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Introduction 
The proposed clearfelling & reforestation project XXX-FLXXXX is not directly connected with or necessary to 
the management of any Natura 2000 site. Therefore, potential impacts on European sites must be 
considered by the Minister for Agriculture, Food & the Marine (DAFM), the relevant public authority listed 
under the European Communities (Birds & Natural Habitats) Regulations, 2011 (S.I. No.477/2011). 

The purpose of this Appropriate Assessment (AA) Report and Determination is to provide a statement for 
the public and relevant bodies to ascertain that an Appropriate Assessment (AA) has been conducted in 
accordance with relevant regulations. The purpose is to allow interested parties to assess the competent 
authority’s determination. 

The Habitats Directive (Council Directive 92/43/EEC) is implemented in Ireland by the European 
Communities (Birds & Natural Habitats) Regulations 2011 (S.I. No.477/2011), the European Communities 
(Birds & Natural Habitats) (Amendment) Regulations 2015 (S.I. No. 355/2015), and the Planning and 
Development Acts 2000-2015, as amended. The requirement for AA is set out in Article 6 of the Habitats 
Directive. 

In summary, Article 6(3) of the Directive requires an Appropriate Assessment to be undertaken when there 
is an element of doubt about whether the integrity of a European site (i.e. a Special Area of Conservation 
(SAC) or a Special Protection Area (SPA)) might be affected by the proposed project. The focus of the 
assessment is the implications that the proposed project/development may have in the context of the 
rationale behind why an area was designated for protection. Article 6(3) continues that statutory approval 
can only be granted provided the assessment has shown that there will be no adverse effects on the 
integrity of the European site. In cases where the integrity of a site is or may be impacted, then the 
requirements of Article 6(4) apply.  

 

Conservation Objectives 
The overall aim of the Habitats Directive is to maintain or restore the favourable conservation status of 
habitats and species of community interest. These habitats and species are listed in the Habitats and Birds 
Directives and Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) and Special Protection Areas (SPAs) are designated to 
afford protection to the most vulnerable of them. These two designations are collectively known as the 
‘Natura 2000 network’. They are also referred to as ‘European sites’.  

European and national legislation places a collective obligation on Ireland and its citizens to maintain 
habitats and species in the Natura 2000 network at favourable conservation status. The Government and its 
agencies are responsible for the implementation and enforcement of regulations that will ensure the 
ecological integrity of these sites. 

The maintenance of habitats and species within Natura 2000 sites at favourable conservation status will 
contribute to the overall maintenance of favourable conservation status of those habitats and species at a 
national level. 

 

The favourable conservation status of a species is achieved when: 

“population dynamics data on the species concerned indicate that it is maintaining itself on a long-
term basis as a viable component of its natural habitats, and the natural range of the species is 
neither being reduced nor is likely to be reduced for the foreseeable future, and there is, and will 
probably continue to be, a sufficiently large habitat to maintain its populations on a long-term 
basis.” 

 

The generic conservation objective applicable to Special Protection Areas is a follows: 



 

 

“To maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of the bird species listed as Special 
Conservation Interests for the SPA.” 

 

 

 

Impact Prediction 
The methodology for the assessment of impacts is derived from the 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 Communities, 2002). When describing changes/activities and 
impacts on ecosystem structure and function, the types of impacts that are commonly presented include: 

 direct and indirect impacts, 

 short- and long-term impacts, 

 construction, operational and decommissioning impacts, and 

 isolated, interactive and cumulative impacts. 

Impacts that could potentially occur through the implementation of the plan can be categorised under a 
number of impact categories as outlined in the above European Communities guidance document, as 
follows: 

 loss / reduction of habitat area, 

 disturbance to key species, 

 habitat or species fragmentation, 

 reduction in species density, and 

 changes in key indicators of conservation value, such as decrease in water quality and quantity. 

 

As per the above European Communities guidance document (2002), the meaning of integrity is defined as 
follows: 

“ ‘The integrity of a site involves its ecological functions. The decision as to whether it is adversely 
affected should focus on and be limited to the site’s conservation objectives’ (MN2000, paragraph 
4.6(3)).”  

The assessment of potential adverse impacts follows the precautionary principle as detailed in Article 191 of 
the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (EU). It aims to ensure a higher level of environmental 
protection through preventative decision-making in the case of risk, and underpins the Habitats Directive 
(DoEHLG, 2010). The precautionary principle is the underlying concept of sustainable development which 
implies that prudent action be taken to protect the environment, even in the absence of scientific certainty 
(DoEHLG, 2010). 

 

Project Description 
The site of the proposed XXXXXX project (XXXX-FLXXXX) is at Townland, Co. County Name.  

The area of the proposed project is X.XX ha. 

The application is accompanied by a summary document (saved as ‘XXXX-FLXXXX.pdf’), which contains 
details…XXXX. See attached documentation. 



 

 

 

Appropriate Assessment Screening 
The project has been subject to the DAFM’s AA Screening procedure, as set out in the document entitled 
Appropriate Assessment Procedure: Guidance Note & iFORIS SOP for DAFM Forestry Inspectors (v.05Nov19) 
(DAFM, 2019). The AA Screening report is included in the appendices.  

The screening assessment identified all European sites that fall within a 15 km radius of the project site. The 
potential for significant effect on European sites located outside the 15 km was also considered, but no 
pathways for significant effect were identified. 

Following its AA Screening process, DAFM reached the determination that there is no possibility of the 
project – both individually and in combination with other plans and projects – having a significant effect on 
the Natura sites listed below (the rationale for screening out is provided in the file’s Screening Report). For 
the purposes of S.I.477 / 2011, Regulation 42(16), DAFM has determined that the project shall not adversely 
affect the integrity of these European sites.  

  

XXXLIST OF SCREENED OUT NATURA SITES HERE XXX 

 

However, the AA Screening process identified the potential for a likely significant effect(s) on breeding Hen 
Harrier and breeding Merlin, both listed as Special Conservation Interests of the XXXX SPA (XXXX) and 
concluded that the project must undergo Appropriate Assessment to determine the potential for the project 
– both individually and in combination with other plans and projects – adversely affecting the integrity of 
this European site. 

The AA Screening reviewed the Conservation Objective of this SPA (i.e. “To maintain or restore the 
favourable conservation condition of the bird species listed as Special Conservation Interests for this SPA”*) 
and the Special Conservation Interests involved (i.e. Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus and Merlin Falco 
columbarius). These have also been considered in this Appropriate Assessment Report. 

(* As per the Conservation Objective document dated XX/XX/XXXX, located at 
https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/protected-sites/conservation_objectives/XXXXXXXX.pdf.) 

 

Appropriate Assessment 
This Appropriate Assessment Report presents the data and information on the project and provides an 
analysis of the potential adverse effects on the aforementioned EU designated site. Potential adverse effects 
are assessed in view of best scientific knowledge, based on objective information in relation to the proposed 
project, including the proposed avoidance, reduction and preventive measures that form part of the 
application documentation and that are prescribed in the licence conditions. 

 

Direct Impacts 

Habitat Loss and Mortality 

The project relates to the clearfelling and reforestation of an existing forest. 

In its current state, the submitted area does not provide suitable foraging, nesting or roosting habitat for 
breeding Hen Harrier.  



 

 

Therefore, the proposed clearfelling and reforestation will not result in any direct impact on the SCI of this 
SPA as a result of habitat loss or direct mortality. 

 

Indirect Impacts 

Disturbance/Displacement 

The proposed project will entail various operations that have the potential, through excessive noise, 
vibration, mechanical movement, artifical lights, etc. to disturb the breeding activity of Hen Harrier. 
Potential disturbance operations include: timber felling (thinning, clearfell); timber extraction to roadside; 
timber loading at roadside; aerial fertilisation; mechanical cultivation for both afforestation and 
reforestation; forest road construction (and associated developments); the driving of fencing posts; and any 
other operation(s) the Forest Service may deem as potentially creating disturbance. 

The issue of potential disturbance operations on breeding Hen Harrier has led to the development of a 
protocol agreed with National Parks & Wildlife Service (NPWS), based on the establishment of 1.2 km radius 
‘Red Areas’ (or ‘High Likelihood of Nesting Areas’) centred on known breeding sites, and the exclusion of all 
potential disturbance operations within such areas during the breeding season 1st April to 15th August, 
inclusive. A data sharing agreement is in place between DAFM, NPWS and the Hen Harrier EIP Project, to 
update the associated GIS layer detailing these Red Areas.  

For further details, see Appendix 21 of the Forestry Standards Manual (DAFM, 2015) 

 

Avoidance & Reduction of Impacts 

This section describes the environmental management framework to be adhered to during the clearfelling 
and reforestation and incorporates the mitigating principles to ensure that the work is carried out in a way 
that avoids or minimises the potential for any environmental impacts to occur. The proposed works shall 
adhere to the following forestry-related guidelines / requirements / standards:  

 Felling & Reforestation Standards (v. Oct. 2019) (see Forest Service Circular 14 / 2019) 

 Appendix 21 of the Forestry Standards Manual (DAFM, 2015), which sets out an agreed protocol 
developed by the Forest Service of the DAFM and the National Parks & Wildlife Service (NPWS), 
regarding potential disturbance operations. 

 Forest Harvesting & the Environment Guidelines (DAFM, 2000) 

 

Site-Specific Measures 
Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus 

The potential for the project to results in displacement of breeding Hen Harrier was identified on a 
precautionary basis.  

[IF WITHIN A HH RED AREA…] 

Regarding XXXX-FLXXXX, the project area lies within or partially within a Red Area as described in Appendix 
21 of the Forestry Standards Manual (Nov15) and according to data provided by the National Parks & 
Wildlife Service (NPWS) through an established Data Sharing Agreement and drawing in-part from 2018 
survey data collected under the Hen Harrier EIP Project. 

Accordingly, the following mitigation, presented in the form of a licence condition, is proposed to avoid the 
identified pathway for impact: 

 The site of this project overlaps with a High Likelihood of Nesting Area relating to Hen Harrier, the 



 

 

Special Conservation Interest of the XXXX SPA. Therefore, no potential disturbance operation(s) 
associated with this project shall take place during the Hen Harrier breeding season (1st April to 15th 
August, inclusive). To do so will lead to the immediate cancellation of this licence XXXX-FLXXXX and 
may represent an offence under the Birds & Habitats Regulations (2011) (S.I.477 / 2011).  

(A potential disturbance operation is a forestry operation associated with a licenced project, which 
has the potential, through excessive noise, vibration, mechanical movement, artifical lights, etc. to 
disturb the breeding activity of Hen Harrier. Potential disturbance operations include: timber felling 
(thinning, clearfell); timber extraction to roadside; timber loading at roadside; aerial fertilisation; 
mechanical cultivation for both afforestation and reforestation; forest road construction (and 
associated developments); the driving of fencing posts; and any other operation(s) the Forest 
Service may deem as potentially creating disturbance.) 

 Adherence to the Felling & Reforestation Standards. 

 

[IF WITHIN A HH GREEN AREA …] 

The project area lies wholly within a Green Area, as described in Appendix 21 of the Forestry Standards 
Manual (Nov15) and according to data provided by the National Parks & Wildlife Service (NPWS) through an 
established Data Sharing Agreement and drawing in part from 2018 survey data collected under the Hen 
Harrier Project. 

Accordingly, the following mitigation, presented in the form of a licence condition, is proposed to avoid the 
identified pathway for impact: 

 The site of this project lies wholly within a Green Area in relating to Hen Harrier, the Special 
Conservation Interest of the XXXX SPA. Therefore, potential disturbance operations associated with 
this project (see below) can take place during the Hen Harrier breeding season (1st April to 15th 
August, inclusive). However, if the Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine (DAFM) is notified 
by the National Parks & Wildlife Service of a new Hen Harrier nesting site, and if the site of the 
project lies within or partially within 1.2 km of this location, the DAFM will inform the Applicant of 
this situation and will amend the terms of the licence, with immediate effect, to exclude potential 
disturbance operations from taking place during the Hen Harrier breeding season (1st April to 15th 
August, inclusive).  

(A potential disturbance operation is a forestry operation associated with a licenced project, which 
has the potential, through excessive noise, vibration, mechanical movement, artifical lights, etc. to 
disturb the breeding activity of Hen Harriers. Potential disturbance operations include: timber felling 
(thinning, clearfell); timber extraction to roadside; timber loading at roadside; aerial fertilisation; 
mechanical cultivation for both afforestation and reforestation; forest road construction (and 
associated developments); the driving of fencing posts; and any other operation(s) the Forest 
Service may deem as potentially creating disturbance.)  

 Adherence to the Felling & Reforestation Standards. 

 

 

 

 

 

Merlin Falco columbarius 



 

 

The potential for the project to results in displacement of breeding Merlin was identified on a precautionary 
basis.  

Heathlands are vital hunting habitats for the species (Fernandez-Bellon & Lusby, 2011). Merlin traditionally 
nest on-the-ground on heath, mountain and blanket bog, but now predominantly nest in trees with a strong 
preference for conifer plantations (favouring older trees and often nesting within 10 m of forest edge). 
Breeding success is positively related to the proportion of suitable foraging habitat (heath, extensive 
grassland, bog, other open and semi-open habitats) within the breeding territory (Lusby et al., 2017). 

 

[IF Project Area adjoins or within 50 metres of the interface between a 
forest and suitable foraging habitat…] 

Regarding XXXX-FLXXXX, the project area adjoins or is within 50 metres of the interface between a forest and 
suitable foraging habitat (extensive grassland, heath, bog, other open and semi-open habitats). In light of the 
bird’s ecology regarding nesting and the requirement to avoid disruption that might interfer with breeding, 
the following mitigation excluding operations during the breeding season, presented in the form of a licence 
condition, is identified to avoid impact. Furthermore, given the area of forest cover within the SPA (insert 
area ha), the emergence of new edge trees elsewhere within the forest estate within the Natura site, and 
Merlin’s unfaithfulness regarding nest sites, any edge tree felling associated with this project and 
undertaken outside of the breeding season will not impact future nesting opportunities within the SPA.  

The project area adjoins or is within 50 metres of the interface between a forest and suitable foraging 
habitat (extensive grassland, heath, bog, other open and semi-open habitats). Merlin predominantly nest in 
trees with a strong preference for conifer plantations (favouring older trees and often nesting proximate to 
the forest edge). Breeding success is positively related to the proportion of suitable foraging habitat (heath, 
extensive grassland, bog, other open and semi-open habitats) within the breeding territory. 

 Therefore, in light of the bird’s ecology regarding nesting and the requirement to avoid disruption 
during the breeding season, no felling or extraction operations associated with this licence shall take 
place during the breeding season, 1st March to 31st August, inclusive.  

 Operations to adhere to the Felling & Reforestation Standards. 

 

 

[IF Project Area greater than 50 metres from the interface between a 
forest and suitable foraging habitat…] 

Regarding XXXX-FLXXXX, the project area is greater than 50 metres from the interface between a forest and 
suitable foraging habitat (extensive grassland, heath, bog, other open and semi-open habitats). Given the 
nesting behaviour of Merlin within trees proximate to the forest edge, no Merlin specific mitigation will be 
required on this site, as the project area is not usable as possible nesting or foraging habitat. 

 

 

 

Assessment of Potential Residual Impacts 
The measures described above ensure that the proposed project itself (i.e. individually) will not prevent or 
obstruct the Special Conservation Interest of the SPA from reaching Favourable Conservation Status, as per 
Article 1 of the EU Habitats Directive. A definition of Favourable Conservation Status is provided above. 



 

 

Based on the above, it can be concluded in view of best scientific knowledge, based on objective 
information, that the proposed project itself (i.e. individually) will not adversely affect the Special 
Conservation Interests or Conservation Objective of the XXXXXX SPA as a result of habitat loss or 
displacement. 

 

In-Combination Effects  
[INSERT DESCRIPTION OF NON-FOREST PLANS & PROJECTS, USING IN-COMBINATION FRAMEWORK] 

It is concluded that the project itself (i.e. individually) does not represent a source or pathway for any 
residual effect on the XXXXX SPA. There is therefore no potential for the proposed works to contribute to 
any such effect, when considered in-combination with other plans and projects.  

Furthermore, it is considered that the regulatory systems in place for the approval, operations (including any 
permitted emissions) and monitoring of the effects of these other plans and projects are such that they will 
ensure they too do not cause environmental pollution or give rise to direct or indirect effects on the integrity 
of any Natura 2000 sites in view of those sites’ conservation objectives. 
Therefore, the DAFM deems that this project, when considered in combination with other plans and 
projects, shall not adversely affect the integrity of the XXXXXX SPA. 

The current project and any associated consent relate to XXXXX activities only. [IF APPLICABLE, 
INCLUDE: There are currently no proposals for any subsequent forestry-related activities.] Any subsequent 
forestry-related activity shall be subject to the DAFM Appropriate Assessment Procedure, including an in-
combination assessment with the current proposal, prior to any future consent being granted.  

 

  



 

 

Appropriate Assessment Determination 
 

The Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine has considered the tree felling licence application for 
XXXXXXX and all associated application documentation (see attached document ‘OXXX-DFLXXXX.pdf’).  

DAFM has assessed all potential direct or indirect pathways for adverse effects on the Special Conservation 
Interests of the XXXXX SPA (XXXX), i.e. Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus and Merlin Falco columbarius. 

DAFM concludes that the identified potential pathways for any adverse effect are robustly blocked using 
avoidance, appropriate design and the implementation of best practice, and through the mitigation as set 
out within this report and to be included in the Tree Felling Licence, i.e. [INSERT CONDITION HERE, as per 
boxes under ‘Site-Specific Measures’ title] 

 

Furthermore, DAFM concludes that, as the project itself (i.e. individually) does not represent a source or 
pathway for any adverse effect, there is therefore no potential for it to contribute to any such effect, when 
considered in-combination with other plans and projects.  

Therefore, the Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine has determined, pursuant to Regulation 
42(16) of the European Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulation 2011 (as amended) and based 
on objective information, that the project, either individually or in-combination with other plans or projects, 
will not adversely affect the integrity of any European site. 

 

[Insert date of determination] 
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Appendix 1: AA Screening Report 
 

See screening report on file. 

 



 

 

Appendix 2: Supporting Information 
 

See supporting information on file. 
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