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To:	Maria Alvarez - Marine Licensing Team
From:	Paige Minahan - Marine Area Management and Advice Team
Date:	15/08/2024 
Response to email from Marine Licensing Team dated 18/07/2024
Consultation: Mona Geotechnical Surveys
Application Reference: RML2444
Applicant: BP
NRW advisors consultation record
	NRW Advisor
	Job title/Team
	Technical advice provided 

	Suzie Jackson
	Specialist Advisor, Physical Processes (Marine All Wales Advice Team)
	See comments below. 

	Tim Ellis
	Specialist Advisor, Marine Water Quality (Marine All Wales Advice Team)
	See comments below.

	Ben Wray
	Specialist Advisor, Benthic Ecology (Marine All Wales Advice Team)
	See comments below.

	Holly Dunn
	Specialist Advisor, Marine Mammals (Marine All Wales Advice Team)
	See comments below.

	Helen Rowell
	Specialist Advisor, Marine Ornithology (Marine All Wales Advice Team)
	See comments below.

	Nadine Atchinson-Balmond
	Specialist Advisor, fish and fisheries (Marine All Wales Advice Team)
	See comments below.


NRW Advisory comments:
Benthic Ecology
Key Issues
It is currently unclear how potential impacts on benthic Annex I Reef and Section 7/OSPAR habitat are being avoided.
Detailed Comments
We strongly advise that impacts on sensitive marine habitats (Annex I reef, Section 7/OSPAR) should be avoided. We note from the document entitled ‘Mona Geotechnical Surveys’ (dated 2024 v2.0) that the intent is to utilise information gathered during the grab samples and DDV surveys undertaken in 2021. However, this information has not been presented in the current application and therefore it is not clear how impacts on sensitive features will be avoided. This information should be included in the supporting information, demonstrating that there is no intersect between the borehole / vibrocore locations and sensitive features. If this information is unavailable we recommend the applicant should agree to deploy DDV prior to deployment of the drilling equipment to confirm absence of sensitive features, with this being reflected and updated in the relevant supporting methodology documents. 
Marine Mammals
Key Issues
On balance of risk, based on expert judgement, we agree that the risk of an adverse effect is minimal and the subsequent conclusion of no LSE. However, for the assessment to be sufficiently robust and factually correct, the following amendments should be made:

Key Issue 1: We recommend this assessment be carried out in line with NRW’s position statement on the use of marine mammal management units (MMMU) in HRA (NRW, 2022) for all three Annex II marine mammal species: harbour porpoise, grey seal and bottlenose dolphin. 

Key Issue 2: We have concerns about the information submitted in the HRA and technical note and advise that amendments are made to improve the quality of the assessment and ensure the application documents are factually correct. 
Detailed Comments
We recommend that further assessment is required to support conclusions of the following:
Key Issue 1
We agree with the conclusion of no LSE is likely for the HRA, however we recommend both the applicant in the Deep Geotechnical Survey Technical Note and MLT in RML2444 HRA consider impact pathways for all three Annex II marine mammal species: harbour porpoise, bottlenose dolphin and grey seal. 
Due to the mobile nature of all Annex II marine mammal features of SACs it is accepted that they do not stay within site boundaries. We generally consider that the appropriate scale at which to consider offsite impacts for marine mammals is the relevant species specific MMMU. For bottlenose dolphin these sites include: Pen Llŷn a’r Sarnau SAC and Bae Ceredigion / Cardigan Bay SAC. For grey seal these sites include: Pen Llŷn a’r Sarnau SAC, Bae Ceredigion / Cardigan Bay SAC and Sir Benfro Forol / Pembrokeshire Marine SAC.
For harbour porpoise, the HRA has included Gogledd Môn Forol / North Anglesey Marine SAC for TLSE but has failed to screen in Gorllewin Cymru Forol / West Wales Marine SAC and Dynesfeydd Môr Hafren / Bristol Channel Approaches SAC for TLSE based on an iterative assessment of North Anglesey Marine SAC. The use of iterative assessment is not recommended at TLSE stage. 
Key Issue 2
RML2444 HRA mentions the 26 km effective deterrent range (EDR), although we note that this is intended for monopiling and therefore not relevant for a continuous sound source such as drilling.
The frequency range provided for the SEADEVILTM (2 Hz – 50 kHz) is not limited to low frequency sound, given that high frequencies are defined as 10 kHz and above (e.g. Dekeling et al 2014). This range is well within the hearing range of minke whale, grey seal, mid-frequency dolphin species (bottlenose, common, Risso’s) and harbour porpoise (as per NMFS 2018; Southall et al 2019; Tougaard 2021). We further note that species within the low frequency (LF) hearing group such as Minke whales are particularly sensitive to low frequency noise. Having said that, we agree that disturbance would most likely result from vessel presence rather than borehole activities, in particular because it would be expected that noise generated by boring would be generated near or in the sediment as opposed to mid-water.
Dekeling et al (2014) is limited to defining what “high frequency sound” is considered to be i.e. > 10 kHz. This does not imply that harbour porpoise are sensitive to sounds > 10 kHz. The statement that harbour porpoise are sensitive to frequencies higher than 10 kHz is incorrect. Several publications show that indicative limits for VHF cetaceans such as porpoise are 1kHz – 150 kHz based on the 40 dB points on the audiograms (Southall et al 2019; Tougaard 2021), alternatively 275 Hz to 160 kHz based on the 65 dB threshold points on the audiograms (NMFS 2018). 
Given the above point, we suggest that the following reasoning can be removed from the HRA: “Higher frequencies do not travel as far as lower frequency noise underwater (JNCC et. al, 2020). Although the rotary drilling will be within the sensitivity range for harbour porpoise, the survey area is located at a reasonable distance from the SAC resulting in much reduced noise levels which are expected to be below the 10 kHz sensitivity threshold.” The assessment is sufficient with the understanding of the current literature and the assumption of a realistic 400m-7km disturbance radius. 

Deep Geotechnical Survey Technical Note
We disagree with the statement that “marine mammals present in the installation area will be familiarised to vessel movements and noise given the level of existing activity”. In Wisniewska et al.’s (2018) study, tagged harbour porpoises responded to fast ferry passages by making deeper dives, increasing swimming effort, and ceasing echolocation and foraging for several minutes. Although these individuals lived in highly trafficked coastal waters, they did not seem to have habituated to vessel noise (Wisniewska et al., 2018). Similar findings were made by, e.g. Pirotta et al (2013, 2015) Dyndo et al (2015), Oakley et al (2017), Marley et al (2017a, 2017b).
Physical Processes
Key Issues
No key issues identified. 
Detailed Comments
We are content that the proposed geotechnical surveys within the Mona array area are not likely to cause significant impacts to physical processes. We agree with the assessment, provided in the supporting information, that potential impacts to the seabed and suspended sediment concentrations will be localised, small scale and temporary. Taking this into consideration we have no major concerns to raise with respect to this application and agree with the conclusions of the HRA submitted.
Marine Ornithology
Key Issues
No key issues identified. 
Detailed Comments
We agree with the conclusions of the HRA, and have no concerns in relation to bird features considering the distance from the site and nature of the proposed works. 
Fish and Fisheries
Key Issues
No key issues identified. 
Detailed Comments
We have no concerns in relation to fish and fisheries considering the duration, scale and nature of the works proposed. 
Marine Water Quality 
As per Rebecca Tillson’s email dated 15/08/2024 given current staff resource and considering the nature of the works which we consider to be of low risk for water quality, we have no further comments to make at this time. 

Paige Minahan
Marine Advisory Officer
Marine Area Advice and Management Team
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