan should therefore set out a clearer pathway for delivering marine restoration
outcomes and achieving the 2030 targets.

More broadly, successful restoration will depend on effective coordination across government
departments and policy areas. Marine habitats do not exist in isolation of each other, and restoration
measures under Articles 4 and 5 should be implemented through an integrated ecosystem-based
approach. Pressures originating outside protected areas and areas selected for restoration, such as
agricultural runoff, can significantly undermine restoration outcomes in both coastal and marine
habitats. The final plan should therefore place a strong emphasis on cross-departmental coordination
and integrated delivery.

3. Existing Protected Areas: Governance and Management

A key opportunity to strengthen implementation lies within Ireland's existing marine Natura 2000
network, which represents one of the most important foundations for delivering marine restoration
targets under the Regulation, particularly in achieving the 2030 restoration targets. However, the
governance of marine Natura 2000 sites, and marine conservation more broadly, has historically
been characterised by fragmented responsibilities across multiple authorities, including the National
Parks and Wildlife Service, the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, the Marine

! Danovaro, R., Aronson, J., Bianchelli, S. et al. Assessing the success of marine ecosystem restoration using
meta-analysis. Nat Commun 16, 3062 (2025). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-025-57254-2



Institute, and consenting authorities. Limited coordination between these bodies has contributed to
uneven implementation, while the use of generic or targetless conservation objectives, alongside a
lack of clearly defined and implemented conservation measures, has limited the effectiveness of site
management.

The Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine also has responsibility for regulating fishing
activities through Fisheries Natura Declarations within areas under national competence. However,
the use of these measures remains limited, and many of those introduced to date have been narrow
in scope or geographic extent. This raises concerns regarding the adequacy of current fisheries
management arrangements to support the conservation and restoration objectives of protected
areas.

It is also important to recognise that many habitats requiring restoration occur outside existing
Natura 2000 sites. While the Natura 2000 network will play a critical role in delivering restoration
outcomes, the achievement of longer-term targets for 2040 and 2050 will require restoration
measures to be implemented across the wider marine environment.

Addressing these governance and management gaps will be essential if existing protected areas are
to contribute meaningfully to Ireland's restoration objectives. The final Plan should therefore
establish a clear and transparent governance framework for the design, implementation, monitoring,
and full enforcement of marine restoration measures at sea, including clearly defined lead
authorities, implementation responsibilities, reporting arrangements, funding mechanisms, and
delivery timelines. This framework should ensure that existing protected areas are effectively
managed and capable of delivering measurable restoration outcomes.

4. Marine Protected Areas as a Key Delivery Mechanism for Marine Restoration

Fair Seas welcomes the recognition of the draft Plan that the absence of a legislative framework for
nationally derived Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) represents a significant gap in the delivery of the
Regulation in the marine environment (Section 4.2.7). MPAs and the NRR are complementary and
mutually reinforcing tools for protecting and restoring Ireland’s seas.

A well-managed and ecologically coherent network of MPAs represents one of the most effective
mechanisms available to support the implementation and delivery of marine restoration objectives
under the Regulation. By reducing or removing pressures on marine ecosystems, MPAs can facilitate
ecosystem recovery, improve resilience, prevent further deterioration and enhance the success of
restoration measures. In many marine habitats, passive restoration through pressure reduction is
often the most effective approach to initiate habitat restoration.?

Ambitious MPA legislation should be progressed as a matter of priority to support Ireland’s
commitment to protect 30% of its marine area by 2030, including 10% under strict protection. The

2 Danovaro, R., Aronson, J., Bianchelli, S. et al. Assessing the success of marine ecosystem restoration using
meta-analysis. Nat Commun 16, 3062 (2025). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-025-57254-2



final Plan should also more clearly recognise the role of a well-managed and ecologically coherent
MPA network as a key delivery mechanism for achieving marine restoration targets and securing
long-term ecosystem recovery.

In line with Article 5(8) of the NRR, future MPA designations should contribute to improving
ecological coherence and connectivity. New MPAs should therefore complement the existing Natura
2000 network, overlap where appropriate with habitats targeted under the Regulation, and support
the achievement of Ireland's restoration obligations.

In addition to supporting restoration targets under the NRR, well-designed and effectively managed
MPAs contribute to achieving Good Environmental Status under the Marine Strategy Framework
Directive, delivering commitments under the EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030, improving the
conservation status of habitats and species protected under the Birds and Habitats Directives, and
supporting ecosystem-based marine spatial planning. Restoration measures should also be aligned
with the Water Framework Directive, the Common Fisheries Policy, national Marine Spatial Planning
policy, and wider climate and biodiversity policy objectives. Greater integration between these policy
frameworks would promote coherence, maximise environmental outcomes, and ensure more
efficient use of resources.

The success of marine restoration will also depend on adequate long-term funding, effective
cross-sectoral governance and meaningful stakeholder participation. The scale of investment
required is significant, with the Independent Advisory Committee on Nature Restoration
Recommendations report stating the estimated cost of implementation of the Regulation sits
between €450 million and €700 million annually.? The final Plan should therefore provide greater
clarity regarding anticipated funding sources, resource requirements and long-term implementation
arrangements, particularly given Ireland's comparatively low level of investment in nature relative to
many other EU Member States.

Financing nature restoration will also require continued advocacy for increased ambition within EU
funding frameworks, particularly the Multiannual Financial Framework, to ensure adequate and
ring-fenced funding for biodiversity protection and restoration. Where restoration or management
measures result in significant impacts on existing activities, including reduced fishing opportunities
or the displacement of fishing effort, appropriate place-based support mechanisms should be
developed in consultation with affected stakeholders to support a fair and equitable transition.

Marine restoration should be recognised as an opportunity to support and empower fishing
communities and other coastal stakeholders. Thriving marine ecosystems underpin resilient fisheries,
sustainable coastal economies, and the long-term well-being of coastal communities. Fishing
communities possess extensive knowledge of local ecosystems and can play an important role in
identifying restoration opportunities, supporting implementation, monitoring outcomes, and
contributing to adaptive management. Supporting fishing communities and other marine users as

2 Recommendations of the Independent Advisory Committee on Nature Restoration (2026).



https://be1d489e-7aa0-4c71-a88c-5dc314c217f6.filesusr.com/ugd/9a85d8_79109345c92c4a58af2591d10db10ed0.pdf

active partners in restoration will strengthen ecological outcomes, build public confidence, and help
ensure the long-term success of restoration measures.

5. Joint Recommendations under the CFP are a critical implementation gap

Ireland should adopt a leadership role in progressing restoration measures in offshore waters. Article
11 of the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) remains a critical enabler for implementing conservation
and restoration measures within marine Natura 2000 sites and future offshore MPAs where such
measures require the regulation of fishing activities.

Article 18 of the NRR explicitly recognises the role of the CFP and the need for Joint
Recommendations (JRs) to achieve conservation and restoration objectives.* However, the draft Plan
provides little detail on how Ireland intends to utilise CFP mechanisms to support the
implementation of marine restoration measures, particularly in offshore waters where multiple
Member States may have fishing interests.

Where restoration measures require restrictions or modifications to fishing activities, Ireland will
need to initiate consultations with relevant Member States and develop Joint Recommendations
under Article 11 of the CFP for submission to the European Commission. This process also requires
engagement with the North Western Waters Advisory Council and can take several years to
complete.

Given the timescales associated with developing, negotiating, and adopting JRs, the Plan should
include a clearer commitment to initiating these processes as early as possible, together with
indicative timelines for delivery.

To date, Ireland has not progressed JRs for the management of offshore protected areas (Special
Areas of Conservation (SACs)). This longstanding governance gap represents a significant barrier to
the effective implementation of the NRR and to the effective management of an ecologically
coherent network of MPAs designated under forthcoming national MPA legislation. Without a clear
strategy for progressing JRs, Ireland risks being unable to fully implement restoration measures in
areas where fisheries activities remain a key pressure.

The complexity of the JR process should not be used as a justification for delaying, weakening, or
reducing the ambition of restoration and conservation measures. Rather, it highlights the need for
early planning, dedicated resources, and proactive engagement with stakeholders, neighbouring
Member States, and the fishing industry. The final Plan should therefore clearly outline how Ireland

* Article 18(2): Where the national restoration plans include measures that require submission of a joint
recommendation through the regionalisation procedure under Article 18 of the Regulation (EU) No 1380/2013,
Member States preparing those national restoration plans shall, considering the deadlines provided for in
Article 5 of this Regulation, initiate in a timely manner consultations with other Member States having a direct
management interest affected by these measures and the relevant Advisory Councils under Article 18(2) of
Regulation (EU) No 1380/2013 to enable timely agreement on and submission of any joint recommendations.
For that purpose, they shall also include in the national restoration plan the estimated timing of the
consultation and of the submission of the joint recommendations.



intends to utilise CFP mechanisms, including scientifically robust Joint Recommendations, to support
the implementation of restoration measures within Natura 2000 sites, future MPAs, and other
offshore restoration areas.

The final Plan should also address restoration opportunities and pressures across the full range of
offshore habitats, including reefs, vents and seeps, rather than focusing predominantly on soft
sediment habitats. This should not diminish the ecological importance of Group 7 habitats, which are
closely connected to wider coastal and transitional systems, including habitats addressed under
Article 4.

6. Addressing knowledge gaps

Improving the evidence base for marine restoration should be a priority of the final Plan. While
knowledge and data gaps remain, these gaps should not delay restoration actions where sufficient
evidence already exists to identify pressures, priority habitats and areas of ecological importance.

Citizen science datasets, including information collected through CoastWatch, Seasearch, the
National Biodiversity Data Centre, and other initiatives, should be incorporated where appropriate to
complement statutory monitoring programmes. For example, CoastWatch’s recent seagrass mapping,
where 89 seagrass beds were mapped.

At the same time, data gaps (e.g., data-deficient species) should not prevent restoration action that
can be implemented now. Existing evidence, including IUCN and Irish Red List assessments, species
distribution data and ecological connectivity considerations, can help identify habitats and species
requiring urgent intervention.

This should include consideration of Important Shark and Ray Areas (ISRAs)’, Important Bird and
Biodiversity Areas (IBAs) and Areas of Opportunity for Restoration identified by BirdWatch Ireland
where restoration measures could deliver substantial biodiversity benefits for 2030 and beyond.®
Targeting restoration efforts in these areas would help maximise ecological recovery, support the
achievement of 2030 targets and strengthen the evidence base for future restoration actions.

Conclusion

The Nature Restoration Regulation presents a significant opportunity to reverse biodiversity loss and
restore the health, resilience, and productivity of Ireland’s marine environment. To realise this
opportunity, the final Nature Restoration Plan must move beyond high-level approaches and provide

> https://sharkrayareas.org/isra/

® The report presents a science-based assessment intended to inform the strategic development of Ireland’s
National Nature Restoration Plan, with an emphasis on restoring habitats used by red- and amber-listed Birds of
Conservation Concern in Ireland under the EU Nature Restoration Regulation (Regulation (EU) 2024/1991).
https://birdwatchireland.ie/app /uploads/2026 /05 /Bird Watch-Ireland-NRP-for-Birds-of-Conservation-Concern.
pdf



https://birdwatchireland.ie/app/uploads/2026/05/BirdWatch-Ireland-NRP-for-Birds-of-Conservation-Concern.pdf
https://birdwatchireland.ie/app/uploads/2026/05/BirdWatch-Ireland-NRP-for-Birds-of-Conservation-Concern.pdf
https://sharkrayareas.org/isra/

greater clarity on implementation measures, governance arrangements, funding mechanisms and
delivery pathways.

Strengthening the role of MPAs, improving the evidence base, establishing ambitious restoration
targets, addressing governance gaps and supporting meaningful stakeholder participation will be
essential to achieving the Regulation’s objectives and securing the long-term recovery of Ireland’s
seas.

Alongside the recommendations outlined above, Fair Seas supports the detailed submissions
provided by the Irish Wildlife Trust (IWT), Sustainable Water Network (SWAN), and the
Environmental Pillar, particularly in relation to marine ecosystem restoration and the
implementation of Article 5 of the Regulation.
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