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What is the OEP?

• Public body, established by the Environment Act 2021

• Remit covers Northern Ireland, England and UK reserved 

matters

• Located in Worcester and Belfast

• ~80 staff: scientists, lawyers, regulators, professional services

• Extended to NI in February 2022

• 14 staff in NI; and local Board Member

• 'One OEP' – an integrated organisation across 2 jurisdictions



The OEP functions

Environmental protection

Improvement in the natural 

environment

We protect and improve the environment by holding government and other 

public authorities to account 



Work in Northern Ireland
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Publication of the EIP

• Water Framework 

Directive Report (Sept 

24')

• Bathing Waters 

Regulations report (Nov 

24')

• Protected Sites report 

(Feb 25')

Environmental 
Improvement 

Plan (Sept 
2024)

EIP Annual 
Process 

Report (Jan 
2026)

OEP Process 
Report (July 

2026)

Government must respond 

to the OEP assessment



Work in Northern Ireland
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• Assessment of 

Environment 

Strategy's 

• Environmental 

Principles Policy 

Statement

• Draft Ammonia 

Strategy

• Draft Circular 

Economy Strategy

• Operational Protocol 

(Ammonia)

• Special Protection Areas 

network review

• Publication of the EIP

• Interventions



Operational Protocol 

Ammonia
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Overview
• Standing advice that DAERA provided to planning 

authorities to assess the impacts of ammonia 

emissions on protected sites.

• >99%  Of SACs and SPA, ASSIs, are exposed to 

ammonia concentrations exceeding 1ug m-3

• Until December 2023, DAERA’s standing advice, 

apply thresholds (1%) which were not 

scientifically robust and risked screening out 

plans/projects which were likely  have a 

significant effect on protected sites.

• The OEP concluded that this represented a 

failure to comply with environmental law



Operational Protocol 

Ammonia
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Overview
• OEP received several complaints Mar '21- Jun 

'22

• Investigation launched – May '23

• DAERA paused the issuing of ammonia planning 

advice – May '23

• DAERA resumed the issue of advice- Sept '23

• Judicial review pre-action correspondence sent 

to DAERA- November '23

• DAERA replaced the Operation Protocol with a 

legally compliant Interim Framework – Dec '23



Developing an evidence 

base to inform our actions

We protect and improve the environment by holding government and other 

public authorities to account 

Report

Drivers and pressures 

affecting terrestrial and 

freshwater biodiversity in 

Northern Ireland

Aim: to provide an objective 

evidenced-based assessment 

of the impact of drivers and 

pressures on biodiversity in 

Northern Ireland



• The pressure on NI nature is 

unsustainable

• Agri-food industry is unsustainable in its 

current form

• Responsibility does not rest solely with the 

agri-food industry

• Society's use of natural resources, 

consumption & waste are unsustainable

• Concerning gaps in evidence related to 

chemicals, climate change, development 

& cumulative impacts.

• Prompt and decisive action is essential

Key messages
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Land use change

Pollution

Natural resource use

Climate change

Invasive species

Other pressure/not specified

Priority species 
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Land use change

Pollution

Natural resource use

Climate change

Invasive species

Other pressure/not specified

Priority habitats
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Land use change
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Pollution
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Resource use
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Climate change
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Invasive species
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Multiple Pressures 
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Priority Species Priority Habitats



Recommendations
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Reduce pollution by nutrients from 

farming and sewage. 

Change land use to restore habitats.  

Reduce the material and ecological 

footprint. 

Act urgently and effectively. 



Recommendations
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1 Reduce pollution by nutrients 

from farming and sewage. NI 

has an unsustainable nutrient surplus. 
Government should prioritise addressing 
nutrient pollution arising primarily from 
the agri-food industry, and from sewage 
treatment.

2 Change land use to restore habitats. 

Most seminatural habitats have been 

destroyed or become fragmented by land use 

change. A focus on restoration and nature 

positive land use change is essential to 

provide space for nature and increase 

biodiversity in urban and rural areas.



Recommendations
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3 Reduce the material and 

ecological footprint. The extraction, 

consumption and disposal of raw materials 
are causing widespread damage to 
biodiversity within NI and beyond. Action 
should be taken to reduce the impact of 
society on the environment to achieve a 
sustainable footprint.

4 Act urgently and effectively. We 

recommend that the government should: 

a. Adopt an adaptive management approach

b. Ensure there is coherence between 

approaches 

c. Develop detailed implementation plans and 

clear targets 

d. Address the knowledge gaps 

e. Develop a monitoring, evaluation and learning 

framework that focuses on outcome-based targets.



Next Steps

Scrutiny - Environmental Improvement Plan

Nutrient Programme

Chemical Programme

Agri-environmental Programme

Protected Site Report

Marine Programme
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donnacha.doody@theoep.org.uk

jane.clarke@theoep.org.uk

james.farr@theoep.org.uk

craig.mcguicken@theoep.org.uk


