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Foreword
“Water is not a commercial product, but a heritage
which must be protected, defended and treated 
as such.” The European Union Water Framework 
Directive (2000/60/EC).

The publication of this Plan shows that Northern ireland 
is determined to protect and improve one of our most 
valuable assets: our water environment. We must not 
underestimate the importance of that environment 
both to us and to the plants and animals that depend 
on it. To us, it is the source of our drinking water, but we 
also use it for recreation and in the tourism, agriculture 
and business sectors. For many plants and animals, the 
water environment is a habitat or a source of food. 

I have therefore worked with my colleagues in the 
Executive to bring forward an ambitous, though 
balanced, Programme of Measures to improve the 
management and quality of our rivers, lakes, marine 
waters and groundwater. Using river basin planning, 
we will take an integrated approach to the protection, 
improvement and sustainable use of the water 
environment, from source to sea.

Our aim is to provide a clean, healthy environment and 
considerable benefits for all the people of Northern 
Ireland, in the 21st century.

We are already making progress, but much remains to 
be done. We have to overcome the legacy of under-
investment in our sewerage system and address the 
impacts of historical land-use practices.

We need sustainable solutions that take account of 
economic and social needs as well as environmental 
needs. We also need effective implementation to meet 
our goals and objectives, so I and my colleagues on the 
Executive will continue to monitor progress over the 
lifetime of the Plan.

EDWIN POOTS MLA
Minister of the Environment
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North Eastern River 
Basin District

* South Down is partly within the Carlingford & Mourne Catchment Stakeholder Group, Neagh Bann River Basin District.

Key facts

WFD water bodies

111 river water bodies
3 lake water bodies
16 coastal water bodies
3 transitional water bodies
8 groundwater bodies
25 heavily modified water bodies

Protected Areas

13 water dependent Special Area of Conservation
9 water dependent Special Protection Areas
20 Bathing Waters
7 Shellfish Waters
667.5km Freshwater Fish Directive rivers/canals
2km2 Freshwater Fish Directive lakes
7 Urban Waste Water Directive sites

Main Towns (population, NISRA, 2001)

Belfast Urban Area (276,459)
Lisburn Urban Area (71,465
Newtownabbey Urban Area (62,056)
Bangor (58,388)
Carrickfergus (27,201)

Main Land Use

Agriculture, urban industry and fish farming
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Section 4
About the North Eastern 
River Basin District
The North Eastern River Basin District has a land 
area of just over 3000km2, with a further 1000km2 
of marine waters. It takes in large parts of Counties 
Antrim and Down and a small portion of County 
Londonderry. The district is flanked by the Antrim 
Plateau and Glens of Antrim to the north and the 
Mourne Mountains, which include Slieve Donard, the 
highest peak in Northern Ireland, to the south.

Over 0.7 million people live in the District which 
includes the most densely populated region of 
Northern Ireland, the Belfast Metropolitan Area, 
and surrounding commuter areas including 
Lisburn, Newtownabbey, Carrickfergus, Bangor and 
Newtownards. Most of the main urban areas are 
located beside rivers or on the coast. In rural areas, 
many people live in small villages or single dwellings.

Industry is mainly concentrated around the urban 
areas with much of the rest of the district given over 
to farming. Farmland in the Lagan valley and other 
lowland areas is very productive. Commercial fish 
farming is also significant in the area, whilst boating 
is a popular recreational activity.

4.1 Surface waters

The principal river systems are the Lagan, Bush 
and Quoile. Smaller river basins include those 
draining the Glens of Antrim, and the County 
Down coastline, including the Ards Peninsula. 
The main lakes within the District are Lough 
Mourne, Clea Lakes and the Silent Valley, all of 
which are used for public water supply.

Our transitional and coastal waters extend from 
the limits of the transitional waters inland out to 
one nautical mile from baseline. For open coast, 
that baseline is the low water mark, while for sea 
loughs, the baseline is a series of bay closing lines 
across the entrances to the loughs. The North Eastern 
District has an extensive coastline including Larne, 
Strangford and Belfast Loughs and the North Coast 
and Ards Peninsula.

The WFD recognises that some water bodies will 
have changed to such a degree that they can no 
longer be restored to their original condition without 
compromising their current use. For example, some 
waters have been deepened to allow for navigation; 
others have flood defences or have been dammed 
to provide a source of drinking water. They are called 

4.2 Groundwater

Groundwater occurs to some degree from nearly 
all rock types within the district. Significant supplies 
are found in the Lagan and Enler Valleys within 
sandstone aquifers and near Dundonald and Comber 
within sand and gravel deposits. In the past, these 
aquifers have been used extensively for public supply, 
and still represent an important strategic resource 
that requires management and protection.

4.3 Protected areas 

The District supports important habitats and wildlife, 
including areas identified as requiring special 
protection under existing European legislation. These 
areas need action to protect their surface water or 
groundwater, or to conserve habitats or species that 
directly depend on those waters. Protected areas may 
be part of a water body, for example bathing waters, 
or may be a group of water bodies, for example 
designated under Freshwater Fish Directive. 

The protected areas in the North Eastern River Basin 
District are summarised in Table  and shown on the 
interactive web map. The condition of protected 
areas is described in Section 5.

The protected areas in the North Eastern River Basin 
District are shown on the interactive web map.

heavily modified or artificial water bodies and 
within the North Eastern River Basin District we have 
25 of them: 18 rivers, 2 lakes, 2 coastal waters and 3 
transitional waters. The rivers include reaches of the 
Shimna, Ballyholme, Enler, Connswater, Blackstaff, 
Lagan, Clowney, Burn Gushet, Bush, Copeland Water, 
Annalong, Kilkeel, Inver and Woodburn systems. 
The lakes are Silent Valley Reservoir and Lough 
Mourne. The coastal waters are Belfast Harbour and 
Larne Lough North. The transitional waters are the 
Connswater, Tidal Lagan and Quoile Pondage.


