Open Letters from Lecale Conservation to the NIEA. From www.downnews.co.uk 
Lecale Conservation                                           Mr Graham Seymour
 The Grainstore                                                    Director of Natural Heritage
 1a The Square                                                      Northern Ireland Environment Agency
Killough                                                                 Klondyke Buildings
BT30 7QE                                                              Ormeau Road, Belfast, BT7 2JA,
9th December 2009

Dear Mr Seymour

Re: Response to consultation on review of Lecale Coast and Strangford Lough AONBs and objection to exclusion of area between Tyrella and Rossglass in new designation

We have studied the consultant’s reports, supplied by your department on the 11th November, and we are now in a position to make our submission.

Lecale Conservation welcomes this review. We support the aim to re-designate these two AONBs, originally designated under the Amenity Lands Act (Northern Ireland) 1965, under the Nature Conservation and Amenity Lands Order (Northern Ireland) 1985. Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty designated under the1985 order are enabled to benefit from management plans and management bodies. These actions are most urgently required to safeguard the public amenity and nature conservation value of the AONBs under review and allow them to be developed sustainably.

We also appreciate that public consultation has been sought in this matter. Please confirm the methodology by which written submissions will be assessed and what weighting will be given to submissions by the public and the two statutory consultees within NIEA’s final decision process.

We strongly object to NIEA’s proposal to de-designate the coastal area between Tyrella and Rossglass and challenge your consultant’s findings. Please see attached executive summary and detailed substance to our objection.

In January 2009 one of the two statutory bodies, the Council for Nature Conservation and the Countryside, raised specific objections and concluded in their preferred recommendation that the area should not be excluded, it should be included in the re-designation. At a full meeting on the 23 November Down District Council, the other statutory consultee, unanimously agreed to challenge this proposed exclusion.

In November the general public become aware of the proposal to exclude this iconic landscape from the Lecale Coast AONB. The response has been a public outcry reported on television and radio and in the national and local press.

Thank you for accepting our submission, we trust you will give due consideration to the points made within and look forward to receiving answers to our questions.

We would request that you inform us of the outcome of the review within five working days of a decision being made with an explanation of how it was arrived at.

Yours sincerely,
Doris Noe
Chairman, Lecale Conservation.

Response of Lecale Conservation to Strangford and Lecale AONB proposals
regarding exclusion of Area A*

December 2009

For the purpose of this document ‘Area A’ is that part of the Tyrella, Minerstown and Rossglass coast of Lecale, currently benefitting from AONB status, but anticipated to lose AONB protection if the proposals within the Julie Martin & Associates Final Report are instituted by the Northern Ireland Environment Agency (NIEA). This document does not comment upon the proposed Eastward extension of the Mourne AONB and is solely concerned with preserving the AONB status of ‘Area A’ and thus the entire length of the Lecale coast and Dundrum Bay

1. Executive Summary
The Julie Martin report concludes that the coastal area between Tyrella and Rossglass, currently within the Lecale Coast AONB, should be de-designated. Their recommendation has been accepted by NIEA. Lecale Conservation objects to this proposed de-designation.
The substance of the recommendation to de-designate may be summarised:
• The landscape is of a different character and is influenced by the Mournes
• The landscape has been degraded by built development
• Inland views lack scenic interest
• There are few features of natural, cultural or physiogeographic value
Lecale Conservation strongly challenges these findings on the basis of:
1. Subjectivity
The final report provides little empirical or quantitative evidence to support its findings. The findings are influenced by highly subjective assertions and inconsistent interpretation.

2. Lack of equity
The report is critical of certain aspects of the Tyrella landscape while not critical of similar landscapes elsewhere within the AONBs reviewed.

3. Statutory
A large number of salient factors relating to the fulfilment of a statutory requirement to consider Tyrella’s natural and cultural heritage appear to have been overlooked or ignored.

4. Inaccuracy
There are a number of serious inaccuracies in the report.
Lecale Conservation’s analysis of the Julie Martin findings is detailed in the attached document submitted in support of our objection.
Both of the statutory bodies the Government is required to consult, the Council for Nature Conservation and the Countryside and Down District Council, have raised the strongest objections to NIEA’s proposed de-designation of the AONB status of this iconic part of the Lecale coast.

2. Substance of Lecale Conservation’s objection:

1. ‘The Landscape has a different character and identity to that of most of the Lecale coast and is strongly influenced by proximity to the Mournes, the influence of the Mournes increasing as one moves further west.’

In support of the above statement Julie Martin Associates present an argument on page 49 of the final report under the heading ‘Coherent Identity’ and note that;

‘This LCA ….. has a rather different character and identity to that of most of the Lecale coast. The coast has a low lying sandy rather than rocky character and there are few obvious ancient sites or landmarks…..’

This appears to be a highly subjective assessment that does not withstand scrutiny. That this coastal area is ‘low lying’ is a feature of most coastal areas, including the ‘rocky’ coastal areas within other parts of the newly proposed Strangford & Lecale AONB. All coastal areas (with the possible exception of coastal cliffs interfacing with the sea) are by their nature low lying.

‘There are none of the small harbour towns that occur elsewhere.’

This is factually correct. However to include this as a negative factor or rationale against inclusion of the area within the AONB is at face value absurd and defies any common logic.

‘There are no views to the Narrows or the Isle of Man. ‘

This is factually incorrect. There are views to the Isle of Man.

‘The character of the area is very strongly influenced by its proximity to the Mournes which dominate most views to the south and west. ‘

It is a fact that one of the most iconic views within Northern Ireland is that of the Mournes sweeping down to the sea and is viewed clearly from ‘Area A’ – however the Mournes equally dominate the view from many other areas that are anticipated to be included within the Strangford & Lecale AONB. For instance the St John’s Point peninsula coastline that falls within LCA 92. The west facing coastal aspect of this point is as dominated by proximity to the Mournes as aspects of LCA 86, and yet there is no reference within the analysis of LCA 92 in the final report to this.

It would appear therefore that the argument of ‘influence of proximity to the Mournes’ is not applied in an equitable manner within the report. This leads to a conclusion that the level of subjectivity within the report is substantial. Should NIEA rely solely upon its findings, then this would surely be a failing on the part of NIEA to fully apply the necessary level of judgement and consideration in making this decision.

Summary; it is fact that the underlying geology of many of the areas examined by Julie Martin & Associates vary. ‘Area A’ provides a sandy coastal aspect with rocky promontories, integral and complimentary, within the overall Lecale ‘experience’. The definitions used to categorise landscape character have always been subjective to a degree. However the level of subjectivity, within the final report, appears substantive and diminishes the value of the contentious recommendation to revoke the AONB status in ‘Area A’.

2. In parts, notably in the area outside the National Park boundary area, the open, exposed character of the landscape has been degraded by built development, much of it out of keeping with traditional built forms, bringing visual clutter and intruding upon sea views.

It is clear that some aspects of development within ‘Area A’ have been inappropriate. However that is also true of other areas within the proposed Strangford & Lecale AONB footprint. In fact it is true of AONB’s throughout the country. It is clear from the final report that subjectivity creeps in. There is no reference to defined criteria and density mapping of buildings/incidents perceived as ‘degrading’ within the overall landscape quality measure.

We would like to know from NIEA how this ‘degradation’ is defined, what comparisons employing measurable criteria were made with areas outside of ‘Area A’. Particularly other areas currently enjoying some protection and to what degree the level of ‘degradation’ within this area is more significant than that in other areas.

In addition the comments on page 49 of the final report under the heading Natural Beauty – Landscape Quality, are problematic. Firstly there is reference to ‘large static caravan parks’ to the east of the area. The implication in the use of the plural ‘caravan parks’ is that more than one such park exists. This is factually incorrect. There is just one caravan park in the area described. And notably that caravan park (possibly by default) is very well hidden and only visible from a couple of points within ‘Area A’. Conversely (and again raising the questions of both subjectivity and lack of equity within the report) the much larger, more visible caravan parks on the approach to Newcastle and bordering Murlough do not appear to be perceived as negatively.

A point is made referring to the ‘loss or degradation of walls and hedgerows and the widespread use of post and wire fencing’.

This demonstrates a critical lack of understanding on the part of Julie Martin Associates of the rural agricultural heritage of the area. Farmers in rural Ireland created ‘linear clearance cairns’ (or dry stone walls) from the stones removed from their fields. In this sandy coastal area the availability of stones is limited by the sandy soil. The only landowners wealthy enough to build stone walls would have been on the larger estates – such as that surrounding Tyrella House, which is encircled by a stone estate wall. Hedgerows would not have been a sustainable feature here because of a combination of sandy soil and strong salt laden winds blowing off the sea. Post and wire fencing would have been a feature of this landscape since introduction in the mid-Victorian period.

There is reference to the overhead power lines and wind turbines as intrusive influences upon the scenic quality of ‘Area A’.

This again is a subjective critique. Overhead power lines and wind turbines (I estimate just 3 in the area) are a feature throughout many AONB‘s. Without a detailed and comparative assessment of the incidence of such objects the comments are little more than subjective viewpoint. The danger is that an iniquitous decision may be influenced by such an unaccountable and qualitative viewpoint.

Summary; there is no question that limited damage has not occurred in ‘Area A’ and this points to some failure of the planning authorities. However it is not as if the incidence and level of inappropriate developments (which are relatively minor) have not occurred in other AONB areas – still considered appropriate for inclusion within a new Strangford & Lecale AONB. There is much subjectivity and some misleading inaccuracy within the report in its coverage of this point.

A failure to preserve the AONB status of ‘Area A’ would accelerate ‘inappropriate’ developments, by limiting the planning authorities’ opportunities to control developments, for fear of legal challenges from development companies.

3. Although there are some fine views from the edge of the high ground to the north, throughout much of this tract of land any scenic interest is confined to the immediate coast (i.e. the beaches) or associated with views of the Mournes and does not extend inland.

Whilst the inland view may not be as breathtaking as the view to the Mournes (few views are) it is nonetheless attractive and typical of the Lecale coastline including much of the coastline that is anticipated to remain with AONB status intact. The argument presented, that there is a lack of scenic interest could apply equally to many areas of Lecale coast. It therefore again appears that within the report there is a level of subjectivity in the assessment of scenic values. It should also be noted that this tranquil coastal strip provides a strong visual framework complementing the iconic views of the Mournes.

4. There are relatively few features of natural or cultural heritage interest and the tranquillity has been undermined by visual intrusion.

This is factually incorrect. If the argument is that of the frequency of natural and cultural heritage interest points relative to the land area then a comparison with the overall land area of the proposed new AONB should be made. It appears again that the level of subjectivity within the ‘comparison’ between ‘Area A’ and areas anticipated to remain within the new AONB are based upon inequitable measures.

Natural Heritage
‘Area A’ forms an integral part of the feeding grounds of Dundrum Bay for the internationally important wintering flock of Nearctic Light-bellied Brent Geese (WeBS 2006/07, BTO, WWT, RSPB, JNCC). Additionally, it is a site of all-Ireland importance for wintering and passage Sanderling (WeBS 2006/07, BTO etc). An April 2009 peak in excess of 300 Sanderling on the shore to the east of Black Rock, Tyrella, helped to confirm ‘Area A’ as the single most important site for this species in Northern Ireland (pers. comm. C. Murphy, Records Committee, Northern Ireland Birdwatchers’ Association).

The farmland between Tyrella and Rossglass is also among the three most important wintering sites in Northern Ireland for Twite, a scarce and declining species of finch recognised to be of serious conservation concern by NIEA and RSPB. The Twite here feed in coastal stubble and weedy fields as well as on the seeds of maritime plants on the upper shore and in the narrow strip of salt marsh, drinking at the mouths of small streams which enter the bay at several points within ‘Area A’.

This has been a traditional wintering site for Twite for at least 25 years (pers. comm. C. Murphy, Records Committee, NIBA) during which time numbers have remained stable at between 30 and 50. The other two traditional wintering sites for Twite in Northern Ireland are at Lough Foyle and Belfast Harbour Estate. Port-related development, especially since 2007, has seriously diminished the viability of the latter site, increasing the biodiversity importance of the wintering Tyrella – Minerstown population.

‘Area A’ is a key component of Dundrum Bay Special Protection Area (SPA). It is an important feeding ground for a wide range of marine species, including significant populations of Common Scoter, Red-breasted Merganser, Red-throated and Great Northern Divers, Kittiwakes, Sandwich and Common Terns, Guillemots and Razorbills (C. Murphy pers. comm.). It is an important feeding area for Harbour Porpoises and both Common and Grey Seals. The rocky shore at Minerstown supports the single most important colony of Common Seals in Northern Ireland (S. Wilson, pers. comm.). Lecale Conservation has been working closely with Down District Council to try to reduce the level of disturbance suffered by the seals. This important seal colony warrants greater protection.

Behind the salt marsh fringe and ancient sand dunes of ‘Area A’ mixed farming on generally flat fields provides habitats to a wide range of species that contributes to the unparalled – by Northern Ireland standards – biodiversity of Lecale. Regularly breeding species include Lapwing, Snipe, Barn Owl, Grasshopper Warbler and Yellowhammer, all birds which have disappeared from vast swathes of our countryside and which are in need of urgent conservation action if they are to continue to survive in Lecale, which is for some almost their last Northern Ireland refuge. They need greater protection, not less.

The richness of Lecale’s biodiversity, especially when compared with the very different and, at least nowadays limited Mourne biodiversity is further evidence of the distinct character and heritage of the ancient Barony of Lecale. It deserves to remain enshrined within an AONB.

Cultural Heritage
Although the exact date cannot be ascertained without excavation there is one (probably) prehistoric monument within ‘Area A’ at Rathmullen Lower (SMR DOW:044.047). It is probably a barrow site likely to be of Bronze Age and would have been used for burial. This monument is important enough to merit scheduling.

There are two fine early medieval settlements in the area, and a third that is likely to date to the period. The platform ring fort at a Clanmaghery (SMR DOW 044:017) is typical of a type that began to be built after about AD800 and continued in use until the eleventh or twelfth century AD (Kerr 2008 86-102) The mound at Ballylucas (SMR DOW044:012) is likely to also be dated to the latter part of the early medieval period (ibid.) The raised rath at Rathmullen SMRDOW 044:016, however, is of national importance. Its excavation (Lynn 1982) revealed an evolution of settlement from a ‘flat ring fort’, through that of a raised rath and finally as an Anglo-Norman motte. This indicated a sequence of settlement between the sixth and thirteenth century. No other published excavated site in Ireland has demonstrated such a complete sequence of occupation.

Mottes in many places were superseded by the buildings of stone tower houses. While none survive in the area it is known that a tower house was built between Rathmullen motte and Rathmullen church (SMR DOW 044:015) and some hummocks on the ground may represent its foundations.

Remains of medieval or early post-medieval field systems are extremely rare in Ireland and it is because of this that the parallel banks at Ballyvaston were scheduled. They are the remains of an open field system of farming that was the norm in Ireland between its introduction in the thirteenth century and the eighteenth century. The type of partnership farming practices in this has been documented by Buchannan (1970).

They were no doubt associated with clachan settlements of which there are a few in the area. These were cluster of farm-buildings belonging to different families. The deserted clachan at Murphystown (SME DOW:044:063) has been selected for scheduling in the near future. The clachan was inhabited by three families and is one of the few to have been studied in detail before it went out of use (Buchannan et al 1958) which makes this a type site for such settlements in Ulster.

Much of the land near the shore was held in commonage and was not likely to have been ‘privatised’ and enclosed into fields until rather recently. The clachan at Murphystown contains a listed corbelled pig sty. These are a vernacular farm building type confined to the Lecale area and many have disappeared since Buchannan’s (1956) survey of the building type.

The Northern Ireland Environment Agency has recently become much concerned with the preservation of military monuments from the second world war. A modern WW2 Pillbox was built on Tyrella beach (SMR:DOW 044:062) in order to protect the beach from possible WW2 German landing of aircraft and is easily accessible to the public.

Buchannan, R.H. 1956 Corbelled structures in Lecale, County Down’, Ulster Journal of Archaeology, 19, 92-112.
Buchannan, R.H., J.H. Johnston and B. Proudfoot 1958 Excavations at Murphytown, Co. Down, Ulster Journal of Archaeology, 21, 115-126.
Buchannan, R.H. 1970 “Common fields and enclosure: an Eighteenth century example from Lecale, Co. Down, Ulster Folklife, 15-16, 99-118.
Kerr, T. R. 2007. Early Christian settlement in North-West Ulster. Oxford: Tempus Reparatum.
Lynn, C.J. 1982. The excavation of Rathmullan, a raised rath and motte in County Down. Ulster Journal of Archaeology, 44–45, 65–171.

3. Conclusion

It is now almost 25 years since the relevant AONB enabling legislation was first passed. In the intervening quarter of a century we have witnessed an unprecedented attack upon Northern Ireland’s beautiful landscapes, not least within the two Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty under review. At a time when more people are becoming aware of environmental concerns globally, we believe NIEA should exercise a level of leadership and vision, ensuring an ongoing focus and commitment to protecting our heritage and environment.

It is our belief that the findings of your consultant Julie Martin & Associates are highly subjective, inequitable and in some respects inaccurate. We are confident that NIEA will fully assess all public contributions as well as the recommendations of the two statutory bodies (both of whom have confirmed their objections to revoking the AONB status of ‘Area A’) and will conclude that the only rationale course of action will be to ensure that ‘Area A’ remains within a newly designated Strangford & Lecale AONB.

Letter Sent To Friends Of Lecale Conservation.

“Dear Friend of Lecale Conservation,

You may have noticed in the press before Christmas the debate over a special area of the Lecale Coast Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB). There has been a public outcry over the proposal to de-designate the coastal stretch between Tyrella and Rossglass. Public figures such as Maurice Hayes, who was involved in the original designation in the 1960’s, have expressed their dismay. We would encourage you, if you have not done so already, to express your views to the Northern Ireland Environment Agency. Every written submission counts!

 You can e-mail them at protectinglandscapes@doeni.gov.uk but the deadline is imminent: 31 December!

 The two statutory bodies consulted on this proposal are Down District Council and the Council for Nature Conservation and the Countryside (CNCC). CNCC are an advisory body to government and they have expressed their objection to this proposal to the Northern Ireland Environment Agency. Down District Council agreed at their November 22 meeting to object to taking the AONB designation away from this coastal stretch.

 …  While you may not live in the area it is likely that you enjoy this area and we hope you will drop the Protecting Landscapes Team at NIEA a short e-mail to express your opinion.

 Last but not least, we are organising an exhibition in Downpatrick Library for the first two weeks of February. The theme of the exhbition is how artists have been inspired by the coastal stretch proposed for de-designation. If you know of anyone who might wish to contribute a piece of work (any medium) please ask them to get in touch with me.

 With best wishes for a prosperous and happy New Year

 Doris Noe

Chairman, Lecale Conservation.

Tel: 028 44843141

