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ACRONYMS / ABBREVIATIONS 
ACRONYM / ABBREVIATION DEFINITION 

CWSH Coastal West Scotland and Hebrides 

dB Decibel 

DD Decimal Degrees 

DDM Degrees and Decimal Minutes 

DMS Degrees, Minutes and Seconds 

EPS European Protected Species 

FCS Favourable Conservation Status 

HWDT Hebridean Whale and Dolphin Trust 

IAMMWG Inter-Agency Marine Mammal Working Group 

JNCC Joint Nature Conservation Committee 

km Kilometre  

LSE Likely Significant Effect 

m Metre 

MBES Multi-Beam Echosounder 

MD-LOT Marine Directorate – Licensing Operations Team 

MHWS Mean High Water Springs 

MMO Marine Mammal Observer 

MMPP Marine Mammal Protection Plan 

MU Management Unit 

NCMPA Nature Conservation Marine Protected Area 

PAM  Passive Acoustic Monitoring  

PCPT Piezocone Penetration Testing 

PSMP Protected Species Mitigation Plan 

ROV Remotely Operated Vehicle  



2025 Route Survey Licensing Support 
Argyll EPS Risk Assessment Addendum 

 

Document Number: A-101009-S00-A-REPT-001 6 

ACRONYM / ABBREVIATION DEFINITION 

SAC Special Area of Conservation 

SBES Single-Beam Echosounder 

SBP Sub-Bottom Profiler 

SCANS Small Cetaceans in European Atlantic waters and the North Sea 

SCOS Special Committee on Seals  

SHEPD Scottish Hydro Electric Power Distribution plc 

SMWWC Scottish Marine Wildlife Watching Code 

SPA Special Protection Area 

UAV Unmanned Aerial Vehicle 

UK United Kingdom 

USBL Ultra-Short Baseline 

WGS84 World Geodetic System 84 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Overview 
Scottish Hydro Electric Power Distribution plc (SHEPD) holds a licence under the Electricity Act 1989 for the distribution 
of electricity in the north and west of Scotland, including the islands. It has a statutory duty to provide an economic 
and efficient system for the distribution of electricity and to ensure that its assets are maintained to ensure a safe, 
secure and reliable supply to customers.  

Fifty-nine Scottish Islands are currently connected to the electricity network that serves Great Britain by the SHEPD 
network. They are connected by submarine electricity cables which supply electricity to homes and businesses on the 
islands.   

In June 2023, SHEPD applied for a European Protected Species (EPS) licence and a basking shark (Cetorhinus 
maximus) derogation licence to undertake geophysical surveys, as well as testing and calibration of survey equipment, 
covering 24 cable routes within the Argyll Scottish Marine Region1 (see Section 1.2 below; Figure 1-1). An EPS and 
Protected Sites and Species Risk Assessment was prepared to support the licence applications (Xodus Document No. 
A-303128-S04-A-REPT-002: Argyll EPS Risk Assessment). 

On 1st September 2023, Marine Directorate – Licensing Operations Team (MD-LOT), acting on behalf of the Scottish 
Ministers, granted SHEPD with an EPS licence (EPS/BS-00010461) under the Conservation (Natural Habitats, &c.) 
Regulations 1994 permitting disturbance of harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena), bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops 
truncatus), minke whale (Balaenoptera acutorostrata), Risso's dolphin (Grampus griseus), short-beaked common 
dolphin (Delphinus delphis), killer whale (Orcinus orca) and white-beaked dolphin (Lagenorhynchus albirostris) in the 
Argyll Marine Region. On 1st September 2023 SHEPD was also granted a basking shark licence (EPS/BS-00010462) 
under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as amended). These Argyll regional EPS and basking shark licences are 
valid from 4th September 2023 to 31st July 2028.  

SHEPD is now seeking to vary the existing EPS and basking shark licences in order to undertake geophysical survey 
activities within the following new cable survey corridors within the Argyll Marine Region:  

 Kintyre – Islay (potential for two cable routes) (Figure 1-2); and  
 Mainland – Kerrera – Mull (route crosses through Kerrera) (Figure 1-2).  

This document is an Addendum to the Argyll EPS Risk Assessment (Xodus Document No. A-303128-S04-A-REPT-
002) (hereafter ‘Argyll EPS Risk Assessment Addendum’) to support  applications to vary the existing EPS and basking 
shark licences. This Argyll EPS Risk Assessment Addendum considers the potential for new impacts arising from the 
geophysical, geotechnical and environmental survey activities in the new cable survey corridors. Furthermore, this 
Argyll EPS Risk Assessment Addendum reviews and assesses any material changes to the baseline and content of the 
Argyll EPS Risk Assessment as a result of the addition of new cable survey corridors. 

Associated geotechnical sampling of the new cable survey corridors is considered exempted from the requirement 
of a Marine Licence under the Marine Licensing (Exempted Activities) (Scottish Inshore Region) Order 2011, but 
required notification will be given to MD-LOT following consultation with relevant stakeholders to confirm the 
exemption conditions are met. Assessment of the potential impacts from the geotechnical sampling on designated 
sites is provided in Section 4.  

 
1 The Scottish Marine Region for Argyll is defined in Section 4 of the Scottish Marine Regions Order 2015. Further information and a map of the 
Scottish Marine Regions is available online at: https://www.gov.scot/publications/marine-planning-regional-boundaries/. 
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1.2 Cable Survey Corridors  
The Argyll EPS Risk Assessment covers 24 cable routes contained within 19 cable survey corridors in the Argyll Marine 
Region, with a total area of 216.2 square kilometre (km2) (see Table 1-1). The addition of the Kintyre – Islay and 
Mainland – Kerrera – Mull cable survey corridors results in a new overall area of 922.1 km2 (see Table 1-1). An overview 
of all cable survey corridors is presented in Figure 1-1 with the Kintyre – Islay and Mainland – Kerrera – Mull cable 
survey corridors highlighted in Figure 1-2. 

The 24 cable routes within the Argyll Marine Region covered by the existing licences, in addition to the three new 
cable routes (in blue), are as follows: 

 Mainland – Kerrera (1); 
 Mainland – Kerrera (2); 
 Mainland – Lismore;  
 Eilean Loain;  
 Lochaline – Mull;  
 Mainland – Jura;  
 Seil – Easdale;  
 Eilean Righ;  
 Kerrera – Mull (2);  
 Kerrera – Mull (Replacement);  
 Kintyre – Gigha;  
 Kintyre – Gigha (Replacement); 
 Coll – Tiree; 
 Coll – Tiree (Replacement);  

 Islay – Colonsay;  
 Islay – Orsay;  
 Jura – Islay; 
 Mull – Calve Island;  
 Mull – Coll (1); 
 Mull – Coll (2); 
 Mull – Ulva; 
 Mull – Iona;  
 Mull – Iona (Replacement); and  
 Bridgend Islay;  
 Kintyre – Islay (1); 
 Kintyre – Islay (2); and  
 Mainland – Kerrera – Mull.    

The coordinates for the existing licensed cable survey corridors and the new cable survey corridors are provided in 
Appendix A – Cable Survey Corridor Coordinates. 
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Figure 1-1 Cable Survey Corridors in the Argyll Marine Region 
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Figure 1-2 The Kintyre – Islay and Mainland – Kerrera – Mull Cable Survey Corridors 
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Table 1-1 Area of the cable survey corridors including the new cable survey corridors  

CABLE SURVEY CORRIDOR CABLE ROUTE(S) AREA (km2) 

*New cable survey corridor.  

Bridgend, Islay Bridgend, Islay 5.0476 

Coll - Tiree Coll - Tiree 47.5127 

Eilean Loain Eilean Loain 0.4967 

Eilean Righ Eilean Righ 0.7694 

Islay - Colonsay Islay - Colonsay 38.0450 

Islay - Orsay Islay - Orsay 0.3206 

Jura - Islay Jura – Islay 3.5166 

Islay – Jura 

Kerrera - Mull 2 Kerrera - Mull 2 15.5488 

Kerrera - Mull Replacement Kerrera - Mull Replacement 18.0218 

Kintyre – Islay*  Kintyre – Islay 1  662.16  

Kintyre – Islay 2 

Kintyre - Gigha Kintyre - Gigha 16.8605 

Mainland - Jura Mainland - Jura 15.3589 

Mainland - Kerrera Mainland - Kerrera 0.6785 

Mainland - Kerrera 2 Mainland - Kerrera 2 1.0411 

Mainland – Kerrera – Mull* Mainland – Kerrera – Mull  43.79  

Mainland - Lismore Mainland - Lismore 1.7710 

Mull - Calve Island Mull - Calve Island 0.4510 

Mull - Coll Mull – Coll  43.8988 

Coll – Mull  

Mull - Iona Mull - Iona 5.7534 

Mull - Ulva Mull - Ulva 0.3346 

Seil - Easdale Seil - Easdale 0.7655 

TOTAL 922.1 
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2 DESCRIPTION OF SURVEY ACTIVITIES 

2.1 Summary of Survey Activities  
The proposed geophysical, geotechnical and environmental survey activities for the new cable survey corridors will 
be the same as detailed in Section 2 of the Argyll EPS Risk Assessment (Xodus Document No. A-303128-S04-A-REPT-
002). The survey activities will comprise of a vessel based geophysical survey, vessel based geotechnical / benthic 
survey and shore based intertidal surveys.  

As identified in the original assessment, the vessel based geophysical survey has potential to cause disturbance from 
underwater noise associated with Ultra-Short Baseline (USBL) positioning systems and Sub-Bottom Profilers (SBP) as 
well as vessel presence. The vessel based geotechnical / benthic survey will involve vibrocoring, sediment grab 
sampling and Piezocone Penetration Testing (PCPT)) which has the potential to result in seabed disturbance. The 
benthic grab sampling and geotechnical surveys will collect < 1 cubic metre (m3) of sediment per sample, and will be 
subject to a Marine Licence Exemption notification following stakeholder consultation. 

The shore based intertidal survey activities include landfall topographic surveys, intertidal benthic surveys (using hand 
operated grab samplers) and geotechnical landfall investigations (using hand augers and hand dug trial pits); these 
activities will not involve the use of any shore-based plant, vessels or vehicles. Therefore, there is no potential for 
these activities to cause injury or disturbance to cetaceans, however it is acknowledged that there is potential for 
disturbance to Eurasian otter (Lutra lutra) and seals associated with human presence in the intertidal region. 
Nevertheless, these activities do not require a Marine Licence or a Marine Licence Exemption, but disturbance will be 
considered further in this assessment.  

2.2 Activity Schedule 
The survey activities for the existing licensed cable survey corridors in the Argyll Marine Region are scheduled to be 
undertaken between 1st August 2023 and 31st July 2028, spanning 1,827 days (see Section 2.2.4 of the Argyll EPS Risk 
Assessment). The actual duration of the survey activities will be shorter at approximately 280 days which includes 187 
days for weather downtime, transit between sites and waiting on tides, with an additional 24 hours allowed for 
equipment calibrations for each survey mobilisation.  

The survey activities for the new cable survey corridors will be undertaken between 2nd June 2025 and 31st July 2028, 
a period of 1,156 days in total. It is anticipated that the duration of the survey activities will be approximately 170 days 
which includes 113 days allowance for weather downtime, transit between sites and waiting on tides, with an additional 
24 hours allowed for equipment calibrations for each survey mobilisation.   
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3 EPS AND OTHER PROTECTED SPECIES RISK ASSESSMENT  
This Section describes and assesses the potential risk to EPS and other protected species as a result of the survey 
activities within the new cable survey corridors. Furthermore, this Section considers whether there have been any 
material changes to the baseline or assessments carried out for the Argyll EPS Risk Assessment. The legislative context 
underpinning EPS (i.e. cetaceans and otters) and other protected species including basking sharks, pinnipeds and 
birds is detailed in Section 1.4 of the Argyll EPS Risk Assessment (Xodus Document No. A-303128-S04-A-REPT-002). 
No legislative changes have been introduced since the original assessment was carried out.  

3.1 EPS Baseline 

3.1.1 Cetaceans 
The Argyll EPS Risk Assessment identifies the following species of cetacean as regularly sighted within the Argyll 
Marine Region (Hebridean Whale and Dolphin Trust (HWDT), 2018):  

 Harbour porpoise;  
 Bottlenose dolphin; 
 Minke whale; 
 White-beaked dolphin; 
 Risso’s dolphin; 
 Killer whale; and  
 Common dolphin.  

The original population parameters, including estimated density and abundance, of the cetaceans likely to be present 
in the Argyll Marine Region were sourced from the Small Cetaceans in European Atlantic waters and the North Sea 
(SCANS) III survey (June 2021; Hammond et al., 2021), survey block G (West Scotland). The SCANS-III survey block G 
results presented data for harbour porpoise, minke whale and bottlenose dolphin; however, there was insufficient 
data for all other cetacean species identified (see Table 3-2 of the Argyll EPS Risk Assessment). 

Since the original Argyll EPS Risk Assessment, the SCANS-IV data has been published (September 2023; Gilles et al., 
2023), in which the cable survey corridors fall within survey block CS-F. In addition to providing an updated density 
and abundance estimates for harbour porpoise, minke whale and bottlenose dolphin, data was provided for Risso’s 
dolphin and common dolphin which were previously listed as having ‘insufficient data’ in the Argyll EPS Risk 
Assessment.  

Furthermore, the Argyll EPS Risk Assessment presents the management unit (MU) biogeographical population 
estimate based on the Inter-Agency Marine Mammal Working Group (IAMMWG) updated abundance estimates for 
cetacean MUs in United Kingdom (UK) waters (Revised March 2022) (IAMMWG, 2022). There have been no further 
updates to this source and therefore the data presented remains applicable. 

Table 3-1 below presents an updated assessment of the proportion of the MU potentially affected by the additional 
geophysical survey activities, based on the new SCANS-IV data (Gilles et al., 2023) and updated overall area of the 
cable survey corridors. The results of the updated assessment indicate that the estimated density (individuals / km2) 
of harbour porpoise, bottlenose dolphin and minke whale has reduced when compared with the SCANS-III data. The, 
the estimated abundance of cetaceans which may be present in the cable survey corridors has increased, due to the 
larger spatial extent of the overall survey area. As a result of the proportion of the MU potentially affected has also 
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increased; however, this value is still < 0.1 % for minke whale, Risso’s dolphin and common dolphin and < 1 % for 
harbour porpoise (Table 3-1).  

For bottlenose dolphin, the updated assessment utilises the Coastal West Scotland and Hebrides (CWSH) MU, which 
is derived from the Thompson et al., (2011) population estimate. It is noted that the bottlenose dolphins in the west 
of Scotland are known to reside in the Sound of Barra (Grellier and Wilson, 2003). Furthermore, Thompson et al., 
(2011) demonstrates that there is a patchy distribution of bottlenose dolphin throughout the west of Scotland. Given 
the behaviour of bottlenose dolphin in the region as described above, the estimated abundance within the survey 
area as presented within Table 3-1 (i.e. 39.2 individuals) is considered unrealistic, as it is unlikely for the majority of 
the pod to be present within proximity to the survey activities all at the same time. As such while the proportion of 
the MU potentially affected appears high (87.1%) the actual risk to the bottlenose dolphin population within the CWSH 
MU remains small.    
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3.1.2 Otters 
A baseline characterisation of the otter in the Argyll Marine Region is described in Section 3.2.3 of the Argyll EPS Risk 
Assessment. The coastal areas within the Argyll Marine Region, such as east of the Sound of Jura and along the coasts 
of the Sound of Mull, provide suitable quality habitat for otter resulting in a number of designated sites (i.e. Special 
Area of Conservations (SACs)) (see Section 4 below). This description is considered applicable to the baseline for the 
new cable survey corridors.  

Potential impacts resulting from the survey activities include human presence during the intertidal survey, as further 
detailed in Section 3.3.1 below.  

3.2 Other Protected Species Baseline 

3.2.1 Basking Sharks 
A baseline characterisation of the basking shark in the Argyll Marine Region is described in Section 3.3.1 of the Argyll 
EPS Risk Assessment. Basking sharks are seasonal visitors in Scottish waters, aggregating in the summer to breed, 
with peak sighting densities in the west coast of Scotland occurring in August (Witt et al., 2012). The Argyll EPS Risk 
Assessment noted the presence of basking shark ‘hotspots’ (i.e. high density areas, > 3 sightings per hour) within the 
Sea of Hebrides around Mull, Tiree and Coll (Speedie et al., 2009).  

Basking sharks are considered to have low sensitivity to underwater sound given that they do not possess a swim 
bladder and therefore there will be no injurious impacts to basking sharks. Due to their size, slow swimming speeds 
and preference for swimming in coastal waters during the summer months, basking sharks are considered to be at 
potential risk of collision with vessels associated with the survey activities, as detailed further in Section 3.3.2 below.  

3.2.2 Pinnipeds 
The baseline characterisation for grey seal (Halichoerus grypus) and harbour seal (Phoca vitulina) in the Argyll EPS 
Risk Assessment, including the distribution, pupping and moulting seasons, is considered applicable to this Argyll EPS 
Risk Assessment Addendum. The pupping season for harbour seals occurs between mid-June to July with moulting 
in August. For grey seals, breeding occurs October through to December with moulting until early April. It is noted 
that since the time of writing the Argyll EPS Risk Assessment that the Special Committee on Seals (SCOS) 2022 report 
has been published which is considered the most up-to-date source on the latest status of UK seal populations (SCOS, 
2022).  

Argyll EPS Risk Assessment describes harbour seal and grey seal ‘at-sea’ density based on the Carter et al., (2022) 
data. Carter et al., (2022) is considered to be the most up-to-date source and therefore has been used in assessing 
the at-sea density of seals around the new cable survey corridors as illustrated in Figure 3-1 and Figure 3-2. The at-
sea density of harbour seal ranges between 3 – 5 seals per 25 km2 to 50 – 75 seals per 25 km2 , while the at-sea 
density of grey seal is lower between 0 – 1 seals per 25 km2 to  10 – 25 seals per 25 km2. 

Potential impacts resulting from the survey activities include vessel presence and underwater sound, as further 
detailed in Section 3.3.2 below.  
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Figure 3-1 Harbour seal at-sea density (Carter et al., 2022) 
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Figure 3-2 Grey seal at-sea density (Carter et al., 2022) 
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3.2.3 Seabirds 
A baseline description for seabirds in the Argyll Marine Region is described in Section 3.3.2 of the Argyll EPS Risk 
Assessment. The Argyll EPS Risk Assessment notes that the west coast of Scotland provides important cliff and island 
habitats for nesting seabirds, resulting in the designation of Special Protection Areas (SPAs) for breeding colonies 
along the coastlines. Seabirds are considered to experience vulnerability to disturbance during the flightless moult 
period and during the breeding season (Pollock et al., 2000). A description of the breeding seasons and nest 
occupancy for seabirds in Scottish waters is provided in Table 3-4 of the Argyll EPS Risk Assessment. Overall, the 
baseline characterisation for seabirds in the west coast of Scotland is considered applicable to this Argyll EPS Risk 
Assessment Addendum.  

3.3 Additional Cable Survey Corridors Risk Assessment  

3.3.1 Impacts to EPS 
Cetaceans 
Underwater sound propagation modelling was carried out as part of an underwater sound impact assessment in the 
Argyll EPS Risk Assessment (see Section 3.4). As described in Section 2.1 above, there will be no change to the 
geophysical survey methodology (i.e. equipment and specifications) that is currently licenced for the surveys within 
the Argyll Marine Region with regards to the surveys to be undertaken in the new cable survey corridors. Therefore 
the results of the underwater sound propagation modelling with regards to injury and disturbance impacts are 
applicable to this Argyll EPS Risk Assessment Addendum.  

Furthermore, the mitigation measures detailed in the Argyll EPS Risk Assessment are applicable to this Argyll EPS Risk 
Assessment Addendum (see Section 5 below). Given the mitigation measures, there will be no injurious impacts to 
cetaceans as a result of the geophysical survey activities within the new cable survey corridors. While there is potential 
for disturbance, this is expected to be temporary, highly localised and limited to one or a few individuals of the local 
population and therefore will not result in any adverse impact to the Favourable Conservation Status (FCS) of any 
cetacean species. Nevertheless, SHEPD will submit a request to vary the existing EPS licence (EPS/BS-00010461) to 
account for the potential temporary, highly localised disturbance to cetaceans (see Xodus Doc No. A-100109-S00-A-
NOTE-001). It should be noted that the licensable purpose and consideration of alternatives will not change with the 
request to vary the existing EPS licence.   

Otters 
There is potential for disturbance to otters resulting from nearshore activities (e.g. human presence during nearshore 
surveys); however, the nearshore survey activities to be undertaken for the new cable survey corridors will be the 
same as described for the currently licenced surveys within the Argyll Marine Region. Given that the mitigation 
measures ensure avoidance of any otter holts, layups and couches through pre-works surveys and a buffer (see 
Section 5.4), it is anticipated that there will be no adverse impacts to otter within the cable survey corridors. Thus, an 
EPS licence for otter will not be required.  

Summary 
The survey activities to be undertaken within the new cable survey corridors will not result in any adverse impacts to 
EPS (i.e. cetaceans and otter) in the Argyll Marine Region, and therefore there is no material change to the conclusions 
of the Argyll EPS Risk Assessment. As described above there will be no injurious impacts to cetaceans resulting from 
underwater noise; however, there is potential for highly localised, temporary disturbance to cetaceans and therefore 
SHEPD will submit a request to vary the existing EPS licence (EPS/BS-00010461) (see Xodus Doc No. A-100109-S00-
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A-NOTE-001). As described above, the licensable purpose and consideration of alternatives will not change with the 
request to vary the existing EPS licence.   

3.3.2 Impacts to Other Protected Species 
Seals 
The survey activities will not result in the catching or killing of seals, and thus the protection provided to harbour and 
grey seal by the Conservation (Natural Habitats, &c.) Regulations 1994 (as amended) will not be breached. There is 
potential for disturbance to seals where there are breeding colonies / pupping sites and/or designated seal haul-outs 
within proximity (i.e. 500 m) of the cable survey corridors; however, the potential impact on these protected sites is 
assessed in Section 4 below. As described above the nearshore survey activities to be undertaken within the cable 
survey corridors will be the same as described for the currently licenced surveys within the Argyll Marine Region. 
Given the implementation of the mitigation measures (Section 5.2), including avoidance of nearshore works within 
the vicinity to seal haul outs and breeding sites during the breeding and moulting seasons, the potential for 
disturbance to seals from human presence during nearshore survey activities is considered to be minimal and there 
will be no significant impact on seals.  

Basking Sharks 
There is potential for disturbance and/or collision risk as a result of vessel and human presence during survey activities. 
Collision risk increases with increasing vessel speed, and therefore vessels will be travelling at slow speeds resulting 
in a low risk of collision. Given the mitigation which will be implemented (Section 5.3), including monitoring, 
implementation of a mitigation zone and vessels travelling at slow speeds, the potential for disturbance is considered 
to be minimal and no significant impacts on basking sharks are anticipated. Nevertheless, SHEPD will submit a request 
to vary the existing basking shark derogation licence (EPS/BS-00010462) to account for the potential for the potential 
temporary, highly localised disturbance to basking shark (see Xodus Doc No. A-100109-S00-A-NOTE-001). It should 
be noted that the licensable purpose and consideration of alternatives will not change with the request to vary the 
existing basking shark derogation licence.   

Birds 
The survey activities will not result in harm to wild bird species, their eggs and nests, and thus the protection provided 
to seabirds by the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 and Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 2004 will not be 
breached. There is potential for survey activities to coincide with the sensitive breeding and moulting periods for 
seabirds. As such, there may be disturbance to birds from the physical presence of vessels and humans, as well as 
disturbance from increased vessel light which may disorientate fledgling birds. Given the implementation of the 
mitigation measures (e.g. slow vessel speeds and measures to minimise lighting on board) (Section 5.5), there will be 
no significant impact on birds.  

Summary 
The survey activities within the cable survey corridors will not result in any material change to the assessment of 
impacts on other protected species (i.e. seals, basking sharks, seabirds) presented within the Argyll EPS Risk 
Assessment. Overall, there will be no significant adverse impacts on seals, basking sharks or seabirds given the 
implementation of mitigation measures (Section 5). There is potential for some temporary, highly localised 
disturbance of basking sharks and therefore SHEPD will submit a request to vary the existing basking shark derogation 
licence (EPS/BS-00010462) (see Xodus Doc No. A-100109-S00-A-NOTE-001). As described above, the licensable 
purpose and consideration of alternatives will not change with the request to vary the existing EPS licence.   
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4 PROTECTED SITES ASSESSMENT 
A protected sites assessment has been carried out for the existing licenced cable survey corridors within Section 4 of 
the Argyll EPS Risk Assessment (Xodus Document No. A-303128-S04-A-REPT-002). The following Sections present 
an update to the protected sites assessment considering the potential effects on designated sites (including seal haul-
outs) resulting from the vessel based geophysical surveys, vessel based geotechnical / benthic surveys and shore 
based intertidal surveys.  

Additionally, an update to the cumulative and in-combination impacts assessment is presented in Section 4.3 below.  

4.1  Selection Criteria for Assessment of Protected Sites  
The criteria which has been used to select the designated sites where potential impacts need to be assessed is 
described in Section 4.1 of the Argyll EPS Risk Assessment.  The following criteria applies: 

 SACs and Nature Conservation Marine Protected Areas (NCMPAs) (including proposed and candidate sites) with 
cetaceans as qualifying features within 50 km of the cable survey corridors; 

 SACs (including proposed and candidate sites) with harbour seal interests within 50 km of the cable survey 
corridors and breeding grey seal within 20 km of the cable survey corridors; 

 Designated seal haul-outs or grey seal breeding sites that overlap with or located within 500 m of the cable survey 
corridors; 

 SACs and NCMPAs (including proposed and candidate sites) with otter interests that overlap with or located within 
500 m of the cable survey corridors; 

 SPAs and NCMPAs (including proposed and candidate sites) with birds as qualifying features that overlap with or 
are located within 2 km of the cable survey corridors; or 

 SACs and NCMPAs (including proposed and candidate sites) with seabed / benthic protected features that overlap 
with the cable survey corridors. 

The designated sites located in the vicinity of the new cable survey corridors which have the potential to be impacted 
by the vessel based geophysical surveys, vessel based geotechnical / benthic surveys and shore based intertidal 
survey activities are detailed in Table 4-1 and illustrated in Figure 4-1. Where potential impacts are identified, 
mitigation measures have been considered based on site-specific protected features (as presented in Table 4-1; see 
Section 5).  

As described above, the shore based intertidal survey activities will not involve the use of any shore-based equipment, 
vessels or vehicles and therefore is not considered a licensable activity and does not require a Marine Licence or 
Marine Licence Exemption.  
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Table 4-1 Protected Sites Within the Vicinity of the Cable Survey Corridors as per the Selection Criteria and Potential Connectivity (Joint Nature Conservation Committee 
(JNCC), 2025a)   

CABLE CORRIDOR PROTECTED SITE REASON FOR 
SELECTION 

DISTANCE TO 
CABLE SURVEY 

CORRIDOR2 (km) 

RELEVANT 
QUALIFYING 

FEATURES 

POTENTIAL 
IMPACT 

PATHWAY 

MITIGATION 
MEASURES 

POTENTIAL FOR LIKELY 
SIGNIFICANT EFFECT 

Kintyre – Islay Sound of Gigha SPA The site overlaps 
with the proposed 

cable corridor. 

0  Great northern diver 
(Gavia immer);  

 Common eider 
(Somateria 
mollissima); and  

 Red-breasted 
merganser (Mergus 
serrator).  

Vessel based 
geophysical surveys 

M13, M14, M15, 
M16. 

Vessel presence –– YYes 
Underwater noise – No  

Vessel based 
geotechnical / 
benthic surveys 

Vessel presence – No  
Seabed disturbance - No 

Shore based 
intertidal surveys 

Human presence – No  

The Oa SPA The site overlaps 
with the proposed 

cable corridor. 

0  Red-billed chough 
(Pyrrhocorax 
pyrrhocorax).   

Vessel based 
geophysical surveys 

M13, M14, M15, 
M16. 

Vessel presence – No 
Underwater noise – No  

Vessel based 
geotechnical / 
benthic surveys 

Vessel presence – No  
Seabed disturbance - No 

Shore based 
intertidal surveys 

Human presence – No  

South-East Islay 
Skerries SAC 

The site overlaps 
with the proposed 

cable corridor. 

0  Harbour seal.  Vessel based 
geophysical surveys 

M1, M2, M3, M4, 
M5, M6, M7. 

Vessel presence – No 
UUnderwater noise –  Yes   

Vessel based 
geotechnical / 
benthic surveys 

Vessel presence – No  
Seabed disturbance - No 

Shore based 
intertidal surveys 

Human presence –– YYes  

 
2 It should be noted that at-sea distances have been use for SACs and NCMPAs with marine qualifying features, while a straight-line distance has been applied to SPAs.  
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CABLE CORRIDOR PROTECTED SITE REASON FOR 
SELECTION 

DISTANCE TO 
CABLE SURVEY 

CORRIDOR2 (km) 

RELEVANT 
QUALIFYING 

FEATURES 

POTENTIAL 
IMPACT 

PATHWAY 

MITIGATION 
MEASURES 

POTENTIAL FOR LIKELY 
SIGNIFICANT EFFECT 

Inner Hebrides and 
the Minches SAC 

This site is located 
within 50 km of the 

proposed cable 
corridor. 

7.6  Harbour porpoise. Vessel based 
geophysical surveys 

M1, M2, M3, M4, 
M5, M6, M7. 

Vessel presence – No 
UUnderwater noise ––  YYes   

Vessel based 
geotechnical / 
benthic surveys 

Vessel presence – No  
Seabed disturbance - No  

Shore based 
intertidal surveys 

Human presence – No   

Mainland – Kerrera 
– Mull 

Inner Hebrides and 
the Minches SAC 

The site overlaps 
with the cable 

corridor. 

0  Harbour porpoise. Vessel based 
geophysical surveys 

M1, M2, M3, M4, 
M5, M6, M7. 

Vessel presence – No 
UUnderwater noise ––  YYes  

Vessel based 
geotechnical / 
benthic surveys 

Vessel presence – No  
Seabed disturbance - No 

Shore based 
intertidal surveys 

Human presence – No  

Loch Sunart to the 
Sound of Jura 

NCMPA 

The site overlaps 
with the cable 

corridor. 

0  Flapper skate 
(Dipturus 
intermedius); and  

 Quaternary of 
Scotland.  

Vessel based 
geophysical surveys 

N/A Vessel presence – No 
Underwater noise – No 

Vessel based 
geotechnical / 
benthic surveys 

Vessel presence – No 
SSeabed disturbance - YYes 

Shore based 
intertidal surveys 

Human presence – No 

Mull Oakwoods SAC The site overlaps 
with the cable 

corridor. 

0  Otter; and  
 Western acidic oak 

woodland.  

Vessel based 
geophysical surveys 

M10, M11, M12 Vessel presence – No 
Underwater noise – No  

Vessel based 
geotechnical / 
benthic surveys 

Vessel presence – No  
Seabed disturbance - No 
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CABLE CORRIDOR PROTECTED SITE REASON FOR 
SELECTION 

DISTANCE TO 
CABLE SURVEY 

CORRIDOR2 (km) 

RELEVANT 
QUALIFYING 

FEATURES 

POTENTIAL 
IMPACT 

PATHWAY 

MITIGATION 
MEASURES 

POTENTIAL FOR LIKELY 
SIGNIFICANT EFFECT 

Shore based 
intertidal surveys 

HHuman presence ––  YYes 

Cnuic agus Cladach 
Mhuile SPA 

The site overlaps 
with the cable 

corridor. 

0   
 ).  

Vessel based 
geophysical surveys 

M13, M14, M15, 
M16. 

Vessel presence – No 
Underwater noise – No  

Vessel based 
geotechnical / 
benthic surveys 

Vessel presence – No  
Seabed disturbance - No 

Shore based 
intertidal surveys 

Human presence – No  

Sea of the Hebrides 
NCMPA 

This site is located 
within 50 km of the 

proposed cable 
corridor. 

21.7  Basking shark; and  
 Minke whale.  

Vessel based 
geophysical surveys 

M1, M2, M3, M4, 
M5, M6, M7, M8, 

M9. 

Vessel presence –– YYes 
UUnderwater noise –  Yes   

Vessel based 
geotechnical / 
benthic surveys 

Vessel presence –– YYes 
Seabed disturbance - No 

Shore based 
intertidal surveys 

Human presence – No  

Eileanan agus 
Sgeiran Lios mor 

SAC 

This site is located 
within 50 km of the 

proposed cable 
corridor. 

8.9  Harbour seal. Vessel based 
geophysical surveys 

M1, M2, M3, M4, 
M5, M6, M7. 

Vessel presence – No 
UUnderwater noise –  Yes   

Vessel based 
geotechnical / 
benthic surveys 

Vessel presence – No  
Seabed disturbance - No 

Shore based 
intertidal surveys 

Human presence – No  

<Redacted>
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Figure 4-1 Protected Sites in the vicinity of the cable survey corridors  
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4.2 Assessment of Impacts on Designated Sites 

4.2.1 Potential Impact on SACs with Seals as a Feature and Seal Haul-Out 
Sites  

The Kintyre – Islay cable survey corridor overlaps with the South East Islay Skerries SAC, designated for harbour seal. 
The Mainland – Kerrera – Mull cable survey corridor is 8.9 km of the Eileanan agus Sgeiran Lios mor SAC, also 
designated for harbour seal. Harbour seals are most sensitive to disturbance during the pupping season from mid-
June to July and moulting which begins in August. The proposed geophysical and geotechnical survey activities and 
associated vessel presence will be undertaken across three years spanning 2nd June 2025 to 31st July 2028, overlapping 
with the harbour seal pupping and moulting season. There are no other SACs with harbour seal as a feature within 
50 km of the cable survey corridors, nor SACs with grey seal within 20 km of the cable survey corridors. Furthermore, 
there are no seal haul-outs located within 500 m of the cable survey corridors.  

The Kintyre-Islay survey corridor overlaps the coastal South East Islay Skerries SAC and the south-east Islay coastline 
areas are extensively used as pupping, moulting and haul-out sites by the seals, which represent between 1.5% and 
2% of the UK population (JNCC, 2025b). For the vessel based geophysical survey activities, there is no potential for 
LSE on the South East Islay Skerries SAC as a result of vessel presence given there is no material change from baseline 
vessel presence; however, LSE cannot be ruled out on the South East Islay Skerries SAC given the potential 
disturbance to seals in water from underwater noise. Furthermore, there is no potential for LSE on the South East 
Islay Skerries SAC as a result of the vessel based geotechnical / benthic survey activities.  

There is potential for disturbance to seals hauled-out from human presence during shore based intertidal survey 
activities. Seals pups and mothers are particularly sensitive to disturbance when on land and in water, and any 
operations at the beach and intertidal area may prevent seals from hauling out on the beach. To mitigate for the 
potential impacts associated with shore based intertidal surveys, any survey activities within 500 m of the South East 
Islay Skerries SAC will be scheduled to take place outwith the peak harbour seal breeding season (mid-June – July, 
inclusive), where possible. 

Where shore based surveys within 500m of the SAC during the harbour seal breeding period cannot be avoided, 
and subject to further consultation and agreement with NatureScot, a search of the intertidal survey area for seals 
will be undertaken prior to commencement of shore based intertidal survey activities. The shore based surveys will 
only be permitted to commence if seals are not found hauled out on the beach or in the water close to the intertidal 
survey area. The Scottish Marine Wildlife Watching Code (SMWWC) will also be followed, alongside the other relevant 
mitigation measures listed in Section 5.2. Overall, considering the short-term and transient nature of the survey 
activities, with the implementation of the mitigation measures, there will be no adverse effects on site integrity for the 
South East Islay Skerries SAC. 

Furthermore, the potential for LSE cannot be ruled out on the Eileanan agus Sgeiran Lios mor SAC given the potential 
connectivity with harbour seals while at-sea. There is potential for disturbance to seals as a result of underwater noise 
associated with geophysical survey activities; however, any disturbance resulting from underwater noise will be 
temporary given the short-term and transient nature of the vessel based geophysical survey activities. A number of 
mitigation measures are proposed including, marine mammal monitoring, a pre-start search and implementation of 
a 500 m mitigation zone, as described in Section 5.2. It is noted that the 500 m mitigation zone may be reduced to 
200 m in event of a need to avoid critical delay to the project; however, this would be subject to agreement with MD-
LOT. Overall, considering the short-term and transient nature of the survey activities, with the implementation of the 



2025 Route Survey Licensing Support 
Argyll EPS Risk Assessment Addendum 

 

Document Number: A-101009-S00-A-REPT-001 27 

mitigation measures, no adverse effect on the site integrity of the Eileanan agus Sgeiran Lios mor SAC is anticipated 
as a result of survey activities.  

4.2.2 Potential Impact on SACs and NCMPAs with Cetaceans and Basking 
Shark as a Feature  

The Mainland – Kerrera – Mull cable survey corridor overlaps with the Inner Hebrides and the Minches SAC, 
designated for harbour porpoise. Additionally, the Inner Hebrides and the Minches SAC is located 7.6 km from the 
Kintyre – Islay cable survey corridor. There are no other SACs with highly mobile megafauna within the connectivity 
range of 50 km.  

For the vessel based geophysical survey activities, there is no potential for LSE as a result of vessel presence given 
there is no material change from baseline vessel presence; however, LSE cannot be ruled out given the potential 
disturbance to harbour porpoise from underwater noise. There is no potential for LSE as a result of the vessel based 
geotechnical / benthic survey activities or shore based intertidal surveys. As described in Section 3.3.1 above, 
underwater sound propagation modelling was carried out as part of the underwater sound impact assessment in the 
Argyll EPS Risk Assessment. The underwater sound impact assessment concluded that there would be no injurious 
impacts to cetaceans given the implementation of the pre-start search and 500 m mitigation zone (see Section 5.2). 
It was further concluded that there would be no significant disturbance impacts given that less than 0.1% of the 
biogeographical population of harbour porpoise would be impacted by sound-related disturbance. While the 
modelled level of disturbance is unlikely to affect the ability of any individual animal to survive or reproduce and will 
not have significant population-level impacts, it is acknowledged that a small number of harbour porpoise may 
experience some level of disturbance. Any disturbance is expected to be temporary, given the short-term and 
transient nature of the survey activities. Furthermore, any disturbance will be reduced through the mitigation 
measures in Section 5.2, including deployment of a Marine Mammal Observer (MMO), Passive Acoustic Monitoring 
(PAM), pre-start search and 500 m mitigation zone. Given the short-term and transient nature of the survey activities, 
as well as the mitigation measures which will reduce potential disturbance to harbour porpoise, no adverse effect on 
the site integrity of the Inner Hebrides and the Minches SAC is anticipated as a result of survey activities.  

The Mainland – Kerrera – Mull cable survey corridor is located 21.7 km from the Sea of the Hebrides NCMPA, 
designated for basking shark and minke whale. There is potential disturbance to minke whale as a result of the 
underwater noise associated with vessel based geophysical survey activities. Furthermore, there is a potential for 
collision risk and disturbance to basking shark, resulting from vessel presence during the vessel based geophysical 
and geotechnical survey activities. As described above, the underwater noise impact assessment has concluded that 
there will be no injurious impacts to cetaceans and any potential for disturbance from underwater sound is considered 
to be temporary, highly localised and limited to one or a few individuals of the local population, provided the 
mitigation measures including a pre-start search, monitoring and implementation of a 500 m mitigation zone (Section 
5.2).  

The potential for collision risk and disturbance for basking shark is low, given that vessels will be travelling at slow 
speeds (i.e., ≤6 knots) in addition to the mitigation measures in Section 5.3, including the pre-start basking shark 
monitoring and a 500 m mitigation zone. Therefore, the vessel based geophysical and geotechnical survey activities 
are not considered capable of affecting (other than insignificantly) the conservation objectives of the Sea of the 
Hebrides NCMPA.  
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4.2.3 Potential Impact on NCMPAs with Benthic Features 
The Mainland – Kerrera – Mull cable survey corridor overlaps with the Loch Sunart to the Sound of Jura NCMPA, 
which is designated for flapper skate and quaternary of Scotland features. Flapper skate lay their eggs on the seabed 
and therefore have the potential to be affected by the vessel based geotechnical / benthic survey activities which will 
interact with the seabed, e.g. benthic grab sampling. Given the relatively small footprints of these activities and  
volumes sediment which will be extracted during the sampling activity (< 1 m3), and the video inspection preceding 
sediment sampling, any impacts on sensitive habitats or geological features will be avoided. Moreover, only a 
relatively small area will be impacted during benthic grab sampling, vibrocoring and PCPT activities. Therefore the 
vessel based geotechnical / benthic survey activities are not considered capable of affecting (other than insignificantly) 
the conservation objectives of the Loch Sunart to the Sound of Jura NCMPA.  

4.2.4 Potential Impact on SACs with Otter as a Feature 
The Mainland – Kerrera – Mull cable survey corridor overlaps with the Mull Oakwoods SAC, designated for otter and 
western acidic oak woodland. There is no potential for LSE on the Mull Oakwoods SAC as a result of the vessel based 
geophysical survey activities or vessel based geotechnical / benthic survey activities; however, the potential for LSE 
on the Mull Oakwoods SAC resulting from shore based intertidal surveys cannot be ruled out given the potential for 
disturbance to otters from human presence during the shore based intertidal survey activities. The shore based 
intertidal survey activities will be short-term in nature and therefore any disturbance will be temporary. The mitigation 
measures outlined in Section 5.4 will further reduce the potential for disturbance, including a pre-works otter survey 
conducted by an appropriately qualified ecologist. Furthermore, any otter holts, layups and couches will be identified 
and avoided by a 40 m buffer during shore based intertidal surveys. Given the short-term duration of the survey 
activities, as well as the mitigation measures to reduce disturbance to otter, no adverse effect on the site integrity of 
the Mull Oakwoods SAC is anticipated as a result of the shore based intertidal survey activities.  

4.2.5 Potential Impacts on SPAs with Birds as a Feature 
The Kintyre – Islay cable survey corridor overlaps with the Sound of Gigha SPA, designated for great northern diver, 
common eider and red-breasted merganser. There is therefore potential to disturbance to great northern diver, 
common eider and red-breasted merganser from geophysical vessel presence during the breeding and winter (non-
breeding) period, given that the vessel based geophysical activities are planned to be undertaken across three years 
spanning 2nd June 2025 to 31st July 2028. However, only a proportion of the Kintyre - Islay survey corridor overlaps 
with the Sound of Gigha SPA and the total number of geophysical and geotechnical and benthic sampling days are 
limited to 170 days (including 113 days for weather downtime). The time spent within the SPA will be much shorter, 
and while the geophysical surveys may result in longer vessel presence, the duration of each geotechnical sampling 
event is not expected to exceed 1 hour before the vessel moves to the next location. Furthermore, while the offshore 
survey operations will be executed on a 24-hour basis by the larger vessel, the surveys in shallow waters close to 
shore may be executed only during daylight hours by the smaller vessels, limiting the potential for any disturbance 
to be caused by the short-lived presence of the survey vessel and its lighting. As the geotechnical survey activities in 
the vicinity of the SPA are transient and short-lived, no LSE on the Sound of Gigha SPA as a result of the geotechnical 
and benthic sampling is anticipated. 

There is however potential for disturbance to these species as a result of vessel presence during the longer duration 
vessel based geophysical survey activities, including disturbance from increased vessel light which may disorient 
fledgling birds. Given the short-term and transient nature of the vessel based geophysical survey activities which will 
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be highly localised, no significant disturbance effect is anticipated. Nevertheless, mitigation measures have been 
proposed to reduce disturbance to seabirds (Section 5.5), including that the vessel based geophysical survey vessel 
will be moving at slow speeds (i.e. ≤6 knots) and measures will be implemented to minimise the potential impacts of 
light disturbance, e.g. lighting on-board will be kept to the minimum level required; lights will be shielded to prevent 
upward illumination; and blackout blinds and/or curtains will be used where possible (see Section 5.5.4). Overall, 
given the short-term and transient nature of the vessel based geophysical survey activities, with the mitigation 
measures outlined in Section 5.5, there will be no adverse effect on the site integrity of the Sound of Gigha SPA.    

The cable survey corridors also overlaps with the Oa SPA (Kintyre – Islay), designated for red-billed chough, and the 
Cnuic agus Cladach Mhuile SPA (Mainland – Kerrera – Mull), designated for golden eagle. There is considered to be 
no potential for connectivity between the survey activities and the qualifying features of the sites given that red-billed 
chough and golden eagle are terrestrial species. Thus, it is concluded that there is no potential for LSE on the Oa 
SPA or the Cnuic agus Cladach Mhuile SPA.  

4.2.6 Conclusion  
In conclusion, the vessel based geophysical survey, vessel based geotechnical / benthic survey and shore based 
intertidal survey activities are not considered capable of affecting (other than insignificantly) the conservation 
objectives of the Sea of Hebrides NCMPA or the Loch Sunart to the Sound of Jura NCMPA. Furthermore, it is 
concluded that there will be no adverse effect on site integrity for the South East Islay Skerries SAC, Eileanan agus 
Sgeiran Lios mor SAC, Inner Hebrides and the Minches SAC and the Mull Oakwoods SAC as a result of the vessel 
based geophysical survey, vessel based geotechnical / benthic survey and shore based intertidal survey activities, and 
the geophysical surveys will not cause adverse effect on site integrity of the Sound of Gigha SPA. Finally, there is no 
potential for LSE on the Oa SPA or the Cnuic agus Cladach Mhuile SPA given the terrestrial nature of the protected 
features, nor on the Sound of Gigha SPA as a result of the geotechnical surveys due to short term vessel presence.  

Thus, there will be no material changes to the conclusions of the protected sites assessment as presented within the 
Argyll EPS Risk Assessment.   

4.3 Cumulative and In-Combination Impacts as a Result of Geophysical 
Activities 

A search has been conducted on the Marine Directorate EPS licence register (Marine Directorate, 2025) to identify 
licensed activities in the Argyll Marine Region which will have temporal overlap (i.e. occurring at the same time as 
the geophysical survey activities between May 2025 to July 2028) (Table 4-2).  
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Table 4-2 List of Licensed Activities within the Argyll Marine Region Which Could Impact EPS In-Combination 
with the Proposed Survey Activities  

EPS LICENCE 
NUMBER OR 
REFERENCE 

NAME  LICENCE TO 
INJURE OR 
DISTURB 

PERIOD 
LICENCE 
VALID FROM / 
TO 

NUMBER OF EPS PREDICTED TO 
BE INJURED / DISTURBED  

MS-
00010789/MS-
000108993 

 

 

European 
Protected Species 
Licence - 
Geophysical and 
Geotechnical 
Survey - 
Hunterston to 
Kilroot - 00010789 

Disturb 3rd March 2025 
to 

2nd March 2026 

8 harbour porpoise; <1 bottlenose 
dolphin, short-beaked dolphin, 
Risso’s dolphin and minke whale.  

EPS-000106164 European 
Protected Species 
Licence - Planned 
Cable Replacement 
- Jura to Islay - 
00010616 

Disturb 6th June 2024 to 
5th June 2026 

Species affected include harbour 
porpoise, bottlenose dolphin, white-
beaked dolphin, Risso's dolphin, 
killer whale and minke whale. It is 
estimated that the total number of 
individuals disturbed will be minimal 
due to the transient nature of the 
animals and the brief nature of the 
works.  

 

Cumulative/in-combination impacts have the potential to reach levels that could impact negatively on cetacean 
species, with consequences for maintaining those species at Favourable Conservation Status (FCS).  The conservation 
status is considered ‘favourable’ when:  

 Population dynamics data on the species concerned indicates that it is maintaining itself on a long-term basis as 
a viable component of its natural habitats;  

 The natural range of the species is neither being reduced nor is likely to be reduced for the foreseeable future; 
and  

 There is, and will probably continue to be, a sufficiently large habitat to maintain its populations on a long-term 
basis. 

Based on available data, it is considered that the population of each cetacean MU is being maintained on a long-
term basis as a viable component of its natural habitat (IAMMWG, 2022). No activities within the in-combination list 
(i.e. activities with EPS licences) are predicted to have the potential to reduce the natural range of the species for the 
foreseeable future, given the short-term duration of the licensable activities in consideration with the limited predicted 
disturbance. Each relevant cetacean MU comprises sufficiently large area of habitat for populations to be maintained 
at FCS on a long-term basis. Furthermore, no cumulative or in-combination impacts are anticipated on the West 
Scotland Seal Management Unit for which the cable survey corridors are located, given that the Hunterston to Kilroot 

 
3 Available online at: https://marine.gov.scot/node/25633. 
4 Available online at: https://marine.gov.scot/ml/european-protected-species-licence-planned-cable-replacement-jura-islay-00010616. 
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survey activities are outwith this management unit. In conclusion, there will be no cumulative or in-combination risk 
to the MU populations of harbour porpoise, bottlenose dolphin, short-beaked dolphin, white-beaked dolphin, Risso's 
dolphin, killer whale and minke whale. No cumulative impacts on basking sharks are likely with the mitigation in place.   

Furthermore, with the mitigation in place, no in-combination effects with other plans or projects are anticipated for 
the Inner Hebrides and the Minches SAC as a result of the geophysical survey activities.  

5 SPECIES PROTECTION MEASURES 

5.1 Overview 
This Protected Species Mitigation Plan (PSMP) summarises the mitigation measures which shall be implemented 
during geophysical survey operations to avoid or reduce the potential risks of injury and disturbance of protected 
species that may be present in the vicinity of the survey operations. The PSMP was developed in consultation with 
NatureScot during the determination of the original Argyll Regional EPS licence application, and is as included the 
Regional EPS and Protected Sites and Species Risk Assessments – Protected Species Mitigation Plan (Xodus Document 
No. A-303128-S04-A-REPT-005). The mitigation measures M1 to M11 detailed below for marine mammals, basking 
sharks and otter are applicable only for use of Sub Bottom Profilers (SBP) and echosounders with a peak sound 
pressure level ≥200 dB re 1μPA @ 1 metre, and operating frequencies <200 kHz (referred to as ‘Lower Frequency 
Echosounders’ (LFE) hereafter). 

Although species and task specific mitigation is provided below, the following measures will be implemented during 
all survey works: 

 All vessels will adhere to the provisions of the Scottish Marine Wildlife Watching Code (SNH, 2017), and the Basking 
Shark Code of Conduct (The Shark Trust, undated); 

 All survey operations will be conducted at vessel speeds of ≤6 knots;  
 If the SBP or LFE is deployed on an uncrewed surface vessel or other autonomous vehicle, the mitigation measures 

outlined below will be conducted from a support vessel or suitable vantage point on land; and 
 Survey personnel will be made aware of all protected species within the marine environment, and their 

responsibility to implement the mitigation in this document. 

5.2 Marine Mammals 
The PSMP is implemented through the adherence to the mitigations set out below. Compliance with these mitigations 
will reduce risk of injury and disturbance to marine mammals resulting from SBP or LFE operations. These mitigations 
are aligned with the JNCC guidelines for minimising the risk of injury to marine mammals from geophysical surveys 
(JNCC, 2017).  It is noted that most SBP are not capable of performing a soft-start, and hence this procedure is not 
included. If LFEs have a soft start facility this will be utilised during the commencement of operations. The key 
components of the PSMP for SBP and LFE include:  

 Deployment of a Marine Mammal Observer (MMO) to monitor for the presence of cetaceans and seals within the 
mitigation zone (see below), prior to the commencement or restart of SBP or LFE operations;  

 For SBP or LFE survey commencement and restarts during hours of darkness and/or in periods of poor visibility 
and/or during periods when the sea state is greater than Beaufort 3, deployment of Passive Acoustic Monitoring 
(PAM) system to detect for the presence of vocalising cetaceans that cannot be observed by the MMO;  

 500 m mitigation zone for cetaceans; 
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 500 m mitigation zone for seals, reducing to 200 m in the event of a need to avoid critical delay to the project; 
and  

 Reporting procedure. 

5.2.1 Marine Mammal Observers 
There will be sufficient MMO resource mobilised to ensure availability to conduct the required prestart watches for 
all potential commencements and restarts of the SBP and LFE equipment, for the duration of the survey campaign. 
MMO(s) will be adequately trained and experienced MMO(s), and will work standard 12-hour shifts. They will have 
experience of working at sea and will have successfully deployed and used PAM equipment previously. They will be 
equipped with binoculars offering at least 8x magnification. The MMO will be located at a high point on the vessel, 
providing good all-round visibility. 

5.2.2 M2 – Marine Mammal Monitoring 
During daylight hours the MMO(s) will carry out visual observations to monitor for the presence of cetaceans and 
seals before the SBP or LFE is activated and will advise of the need for delays in the commencement of the operation, 
should any marine mammals be detected within the 500 m mitigation zone for cetaceans.  This distance will be 500 m 
for seals, except in the event of a need to avoid critical delay to the project in which case the mitigation zone for 
seals will be 200 m.  The criteria as to what constitutes a critical delay leading to reduction in mitigation zone distance 
from 500 m to 200 m would be agreed on a case-by-case basis in consultation with MD-LOT. 

5.2.3 M3 – Passive Acoustic Monitoring (PAM) 
When visibility is poor (i.e. due to fog or during hours of darkness) and/or during periods when the sea state is greater 
than Beaufort 3, the PAM system will be operated by a single MMO/PAM operator to conduct the pre-start search 
before the SBP or LFE is activated. The PAM system shall comprise of at least 3 hydrophone elements, allowing for 
directional localisation of detections, together with software allowing real time detection of marine mammal 
vocalisations (e.g. PAMGuard or equivalent). 

5.2.4 M4 – Pre-Start Search 
Cetaceans: Visual (MMO) (and acoustic (PAM) monitoring if required) will be conducted for a pre-start search of 30 
minutes i.e., prior to the commencement of SBP or LFE operations. This will involve a visual (during daylight hours) 
or PAM watch (during poor visibility or at night) to determine if any cetaceans are within 500 m of the activities.  

Seals: Visual (MMO) will be conducted for a pre-start search of 30 minutes i.e., prior to the commencement of SBP 
or LFE operations during daylight hours only. This will involve a visual watch to determine if any seals are within 500 m 
of the activities (or 200 m for seals in the event of the critical delay described in mitigation measure M2).  

5.2.5 M5 – Designated Seal Haul-Outs and SACs 
General 
During hours of darkness and in poor visibility when the MMO cannot monitor for the visibility of seals, the equipment 
must not be started within 200 m of any SAC designated for seals or designated seal haul-out site.  The SBP or LFE 
must be started outwith this distance, and the vessel then moved into position once the SBP or LFE is sounding.  
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Where cable corridors are located in or within 500 m of a designated seal haul-out, breeding site, or SAC designated 
for seals, SHEPD will ensure that, unless required for works relating to a cable fault, nearshore vessel-based surveys 
within 200 m of land are scheduled to take place outwith the breeding or moulting seasons for the relevant seal 
species.  Specifically, the periods that will be avoided are: 

 Grey seal sites: September – December (inclusive) for the breeding season and moult; and 
 Harbour seal sites: 15th June – August (inclusive) for the breeding season and moult.  

If the MMO confirms that no seals are hauled out onshore inside a designated haul-out, breeding site, or SAC such 
that they would be within 200 m of the vessel; the above seasonal restrictions shall not apply to nearshore survey 
operations, and the surveys will be permitted to continue. 

Where Uncrewed Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) are used in the vicinity of seal haul-out sites during breeding or moulting 
periods they will be flown at a minimum altitude of 30 m while over the haul-out, in order to avoid disturbance. 

Shore Based Intertidal Surveys in the South East Islay Skerries SAC 
Shore based intertidal survey operations within 500 m of the South East Islay Skerries SAC will be scheduled to take 
place outwith the peak harbour seal breeding season (mid-June – July, inclusive), where possible.  

Subject to further consultation and agreement with NatureScot , where shore based surveys within 500m of the SAC 
during the harbour seal breeding period cannot be avoided, a search of the intertidal survey area for seals will be 
undertaken prior to commencement of shore based intertidal survey activities. The shore based surveys will only be 
permitted to commence if seals are not found hauled out on the beach or in the water close to the intertidal survey 
area. The Scottish Marine Wildlife Watching Code (SMWWC) will also be followed, alongside the other relevant 
mitigation measures listed in Section 5.2. 

5.2.6 M6 – Marine Mammal Mitigation Zone 
The mitigation zone is defined as the area within 500 m of the SBP or LFE; noting that if the SBP or LFE is deployed 
on a Remotely Operated Vehicle/Remotely Operated Towed Vehicle or other remote vehicle, this will be the centre 
of the mitigation zone, and not the observation vessel. Should any cetaceans or seals be detected within the 
mitigation zone prior to the commencement of SBP or LFE operations (or after breaks in SBP or LFE survey activity 
of more than 10 minutes), operations will be delayed until their passage, or the transit of the vessel, results in the 
cetaceans or seals being outwith the mitigation zone. In both cases, there will be a 20-minute delay from the time of 
the last sighting within the mitigation zone to the commencement/recommencement of the SBP or LFE operations. 

As outlined in mitigation measure M2, the mitigation zone for seals may be reduced from 500 m to 200 m in the 
event of a need to avoid critical delay to the project, subject to agreement with MD-LOT. 

5.2.7 M7 – Reporting 
All recordings of cetaceans and seals will be made using JNCC Standard Forms.  At the end of the operations, a 
monitoring report detailing the species recorded, methods used to detect them, and details of any problems 
encountered will be submitted to Marine Scotland and NatureScot. The report will also include any notable 
observations with respect to the mitigation measures.  This requirement will be communicated to the MMOs at 
project start up meetings and at crew change.  
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5.3 Basking Shark 
The following mitigation measures will be implemented during SBP or LFE operations in order to reduce disturbance 
to basking sharks. 

5.3.1 M8 – Basking Shark Monitoring 
As detailed in Section 5.2, MMOs will conduct pre-start watches for marine mammals prior to the commencement 
or restart of the SBP and LFE activities. The MMOs will also monitor for the presence of basking shark following the 
mitigation measures described above for Marine Mammal Monitoring (see Section 5.2.2).  Should any basking sharks 
be detected within 500 m of the vessel prior to the commencement of SBP or LFE surveys (or after breaks in activity 
of more than 10 minutes), operations will be delayed until their passage, or the transit of the vessel, results in the 
animals being outwith the mitigation zone.  In both cases, there will be a 20 minute delay from the time of the last 
sighting within the mitigation zone to the commencement/recommencement of the operations. 

PAM is not capable of detecting basking sharks, therefore during hours of darkness a nominated member of the 
vessel/survey crew will maintain a visual watch for basking sharks, assisted by the vessel’s search lights, prior to 
commencement of SBP or LFE activities. 

Survey operations will be undertaken at speeds under 6 knots, reducing the risk of injury or disturbance.  

5.3.2 M9 – Basking Shark Mitigation Zone 
Prior to commencement of the SBP or LFE surveys, the MMO will monitor for the presence of basking sharks, in 
addition to marine mammals and otters, and will delay start of the survey if any are seen within 500 m of the survey 
vessel.  Unless the survey is within a Marine Protected Area designated for basking sharks, the mitigation zone may 
be reduced from 500 m to 100 m in the event of a need to avoid critical delay to the project, subject to agreement 
with MD-LOT.  

5.4 Otters 
The following mitigation measures will be implemented in order to reduce disturbance to otters. 

5.4.1 M10 – Otter Monitoring 
There will be MMO availability for the duration of the vessel based SBP or LFE survey operations, with adequately 
trained and experienced MMO(s) working standard 12 hour shifts. The MMO will also monitor for the presence of 
otters during pre-start watches prior to the commencement or restart of SBP or LFE activities (see Section 5.2.2).  

5.4.2 M11 – Otter Mitigation Zone 
When conducting vessel based SBP or LFE surveys in water depths ≤10m and within 500 m of any SAC designated 
for otters, the MMO will monitor for the presence of otters in the water prior to the commencement or restart of SBP 
and LFE activities, and will delay the start of the survey if any are seen within 200 m of the survey equipment.  

If working during the hours of darkness or in poor visibility when the MMO is not able to monitor otters, the SBP or 
LFE will not be started within 200 m of a SAC designated for otters.  Instead, the SBP or LFE will be started outwith 
this distance, and the vessel then moved into position once the SBP or LFE is sounding. 
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5.4.3 M12 – Otter Mitigation for Shore Based Survey Operations 
For shore based intertidal surveys of cable landfall sites where the survey corridor is located inside or within 500 m 
of SACs designated for otters, either of the following measures shall be adopted: 

 Otter surveys will be conducted by an appropriately qualified ecologist prior to the commencement of the cable 
survey operation, and will include the cable landfall survey area and a 200 m mitigation zone; or  

 An appropriately qualified ecologist will be appointed to work with the survey personnel and ensure sensitive 
otter sites are not disturbed.  

The pre-works otter survey or ecologist working with the cable survey personnel will ensure the following: 

 Any otter holts, layups and couches will be identified and avoided by a 40 m buffer during shore based cable 
survey operations.  

5.5 Seabirds 
The following mitigation measures will be implemented in order to reduce disturbance to seabirds. 

5.5.1 M13 – Rafting Seabirds 
The survey vessels will be moving at a maximum speed of 6 knots during survey operations, which will allow any 
rafting seabirds time to disperse before the vessel arrives. When not on survey effort, vessels will avoid bird rafts 
where operationally possible, and it is safe to do so. 

5.5.2 M14 – Wintering Birds 
When within a SPA which has been designated for wintering birds that may roost or feed in close proximity to the 
survey corridor or the landfall, further consultation will be undertaken with NatureScot on the requirement for any 
seasonal restriction to be implemented for cable inspections or survey activities, including UAV operations, in order 
to avoid disturbance to qualifying species during the most sensitive time of the year. 

5.5.3 M15 – Breeding Birds 
When within a SPA which has been designated for breeding birds that may nest or feed in close proximity to the 
cable survey corridor or the landfall, further consultation will be undertaken with NatureScot on the requirement for 
any seasonal restriction to be implemented for equipment calibration and testing, as well as geophysical survey 
activities, and UAV operations, in order to avoid disturbance to qualifying species during the most sensitive time of 
the year.  

5.5.4 M16 – Light Disturbance 
When within an SPA and where there is potential for 24-hour working, the following measures will be implemented 
to minimise the potential impacts to birds: 

 Lighting on-board the cable survey vessel(s) will be kept to the minimum level required to ensure safe operations;  
 Lights will be directed or shielded to prevent upward illumination and minimise disturbance; and 
 Blackout blinds and/or curtains will be used where possible when working in marine SPAs. 
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6 CONCLUSION 
This Argyll EPS Risk Assessment Addendum has assessed the potential risk to EPS, basking sharks and other protected 
species and protected sites as a result of the vessel based geophysical, vessel based geotechnical / benthic and shore 
based intertidal survey activities within the Kintyre – Islay and Mainland – Kerrera – Mull cable survey corridors. The 
EPS and other protected species risk assessment has been presented in Section 3, and the protected sites assessment 
in Section 4. Within these Sections, a description and assessment of any material changes to the content of the Argyll 
EPS Risk Assessment has been provided in support of the request to vary the existing EPS and basking shark licences.  

The EPS and other protected species risk assessment has concluded that there will be no significant impacts on EPS 
(i.e. cetaceans and otters) or other protected species (i.e. basking sharks, seals, birds) as a result of the vessel based 
geophysical, vessel based geotechnical / benthic and shore based intertidal survey activities within the cable survey 
corridors. Thus, there will be no material changes to the conclusions of the EPS and other protected species risk 
assessment as presented within the Argyll EPS Risk Assessment. Nevertheless, there is potential for limited (i.e. 
temporary and highly localised) disturbance to cetaceans and basking shark and thus SHEPD will submit a request to 
vary the existing EPS licence (EPS/BS-00010461) and basking shark derogation licence (EPS/BS-00010462) (see Xodus 
Doc No. A-100109-S00-A-NOTE-001). It should be noted that the licensable purpose and consideration of alternatives 
will not change.  

Furthermore, the protected sites assessment has concluded the vessel based geophysical, vessel based geotechnical 
/ benthic and shore based intertidal survey activities are not considered capable of affecting (other than insignificantly) 
the conservation objectives of the Loch Sunart to the Sound of Jura NCMPA or the Sea of Hebrides NCMPA and 
there will be no adverse effect on site integrity for the South-East Islay Skerries SAC, Eileanan agus Sgeiran Lios mor 
SAC, Inner Hebrides and the Minches SAC, Mull Oakwoods SAC and the Sound of Gigha SPA. Finally, there will be 
no potential for LSE on the Oa SPA or the Cnuic agus Cladach Mhuile SPA as a result of the activities, nor will there 
be LSE on the Sound of Gigha SPA as a result of short-lived geotechnical surveys.  

As the vessel based geotechnical / benthic survey activities will not result in LSE on any SACs or SPAs and the vessel 
based geotechnical / benthic survey activities are not capable of affecting (other than insignificantly) on any NCMPA, 
the vessel based geotechnical / benthic survey sampling is considered exempted from the requirement of a Marine 
Licence.  

Additionally, the landfall topographic surveys, benthic and geotechnical landfall investigations (using hand augers 
and hand dug trial pits) will not involve the use of any shore-based equipment, vessels or vehicles and therefore do 
not require a Marine Licence or Marine Licence Exemption.  

Overall, the vessel based geophysical, vessel based geotechnical / benthic and shore based intertidal survey activities 
for the cable survey corridors constitute a work of overriding public need, while presenting a trivial and temporary 
risk of disturbance in a limited area.  
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