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What is this document about?  
This document sets out Natural Resources Wales’ (NRW) guidance on methods and 
approaches for survey and monitoring of benthic marine habitats where such work is 
required to support environmental and ecological impact assessments for developments 
and activities in or near Welsh waters.  
 
The content of this guidance is technical information aimed at informing the design of 
marine benthic habitat surveys and monitoring in relation to maritime developments.  
 
We have prepared this guidance as part of our role as an advisor in the development 
planning and control system. In this role NRW Advisory provide advice to developers, our 
staff in the regulatory arms of the organisation (NRW Permitting Service) and other 
regulatory organisations on likely environmental effects from marine development 
proposals and activities. 
 
This guidance note does not comprise legal advice and should not be interpreted as such. 
Project proposers should seek their own independent legal advice on any matters arising 
in connection with this note in respect of a specific activity or development project. 
 
This guidance does not prejudice any advice that NRW might provide as part of the 
regulatory control process or during EIA for a specific activity or development project. 
 

Who is this document for?  
This guidance is for anyone seeking to undertake marine benthic habitat survey or 
monitoring in relation to environmental or ecological assessments for a proposed marine 
development or activity, and NRW staff. The guidance is relevant to both large- and small-
scale developments 
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1. Background and context 

1.1. Aim and scope of the guidance 
This guidance has been prepared by Natural Resources Wales (NRW) with the technical 
chapters initially prepared under contract by APEM Ltd and Ocean Ecology Limited. Its aim 
is to help developers design and plan benthic marine habitat surveys and monitoring, 
where this is required for ecological impact assessment in support of proposed 
developments and activities in or near Welsh waters.  
 
Benthic marine habitat surveys and monitoring may be required in order to support your 
application and to satisfy any subsequent licence conditions. This guidance will help you 
fulfil any requirements on you to undertake such surveys and monitoring, and it will help us 
assess proposals for such work.  
 
The guidance aims to help streamline the regulatory review and consultation process by: 
 

• Explaining the sort of information that NRW may expect from you if you need to 
undertake benthic habitat characterisation surveys and monitoring. 

• Providing technical information on methods and approaches for surveys and 
monitoring to assist you in planning and carrying out this work. 

 
The guidance covers habitat characterisation surveys and monitoring of specific intertidal 
and subtidal benthic marine habitats of conservation importance in Wales. The chapters of 
the guidance also contain relevant background information on these habitats.  
 
A broader overview of marine habitat survey and monitoring is also presented in the 
guidance so that the survey and monitoring requirements for any proposed development or 
activity can be considered in a wider context where necessary. The guidance provides 
references to further sources of relevant information. 
 
The guidance is applicable to all types of developments and activities that may influence 
benthic marine habitats: 
 

• Developments or activities of a nature and scale requiring formal Environmental 
Impact Assessment (EIA) under EIA regulations.  

• Smaller projects that fall outside of the formal EIA requirements, but where 
ecological information needs to be provided by the developer to the licensing 
authority as part of the consenting process.  

1.2. Overview of the guidance 
This over-arching Guidance Note (GN030) is accompanied by an introductory chapter 
(GN030-intro) and a series of chapters (GN030a-h) that deal with specific benthic marine 
habitats of conservation importance in Wales. The individual habitat chapters provide 
technical information on more habitat-specific methods that build on the over-arching 
principles provided in the introductory chapter.  
  

• GN030-intro Introductory technical chapter  

https://cdn.cyfoethnaturiol.cymru/media/692980/gn030-intro-over-arching-principles-and-methods_accessible.pdf
https://cdn.cyfoethnaturiol.cymru/media/692980/gn030-intro-over-arching-principles-and-methods_accessible.pdf


 

• GN030a Intertidal rocky shores and rock pools 
• GN030b Intertidal sediments 
• GN030c Modiolus Modiolus (northern horse mussel) 
• GN030d Sabellaria spp.: Sabellaria spinulosa and S. alveolata 
• GN030e Saltmarsh 
• GN030f Seagrass beds  
• GN030g Subtidal habitat characterisation surveys 
• GN030h Subtidal sediments  

The habitat-specific chapters can be used as required, dependent on the habitats present 
at the location of the proposed development or activity, but they should always be used in 
conjunction with the introductory chapter and this Guidance Note. 
 

The habitat chapters (GN030a-h) are not intended to be used alone and should 
always be used in conjunction with this Guidance Note and the Introductory Chapter 

(GN030-intro). 
 

You are encouraged to consider each habitat chapter in conjunction with the Joint Nature 
Conservation Committee’s report 598: ‘Monitoring guidance for marine benthic habitats’ 
(Noble-James et al. 2017).  
 
The guidance is not overly prescriptive since the methods and approaches for survey and 
monitoring will need to be tailored to the specific nature and scale of the proposed 
development or activity and any associated requirements for ecological assessment. The 
guidance presents methods and approaches that NRW Advisory considers to constitute 
best practice. We want you to consider these if you are preparing and carrying out benthic 
marine habitat surveys to inform an ecological impact assessment, and for any monitoring 
that may be required pre-, during or post development as part of the regulatory control 
process.  
 
All chapters of this guidance will be available online from the NRW website and will be 
updated as required as part of the periodic review of the guidance.  
 

2. Benthic marine habitat survey and monitoring in 
the context of environmental assessment 
requirements  

2.1. Our role as an advisor and consultee 
NRW is a consultee in relation to a number of different consenting, licencing and permitting 
regimes covering the land and sea area of Wales. In this capacity, we advise both 
applicants and planning and consenting authorities on the potential impact of development 
proposals on Wales’ environment and natural resources.  
 
You can find more information on our role in planning and development on our website. 
The document: ‘Development Planning Advice: Our Service Statement for Delivery - our 

https://cdn.cyfoethnaturiol.cymru/media/692983/gn030a-rocky-shoresrockpoolsfinal24jun2019-accessible.pdf
https://cdn.cyfoethnaturiol.cymru/media/692983/gn030a-rocky-shoresrockpoolsfinal24jun2019-accessible.pdf
https://cdn.cyfoethnaturiol.cymru/media/692983/gn030a-rocky-shoresrockpoolsfinal24jun2019-accessible.pdf
https://cdn.cyfoethnaturiol.cymru/media/692986/gn030d-sabellaria-final-accessible.pdf
https://cdn.cyfoethnaturiol.cymru/media/692987/gn030f-seagrass-final-24jun2019-accessible.pdf
https://cdn.cyfoethnaturiol.cymru/media/692988/gn030g-subtidal-habitats-accessible.pdf
https://cdn.cyfoethnaturiol.cymru/media/692989/gn030h-subtidal-sediments-accessible.pdf
https://cdn.cyfoethnaturiol.cymru/media/692980/gn030-intro-over-arching-principles-and-methods_accessible.pdf
http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/page-7336
https://naturalresources.wales/guidance-and-advice/business-sectors/planning-and-development/our-role-in-planning-and-development/our-role-in-planning-and-development/?lang=en


 

approach in supporting development planning in Wales’ can be downloaded from this page 
via the “Our Service Statement” link.  

2.2. When is an environmental assessment required?  
A requirement for some degree of environmental assessment applies to all regulated 
developments and activities in the marine environment. If you need a permit, licence or 
consent for your development or activity, you will need to provide sufficient information and 
evidence to the relevant regulator. They need this in order to assess your proposed 
project, its implications for the natural environment and its compliance with legislation 
before they can determine whether it can go ahead.  
 
The nature and scale of the information that you will need to provide is proportionate to the 
proposed work. Larger marine developments, such as significant infrastructure projects, 
are likely to require a full Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) under the EIA 
regulations. More information about environmental assessment is available on the NRW 
website. On the website there is also Information about the EIA Regulations for marine 
works and NRW guidance (GN013) on scoping an Environmental Impact Assessment for 
marine developments. Smaller developments and activities, if they do not require a full 
EIA, may still require some form of Ecological Impact Assessment (EcIA) and you will need 
to provide information to support this process. EcIA is a process of identifying, quantifying 
and evaluating potential effects of development-related or other proposed actions on 
habitats, species and ecosystems (CIEEM, 2018). 
 
The regulator needs to carry out relevant assessments of your application and ensure 
compliance with all relevant legislation. This may require a separate process of EcIA to be 
completed (see the Marine Licensing pages on our website for further explanation of this). 
For example, if the proposed works have implications for the features of a Special Area of 
Conservation designated under the EU Habitats Directive, then an Appropriate 
Assessment may be required in accordance with the Conservation of Habitats and Species 
Regulations 2017. Similarly, for permissions regulated by NRW, all activities need to 
comply with the Water Framework Directive (WFD) and a WFD assessment may be 
required to determine whether a development or activity will cause or contribute to 
deterioration of waterbody status or jeopardise the water body achieving good status. 
Activities that may impact estuarine (transitional) and coastal waters may require a WFD 
assessment. Information about the requirement for WFD assessment in relation to marine 
licenses in Welsh waters is available on the NRW website and links to the gov.uk website 
and Water Watch Wales pages which provide guidance and information to help you 
undertake a WFD assessment.   
 
EcIA on its own is not a statutory requirement; it is an evaluation process undertaken to 
support a range of assessments and can be used for the appraisal of projects of any scale, 
including the ecological component of Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) (CIEEM, 
2018).  
 
Further practical advice for anyone involved with ecological evaluation and assessment for 
proposed developments in the marine, coastal, freshwater and terrestrial environments is 
provided in Guidelines for Ecological Impact Assessment in the UK and Ireland (2018) 
produced by the Chartered Institute of Ecology and Environmental Management (CIEEM). 

https://naturalresources.wales/guidance-and-advice/business-sectors/planning-and-development/advice-for-developers/environmental-assessment/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/guidance-and-advice/business-sectors/marine/marine-and-coastal-guidance/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/permits-and-permissions/marine-licensing/marine-licences/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/permits-and-permissions/marine-licensing/marine-licensing-and-the-water-framework-directive/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/permits-and-permissions/marine-licensing/marine-licensing-and-the-water-framework-directive/?lang=en
https://www.cieem.net/ecia-guidelines-terrestrial-


 

The CIEEM guidelines have been developed to promote good practice in Ecological 
Impact Assessment and are endorsed by NRW.  

2.3. Marine habitat data for environmental assessment  
In order to assess your proposed project, one of the things we need to understand, and 
which is required for EcIA, is information about the marine environmental conditions at the 
location of your application. A key aspect of this is information about what habitats are 
present.  
 
There may already be sufficient existing marine habitat data for the proposed location of 
your development or activity. Or, the size and nature of your development may not require 
you to provide habitat information. However, if this is not the case, you may need to design 
and carry out a benthic habitat characterisation survey in order to identify the marine 
habitats and their associated species assemblages. Benthic habitat monitoring may also 
be required depending on your proposed project and the requirements of the regulator. 
The NRW Guidance Note GN006 Marine ecology datasets for marine developments and 
activities provides information on the marine ecology datasets both held and routinely used 
by NRW. 
 
Depending on the location and nature of your proposed development or activity you may 
also need to provide other information about the environmental conditions in the relevant 
area, such as presence of marine mammal and bird species, water quality parameters and 
sediment transport. 

2.4. Do you need to carry out a benthic marine habitat 
characterisation survey and monitoring? 

The requirements for habitat survey and monitoring will depend on the nature, scale and 
location of your proposed development and activity and will need to be determined on a 
case by case basis.  
 
We recommend that you refer to the CIEEM Ecological Impact Assessment Guidelines 
(CIEEM, 2018) referred to in section 2 above. These explain where, within the EcIA 
process, habitat characterisation surveys and monitoring may be required. This will help 
you understand why this information is needed and will help you determine what is 
required for your own application.   
 
If benthic marine habitat survey and monitoring is needed in support of your application for 
a proposed development or activity, the technical chapters of this guidance will help you 
understand the information that will be required and will help you plan and design your 
survey and monitoring.  

2.4.1. What does the regulator require? 
The regulator (i.e. the relevant permitting or licensing authority) will expect sufficient 
evidence to be submitted with your application in order for them to be able to assess your 
proposed project. Depending on the nature, size and location of your development 
different permissions may be required from NRW and also from other regulatory 

https://naturalresourceswales.gov.uk/guidance-and-advice/business-sectors/marine/marine-and-coastal-guidance/?lang=en
https://naturalresourceswales.gov.uk/guidance-and-advice/business-sectors/marine/marine-and-coastal-guidance/?lang=en


 

organisations (such as planning permission from the local planning authority). The process 
of identifying and agreeing the requirements for survey and monitoring may extend through 
various stages of the development and regulatory control process. Details of how to apply 
for licenses and permits regulated by NRW are provided on the relevant pages of our 
website.  
 
You should discuss your proposals with the relevant regulators to determine the permits, 
licences or consents that you need and to clarify the information that they will require you 
to submit with your application.  
 
Many projects that have works in marine and coastal areas will at least need a marine 
licence which is regulated by the Marine Licence Team of NRW. Further information about 
marine licences, how to apply for a marine licence, the information you will need to submit, 
the environmental assessment processes and exempted activities are provided on the 
Marine Licence pages of the NRW website. There is also guidance about marine licence 
Band 1 low risk activities which are activities considered to be of a lower environmental 
risk where, depending on the nature and scale of the proposed development or activity, 
habitat data does not necessarily need to be submitted in support of an application.   

2.4.2. How we provide advice 
NRW Advisory provide advice to both: 
 

• Regulators through the regulatory control process. Here our consultee role is 
triggered by the nature, scale and location of a proposed development and activity; 
and 

• Developers in the form of pre-application advice. Pre-application advice is any 
advice you may request from NRW before submitting an application to the relevant 
planning or consenting authority.  
 

We are streamlining the way in which we provide pre-application advice. We have 
established a Discretionary Advice Service for development planning and marine advice. 
This is aimed at developers who are in the process of preparing an application for consent 
for specific types of development, including marine developments, and want our advice 
before submitting the application to the appropriate authority.  
 
Certain aspects of our service fall under our statutory duties in the development planning 
system and are provided for free, whereas other aspects of our advice service are optional 
and available for a fee.  
 
There is more information about NRW’s Discretionary Planning Advice Service available 
on our website, where you can download a copy of our ‘Guide to our discretionary advice 
service for development planning and marine advice’. The guide explains how advice can 
be sought, what types of advice are available free of charge and what types of advice will 
be charged for. 

 
In relation to marine developments, advice provided through our Discretionary Planning 
Advice Service can include advice on pre-application survey requirements and advice on 
monitoring specifications where these are relevant. There will be a charge for this advice if 
it is outside of the scope of what we have to provide as part of our statutory duty. 

https://naturalresources.wales/permits-and-permissions/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/permits-and-permissions/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/permits-and-permissions/marine-licensing/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/permits-and-permissions/marine-licensing/band-1/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/guidance-and-advice/business-sectors/planning-and-development/advice-for-developers/our-service-to-developers/?lang=en


 

Therefore, if you are seeking pre-application advice on your proposed survey and 
monitoring work it will benefit you to have prepared your draft plan beforehand with any 
queries or questions clearly set out. 
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