
 

SEAWEED PROTECTION AND WISE USE:  
ACTION POINTS Prepared by Coastwatch and delegates at two seaweed events in 

Galway (Feb 2016) and Dublin (May 2016)  
 

  
 

Ireland is endowed with more than 7000 km of coast and nine times more sea than land. This marine area 
harbours a huge variety and wealth of natural resources, including over 500 species of seaweed and 3 of seagrass. 
As more health, beauty and culinary uses of seaweed are discovered, the price of some easily accessible ones has 
increased sharply with harvest pressures and risk of overexploitation rising in tandem. New international players 
are entering the harvest scene.  The first large scale mechanical kelp harvest license has been granted. 
In response the environmental group Coastwatch has tried to establish the status of seaweed resource 
knowledge, protection and use today, including the role and protection of traditional harvest customs and 
harvester rights.  The conclusion is that with no seaweed policy or focal point to drive it, we have poor stock and 
ecosystem service knowledge, harvesting is taking place at different levels and without central recording, in and 
out of protected sites. Most harvesting was small scale traditional and carried out without license, but now new 
operations are springing up, the management process is inadequate.  
 
Arising out of our research, enriched greatly by traditional harvesters, a dozen key measures for government to 
address were identified. These are to protect seaweeds/seagrass and target research, encourage sustainable 
harvesting, strengthen public awareness of seaweed ecosystem services and facilitate public participation in 
coastal decision making, as well as securing traditional seaweed harvesters’ rights. The measures were refined 
and endorsed at the Conference on “Our Seaweed Resources – taking action to protect and use wisely” organized 
by Coastwatch on May 5th 2016 and hosted by Trinity College of Dublin (proceedings on www.coastwatch.org).  A 
seaweed policy was seen as the umbrella for this work.  
 
 

1. Close Irish waters to mechanical and motorised boat rake methods for wild native seaweed 
harvesting until we have sufficient knowledge of seaweed ecosystems, their services and harvest 
impacts. This does not preclude such harvesting in aquaculture and to control invasive alien species. 
  
2. Prevent unsustainable seaweed harvesting by setting up a transparent appraisal, monitoring and 
management system with adequate public information and consultation. Include monitoring of small 
scale activities so cumulative damage is avoided. Support citizen science monitoring.                                 
This process should be prioritised in marine Natura 2000 sites and be adequate by May 2017. 
 
3. Set up a Seaweed and Seagrass Protection and Management Forum, tasked to spearhead and 
coordinate information gathering and to prepare actions.  Include all relevant stakeholders. 
 
4. Ensure Aarhus Convention Compliance: publish seaweed license ‘pre applications’ on line once 
lodged with government, for early public comment. Also, open these and draft monitoring plans for 
meaningful early consultation as best practice compliance with the Aarhus Convention. Introduce an 
affordable appeal mechanism for harvest licenses granted on public foreshore.  
 
5. Encourage Research: produce a national mapped seaweed resource inventory and support 
seaweed ecosystem research. Identify seaweed ecosystem status indicators. Support research into 
seaweed aquaculture and development, including co-location: like renewable energy infrastructure. 
 
6. Update legislation:  publish the marine area and foreshore (amendment) Bill by summer 2016 and 
seek to adopt the new Act in 2016. Include provision for regulating wild resource harvest at small 
scale (e.g. forager) and large scale in the new Act and best practice implementation of the Aarhus 
Convention. 
 

http://www.coastwatch.org/


      

 
 

7.  Amend legislation to enable government (RoI) to create the coherent network of marine 
protected areas (MPAs) as urgently required under the MSFD.  
 
8. Set up the coherent network of MPAs: Run public consultation on creation of MPAs, including X-
border designation under the MSFD. Set seaweed and seagrass habitat as a MPA selection criterion 
and ensure enough is included in the MPA network to adequately protect inshore biodiversity, food 
webs and fisheries resources. Integrate the network into the Marine Spatial Planning policy.  
 
9. Provide sustainable seaweed harvest training and support participation (possibly through the 
EMFF). Include seaweed ecosystem and services information, ‘least impact’ harvesting methods, 
stock/biota monitoring and preparation of local seaweed protection and management plans. We 
suggest this training as optional for traditional harvesters with ownership/ rights, but mandatory for 
new entrants and those seeking organic seaweed sales status.  
 
10. Provide traditional harvest right registration information and support, so that the Land and 
Conveyancing Law Reform Act 2009 Sect. 38 as amended by the Civil Law Act 2011 can be used by 
traditional harvesters. Information on registering of seaweed rights which arise from common law or 
by prescription under the Act should be available as Practice Direction on the website of the Property 
Registration Authority. 
 
11.  Compile a seaweed and seagrass data bank including research undertaken, education and 
training materials and a public register of government departments and agency officials and 
researchers working on seaweeds.   
 
12. Prepare (i) a seaweed and seagrass habitat protection plan (ideally all Ireland) with strong public 
awareness campaign and a dovetailed (ii)  seaweed harvest management strategy, which protects 
long term ecological sustainability using the new FAO Fisheries Guidance and sets binding wild 
seaweed harvesting standards for all commercial harvesting. The standards should be modelled on 
the organic Regulation (EC) No 889/2008, to ensure harvesting does not ‘affect the long term 
sustainability of the natural habitat or the maintenance of the species in the collection area.’  This 
would also align Ireland with the EC Bio-economy strategy 2012. Sustainability must be defined as 
ecological sustainability because of many seaweed species’ role as a marine habitat for other 
important species and species of formal conservation concern. 
 
The May 2016 TCD conference delegates supported two further points, which some felt should be 
spear headed by non-governmental bodies but supported by government.  
  
• The formation of a seaweed/wild sea foods representative body (akin to RIFFs) to ensure wild 
seaweed harvesters and their knowledge are reachable and represented in marine fora, such as 
FLAGs. 
• The development of a seaweed marketing strategy for sales and tourism, where the role of organic 
(EC regulation label) wild seaweed crops, and ‘traditional method, hand harvested under sustainable 
management’ are centre stage. Care should be taken to clearly define “sustainable” as “protecting 
ecosystem function”.  Set adequate quality assurance in place and include events for visitors to get to 
know our seaweed riches, their ecosystem services and the reasons for limited sustainable harvest to 
support a quality - low volume high value strategy.  This can then be incorporated into information 
along The ‘Wild Atlantic Way’ and elsewhere. 
If you would like more information, or can help realise a seaweed policy and some or all of the dozen measures 
for government and two for other actors to lead on then please contact us.    

Coastwatch www.coastwatch.org Karin Dubsky (0)86 8111 684 or kdubsky@tcd.ie or Marinella Pellé 
marinella.pelle@studio.unibo.it 089 4540205. 
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