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Foreword 

The work programme for the Blue Dot Catchments Programme for implementation during the 2nd 
cycle River Basin Management Plan was adopted by the Steering Group on 26th of September 2019. 
The steering group approved all objectives outlined in detail in Section 3 and summarised below. 

The Programme objectives are: 

1. Agree a vision for the protection and restoration of high status waters in Ireland. 
2. Determine what constitutes a Blue Dot water body / site / catchment, and agree on a spatial 

network of high status waters in Ireland. 
3. Agree branding for high status / blue dot waters. 
4. Prepare a communications and engagement plan. 
5. Establish pilot projects for community engagement and action. 
6. Work together with the Department of Housing Planning and Local Government1 to establish 

appropriate planning guidance for the protection of Blue Dot waters. 
7. Influence national schemes and programmes which can prioritise the protection and 

restoration of Blue Dot waters. 
8. Assist in improving the exchange of information within and between local and public 

authorities and with Government Departments. 
9. Consider areas where further research is required. 
10. Review proposals for site specific measures for high status objective water bodies from 

LAWPROs work programme and the LIFE IP (if successful). 
11. Contribute to the development of a long term strategy for high status waters. 

 

An estimated work programme budget is presented in Table 8. As the Blue Dot Catchments 
Programme does not at this time have a dedicated budget to support it’s work programme activities, 
the Steering Group was not in a position to assign funding for the work programme. The Steering 
Group will seek to leverage funding within members own organisations where possible, and externally 
through the LIFE IP application, to support the delivery of the work programme. It is noted that this 
may have an impact on the timely delivery of certain objectives. 

 

 
1 Now Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage 
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1 Introduction 

 Background 

Across Europe, the protection of high status sites has not been highlighted as a key issue, and no 
known effective programmes of measures have been implemented elsewhere specifically for the 
protection or restoration of high ecological status water bodies. Ireland, still retains many of these 
sites, a total of 17.6% of monitored river sites are at high status (Government of Ireland, 2018). 
Comparable proportions in Europe are only found in Alpine areas (Austria: 20%) and Nordic countries 
(Sweden: 12%, Finland 16%). Neighbouring countries and many central European countries have few 
left: UK: 3%, Germany: 0.1% and Poland 0.5% (www.eea.europa.eu). Remaining high status sites must 
be preserved at a European level as a matter of priority to serve as ultimate goals with exemplary 
biological and environmental quality. 

The long-term trend of decline in the number of high status river sites has been well documented in 
recent times (Ní Chatháin et al., 2012; Government of Ireland, 2018). Figure 1 illustrates the extent of 
the decline since 1987. The EPA produces national water quality reports every three years, and these 
have defined a trend in loss of high status sites. High status sites have declined from 31.5% (1987-
1990) to 17.6% (2013-2015) - an almost 50% loss (Fanning et al., 2017). Particularly concerning is the 
decrease in the numbers of sites that were considered of the highest status, which score a Q5. In the 
1980s, Q5 sites made up 13.4% of all monitored sites; now only a small minority of the monitored sites 
are at Q5 (0.7%). The decline in the status of these sites must be halted, and then reversed if we are 
to achieve our Water Framework Directive (WFD) objectives. 

As such, Ireland has recognised the need to be a European leader in the development of protection 
and restoration measures focussed on high status waters and has firmly indicated in the River Basin 
Management Plan for Ireland 2018 - 2021 (hereafter referred to as “the RBMP”) the prioritisation of 
high status waters. 

The RBMP was published by the Minister for Housing, Planning and Local Government in April 2018. 
Ireland undertook a comprehensive re-characterisation of its waters as part of its preparation. A 
proposed process2 for determining the water bodies for which a high status objective should be set 
was prepared by the EPA and submitted to the DHPLG in 2017 for consideration. This led to the 
publication in the RBMP of a set of high status environmental objective waters3 for 319 river water 
bodies, 37 lakes, 11 transitional water bodies and 17 coastal water bodies (Table 1 & Figure 3). 63% 
of these water bodies are currently achieving their high status environmental objective, with 33% 
confirmed through characterisation as being At Risk, while 4% require further assessment or 
monitoring to assess their risk profile. Therefore, protection measures are required for 63% of water 
bodies; restoration measures for 33% of water bodies; and further investigation into 4% of water 
bodies to determine their risk. 53% of rivers and 33% of lakes which have a high status objective and 
are At Risk have been incorporated into the Priority Area for Action work programme of the Local 
Authority Waters Programme (LAWPRO) (Figure 4). No high status objective transitional or coastal 
water body is included within the work programme of LAWPRO. 

  

 
2 Source: Environmental Protection Agency. High-status objective for surface water bodies_V9_27062017. 
3 Source: Environmental Protection Agency. National Surface Water Characterisation Spreadsheet 06122017 (full). Note that the figures for 
transitional water bodies and coastal water bodies are incorrect in the RBMP (confirmed with the EPA).  
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Figure 1: Observed long term decline in high ecological quality river sites4 

 

Table 1: Numbers of High status Objective Waterbodies and their current risk status 

WB Type High status 
Objective 

At Risk % At Risk Review Not at Risk Within a PAA 

River (FPM) 319 (28) 112 (15) 35% 3 (2) 204 (11) 60 (13) 
(53% of At Risk) 

Lake 37 12 32% 2 23 
4 

(33% of At Risk) 
Transitional 11 1 9 2 8 0 
Coastal 17 2 12% 7 8 0 
Totals 384 127 33% 14 243 64 

FPM= Freshwater Pearl Mussel waterbody 

 

  

 
4 Source: River Basin Management Plan for Ireland 2018 -2021, Figure 4.3. 
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 Profile of Pressures on high status objective water bodies 

Of the 1,460 water bodies identified as At Risk of not meeting their environmental objectives, 127 are 
At Risk of not meeting the objective of high ecological status. This consists of 112 rivers, 12 lakes, 2 
coastal water bodies and 1 transitional water body. The risk profile is different to the general risk 
profile across water bodies nationally, reflecting the presence of these water bodies - typically in upper 
catchment areas. Forestry is a significant pressure in 51 (40%) of these water bodies, followed by 
hydromorphology in 43 (34%) water bodies, agriculture in 35 (28%) water bodies, peat extraction or 
disturbances in 16 (13%) water bodies and domestic waste-water in 13 (10%) water bodies (Figure 2).  

 

 

  

Figure 2: Significant pressures on high status objective water bodies 
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Figure 3: Water bodies with a high status objective under the 2nd Cycle River Basin Management 
Plan 2018 - 2021 
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Figure 4: Water bodies with a high status objective overlap with Priority Areas for Action 
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2 Planning the Programme 
 

 Purpose of this document & Initiation of the Programme 

This document has been drafted for consideration by the Blue Dot Steering Group and presents 
proposals for inclusion within the Blue Dot Catchments Work Programme (hereafter referred to as 
“the Programme”) for approval. 

The development of the Programme should be considered as a multi-step process (as for any Plan or 
Programme) (Figure 5) that was initiated by the 2012 Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) funded 
Strive Report on the Management Strategies for the Protection of High status Water Bodies (Ní 
Chatháin et al., 2012) (hereafter referred to as “the STRIVE report”), and further expanded upon in a 
Draft Blue Dot Catchments Programme produced in November 2017, which led to the summary 
presented in the RBMP in April 2018. 

The STRIVE report, produced high level conclusions in terms of key points (Table 2) and proposals for 
key strategies as set out below (Table 3) for the protection and restoration of high status waters, 
including proposals for a Blue Dot Monitoring and Management System (now the Blue Dot Catchments 
Programme) and a Blue Dot Working Group (now the National Blue Dot Steering Group). Many of the 
strategies have not received in-depth consideration or debate since their publication in 2012. As part 
of preparation of this draft Programme, a review of the STRIVE report was undertaken, and an 
assessment is presented in Table 2 and Table 3 below. Where strategies proposed is 2012 were 
assessed as having merit to bring forward into a draft Programme now in 2019, this is indicated in 
Table 3. 

 

 
Figure 5: Planning process for the preparation of the Blue Dot Catchments Programme 
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Table 2: Key points proposed in the STRIVE report 

Key Points Description (as written in 2012) Assessment (August 2012) 
1. Planning and development in High 

status catchments is an 
environmental issue 

All planning decisions in high status catchments should be referred to the 
appropriate Environmental Departments for assessment within local and public 
authorities. While it is recognised that this will increase the potential workload 
for environment staff within local and public authorities, this is nevertheless an 
essential and short-term requirement until a more streamlined water 
governance structure is established and resourcing is put in place. 

Linked to Strategy 6, Table 3 

2. High status catchments provide 
valuable ecosystem services 

High status water bodies provide important ecosystems services and public 
goods including clean drinking water, possible flood alleviation, peaceful and 
scenic surroundings, and amenity value and the economic income associated 
with that. There needs to be an appreciation of the role of ecosystem services 
within the local and public authorities, which must be carefully balanced with 
current and future development. 

Linked to Strategy 10, Table 3 

3. High status catchments have little 
to no capacity for further 
intensification 

The assimilation capacity for nutrients of oligotrophic water bodies is very low, 
and many are close to or have exceeded their capacity for catchment 
intensification and development. 
An understanding of cause and effect of permitting further development must 
be understood and the implications of all intensification assessed before 
decisions are made. For example, a poorly functioning septic tank may be 
enough to exceed carrying capacity, or a nitrates derogation can result in higher 
numbers of animals, more intensive use of fertiliser and a requirement to spread 
slurry where none has been spread before. High status waters are particularly 
susceptible to local impacts. 

Linked to Strategies 5, 6, 9, Table 3 

4. High status catchments and 
protected areas require similar 
protection strategies 

There is a significant overlap between high status sites, and protected areas. 
Where overlaps occur, there is benefit in prioritising measures to achieve 
multiple outcomes for the same measure. 

Linked to Strategy 2, Table 3 

5. County Development Plans, and 
all plans, and policies should 
reflect the sensitivity of high 
status water bodies 

County Development Plans (CDP) should be used to plan for the strategic 
protection of high status sites and water bodies through a catchment 
management approach. Iterations of CDPs can refer to high status catchment 
protection until such time as plans come up for revision. 
Each Public and Local Authority should review existing environmental 
assessment guidelines which they have in place to account for the protection of 
high status waters, and to WFD “proof” such guidelines. 

Linked to Strategy 6, Table 3. Originally, the authors of the STRIVE 
report saw merit in consideration of a “designation” type 
approach for high status waters, similar to that for Special Areas 
of Conservation (SACs) and Special Protection Areas (SPAs) under 
the Habitats and Birds Directives. However, an alternative is now 
proposed with i.e. unique branding of these waters, with a clear 
vision for their protection, which is now seen as the most 
appropriate approach. This is included as part of proposals for the 
Programme. 
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Table 3: Key strategies proposed in the STRIVE report 

Key Strategies Description (as written in 2012)  Assessment (as of August 2019) 
1. High status 

catchment 
delineation and 
prioritisation for 
protection measures 

 Delineate catchments for high status sites and water bodies 
– for validation by the EPA. 

 Determine prioritisation of high status catchments for 
protection strategies. 

 Disseminate high status GIS layers to public and local 
authorities via the project outputs. 

 Update catchment delineation, prioritisation and 
disseminate regularly (post project recommendation). 

Catchment delineation for high status waters was undertaken as part of the STRIVE report. 
This exercise was largely superseded by work undertaken during initial characterisation and 
revision of water body boundaries and the generation of sub-catchments for assessment 
work. Therefore, the catchment delineation process needed to be repeated. LAWPRO have 
undertaken this delineation, and the outputs require discussion in terms of their potential 
use as part of an overall protection and restoration strategy (Figure 6). Prioritisation of high 
status waters for protection has been achieved through the generation of high status 
objective water bodies, however a gap remains in terms of what strategy should now apply 
to non-prioritised high status sites e.g. high status sites within good status objective water 
bodies. Dissemination of high status water body mapping files has still to be undertaken. 
These elements deserve further consideration as part of the draft Programme. 

2. Establishment of a 
spatial network of 
high status waters 

Establishment of a national spatial network of high status water 
bodies to address the unbalanced spatial distribution of high 
status waters. Consideration of a restoration programme for 
former high status sites, in River Basin Districts where the 
numbers of high status sites has seen high rates of decline, and 
within counties where little or no high status sites remain. A 
restoration policy will assist in the generation of a more balanced 
spatial network for high status catchments. 

Two management strategies are discussed within this proposal, which are linked i.e. the 
potential for the creation of a national spatial network for high status sites, and consideration 
of the establishment of a restoration policy to facilitate a more balanced national spatial 
network of high status sites. 
The literature review undertaken as part of the STRIVE project comments that the rationale 
for a connected network of high quality sites (Amezaga 2000; Amezaga et al., 2002) applies 
equally to the WFD (as to the Ramsar Convention) (Hering et al., 2010), fits well with wider 
considerations of extensification of land use to support conservation objectives (Lütz and 
Bastian, 2002; Berger et al., 2006; Von Haaren and Reich, 2006), and should be incorporated 
into river basin management plans (Kettunen et al., 2007)5. 
For the national preservation of aquatic biodiversity, there should be consideration of 
restoration back to high status, in order to affect a national and interconnected network of 
type-specific high status sites. At the moment, and via the high status objective setting 
process, a network of prioritised rivers, lakes, transitional and coastal waters have been 
determined – see Figure 3, however the concentration of these water bodies is largely along 
the western seaboard. The level of ambition for a balanced spatial network of high status 
waters, or a restoration policy for deteriorated high status waters (not included within the 
objective setting process) has not been adequately discussed or agreed upon, nor its 
feasibility determined. If prioritisation for the longer-term protection of high status water 

 
5 Irvine, K., and Ní Chuanigh, E. 2011. Management Strategies for the protection of high-status water bodies – A literature review. P.9. 



Blue Dot Work Programme    

West_Blue_Dot Rp0001_F02  10 

Key Strategies Description (as written in 2012)  Assessment (as of August 2019) 
bodies in Ireland is to be as per Figure 3, documentation of the reasoning for why efforts will 
not be expended in regions such as the south-east, east, midlands and border regions needs 
to be prepared. Research underway in UCD as part of the SSNet Project6 will assist in the 
preparation of this assessment. This proposal has merit and has been brought forward to the 
draft Programme. 

3. Consideration of the 
establishment of an 
EPA ‘blue dot’ 
monitoring and 
enforcement 
management system 
for high status sites 

Establishment of a ‘blue dot’ monitoring system to track 
investigative monitoring, protection measures, and restoration 
measures in high status catchments. The ‘blue dot’ system would 
seek to emulate the approach adopted by the EPA towards 
seriously polluted sites, whereby a ‘red dot’ system of 
surveillance of such sites was implemented and enforced. 

This strategy has largely been implemented via the additional resourcing for the EPA 
Catchments Unit, the LAWPRO Catchment Assessment Team Priority Area for Action Work 
and the set up and on-going development of the EDEN WFD Web application which allows 
for the tracking of the further characterisation work of LAWPRO, including referrals to other 
bodies on significant pressures and significant issues, and preparation of action plans and 
monitoring of outcomes. The high status objective waters included within PAAs (53% of river 
and 33% of lakes) will be covered through this mechanism. However, there is a gap which 
must be addressed urgently. Of the high status objective water bodies set by the RBMP, 47% 
of rivers, 67% of lakes and all transitional and coastal waters are not included within the 
LAWPRO work programme, and therefore it is unlikely that any focused effort is being placed 
on them by local or public authorities, in the absence of additional direction from the DHPLG. 
This matter is therefore brought forward into the draft Programme for consideration. 

4. Potential additional 
measures under the 
WFD over and above 
European Directive 
requirements 

A table is presented in Section 4.5 of the STRIVE report which 
details potential additional measures which could be 
implemented, based on a legislative review and gap analysis 
undertaken as part of the literature review stage in 2011. The 
implications stemming from proposed additional measures, and 
potentially, future policy and/or legislative changes were 
highlighted. 

Given the literature review which informed this list of additional measures was undertaken 
in 2011, the commentary is now potentially outdated. However, some of the issues raised, on 
brief review, are still issues now in 2019 which deserve discussion. The work of LAWPROs 
catchment assessment team and ASSAP in high status objective water bodies is likely to better 
inform the need for additional measures in these areas via the further characterisation 
process and will also assess the willingness of farmers to implement actions where the 
significant pressure is agriculture (3rd ranked significant pressure on high status water bodies, 
Figure 2). In addition, liaison with the Forest Service and Coillte on forestry pressures (1st 
ranked significant pressure on high status water bodies) will likewise advance during the 
course of this 2nd cycle. It is therefore recommended that this strategy is considered to be 
included in current work programmes by local and public authorities, and the preference is 
for measures to be agreed without the need for legislative change if possible, i.e. via changes 
in policy implementation guidance or protocols, strategies and encouragement of 
behavioural change for landusers. Where necessary, proposals for legislative change will also 
be distilled as a result of the work of LAWPRO and other local and public authorities whom 
are implementing the RBMP. In particular, exempted development is likely to be a key issue 

 
6 http://www.ucd.ie/ssnet/  
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Key Strategies Description (as written in 2012)  Assessment (as of August 2019) 
in terms of pressures, and this can be documented via LAWPROs and Local Authority work 
programmes. 

5. Assessment of 
potential impacts, 
and consideration of 
the risk of failing to 
meet high status 

Small scale pressures, which can be extensive in nature, will not 
have been documented through the Article 5 process under the 
WFD cycle 1. These small-scale pressures are essential to identify 
particularly in high status catchments, due to the greater impact 
they can exert in these catchments relative to more polluted 
catchments. 
At the time of writing the STRIVE report, there was no 
coordinated programme to assess and further characterise the 
high status waters which had declined, or to review the existing 
high status areas to understand why they maintain high status 
and what significant pressures might lead to their loss. 

This strategy essentially proposed the further characterisation work which is now being 
undertaken by LAWPROs catchment assessment team in a portion of At Risk water bodies. 
Importantly the idea of assessing the risk of failing to meet the high status objective was 
proposed, and the EPAs Catchment Unit have effectively delivered this assessment through 
their initial characterisation work. As mentioned before however, not all At Risk water bodies 
are included within LAWPROs work, therefore there is a gap in resources to address all At-
Risk high status water bodies. This has been commented on above and is included within 
proposals for the draft Programme. As also mentioned, the UCD SSNet project will also greatly 
contribute to the understanding of the importance of small streams in water quality, 
biodiversity and ecosystem services protection to inform policy, measures and management 
options to meet the WFD objectives and other regulatory targets. The local catchment 
assessment work of LAWPRO in high status objectives water bodies has been adjusted from 
the approach taken in good status objective water bodies i.e. low intensity pressures are 
documented at varying scales of landuse activity (extensive to intensive). It is therefore 
considered that this strategy is addressed through the work of LAWPRO. 

6. Planning / licensing 
control and 
assessment of 
cumulative impacts 

Each application for planning/ licensing should be screened to see 
if it is located within the catchment of a high status surface water 
body or high status river site. 
Consideration of the application of an Appropriate Assessment 
style screening approach could be adopted for high status 
catchments, to improve the assessment of cumulative impacts 
within these catchments, and to trigger the requirements for 
Ecological Impact Assessment or Environmental Impact 
Assessment for larger projects. 
Each Public and Local Authority should review existing 
environmental assessment guidelines which they have in place 
(limited at present in terms of a focus on WFD environmental 
objectives) to account for the protection of high status waters, 
and to WFD “proof” such guidelines. 

This strategy is linked to Key Point number 1 above and is considered an immediate priority 
to address to stem the decline in high status water bodies and offers the best mechanism by 
which to prevent further decline in water bodies currently achieving their high status 
objective. Dissemination of high status objective mapping layers is fundamental to this 
strategy. The RBMP recognises the need for alignment and integration with the planning 
system in order to ensure effective water management and compatibility between planned 
growth and environmental sustainability7. The DHPLG have commissioned guidance which 
will provide clarity on the practical steps, approaches and methodologies to be employed by 
the relevant authorities in order to protect and enhance water quality, particularly with 
regards to securing the objectives of the RBMP8. The guidance will assist planners in their 
role, and also developers and other stakeholders. Training will also be required for planning 
authorities. The guidance will also make specific reference to high status objective water 
bodies and their sensitivities and the prevention of deterioration. 
An example of alignment of strategies and policies in line with the objectives of the WFD, are 
recent documentation prepared by the Forest Service e.g. Forests and Water: Achieving 

 
7 P.88, Section 7.8.1 RBMP.  
8 P.89, Section 7.8.1 RBMP. 
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Key Strategies Description (as written in 2012)  Assessment (as of August 2019) 
Objectives under Ireland’s River Basin Management Plan 2018 – 2021 (20189), Woodland for 
Water: Creating new native woodlands to protect and enhance Ireland’s waters (201810), etc. 
A review by all Public and Local Authorities of their Plans and Programmes and compatibility 
with the achievement of environmental objectives under the RBMP is recommended. 
LAWPRO have begun the process of exploring mechanisms in which the County Development 
Planning process can highlight the pressures faced by high status objective water bodies and 
how they might be afforded additional focus in CDPs. These discussions are ongoing via 
Regional Operational Committees where planners have been invited to participate in initial 
discussions. The ultimate goal is to strengthen the objectives related to the achievement of 
all environmental objectives under the RBMP within County Development Plans, but in 
particular, those related to high status waters. This strategy is brought forward into the draft 
Programme. 

7. Centralised GIS 
database, or 
activities database 

In order to assess the success or otherwise of actions to maintain 
or restore high status water bodies, collation of activities within 
high status catchments should be undertaken. This “activities” 
database should include developments, authorisations, and 
activities identified through proposed catchment walkover risk 
assessments or investigative monitoring. This register or 
database should in addition, operate in real time, to include 
proposed activities (not just granted developments or licences), 
and all Local and Public Authorities should be afforded access and 
be responsible for updating. Without real time information, the 
assessment of cumulative impacts in advance of granting 
permission, cannot be adequately or efficiently undertaken.  
The number of drains entering a water body is a useful proxy for 
the level of intensification of that water body, as areas of the 
highest intensification [on poorly draining soils & peat] have the 
highest density and the most frequent management of drains. A 
register of drains, from the formal local authority drainage system 
to local agriculture and forestry drains would be of benefit in the 
assessment of water body assimilation and carrying capacity [and 
in the assessment of pathways for water and contaminants]. As 
drain mapping will be held by various organisations, and will 

This two-part strategy has not been advanced. Part one of the strategy related to a proposal 
for a centralised “activities” database and still is considered critical if true impact assessment 
at planning stage is to be effective. The WFD web application contains a certain amount of 
information related to water bodies activities (historical), but it does not include for live 
planning files, applications for afforestation / felling etc., or for peat cutting or applications 
for intensification of farming (e.g. derogation). If a local authority receives an application for 
a domestic dwelling, they will have to review several sources of information to adequately 
assess the potential for cumulative impacts (as is the process for example when undertaking 
a Screening for Appropriate Assessment for a development within or adjacent to an SAC or 
SPA). Time is a limiting factor in this regard and knowing the best and most up to date source 
to review. Local Authorities generally use or prepare a report, using a checklist, indicating 
intersection with sensitive habitats, landscape character area, etc., however a more in-depth 
assessment will be required for high status waters. There are many aspects of this strategy 
which may prove problematic to implement, not least the introduction of GDPR requirements 
since publication of the STRIVE report. Therefore, the feasibility of such a system merits 
discussion and is brought forward for consideration for the Programme.  
Part 2 of the strategy could be considered further by the National Hydromorphology 
Assessment Working Group, and specifically a new sub-group to be formed specifically to 
address land drainage. With the agreement of the Blue Dot Steering Group, this strategy could 
be put forward to that sub-group. Again, feasibility is a key consideration, and lessons learnt 
from both the Kerry LIFE project and the on-going Pearl Mussel Project should be considered. 

 
9 https://www.agriculture.gov.ie/media/migration/forestry/grantandpremiumschemes/2018/ForestsWaterFINAL26June18LoRes280618.pdf  
10 https://www.agriculture.gov.ie/media/migration/forestry/grantandpremiumschemes/2018/WoodlandWaterLoRes06June18270618.pdf  
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Key Strategies Description (as written in 2012)  Assessment (as of August 2019) 
require updating on a regular basis, a centralised mechanism for 
maintaining such a register is recommended. 

This part of the strategy is therefore brought forward for consideration in the draft 
Programme. 

8. Integrated 
monitoring and 
protection 

Development of Environmental Quality Standards for the loading 
of nutrients from rivers to high status lakes and transitional 
waters aimed at continued protection of their high status. 
Consistency across water body classification, especially where 
water bodies are physically connected, is important for the 
development of strategies for integrated monitoring and 
protection11. 
Analysis presented in the literature review [undertaken in 2011] 
suggests a mis-match between the current river nutrient 
standards and the protection of high status lakes, suggesting that 
river concentrations at the respective upper boundaries of high 
and good status are commensurate with a degradation of lake 
water quality as estimated by OECD (1982). 
It has been well established that average point sampling in rivers, 
as undertaken by the EPA and Local Authorities, is not an effective 
method to estimate total diffuse loads to a river because high 
concentrations in rivers are strongly skewed with high rainfall 
events (Lennox et al., 1997; Morgan et al., 2000). There is a strong 
need to move from monitoring a limited number of individual 
samples for nutrients over an annual cycle in rivers to 
measurements at high temporal resolution, or use of validated 
models, to enable estimates of phosphorus [and other nutrients] 
loads. Monitoring of nutrient inputs to high status lakes and 
estuaries should move to high temporal resolution to enable 
more accurate estimates of phosphorus loads in high status 
catchments e.g. Total Maximum Daily Load12 protocol. Adequate 
flow measurements are also required for this purpose. Initially, 

The estimation of river flows, nutrient loads and the calculation of nutrient load reductions 
required to achieve in-stream EQSs will be undertaken where required by LAWPRO as part of 
local catchment assessment work within Priority Areas for Action, where flow data is available 
and where chemistry data is available or can be collected. One such requirement might be 
within high status water bodies where nutrients (orthophosphate, nitrate, ammonia) are 
identified as significant issues. However, this work will not address any potential mis-matches 
between river and lake EQSs or indeed between river and transitional/coastal water EQS. 
There may be potential to undertake high resolution nutrient monitoring within PAAs where 
budgets permit. Assessment of the appropriateness of EQSs however would be considered 
the remit of the EPA, or potentially requires further research. This strategy has merit and is 
brought forward for consideration in the draft Programme. 

 
11 Irvine, K., and Ní Chuanigh, E. 2011. Management Strategies for the protection of high-status water bodies – A literature review. P.16-18. 
12 This is used in many U.S. nutrient management programmes, adopting protocols for estimating Total Maximum Daily Loads (TMDLs) as required under Section 303d of the U.S. Clean Water Act 1972 (USEPA 
2008).TMDLs are required for all waters that do not meet water quality standards, and as a management tool to maintain quality standards. The principle of TDMLs is that they represent an assimilative capacity 
(Havens and Schelske, 2001) of the receiving waters with respect to the specific pollutants and which is compatible with designated use for e.g drinking water, fishing and recreation. TMDLs are site specific and must 
include the total of all point and diffuse loads, incorporate a margin of error, and account for seasonal and spatial variability of load and impact. A TMDL implementation plan is analogous to the WFD Programmes of 
Measures, and frequently uses modelling to determine effectiveness of control measures (Ambose et al., 1996; Irvine et al., 2005). Articles 7 & 9 of SI No 272 of 2009 require the review of discharge licenses to support 
the environmental objectives. A TDLM approach would be useful for determining chemical standards for high-status (and other) sites in Ireland, but requires suffcient data, or robust models, on point and diffuse loads. 



Blue Dot Work Programme    

West_Blue_Dot Rp0001_F02  14 

Key Strategies Description (as written in 2012)  Assessment (as of August 2019) 
this approach could be trialled in selected catchments to 
investigate the approach and evaluate the findings, which in turn 
can inform policy implementation. 

9. Development of a 
policy for 
unregulated 
activities within high 
status catchments 

Unregulated activities have led to damaging impacts to high 
status catchments (see Case Studies Chapter 5, the STRIVE 
report). Such activities can be identified through catchment 
walkover risk assessments [now further characterisation under 
LAWPROs work programme] via an investigative monitoring 
approach as proposed in Section 4.6 [of the STRIVE report], 
however following their identification, a policy towards control of 
such activities will be required. 

Unregulated activities will be identified via LAWPROs catchment assessment work in PAAs, 
when or if they are causing a significant issue within a water body. Via LAWPROs internal Blue 
Dot working group, catchment scientists have been asked to document all activities within 
high status objective water bodies, no matter how extensive, or minor they appear. More 
commonly, what will be likely to be found is poor implementation or even the lack of 
implementation of best practice, or mitigation measures prescribed in planning and licencing 
conditions. Lack of ecological supervision of development works together with the lack of 
enforcement of environmental conditions are also issues already documented by the work of 
LAWPROs catchment assessment teams. This strategy will need to be linked to Strategy 6 on 
planning and is brought forward for consideration as part of the draft Programme.  

10. Design and 
implement a public 
awareness campaign 
fostering initiatives 
at the local level.  

The public should be made aware that they are living within a high 
status catchment, why these catchments are important and what 
type of activities could cause an impact. This can be achieved 
through schools programmes, national campaigns on water 
quality protection, catchment based initiatives such as 
information leaflets, stakeholder meetings and community based 
awards. 

To fully explore the mobilisation of communities and engagement in projects or activities 
which would support the Programme, a communications and engagement strategy was 
proposed in the RBMP, which will include for locally led projects and promotion. Therefore 
this strategy is brought forward for consideration. 
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Figure 6: High status objective water bodies and potential catchments delineated  
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 Initial Work Programme – November 2017 

A Blue Dot Workshop was convened by the EPA on 18th October 2017. Representatives of local and 
public authorities were invited to participate in and contribute towards the formation of a proposal 
for a Blue Dot Work Programme13 (hereafter referred to as the “initial programme”). The workshop 
included presentations from the authors of the STRIVE report, from the EPA (including overview of 
environmental objective setting for high status waters) and others, and the outputs informed content 
for the RBMP when published in April 2018. The Draft RBMP published in February 2017, set out that 
a “blue dot catchments programme” would be delivered through local authority structures, 
integrating with wider implementation structures for the RBMP, and would facilitate focussed 
deployment of resources with the aim of protecting, and where possible, restoring high ecological 
status. The intention for the Programme was stated as being: “to ensure that High status waters are 
prioritised for the implementation of supporting measures and for available funding”. 

Importantly, this initial programme set out for the first time, what it believed to be the definition of a 
Blue Dot i.e. “Water Bodies with a High status Objective are termed Blue Dot Water Bodies …….”. 
However, the document did go on to state that: 

“In addition to these water bodies there are sites within water bodies that are at High status even 
though their water body is at a lower status. 72 river sites within 67 river water bodies are considered 
to be High status sites. 5 Of the 21 Q5 sites that were identified via the monitoring programme at the 
end of 2015 are outside Blue Dot Water Bodies. For the purposes of the Blue Dot Programme these 
sites are designated to have a no deterioration objective. Consideration of these water bodies will be 
undertaken in 2018 to determine if a high status objective can be set for them in the third cycle.” 

The initial programme also specifies for the prioritisation of the draft programme as follows: 

“The focus of the programme until 2021 will be on Blue Dot freshwater Water Bodies with additional 
scientific assessment of the estuarine Blue Dot Water Bodies to determine the scale of action required 
to return them to High status. This assessment work will be led by the EPA…….”. 

Table 4 outlines the initial work programme elements, with comments on the current status of the 
elements proposed. While it was always envisaged that this initial programme would be followed by 
a longer-term strategy, it is a useful exercise to revisit some of the elements which were not included 
in the RBMP and consider if there is merit in including them now in this draft Programme. 

 

 RBMP 2018 – 2021 - April 2018 

The RBMP, sets out the targets and measures Ireland will implement to achieve the objectives of the 
WFD. The Principal Actions set out for high status rivers and lakes are listed in Table 5 below. One of 
the Principal Actions to address the decline in high status waterbodies is the setting up of the Blue Dot 
Catchments Programme (hereafter referred to as “the Programme”; Principal Action 3). In addition, a 
Blue Dot Catchments Steering Group (Principal Action 4) to specifically target the protection and 
restoration of high status waterbodies via the development of a focused programme with deployment 
of resources was specified for. The Programme is to be directed by a Blue Dot Steering Group which 

 
13 Background Document and Proposed Work Programme. Blue Dot Catchments Programme. November 2017. 
Author??? 
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had its inaugural meeting in January 2019, following preparatory work undertaken in 2018. The 
Steering Group is chaired by John Breen, Director of Services for Water, Environment, Fire and Library 
Services in Kerry County Council and is made up of representatives from a number of local and public 
authorities (Table 6). This Steering Group will report its activities nationally via the National Technical 
Implementation Group. Where appropriate, any recommendations relating to policy consideration 
will be reported to the Water Policy Advisory Committee (WPAC) via the National Coordination and 
Management Committee (NCMC). As part of Principal Action 4, a dedicated Blue Dot Co-ordinator for 
the programme, was committed to. Dr Cormac McConigley has been recruited as a Blue Dot Scientist 
and has been in place since January 2019 to assist with the work of the Blue Dot Steering Group.  

The Steering Group met three times between January and May 2019. The first 2 meetings were 
focused on assisting with the DHPLG bid for a LIFE Integrated Project “Waters of LIFE” (Principal Action 
5). The third Steering Group meeting included a half day field trip to the Owenriff Priority Area for 
Action which includes high status objective water bodies, followed by a meeting to present proposals 
for key targets for inclusion in a draft Blue Dot Catchments Programme work programme (Principal 
Action 3) for discussion and input from the group. 
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Table 4: Blue Dot Initial Programme (November 2017) 

 Work Programme Element Current Status 
1 A Blue Dot Working Group will be established under the National Technical Implementation Group to 

progress additional work on High status objective waters and to align activities already planned to 
ensure optimum outcomes for water. The initial actions of the group will include: 

Incorporated into the RBMP. Included in the draft Programme. 

1a Developing a communications and engagement strategy including the development of branding for the 
Blue Dot Catchments programme to communicate clearly the importance of these priceless areas; and 
engagement with forestry stakeholders. 

Included in the RBMP. The RBMP states that “Local authorities will develop a 
communications and engagement plan for the “Blue Dot Catchments 
Programme” to clearly set out its importance at local and national level”. 
Included in the draft Programme. 

1b Developing a long-term strategy to improve our understanding of key drivers of High status loss and 
implement a robust and long-term strategy for their protection and improvement (including 
recommendations for development control). 

Linking with the proposed LIFE IP was stated in the RBMP as key to the delivery 
of this strategy. In addition, the local catchment assessment work of the 
Catchment Assessment Teams within LAWPRO will assess the significant 
pressures and issues on 53% of At Risk rivers and 33% of At Risk lakes with a 
high status objective. This will inform the longer-term strategy to be defined 
for inclusion in the 3rd cycle RBMP. A gap however appears in terms of how 
high status transitional and coastal water bodies will be progressed. Element 
has merit and will be brought forward for consideration as an element of the 
Blue Dot Catchments Programme. 

1c Assisting with the development of the proposal for a LIFE integrated project during 2018 and provide 
steerage to that project if successful.  

Completed. 

1d Identifying research requirements to inform High status area management including around measures 
identification for hydromorphological pressures in uplands. 

Included in the RBMP. Included in the draft Programme. 

1e Considering and making recommendation for the management of High status sites within water bodies 
with a Good Status objective. 

Included in the RBMP. Included in the draft Programme. 

1f Developing a vision for reversing the long-term trend in the loss of High status waters. Not included in the RBMP using this terminology, however the RBMP does 
state that the long-term aims of the Blue Dot Steering Group will include 
developing a long-term strategy to improve our understanding of key drivers 
of high status loss (linked with the proposed LIFE project). Included in the draft 
Plan.  

1g Developing performance metrics in relation to activities to protect High status waters during this cycle 
includes actions set out in this document. 

Not included in the RBMP. Element has merit and will be brought forward for 
consideration. 

2 A Blue Dot Coordinator will be employed to coordinate work between the implementing stakeholders 
and LAWPRO. This role will encompass, inter alia, the following responsibilities: 

a. Provide Secretariat to the Blue Dot Working Group 
b. Support the development of the LIFE integrated project proposal in conjunction with DHPLG 

and the New Work Group with a view to making the submission for funding during 2018. 

Blue Dot Scientist in place since January 2019. 
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 Work Programme Element Current Status 
c. Lead development of a three-strand “education, signage and action” pilot programme in 

conjunction with South West Water and Environment Committee Chair to commence bottom 
up engagement with communities in Blue Dot areas set out in point 4 below. 

d. Coordinate data sharing between organisations on Blue Dot areas including EPA, local 
authorities, NPWS, Forest Service and Inland Fisheries Ireland. 

e. Support and drive consistency between work on Areas for Action and locally led Freshwater 
Pearl Mussel projects. 

f. Manage engagement with Forestry Stakeholders. 
3 LAWPRO will ensure that Areas for Actions containing Blue Dot Water Bodies are addressed early in 

investigative assessment programme/implementation to facilitate transfer of knowledge and actions 
to other High status Areas during the cycle. 

45 (out of 189) PAAs contain a high status objective water body. LAWPROs 
Catchment Assessment are currently prioritising work in 30 PAAs as part of 
work programmes for 2018 and 2019. 

4 The South West Regional Water and Environment Committee will develop a three strand Programme 
will be on a pilot basis initially in Catchments in Cork and Kerry entailing a community signage scheme 
to inform residents of the area in which they live, an educational programme to reinforce the signage 
and an action project mediated via a LAWCO community Water Officer to address the pressures. 

Not included in the RBMP. Proposal has merit and will be considered as part 
of the draft Programme.  

5 EPA will produce and disseminate mapping of all Blue Dot Water Bodies and other High status sites (67 
Water Bodies with High status sites including 5 with Q5 sites). Biological monitoring of Q5 sites will be 
undertaken annually and increased frequency of monitoring will be undertaken in “At Risk” High status 
objective water bodies where measures have been implemented. 

Not included in the RBMP. Proposal has merit and will be considered as part 
of the draft Programme. 

6 Agriculture, forestry and physical planning organisations to engage to consider potential future 
cumulative impacts (e.g. planning applications and consents, applications for changes in landuse, etc.) 

Included in RBMP. Included in the draft Programme. 

7 The Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government will include, in the water and planning 
guidance for planning authorities set out in the plan, appropriate advice on the protection of High status 
Waters 

Included in RBMP. Included in the draft Programme. 
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Table 5: High status Rivers and Lakes – Principal Actions for the 2nd cycle RBMP 

Principal Actions Current Status 

1 Existing measures — such as the GLAS scheme, forestry 
schemes and DWWTS inspections — will continue to 
promote the protection of high status waters. Uptake of 
these schemes in high status areas will be prioritised.  

It is unknown precisely the mechanism by 
which high status waters are being 
prioritised through existing schemes such as 
GLAS and forestry scheme, or the uptake.  

2 The DHPLG proposes to amend the DWWTS Remediation 
Grant Scheme to provide for remediation of DWWTSs that 
potentially impact on high status waters within prioritised 
Areas for Action.  

DHPLG are planning to introduce an 
extension to the existing domestic 
wastewater grant scheme payable for the 
repair, upgrade or replacement of DWWTSs 
in High status Objective Areas and in Priority 
Areas for Action. Homeowners in high status 
objectives river water bodies will be able to 
self-declare for access to this grant. The 
date for introduction of this scheme has not 
been confirmed. 

3 Recognising that protecting high status waters is a priority, 
a “Blue Dot Catchments Programme” will be developed 
and implemented. This will establish a network of river 
and lake catchments with the shared objective of 
protecting and restoring high-ecological-status waters. 
This Programme will be integrated with wider 
implementation structures and will facilitate focused 
deployment of resources to Blue Dot catchments.  

The purpose of this document. 

4 To develop and co-ordinate the “Blue Dot Catchments 
Programme”, a Blue Dot Catchments Working Group will 
be established in 2018, comprising all relevant 
stakeholders, and chaired by Kerry County Council. The 
Working Group will appoint a dedicated Blue Dot Co-
ordinator for the programme.  

Steering Group established in late 2018 with 
first meeting in January 2019. Blue Dot 
Scientist, Dr Cormac McConigley appointed 
in January 2019.  

5 The DHPLG has advanced the development of an EU LIFE 
Integrated Project to protect and enhance high status 
waters and integrate into the work under the “Blue Dot 
Catchments Programme”. If EU funding for it is approved, 
this project is expected to commence in 2020.  

Application submitted in March 2019. 
Meeting with the Commission in July 2019. 
Awaiting decision.  
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Table 6: Composition of the Blue Dot Steering Group 

National Blue Dot Steering Group 
Coillte 
Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine – Agriculture & 
Forest Service 
Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government – Water 
Policy Unit 
Donegal County Council 
Environmental Protection Agency 
Inland Fisheries Ireland 
Irish Water 
Kerry County Council 
Local Authority Waters Programme  
Mayo County Council 
National Parks and Wildlife Service 
Office of Public Works 
Wicklow County Council 

 

 Waters of LIFE IP – March 2019 

The Waters of LIFE Integrated Project aims to support the implementation of measures to protect and 
enhance high status waters and thus support the work of the broader Blue Dot Catchments 
Programme and implementation of the RBMP in general. The project if successful will act as a 
catchment-scale demonstration project to test and validate the effectiveness of implementing locally-
tailored ‘best practice’ measures across a range of land uses typically seen in the catchments of high 
status waters. The project will trial and validate the implementation of measures at the catchment 
scale across a number of pilot catchments with the view to building national capacity, optimising 
approaches for the targeting of measures in critical areas of the catchment, assessing the effectiveness 
of the approaches and using the learnings from the project to inform and support ongoing work across 
all high status catchments. If successful the project will have a budget of approximately €20 million, 
with over half coming from organisations in Ireland that are beneficiaries. The LIFE bid was successfully 
submitted in March and is currently being reviewed by the European Commission.  

Given the timeline for the delivery of the LIFE IP (if successful) i.e. 2020 to 2026, there is a significant 
amount of preparatory work required to be able to “absorb” the findings from the demonstration 
project into local and public authorities, and into “high status communities”. The LIFE IP also 
constitutes only one of the 5 Principal Actions set out in the RBMP, therefore the Blue Dot Catchments 
Programme essentially becomes the vehicle for all other actions from the RBMP, together with any 
new proposals brought forward via this document for consideration (if approved). Both the IP and the 
Programme will be integrated with wider implementation structures for the RBMP e.g. Regional 
Operational Committees, National Technical Implementation Group, National Co-ordination and 
Management Committee, and the Water Policy Advisory Committee (as per Figure 10.1 in the RBMP). 
In the design of the draft Programme, aspects which will be covered by the IP i.e. demonstration 
projects in 6 catchments, have not been duplicated, however it should be noted that the work by 
LAWPRO in Priority Areas for Action with high status objective water bodies will also undertake further 
characterisation, design action plans, and encourage implementation of site specific measures 
designed in partnership with stakeholders and local communities, including in some cases, the 
undertaking of pilot projects on significant issues (e.g. pH Pilot project in Wicklow for the Avonmore-
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Avonbeg PAA; potential for a pilot hydrology restoration project in the Owenriff and Owenagappul 
Priority Areas for Action etc). In this regard, an important foundation will be created by LAWPROs 
work between 2018 and December 2021, in relation to an evidence based on the significant pressures 
(e.g. forestry), pressure subcategories (e.g. drainage) and types (e.g. shading and tunnelling) on high 
status objective water bodies. In addition, mitigation measures which have been agreed or not agreed 
with the pressure “owners” e.g. Coillte or private land owner, will be well understood in a substantial 
number of At Risk high status objective water bodies, and where bespoke or innovative approaches 
are required, recommendations can be made to the LIFE IP for trials. 

 

 What is a Blue Dot? 

The term “Blue Dot” was coined by the authors of the STRIVE report, specifically in relation to one of 
the key management strategies proposed in that 2012 report. The strategy proposed was: 

“Establishment of a ‘blue dot’ monitoring and management system to trace investigative monitoring 
efforts, characterise pressures, document protection measures implemented, and/or restoration 
measures in high status catchments. The ‘blue dot’ system would seek to emulate the approach 
adopted by the EPA towards seriously polluted sites, whereby a ‘red dot’ system of surveillance of such 
sites was implemented and managed via liaison with local and public authorities.” 

The EPA has successfully implemented a programme of focused effort to remediate seriously polluted 
or bad status sites over a number of years i.e. the sites represented with a red dot on water quality 
mapping produced by the EPA. The “Red Dot” programme, was successful as it provided a focus and 
increased profile on issues in relation to seriously polluted sites, and placed emphasis on their 
restoration. For example, the 2017 report on Water Quality in Ireland 2010 – 201514 found that the 
reduction in the level of seriously polluted waters had continued, with only six river water bodies 
assigned bad status under the Water Framework Directive in 2010–2015 compared to 19 in 2007–
2009. The success was attributed to the “concerted effort led by the EPA to tackle these water bodies, 
called the ‘red dots’ programme”. 

The 2012 STRIVE report strategy stated that consideration should be given to a programme for 
monitoring the implementation of proposed protection strategies and/or restoration strategies for 
high status sites and water bodies, in order to ascertain strategy effectiveness in preventing damage 
within high status sites or while restoring former high status sites. “Blue Dots” at the time of writing 
the STRIVE report represented the high status water bodies and sites known at that time, while also 
making reference to “former” high status sites which had been lost (Section 3.5 of the STRIVE report 
has been included in Appendix 1 for information). This grouping of “Blue Dot” waters has not been 
discussed or agreed upon and should be considered by the Steering Group in parallel with 
consideration of the draft Programme as a whole. 

The STRIVE report stated: 

“The programme, while adopting some key elements of the ‘red dot’ programme, would require a 
different approach for a number of reasons: 

a) Key pressures: the key pressures involved in serious pollution of sites were generally related to 
municipal discharges, suspected agricultural activities and industrial discharges. For high 

 
14 https://www.epa.ie/pubs/reports/water/waterqua/waterqualityinireland2010-2015.html  
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status sites, it is expected that pressures will be more diffuse in nature, less intensive that those 
generally considered, and will require local levels measures to remediate issues, and 

b) Scale: the number of seriously polluted sites of concern were small when compared with the 
number of high status sites requiring protection”. 

The report also went on to state: “As the impacts, and importantly the cumulative impacts of low 
intensity activities are not well understood [although Case Studies by way of illustration were included 
in the STRIVE report], a closely monitored strategy implementation is required to inform iterative 
protection measures. Significant liaison with local and public authorities will be required as 
investigative monitoring undertaken yields insights to the key pressures, and mechanisms are 
developed and implemented to reduce or eliminate such pressures e.g. changes in policy, legislation 
etc. It is recommended that a traceable system is implemented in this regard, to document outcomes”. 

In reviewing this strategy now in 2019, it is prudent to revisit what we think we mean by a “Blue Dot”. 
The establishment of high status objective water bodies via the RBMP, are certainly considered to be 
Blue Dots. However, as stated above, the inclusion of high status sites within good status water bodies 
are also recommended for inclusion. It is unclear where “former high status sites” with no recent 
monitoring information, would warrant inclusion at this juncture - further investigation as to their 
current status would be recommended as a first step. 

 

 Overlap between High status Objective Water Bodies and Protected Areas 

The location of high status objective water bodies was compared spatially with the locations of 
protected areas on the Register of Protected Areas under the WFD. These included:  

 Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) designated under the Habitats Directive  

 Freshwater Pearl Mussel SACs designated under the Habitats Directive  

 Special Protection Areas (SPAs) designated under the Birds Directive  

 National Heritage Areas (NHAs) and proposed NHAs under the Wildlife Act  

 Shellfish designated waters designated under the Shellfish Waters Directive  

 Recreational bathing waters designated under the Bathing Water Directive  

 Designated drinking waters under the Drinking Water Directive, and 

 Nutrient sensitive areas under the Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive. 

The results of this analysis are detailed in Table 7, and the overlap between high status objective water 
bodies and SACs is illustrated in Figure 7. Some key points from the analysis includes: 

 Seventy one percent of high status river waterbodies, eighty-four percent of lake water 
bodies, all high status objective costal waterbodies and eighty two percent of high status 
objective transitional water bodies are partially or wholly located within SACs;  

 Thirty-seven percent (N=119) of high status objective water bodies are partially or wholly 
located within an SAC with the freshwater pearl mussel as a qualifying feature, 

 There is a significant overlap between pNHAs and high status objective water bodies. 
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The potential for the implementation of measures for the protection and restoration of high status 
objective water bodies, which could also deliver co-benefits for protected areas, should be considered 
as part of work programme prioritisation. The STRIVE project presented a case study illustrating this 
(Oily Catchment, Co. Donegal, Section 5.3 of STRIVE report). 
 
Table 7: Number of High status Objective Water Bodies that overlap with protected areas 

 Rivers Lakes Coastal Transitional 
SACs 227 (71%) 31 (84%) 17 (100%) 9 (82%) 
SPA 79 (25%) 10 (27%) 16 (94%) 3 (27%) 
FPM SACs 119 (37%) 13 (35%)   
NHAs 33 (10%) 0 (0%) 3 (18%) 1 (9%) 
pNHA 186 (58%) 32 (86%) 16 (94%) 8 (73%) 
Drinking waters 28 (9%) 7 (19%)   
Bathing waters   11 (65%) 2 (18%) 
Shellfish Waters   12 (71%) 6 (55%) 
Nutrient Sensitive Waters  1 (3%)   
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Figure 7: Overlap between high status objective water bodies and Special Areas of Conservation 
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3 The Draft Programme 
 

The determination of water bodies for which a high status objective will apply under the RBMP has 
established a foundation for what can be considered to be “Blue Dot” waters currently. A further 
prioritisation of water bodies with a high status objective was effectively undertaken when a 
percentage of these water bodies were chosen for inclusion within Priority Areas for Action for the 
RBMP 2018 to 2021. With these facts in mind, the draft Programme outlined in the following 
subsections, considers the following: 

1. Actions already in place 
2. Additional Actions proposed for consideration 
3. Costs for actions in place, and indicative costs for additional actions proposed 
4. Proposals for additional action “owners” 
5. Proposed timeline for when actions should be considered for implementation i.e. 2nd cycle or 

3rd cycle.  

The overall Programme aim is “to protect and restore high status waters in Ireland”. To achieve this 
ultimate aim, a number of programme objectives are proposed which the Blue Dot Steering Group are 
requested to consider and agree on their implementation: 

The Programme objectives are: 

12. Agree a vision for the protection and restoration of high status waters in Ireland. 
13. Determine what constitutes a Blue Dot water body / site / catchment, and agree on a spatial 

network of high status waters in Ireland. 
14. Agree branding for high status / blue dot waters. 
15. Prepare a communications and engagement plan. 
16. Establish pilot projects for community engagement and action. 
17. Work together with DHPLG to establish appropriate planning guidance for the protection of 

Blue Dot waters. 
18. Influence national schemes and programmes which can prioritise the protection and 

restoration of Blue Dot waters. 
19. Assist in improving the exchange of information within and between local and public 

authorities and with Government Departments. 
20. Consider areas where further research is required. 
21. Review proposals for site specific measures for high status objective water bodies from 

LAWPROs work programme and the LIFE IP (if successful). 
22. Contribute to the development of a long term strategy for high status waters. 

 

Table 8 presents an overview of the draft Programme components proposed, while the sections below 
(Section 3.1 to Section 3.10), provide further detail on how each of the objectives listed above, could 
be achieved. Additional proposals are welcomed from the Steering Group for discussion and 
consideration. 
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Table 8: Draft Programme Components 

Programme 
Component 

Programme 
Stage 

Title Timeline Description Action Type Actual (Act) / 
Indicative  
Costs (Ind) 

Action owner / 
co-ordinator 

2nd Cycle or 3rd 
Cycle 

1 Step 1 
Initiation 

Management 
Strategies for the 
Protection of High 
status Water 
Bodies (Ní 
Chatháin et al., 
2012) 

December 
2012  

See Section 2.1 Completed €50,000 (Act) EPA Pre cycle 2 

2 Step 1 
Initiation 

Blue Dot 
Workshop & 
Initial Programme 
document 
prepared 

October & 
November 
2017 

See Section 2.2 Completed - EPA / Local 
Authorities 

Pre cycle 2 

3 Step 1 
Initiation 

River Basin 
Management Plan 
2018 - 2021 

April 2018  See Section 2.3 Completed - DHPLG Cycle 2 

4 Step 1 
Initiation 

Blue Dot Steering 
Group 
composition 
determined & 
first meeting held 

Septembe
r 2018 & 
January 
2019 

See Section 2.3 Completed - Local 
Authorities 

Cycle 2 

5 Step 1 
Initiation 

Blue Dot Co-
ordinator hired 

January 
2019 

See Section 2.3 Completed Approx. €67,000 
per year 2018 – 
2021. (plus 
expenses) (Act) 

LAWPRO Cycle 2 

6 Step 2 
Definition  

Blue Dot 
Catchments 
Programme 
Vision (Objective 
1) 

November 
2019 

See Section 3.1 Proposed €5,000 (Ind) LAWPRO Cycle 2 
(additional) 

7 Step 2 
Definition 

Determine what 
constitutes a Blue 
Dot water body / 

By end of 
2019 

See Section 3.2 Proposed No additional 
cost 

Blue Dot 
Steering Group 

Cycle 2 
(additional) 
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Programme 
Component 

Programme 
Stage 

Title Timeline Description Action Type Actual (Act) / 
Indicative  
Costs (Ind) 

Action owner / 
co-ordinator 

2nd Cycle or 3rd 
Cycle 

site / catchment, 
and agree on a 
spatial network of 
high status waters 
in Ireland 
(Objective 2) 

8 Step 3 
Design 

Waters of LIFE IP March 
2019 

See Section 2.4 Completed €20,000,000 
(Act) 

DHPLG Cycle 2 

9 Step 3 
Design 

Draft Blue Dot 
Work Programme 
prepared (this 
document) 

August 
2019 

This document Draft 
Proposed 
(this 
document) 

Delivered via 
Blue Dot Scientist 
& Blue Dot 
Steering Group. 
No additional 
cost. 

LAWPRO / Blue 
Dot Steering 
Group 

Cycle 2 

10 Step 3 
Design 

Development of a 
communications 
and engagement 
strategy 
(Objective 4), 
including 
branding for the 
Blue Dot 
Catchments 
Programme 
(Objective 3) 
 
 
 
 
 

November 
2019 to 
January 
2020 

See Section 3.3. 
A communications specialist to be hired to design a 
branding and communication strategy. The branding 
should be positive and desirable e.g. Blue Flag. DHPLG 
to sponsor the branding and to explore the possibility 
of the European Commission supporting a branding 
strategy to give it weight. LAWPRO to engage with 
specialist to design the strategy for approval by the Blue 
Dot Steering Group. 

Proposed in 
RBMP, 
however 
mechanism 
for delivery 
was not 
specified. 

€50,000 (Ind) Local 
Authorities 

Cycle 2 
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Programme 
Component 

Programme 
Stage 

Title Timeline Description Action Type Actual (Act) / 
Indicative  
Costs (Ind) 

Action owner / 
co-ordinator 

2nd Cycle or 3rd 
Cycle 

11 Step 4 
Developme
nt / Step 5 
Implementa
tion 

Establish pilot 
projects for 
community 
engagement and 
action (Objective 
5) 

Ongoing 
in Cycle 2 

See Section 3.4. 
LAWPRO to continue to prioritise funding applications 
from communities in Blue Dot waters via the 
Community Water Development Fund (included within 
ongoing 2020 budget discussions). 

On-going Included in 
LAWPRO budget 
estimates for 
2020 

LAWPRO via 
Community 
Water 
Development 
Fund 

Cycle 2 

The initial programme proposed the development of a 
three-strand “education, signage and action” pilot 
programme in conjunction with the South West Water 
and Environment Committee Chair to commence 
bottom up engagement with communities in Blue Dot 
areas and to provide an opportunity for learning what 
actions may be effective in other parts of the country. 
Costs presented here are for the purposes of a number 
of pilot projects, which could be selected by the Blue 
Dot Steering Group. 

Proposed €50,000 (Ind) South West 
Water and 
Environment 
Committee / 
Blue Dot 
Steering Group 

Cycle 2 

12 Step 3 
Design 

Recommendation
s for planning and 
licencing control 
(Objective 6) 

2019 / 
2020 

See Section 3.5. 
While Water and Planning guidance is in preparation by 
DHPLG, interim support to planning authorities is 
required. A review of environmental conditions 
currently specified for by planning authorities when 
considering development in high status areas, and 
compilation of same for consideration by the Blue Dot 
Steering Group is recommended. The goal of this 
exercise will be to provide a measures “inventory”; 
commentary on the effectiveness of the measures 
based on literature or case studies; will identify gaps in 
the suite of measures, if any; acceptability or 
constraints in the implementation of the conditions 
should be documented; and proposals for conditions 
from best practice and project experience which are 
achievable under the current planning legislation, will 
be compiled. This could be achieved via a deskstudy and 
interviews with a wide range of planners in the local 

Proposed €20,000 (Ind) Blue Dot 
Steering Group 
to engage 
planning 
consultant 

Cycle 2, with 
interim 
environmental 
conditions 
‘toolbox’ 
provided 
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Programme 
Component 

Programme 
Stage 

Title Timeline Description Action Type Actual (Act) / 
Indicative  
Costs (Ind) 

Action owner / 
co-ordinator 

2nd Cycle or 3rd 
Cycle 

authority sector, and licencing and authorisation 
sections in public authorities. This process could also 
collate issues that planners have identified in meetings 
with LAWPRO and at regional operational committee 
meetings. 

13 Step 3 
Design 

Influencing 
national schemes 
and programmes 
(Objective 7) 

2018 – 
2021 

See Section 3.6. 
The establishment of the new Governance structures 
for Cycle 2 implementation provides the ideal 
structures through which national schemes and 
programmes can be influenced on and based on 
scientific evidence presented from further 
characterisation work being undertaken by LAWPRO 
and in the longer term, by the LIFE IP (if successful). 

On-going No additional 
cost 

All local and 
public 
authorities. 
Proposals to 
come from 
Regional 
Operational 
Committees to 
National 
Technical 
Implementation 
Group for 
consideration. 

Cycle 2 

14 Step 5 
Implementa
tion 

Improving 
information 
exchange within 
and across 
authorities and 
with the public 
(Objective 8) 

2018 - 
2021 

See Section 3.7. 
The establishment of the new Governance structures 
for Cycle 2 implementation provides the ideal 
structures through which information exchange can be 
facilitated. LAWPRO are currently designing a one day 
Local Catchment Assessment training course for Senior 
Management in Local Authorities and for Public 
Authorities, which will aim to create an increased 
awareness of the aims and objectives of the 2nd Cycle 
RBMP and the current implementation of the RBMP and 
the role they can play. 

On-going No additional 
cost 

All local and 
public 
authorities. 
Proposals to 
come from 
Regional 
Operational 
Committees to 
National 
Technical 
Implementation 
Group for 
consideration. 

Cycle 2 

15 Step 5 
Implementa
tion 

Identify areas for 
further research 
& implement 

2018 – 
2021 

See Section 3.8. 
The steering group will endeavour to identify research 
needs with the aim of developing measures to address 
the pressures impacting high status waterbodies. 

Proposal Costs to be 
absorbed by 
existing funding 
programmes e.g. 

Blue Dot 
Steering Group 
to identify 
potential 

Cycle 2 
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Programme 
Component 

Programme 
Stage 

Title Timeline Description Action Type Actual (Act) / 
Indicative  
Costs (Ind) 

Action owner / 
co-ordinator 

2nd Cycle or 3rd 
Cycle 

projects 
(Objective 9) 

Collaboration with established researchers and other 
stake holders will be sought and efforts made to 
priorities research funding for high status waterbodies 
from existing funding sources. 
An Forum Uisce are also preparing tender documents 
which will focus on identifying key research gaps and 
research questions which, will inform the development 
of An Fóram’s research actions in the coming years. An 
Forum Uisce outlined 5 priority themes in its Strategic 
Plan, one of which is high status waters. This tender will 
include a request for the existing measures aimed at 
protecting and enhancing high status waters to be 
compiled. 

EPA Water Call 
etc. 

sources of 
funding for 
specific 
research 
questions 

16 Step 5 
Implementa
tion 

Development of 
site-specific 
measures for high 
status waters. 
 
Development of a 
strategy which 
will provide 
focused resources 
for all high status 
objective water 
bodies i.e. those 
not included 
within Priority 
Areas for Action 
in cycle 2.  
(Objective 10) 

November 
2019 – 
February 
2020 for 
strategy. 
Resources 
in place 
for 2020. 

See Section 3.9. 
LAWPRO’s catchment assessment team work 
programme in Priority Areas for Action will propose site 
specific measures in a portion of At Risk high status 
objective water bodies. In addition, should the LIFE IP 
be successful, trailing of measures will be possible in a 
more in-depth and managed way, which will support 
new and innovative methods. 
 
An Forum Uisce are also preparing tender documents 
which will focus on identifying key research gaps and 
research questions which, will inform the development 
of An Fóram’s research actions in the coming years. An 
Forum Uisce outlined 5 priority themes in its Strategic 
Plan, one of which is high status waters. This tender will 
include a request for the existing measures aimed at 
protecting and enhancing high status waters to be 
compiled. 
 
However, 52 river water bodies, 8 lake water bodies, 1 
transitional water body and 2 coastal water bodies 
which are At Risk (Table 1) are currently not included in 

Proposed. 
Section 3.5 

On-going DHPLG / EPA / 
LAWPRO / An 
Forum Uisce 

Cycle 2 / 3 
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Programme 
Component 

Programme 
Stage 

Title Timeline Description Action Type Actual (Act) / 
Indicative  
Costs (Ind) 

Action owner / 
co-ordinator 

2nd Cycle or 3rd 
Cycle 

any focused programme of futher characterisation. 
These water bodies could be included in Priority Areas 
for Action in Cycle 3. 

17 Step 3 
Design / 
Step 4 
Developme
nt / Step 5 
Implementa
tion  

Developing a 
long-term 
strategy to 
improve our 
understanding of 
key drivers of 
High status loss 
and implement a 
robust and long-
term strategy for 
their protection 
and 
improvement. 
(Objective 11).  

June 2018 
– 
December 
2021 
 
Guidance 
by May 
2020 for 
use for 2nd 
cycle 

See Section 3.10. 
The local catchment assessment work of the Catchment 
Assessment Teams within LAWPRO will assess the 
significant pressures and issues on 53% of At Risk rivers 
and 33% of At Risk lakes with a high status objective. 
This will inform the longer-term strategy to be defined 
for inclusion in the 3rd cycle RBMP. The production of 
local catchment assessment guidance for high status 
objective water bodies and a suite of mitigation actions 
will be produced. The reconstitution of the Investigative 
Assessment Development Group is recommended to 
review results from LAWPROs LCA work and develop 
the guidance via a specialist stakeholder approach. 
Costs are to facilitate meetings, workshops, guidance 
document preparation / printing, a pilot training course 
for local and public authorities and packaging of the 
training for delivery by the LASNTG. 

Proposed. 
Section 3.3 

€80,000 (Ind) LAWPRO / EPA / 
Other Agencies 
as required 

Development in 
Cycle 2, with 
implementation 
in Cycle 3 
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 Blue Dot Catchments Programme Vision (Objective 1) 

Description: While a proposal for a Blue Dot Catchments Work Programme was presented in the 
RBMP, and a number of water bodies were assigned a high status objective, the short, medium and 
long-term vision for the Programme have not been fully defined. The Programme by its nature 
requires the cooperation of local and public authorities, environmental interest groups and the public. 
Therefore, views from these groupings should be sought. This will be particularly important in order 
to inform the development of a communications and engagement plan (see below), and proposals for 
branding of these waters. 

Actions in place: 

 The short-term (2018 – 2021) strategy for blue dot water bodies could be interpreted to 
include the agreement on the need for the Programme; the selection of high status objective 
water bodies for inclusion within the RBMP, and the selection of a portion of At Risk river and 
lake water bodies for focused characterisation and action planning via the work of the 
LAWPRO Catchment Assessment Team. This provides a solid foundation for the development 
of medium to long term proposals for blue dot waters. 

 The medium-term strategy (2022 – 2027) could be interpreted as the Waters of LIFE IP 
implementation between 2020 and 2026, should the application for funding be successful. 
The Waters of LIFE IP will act as a catchment-scale demonstration project to test and validate 
the effectiveness of implementing locally-tailored ‘best practice’ measures across a range of 
landscape and land-use management activities typically associated with the catchments of 
high status waters. The project will trial and validate the implementation of measures at the 
catchment scale across a number of pilot catchments with the view to building national 
understanding and capacity, optimising approaches for the targeting of measures in critical 
areas of the catchment, assessing the effectiveness of the approach and using the learnings 
from the project to inform and support ongoing work across all high status catchments. It will 
demonstrate the effective implementation of an integrated catchment-based approach for 
the application of measures to protect and/or restore all waters for which a high status 
objective has been identified in the RBMP. 

Additional Actions proposed for consideration: 

 A visioning workshop is proposed and should be facilitated by an experienced facilitator. The 
open invitation workshop would be advertised widely amongst local and public authorities, 
environmental NGOs, academics and research institutes. Those with expertise and research 
backgrounds on high status water bodies protection will be encouraged to attend e.g. UCD, 
Teagasc etc., while those whose field of expertise may also overlap and provide synergies with 
the protection of high status water bodies will also be encouraged to attend e.g. the Heritage 
Council, Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht (NPWS), Department of 
Communications, Climate Action and Environment etc. 

 Key outputs from the visioning workshop will be proposals for the definition of what a “Blue 
Dot” water should be; proposals for the ‘branding’ of blue dot waters, and proposals for the 
aims and objectives of the Programme, with those presented above as a proposal from the 
Blue Dot Steering Group. 
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 Determination of what constitutes a Blue Dot (Objective 2) 

Description: The initial programme set out for the first time, what it believed to be the definition of a 
Blue Dot i.e. “Water Bodies with a High status Objective are termed Blue Dot Water Bodies …….”. 
However, the document did go on to state that: 

“In addition to these water bodies there are sites within water bodies that are at High status even 
though their water body is at a lower status. 72 river sites within 67 river water bodies are considered 
to be High status sites. 5 Of the 21 Q5 sites that were identified via the monitoring programme at the 
end of 2015 are outside Blue Dot Water Bodies. For the purposes of the Blue Dot Programme these 
sites are designated to have a no deterioration objective. Consideration of these water bodies will be 
undertaken in 2018 to determine if a high status objective can be set for them in the third cycle.” 

The initial programme also specifies for the prioritisation of the draft programme as follows: 

“The focus of the programme until 2021 will be on Blue Dot freshwater Water Bodies with additional 
scientific assessment of the estuarine Blue Dot Water Bodies to determine the scale of action required 
to return them to High status. This assessment work will be led by the EPA…….”. 

Therefore, at present, Blue Dot waters are considered to indicate water bodies to which a high status 
objective has been assigned. However, it is recommended that this definition of “Blue Dot” is widened 
to include high status sites within Good status objective water bodies (at minimum), and that the 
potential for the inclusion of historically high status sites, with no recent (>10 years) monitoring data, 
should be explored. 

Actions in place: 

 Identification of water bodies to which a high status objective will apply, as set out in the 
RBMP 2018 – 2021. 

Additional Actions proposed for consideration: 

 The RBMP states that the Blue Dot Working Group will make recommendations for the 
management of high status sites within water bodies with a good status objective. 72 river 
sites within 67 river water bodies are considered to be High status sites. Five of the 21 Q5 sites 
that were identified via the monitoring programme at the end of 2015 are outside Blue Dot 
Water Bodies. The visioning exercise could also consider this grouping of sites. It is 
recommended that a strategy is developed within the next 6 months for these sites, in 
particular for the remaining Q5 sites. It is recommended that this matter is discussed, and that 
these sites are included within the definition of a Blue Dot. 

 It is suggested that the EPA consider an examination of historically high status sites (pre-2007), 
and determine if a selection of such sites with no recent Q value assessments, could be 
assessed to determine their current condition, and merit for inclusion within the definition of 
a Blue Dot. 
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 Development of Branding for Blue Dot Waters (Objective 3) and the 
preparation of a Communications and Engagement Plan (Objective 4) 

Description: The RBMP states that “Local authorities will develop a communications and engagement 
plan for the Blue Dot Catchments Programme to clearly set out its importance at local and national 
level”. This Programme component is linked with the proposal below for Pilot Programmes for 
Community Engagement and Action. Essential to the development of such a plan is an understanding 
of what branding is desirable for Blue Dot waters. 

 

Actions in place: 

 LAWPROs Communities Team core function is to activate local communities to engage with 
river catchments in line with the integrated catchment management approach. The work of 
the Communities Team is not restricted to PAAs, and therefore overlap between their 
community work and high status objective water bodies is likely. The Community Water 
Development Fund helps local communities deliver projects and initiatives related to water 
and nature. 

 LAWPROs Catchment Assessment Team will continue to hold community information 
meetings in PAAs, including those with high status objective water bodies. Emphasis will be 
placed on the importance of high status waters in these meetings and feedback or proposals 
for actions provided to the Blue Dot Co-ordinator for consideration within the Programme. 

 

Additional Actions proposed for consideration: 

 A communications specialist to be hired to design a branding and communication strategy. 
The branding should be positive and desirable e.g. Blue Flag. DHPLG to sponsor the branding 
and to explore the possibility of the European Commission supporting a branding strategy to 
give it weight. The outputs from the Visioning Workshop can be provided to the specialist, and 
working alongside the blue dot co-ordinator, LAWPROs Communications and Marketing 
specialist and the Blue Dot Steering Group, an integrated communications and engagement 
plan will be designed. 

 

 Pilot Programmes for Community Engagement and Action (Objective 5) 

Description: The purpose of pilot programmes proposed under this component of the Programme is 
to establish the most effective methods for community action in high status water body catchments. 
An assessment of how communities will perceive and wish to engage with a programme to protect 
high status waters is required. This will be a key factor in securing stakeholder participation in 
protecting high status water bodies. The branding of ‘high status’ waters according to purely scientific 
criteria under the WFD will not inspire a cultural affinity or understanding towards the protection of 
these waters. A broader approach to the protection of whole landscapes may, however, invoke a high 
degree of community support e.g. combined with drinking water protection, or flood alleviation for 
example. A proposal to introduce a Landscape Ireland Act15 was intended to introduce new 
participative approaches for communities for the management of landscapes16. The approach 

 
15 https://www.chg.gov.ie/app/uploads/2015/07/NLS-SIP-English.pdf  
16 https://www.chg.gov.ie/app/uploads/2015/07/NLS-SIP-English.pdf  
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proposed to facilitate the protection of entire landscapes, including wetlands and small water bodies 
and is compatible with the overall objectives of the Blue Dot Catchments Programme, and should be 
considered as part of the visioning exercise discussed above. The Irish Landscape Institute published 
The National Landscape Strategy for Ireland 2015 – 2025, and may be an option for broadening the 
Blue Dot Catchments Programme while seeking synergies with other Government led initiatives. 

 

Actions in place: 

 LAWPROs Communities Team core function is to activate local communities to engage with 
river catchments in line with the integrated catchment management approach. The work of 
the Communities Team is not restricted to PAAs, and therefore overlap between their 
community work and high status objective water bodies is likely. The Community Water 
Development Fund helps local communities deliver projects and initiatives related to water 
and nature. 

 LAWPROs Catchment Assessment Team will continue to hold community information 
meetings in PAAs, including those with high status objective water bodies. Emphasis will be 
placed on the importance of high status waters in these meetings and feedback or proposals 
for actions provided to the Blue Dot Co-ordinator for consideration within the Programme. 

 Duhallow Farming for Blue Dot Catchments (2019 – 2023). This project aims to restore the 
status of a high status objective waterbody not meeting its objective in an agricultural 
catchment (River Allow, Duhallow, Co. Cork), through a collaborative locally led farmer 
focused approach, between farmers with experience of high status bespoke conservation 
measures and those with none. The specific objectives of the project include to develop and 
implement an on-farm citizen science approach with the farmers and to carry out catchment 
visioning on the importance of high status to the local farming through knowledge exchange 
and the wider community through public engagement. 

 WaterMARKE17 is a multi-actor research project which is co-funded by EPA and DAFM. The 
project co-designs risk assessment and mitigation measures in conjunction with farmers on 
the basis of biophysical, economic cost, transaction cost and farmer behaviour perspectives, 
before trialling these measures on a wider cohort of farms, with the help of Knowledge 
Transfer practitioners to develop and refine a Knowledge Transfer template. 

 

Additional Actions proposed for consideration: 

 High status catchment areas are sensitive to small scale activities and bottom up initiatives 
are particularly important to secure local ownership and appropriate responses. The initial 
programme proposed the development of a three-strand “education, signage and action” 
pilot programme in conjunction with the South West Water and Environment Committee 
Chair to commence bottom up engagement with communities in Blue Dot areas and to 
provide an opportunity for learning what actions may be effective in other parts of the 
country. It is recommended that a number of pilot projects in differing high status objective 
catchments are advanced (e.g. peat versus non-peat catchments). Discussions with the 
Heritage Council as a potential project partner for the delivery of pilot projects should be 
explored. The Heritage Council have promoted the idea of shared stewardship of our natural 
and cultural heritage and case studies that they have sponsored, facilitated and partnered 
with have proven that this approach works and delivers quality communal landscapes that 

 
17www.teagasc.ie/rural-economy/rdp-research/watermarke/ 
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generate sustainable employment, social capital, community identity and functioning 
ecologies18. 

 

 Recommendations for Planning and Licensing Control (Objective 6) 

Description: At the apex of the planning hierarchy is the National Planning Framework (NPF) — the 
Government’s successor to the National Spatial Strategy. Below the NPF will be three Regional Spatial 
and Economic Strategies (RSESs) with which, in turn, county and city development plans must be 
consistent (see Figure 8). It is required by the NPF that development plans ensure the integration of 
sustainable water management considerations. It is an objective of the NPF (National planning 
objective 5719) to ensure that the RBMP objectives are fully considered throughout the physical 
planning process. 

RSES are currently in preparation by the Regional Assembly’s and three Regions have been delineated 
for this purpose: Northern and Western Region; Eastern and Midlands Region, and Southern Region. 
To ensure that all City & County Development Plans are consistent with the RSES and relevant national 
policy, draft plans or proposed variations to County Development Plans are referred by the Local 
Authority to the Regional Assembly. Following the preparation of a new draft development plan, or a 
proposed variation to an existing development plan, the Regional Assembly will consider whether the 
draft is consistent with the RSES and can issue formal recommendations to the relevant Local 
Authority where necessary. 

The Northern and Western Regional Assembly (NWRA)20 published a Draft Regional Spatial and 
Economic Strategy in November 2018. The draft was the subject of public consultation from November 
2018 until February 2019. Material Amendments to the Draft were proposed and a further 
consultation period is now underway (4th August 2019 until 11th October 2019). The NWRA covers 
eight counties – Galway (City and County), Roscommon, Leitrim, Sligo, Donegal, Monaghan, Mayo and 
Cavan. 

The elected members of the Eastern and Midland Regional Assembly21 agreed to make the Regional 
Spatial and Economic Strategy (RSES) 2019-2031, on June 28th 2019. The RSES replaces the previous 
Regional Planning Guidelines and provides a spatial strategy for the future physical, economic and 
social development of the Eastern & Midland Region, which covers the nine counties of Dublin, Louth, 
Meath, Kildare, Wicklow, Longford, Westmeath, Laois and Offaly. 

The Southern Regional Assembly22 prepared a draft RSES for the Southern Region for the period 2019-
2031. The draft RSES was open for public consultation between 18th December 2018 and 8th March 
2019. The Region covers counties Carlow, Tipperary, Waterford, Wexford, Kilkenny, Cork, Kerry, Clare, 
Limerick and Tipperary.  

In order to remain consistent with the NPF and RSESs, county development plans must be cognisant 
of the environmental objectives set for water bodies (rivers, lakes, transitional, coastal and 
groundwaters) within the RBMP. To date, many development plans make reference to the RBMP and 

 
18 https://www.heritagecouncil.ie/projects/landscape 
19 Project Ireland 2040 National planning framework 
20 https://www.nwra.ie/rses/ 
21 https://emra.ie/ 
22 https://www.southernassembly.ie/ 
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Water Framework Directive (WFD) by either stating that development and planning decisions will be 
made in such a way as to not prevent the achievement of the WFD environmental objectives or that 
decisions will not prevent the achievement of good status in all waterbodies. It is much less common 
for a development plan to specifically reference the protection of high status waterbodies. Though by 
stating that decisions will align with WFD objectives they are in essence stating that high status 
waterbodies will be protected as this is an objective of the WFD. Given the introduction of the Blue 
Dot Catchments Programme as a Principal Action under the RBMP, it would be useful to have specific 
reference to the protection of high status waterbodies within the context of strengthening the text on 
the overall importance of the WFD. 

The RBMP recognises the need for alignment and integration with the planning system in order to 
ensure effective water management and compatibility between planned growth and environmental 
sustainability23. The DHPLG have commissioned guidance which will provide clarity on the practical 
steps, approaches and methodologies to be employed by the relevant authorities in order to protect 
and enhance water quality, particularly with regards to securing the objectives of the RBMP24. The 
guidance will assist planners in their role, and also developers and other stakeholders. Training will 
also be required for planning authorities. The guidance will also make specific reference to high status 
objective water bodies and their sensitivities and the prevention of deterioration. 

 
Figure 8: Hierarchical structure of RBMPs and planning policy 

 

Actions in place: 

 National Planning Framework - development plans must ensure the integration of sustainable 
water management considerations. 

 
23 P.88, Section 7.8.1 RBMP.  
24 P.89, Section 7.8.1 RBMP. 
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 Regional Spatial and Economic Strategies – ensures consistency between all City & County 
Development Plans (draft or variations of), the RSES and relevant national policy, by reviewing 
new plans and issuing recommendation where necessary. 

 Consultants selected and preparing guidance on behalf of DHPLG on Water and Planning. 
 High status objective water body GIS layers have recently been added to the Environmental 

Sensitivity Mapping webtool. The Environmental Sensitivity Mapping (ESM) project25 is 
funded by the Environmental Protection Agency, under the STRIVE Programme (Grant No. 
2013-B-FS-4). The ESM webtool will provide spatial evidence to support Strategic 
Environmental Assessment (SEA) across a number of sectors. In order to achieve this, it will 
map national environmental sensitivities on the basis of existing and available environmental 
data and public perceptions. It is anticipated that the tool will contribute to achieving 
environmental sustainability objectives by deterring development in environmentally 
sensitive areas, informing on cumulative/in-combination effects and supporting the 
formulation of spatially-specific mitigation measures. 

 Workshops between LAWPRO and planners from the South West region were held after 
planning was raised at Regional Operational Committee meetings. Outcomes from the 
workshop include: 

o LAWPRO to provide a list of development types, which the planners can then 
determine whether they are captured within the planning process or are exempted 
developments. 

o Planners requested technical specifications which could be added as conditions. The 
planning authority’s need a toolbox of measure that will protect high status 
waterbodies for various developments such as e.g., one off housing. 

o Clear need for enforcement resourcing - all agreed this was a major problem and 
needs to be addressed if planning control is to be effective. 

o Sustainable Drainage Systems (SuDS) should be considered for all developments in 
high status objective areas. 

o Community/public education required to prepare for public acceptance of Blue Dot. 
 
Additional Actions proposed for consideration: 

 Dissemination of high status water body mapping files has still to be undertaken. It is 
recommended that this layer(s) is made available via the EPA’s Geo Portal, on 
https://data.gov.ie/ and mapped in www.catchments.ie. 

 LAWPRO have delineated catchments for the protection of high status objective water bodies. 
These ‘catchments’ require review and consideration as to how they might be used in a 
planning context. If practical guidance is to be provided to planners, a decision as to whether 
the water body boundary of a high status objective water body, or its catchment, is the unit 
for protection or restoration. 

 A review by all Public and Local Authorities of their Plans and Programmes and compatibility 
with the achievement of environmental objectives under the RBMP is recommended. This 
review can begin while the DHPLG Guidance is being drafted, and findings can inform and 
assist in design of practical actions for implementation. 

 A review of environmental conditions currently specified for by planning authorities when 
considering development in high status areas, and compilation of same for consideration by 
the Blue Dot Steering Group is recommended. This would provide a measures “inventory”; 
commentary on the effectiveness of the measures based on literature or case studies; will 

 
25 http://airo.maynoothuniversity.ie/mapping-resources/airo-research-maps/environmental-research-
projects/environmental-sensitivity  
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identify gaps in the suite of measures, if any; acceptability or constraints in the 
implementation of the conditions should be documented; and proposals for conditions from 
best practice and project experience which are achievable under the current planning 
legislation. This could be achieved via a deskstudy and interviews with a wide range of 
planners in the local authority sector, and licencing and authorisation sections in public 
authorities. 

 Collation of the views and proposals of planners within local authorities, on how they would 
suggest the protection and restoration of high status water bodies could be achieved, should 
be undertaken. This should include discussion related to unregulated activities, and 
consideration of better implementation of mitigation measures specified for developments 
via Ecological Impact Assessment processes. Initial views should be sought via workshops with 
planners in each of the 5 LAWPRO Regions. Workshop could be organised and ran by LAWPRO, 
and outputs could be collated by the Blue Dot Co-ordinator. A summary report on 
recommendations should be compiled. 

 Based on workshop results, a proposal for planning guidance specifically for high status water 
body protection and restoration could be generated. 

 Consideration of a proposal for a centralised “activities” database to assist with effective and 
efficient impact assessment at planning stage for all local and public authorities. 

 Consideration of the establishment of a register of drains, from the formal local authority 
drainage system to local agriculture and forestry drains would be of benefit in the assessment 
of water body assimilation and carrying capacity [and in the assessment of pathways for water 
and contaminants]. 

 

 Influencing National Schemes and Programmes (Objective 7) 

Description: The initial programme proposed that the draft Programme would be aligned and 
integrated with schemes in place [in order] to leverage them to achieve high status objectives for 
relevant water bodies. The main initiatives proposed for alignment were: 

 Local Catchment Assessment work by LAWPRO in high status objective water bodies in PAAs 
(Blue Dots for the 2nd cycle), actions plans with measures implementation 

 Agricultural Sustainability Support and Advisory Programme in high status objective water 
bodies in PAAs (Blue Dots for the 2nd cycle), working with LAWPRO to deliver actions plans 
with measures implementation  

 Native woodland scheme supported by the Forest Service 
 Domestic Waste Water System Grant Scheme supported by DHPLG included the proposed 

grant scheme extension in high status objective river water bodies 
 Locally led Agri-environmental Schemes including the Pearl Mussel Project, Duhallow Farming 

for Blue Dot etc. 
 Green, Low-carbon, Agri-environmental Scheme (GLAS) 
 Nitrates Action Programme. 

Actions in place: 

 Investigative assessment work is underway in a portion of At Risk river and lake high status 
objective water bodies via the LAWPRO catchment assessment teams work programme. As 
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mentioned previously, there is a gap with respect to the remaining At Risk freshwater bodies, 
and all transitional and coastal water bodies. 

 The Native Woodland Scheme is in place. 
 With respect to the domestic waste water grant scheme, an extension to the existing scheme 

is proposed to be in place in 2020. It is proposed that under this grant scheme, homeowners 
can self-declare and avail of the grant for the repair, upgrade or replacement of domestic 
wastewater treatment systems in High Status Objective Areas (rivers only). No eligibility 
assessment needs to be undertaken and the grant material and EPA guidance on the upgrade 
of DWWTS will be provided to any interested party by LAWPROs catchment assessment team. 

 A number of locally led agri-environmental schemes are in place e.g. European Innovation 
Partnership for Agriculture Productivity and Sustainability (EIP-AGRI) projects, whose outputs 
will further knowledge in relation to the protection and restoration measures for high status 
waters. A number of existing and proposed LIFE projects will also contribute to site specific 
measures design and local stakeholder mobilisation. These projects include: 
 Pearl Mussel Project (PMP, 2018 – 2023) 
 Duhallow Farming for Blue Dot Catchments (2019 – 2023) 
 Sustainable Uplands Agri-Environmental Scheme (SUAS, 2018 - 2022) 
 North Connemara Locally Led agri-environemntal scheme (2019 – 2023) 

In the context of the programme, integrating actions and learnings from locally led schemes 
with the work of the LAWPRO catchment assessment team is key, and a number of LAWPROs 
management team, the Blue Dot Co-ordinator and catchments scientists are working with or 
represented on the Steering Groups for a number of these projects. LAWPRO for example 
have a close working relationship with the PMP and meet regularly to share findings from both 
work programmes. LAWPRO have also adopted aspects of the PMPs Whole Farm Assessment 
scoring sheet, for inclusion within the local catchment assessment catchment assessment field 
sheet which is completed by catchment scientists within PAAs. There is therefore potential 
for adopting and trialling of new approaches for the assessment and characterisation of risks, 
for the design of decision support tools for measures and for knowledge sharing with respect 
to effective measures on the ground in high status objective water bodies.  

 

Additional actions proposed for consideration: 

 Natural Water Retention Measures (NWRM) implementation in Ireland is currently being 
assessed via the work of the National Working Group on Water Retention Measures chaired 
by Jenny Deakin (EPA). The NWRMs group held its first meeting along with two other working 
groups, the Hydromorphology Working Group and the Department of Housing Planning and 
Local Government (DHPLG) water and planning technical guidance working group, in March 
2019. The RBMP focused on the provision of multiple benefits and called for: a proposal to 
include NWRMs as part of a broader suite of measures to achieve environmental objectives, 
for research on the application of existing measures, and for state authorities to work together 
for this aim. Member States are required to report to the European Commission about the 
provision of NWRMs in RBMPs and whether those measures have been implemented. 
NWRMs are included in OPW’s CFRAM programme (wetlands, riparian buffers, storage) but 
featured less as the standard of protection set at 1% AEP event for fluvial flood defences. 
NWRM are envisaged to complement hard-defences. Ongoing work includes: an OPW/IRC 
funded PhD to look at the potential for NWRM to reduce flood risk and improve water quality 
for forested catchments in Ireland; a 6-month NWRM community engagement and strategic 
NWRM plan for Inishowen, and the TCD led SLOWATERS project to assess, develop and 
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evaluate NWRM in agricultural catchments in Ireland. Areas where co-benefits could be 
achieved for flood mitigation, water quality and e.g. climate change, such as peatland 
restoration / rewetting, provide strong support for their inclusion in potential pilot projects. 
Where land is marginal, landowner engagement has been showed to be easier, and therefore 
this may be a practical proposal for high status objective water bodies in peatland catchments. 
Learnings from projects in other jurisdictions will be useful e.g. the Yorkshire Dales Rivers Trust 
in the Upper Wharfedale area in Yorkshire. Work here included publishing a practical guide 
for farmers on NFM measures such as riparian planting, swales, sediment traps, in-channel 
barriers, offline ponds and cross drains. 
The initial programme stated that it “anticipated that the usefulness of natural water retention 
measures as mechanisms to reduce peak flows during more frequent lower intensity flooding 
events will be considered during this cycle. The Blue Dot Working Group will include the OPW 
and will work to develop pilot projects during this cycle to assess the effectiveness of such 
measures for mitigating lower intensity flooding events and benefits for water quality”. 

 The work of LAWPROs catchment assessment team and ASSAP in high status objective water 
bodies is likely to better inform the need for additional measures in these areas via the further 
characterisation process, and will also assess the willingness of farmers to implement actions 
where the significant pressure is agriculture (3rd ranked significant pressure on high status 
water bodies). In addition, liaison with the Forest Service and Coillte on forestry pressures (1st 
ranked significant pressure on high status water bodies) will likewise advance during the 
course of this 2nd cycle. It is therefore recommended that this strategy is considered to be 
included in current work programmes by local and public authorities, and the preference is 
for measures to be agreed without the need for legislative change if possible, i.e. via changes 
in policy implementation guidance or protocols, strategies and encouragement of behavioural 
change for landusers. Where necessary, proposals for legislative change will also be distilled 
as a result of the work of LAWPRO and other local and public authorities whom are 
implementing the RBMP. The additional action in this context will be the need for the Blue 
Dot Steering Group to consider proposals for the refinement of existing policies, guidance, 
schemes in place, based on evidence generation through LAWPROs work. 

 Blue Dot Steering Group to monitor the on-going progress of locally led agri-environmental 
schemes. 

 Blue Dot Steering Group to discuss the promotion and uptake of DWWTS grant scheme 
extension for high status objective river water bodies. 

 Blue Dot Steering Group to discuss with DAFM the existing agri-environmental measures 
within national schemes i.e. GLAS, and how this scheme can be used as a method to provide 
additional protection for high status objective water bodies. 

 Blue Dot Steering Group to discuss with the OPW the potential for a NWRM pilot project in a 
high status catchment. Lessons from the Slow the Flow project in Inishowen should be 
reviewed and the experience of other projects explored for suitable actions. 

 Habitat enhancement projects under the Inland Fisheries Ireland National Strategy for Angling 
Development  

 Support the development of a River Restoration Framework for Ireland. 
 

 Improving the Exchange of Information (Objective 8) 

Description: Improving the exchange of information within and across agencies to monitor activities 
on an ongoing basis in Blue Dot catchments (e.g. land use change, new developments) which may 
result in deterioration in the future and take early corrective action to eliminate risks to water quality. 
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Actions in place: 

 Blue Dot Steering Group 
 Regional Operational Committees – quarterly meetings 
 Regional Water & Environment Management Committees – quarterly meetings 
 National Technical Implementation Group – quarterly meetings 

 

Additional actions proposed for consideration: 

 Setting up of a Blue Dot section to cathcments.ie or other appropriate website that will host 
updates on work in high status objective water bodies. 

 

 Identification of Areas for Further Research (Objective 9) 

Description: Identify research needs with the aim of developing solutions to the environmental 
pressures facing high status waters and measuring the effectiveness of existing solutions. This should 
also include the promotion of high status waters as a priority theme in the development of research 
policies by key stakeholders. 

Actions in place: 

 HARMONY Project 
 SSNet Project 
 ESManage 
 pH Project (LAWPRO and EPA) 

 

Additional actions proposed for consideration: 

 Forestry and hydromorphology are key pressures on high status objective water bodies. 
Discussion with the Forest service and academics working in water quality could be held to 
identify research needs and promote research. 

 The co-ordinator sits on the steering group of the ESDecide - a research project in UCD and is 
assisting with site selection for SSNet a research project in UCD looking specifically at high 
status low order rivers (http://www.ucd.ie/ssnet/) (full descriptions of projects will be 
provided to the steering group to determine if they contribute to this goal). 

 Potential knowledge gaps for research identified to date are: 
o Identify and investigate measures that will protect high status water bodies from 

forestry operations; 
o Identify appropriate environmental conditions which planners can use to protect high 

status objective water bodies; 
o Identify and investigate measures that will protect high status water bodies from 

agriculture practices; 
o Rehabilitation of hydromorphologically impacted rivers; 
o Investigating the contribution of peat draining to pH impacts on high status 

waterbodies; 
o Investigate the effectiveness of SuDS in high status areas and develop best practice 

for these areas: 
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o Desk study on the potential for enhanced protection of Q5 Sites and 
o Investigating the impact of flow as a significant issue in the achievement of high 

status. 
 

 The EPA funds environmental water research under its research programme and annually 
seeks views on research that would contribute to the achievement of environmental 
protection. The Blue Dot Working group will seek to identify and promote research projects 
that will support the achievement and retention of High status. The group will develop 
proposals for consideration in the next research call. 
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 Development of site-specific measures for high status waters (Objective 10) 

Description:  

LAWPRO will ensure that PAAs containing Blue Dot Water Bodies are addressed early in 
implementation to facilitate transfer of actions to other High Status Areas during the cycle. If 
successful, the recently submitted LIFE IP application Waters of Life will also develop measures for 
high status water bodies (Section 2.4). 

 

52 river water bodies, 8 lake water bodies, 1 transitional water body and 2 coastal water bodies which 
are At Risk (Table 1) and have a high status objective, are currently not included in any focused 
programme of future characterisation (e.g. LAWPRO). This issue needs to be addressed as a matter of 
urgency to reverse declines. Inclusion within the third cycle of the RBMP is recommended. This could 
be done by ensuring each At Risk high status objective waterbody is included in a PAA. 

 

Actions in place: 

 LAWPRO has an internal Blue Dot Working group which meets regularly to discuss the issues 
arising in PAAs with high status objective waterbodies and where updates on progress are 
monitored. The purpose of the committee is to explore and provide guidance in the field 
assessment of Blue Dot waterbodies and to facilitate knowledge sharing in this area within 
LAWPRO. It will over time be expanded to examine possible mitigation measures. 

The terms of reference for this internal working group are as follows: 

o To support the work of the Blue Dot Co-ordinator. 
o To liaise with the national Blue Dot Steering Group in terms of the outcomes of local 

catchment assessments and mitigations of pressures and any other issues arising in High 
status Objective waterbodies; 

o To provide guidance on the practical application of the field assessment methods in pilot 
Blue Dot waterbodies; 

o To assess the need for additional training for catchments scientists, if required; 
o To liaise with the appropriate implementing bodies in relation to possible mitigation 

measures; 
o To share and integrate learnings with relevant LAWPRO internal working groups including 

Sediment and Hydromorphology Working Group, Ecology Working Group, Lakes Working 
Group and the Agricultural Mitigation Measures Working Group, and 

o To disseminate the findings of local catchment assessments in high status objective water 
bodies and provide points of contact for issues arising within LAWPRO that relate to Blue 
Dot Waterbodies. 

 

Additional actions proposed for consideration: 

 Inclusion of all lakes, and transitional and coastal waters should be discussed, in particular the 
reasoning behind the exclusion of high status objective transitional and coastal waters from 
the existing LAWPRO work programme. 

 Adding all At Risk high status objective waterbodies to PAAs in the third cycle. 
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 Development of a long-term strategy for high status waters (Objective 11) 

Description: 
Developing a long-term strategy to improve our understanding of key drivers of high status loss is set 
out as a long term aim for the Blue Dot Catchments Programme within the RBMP. Linking with the 
proposed LIFE IP is stated in the RBMP as key to the delivery of this strategy. In addition, the local 
catchment assessment work of the Catchment Assessment Teams within LAWPRO between 2018 and 
2021 will assess the significant pressures and issues on 53% of At Risk rivers and 33% of At Risk lakes 
with a high status objective. The validated significant pressures on these waters will either confirm or 
alter the risk profile in these water bodies, which can then inform the longer-term strategy to be 
defined for inclusion in the 3rd cycle RBMP. A gap however appears in terms of how high status 
transitional and coastal water bodies will be progressed. 
 

Actions in place: 

 LAWPROs Catchment Assessment Team and their internal Blue Dot Working Group will assess 
significant issues in high status objective water bodies within PAAs. 

 

Additional actions proposed for consideration: 

 In time outputs from LAWPRO could be used to assess the effectiveness of recommended 
measures in protecting high status waterbodies and the development of guidance. 

 The production of local catchment assessment guidance for high status objective water bodies 
and a suite of mitigation actions. 
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Appendix 1 Section 3.5 from Management Strategies for the 
Protection of High-status Water Bodies (Ní Chatháin et al., 2012)  
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3.5.1 Rivers 

A decline in the percentage number of high-status river sites (i.e. Q5 and Q4-5 sites based on the 
macroinvertebrate biological quality element) was noted in all RBDs between 1987 and 2008 (EPA, 
2009). The EPA produce tri-annual “Water Quality in Ireland” reports (EPA 2002, 2005, 2008, 2011), 
and data from the period 1998 to 2010 from the National Rivers Monitoring programme and 
subsequently, the WFD monitoring programme, has been reviewed and key statistics outlined in the 
tables below: 1998-2000 Table 3.9, 2001-2003 Table 3.10, 2004-2006 Table 3.11, and 2007-2009 
Table 3.12. Table 3.13 also provides the results for the year 2010, although data from 2011 and 2012 
will be required to ascertain any trend in this 3-year period versus the 2007 to 2009 period. The period 
1998-2000 has been used in this Discussion Document in order to review the decline in high-status 
river sites from that period up to the last period cover by tri-annual reporting, 2007-2009.  
 
The tables below show a steady decline in the percentage of high-status river sites from 41% in 1998-
2000, to 37% in 2001-2003, 31% in 2004-2006, 27% in 2007-2009 and 22% in 2010 (albeit based on 
one year’s data). 
 
Table 3.9 High-status River Sites from 1998-2000 by number and percentage (Data source: EPA) 
 

 1998 1999 2000 Overall 
High-status 245 246 285 776 
No of Sites Monitored  573 632 686 1891 

%  High 43% 39% 42% 41% 
 
 
Table 3.10 High-status River Sites from 2001-2003 by number and percentage (Data source: EPA) 
 

 2001 2002 2003 Overall 
High-status 176 240 271 687 
No of Sites Monitored  515 588 743 1846 

% Total High 34% 41% 36% 37% 
 
 
Table 3.11 Breakdown of High-status River Sites from 2004-2006 by number and percentage (Data 
source: EPA) 
 

 2004 2005 2006 Overall 
High-status 143 176 249 568 
No of Sites Monitored  391 656 761 1808 

% Total High 37% 27% 33% 31% 
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Table 3.12 Breakdown of High-status River Sites from 2007-2009 by number and percentage (Data 
source: EPA) 
 

 2007 2008 2009 Overall 
High-status 132 77 199 408 
No of Sites Monitored  504 382 605 1491 

% Total High 26% 20% 33% 27% 
 
Table 3.13 High-status River Sites from 2010 and 2011 by number and percentage (Data source: EPA) 
 

 2010/2011 
High-status 270 
No of Sites Monitored  987 

% Total High 27% 
 
Table 3.14 compiles the above information and illustrates the numbers of high-status river sites on a 
county basis between 1998 and 2009 on a tri-annual basis, and specifically the loss in high-status sites 
between the years 1998 - 2000 and 2007 - 2009. 
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Table 3.14 Decline in numbers of High-status Rivers Sites between 1998-2000 and 2007-2009 (Data 
source: EPA) (*Difference in numbers between 1998-2000 to 2004-2006. **Difference in numbers 
between 1998-2000 and 2007-2009: see notes below table). 
   Timeframe  
No.  County 1998-2000 2001-2003 2004-2006 -/+* 2007-2009 -/+** 
1 Carlow 14 13 6 -8 3 -11 
2 Cavan 23 20 9 -14 5 -18 
3 Clare 45 31 32 -13 24 -21 
4 Cork 87 93 77 -10 77 -10 
5 Donegal 110 91 52 -58 31 -79 
6 Dublin 3 3 4 +1 2 -1 
7 Galway 49 47 34 -15 35 -14 
8 Kerry 72 68 72 0 50 -22 
9 Kildare 4 5 4 0 2 -2 
10 Kilkenny 4 4 2 -2 3 -1 
11 Laois 18 15 13 -5 9 -9 
12 Leitrim 32 26 20 -12 11 -21 
13 Limerick 12 8 9 -3 4 -8 
14 Longford 3 5 5 +2 1 -2 
15 Louth 7 4 0 -7 0 -7 
16 Mayo 87 82 74 -13 54 -33 
17 Meath 0 0 0 0 1 +1 
18 Monaghan 8 6 4 -4 3 -5 
19 Offaly 13 8 11 -2 3 -10 
20 Roscommon 14 23 10 -4 7 -7 
21 Sligo 51 40 31 -20 20 -31 
22 Tipp Nr. 22 15 18 -4 6 -14 
23 Tipp South 16 18 12 -4 6 -10 
24 Waterford 17 19 22 +5 13 -4 
25 Westmeath 2 2 0 -2 0 -2 

26 Wexford 16 9 12 -4 8 -8 
27 Wicklow 48 33 42 -6 29 -19 
 Total 777 688 575 -210 407 -369 

Notes**Tables 3.9 to 3.14 should be interpreted bearing the following in mind: 
 

 The 2007-2009 numbers of high-status sites are reduced not only because of declines, but also 
because some high-status sites were dropped during the rationalisation of the monitoring 
programme in 2006 (i.e. approx. 89 formerly classified high-status sites were no longer 
included in the monitoring programme) in readiness for the WFD monitoring programme 
which began in 2007, and  
 

 The EPA are currently surveying many of these ‘dropped’ or formerly classified high-status 
macroinvertebrate sites as part of their investigative monitoring programme during the 3 year 
period between 2010-2012. Catchment walkover investigations are also being undertaken to 
ascertain the sources of pressures in relation to these sites and their catchments. These sites 
are listed in Appendix D, and discussed further in Chapter 4. 

 
Tables 3.9 to 3.14 illustrate the following key points: 
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 The percentage of high-status monitored sites has decreased from 41% of all sites monitored 
in the period 1998-2000, to 37% in 2001-2033, and to 31% in 2004-2006. Two-hundred and 
ten high-status river sites declined from high-status between the monitoring period 1998-
2000 and 2004-2006. Results are based on the monitoring of approximately 1800 sites in each 
3 year period; 
 

 The percentage of high-status monitored sites decreased to 27% of all sites monitored in the 
2007-2009 time period, although it is noted that the number of sites monitored dropped to 
around 1500. Nevertheless, the loss of high-status site numbers between 1998-2000 and the 
2007-2009 time period is calculated at 369. By adjusting this figure down by 89 (to allow for 
high-status sites dropped, and assuming that all former high-status sites are still at high-status 
until confirmed otherwise), there is still a downward decline in high-status river sites numbers 
to approximately 280 from the 1998-2000 time period; 

 
 Counties with greater than 10 high-status sites lost in the period 1998-2000 and 2004-2006 

are Cavan, Clare, Cork, Donegal, Galway, Leitrim, Mayo and Sligo. However, of the 210 sites 
lost in this timeframe, 27% were lost in Donegal (N=58); 

 
 Counties Cork, Galway, and Kilkenny appear to have stemmed the decline during the recent 

2007-2009 sampling period;  
 

 Due to changes in the monitoring programme, it is more difficult to deduce loses between 
1998-2000 and 2007-2009. However, the figures illustrated in Table 3.14 for counties Clare, 
Donegal, Kerry, Leitrim, Mayo and Sligo should be investigated further to ascertain what can 
be attributed to declines in status and what can be attributed to ‘dropped’ sites;  

 
 The majority of high-status sites were classified as Q4-5 using the macroinvertebrate quality 

element. Therefore, the number of Q5 sites, the sites with the highest quality, are now at 
significant risk of disappearing. 

 
3.5.2 Lakes 

The decline in lakes is uncertain as monitoring of lakes prior to the introduction of the WFD monitoring 
programme in 2007 was very sporadic and, in the main, focussed on those lakes for which there were 
perceived water quality problems (reviewed in Irvine et al., 2001). Palaeolimnological investigations 
suggest variable timing for the onset of water quality variables across Irish lakes (Taylor et al., 2006). 
The decline in lake water quality has however been acknowledged since the 1970s.  
 

3.5.3 Transitional and Coastal  

The decline in transitional and coastal waters is also uncertain, as the monitoring of these areas prior 
to the introduction of the WFD monitoring programme in 2007 was very sporadic and, in the main, 
focussed on those areas for which there were perceived water quality problems. Prior to the WFD, 
monitoring of estuaries and coastal waters was conducted by a number of agencies in fulfilment of 
national legislation and the OSPAR Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment of the 
North-East Atlantic (1992) with little integration towards a national programme, and involving 12 
agencies (Irvine et al., 2002; EPA, 2003; Hartnett et al, 2011). In contrast to the WFD focus, there was 
no requirement to monitor biological elements. This now provides a fundamental difficulty for 
estimating benchmark conditions in transitional waters (Hartnett et al., 2011). 


