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Description of the Activity 
 

Hartshead Resources Limited are proposing to undertake a marine site survey at the proposed 
Stephenson well location in the Southern North Sea. The purpose of the survey is to collect 
environmental baseline and geophysical seabed data in advance of potential future drilling 
operations and includes checking for obstructions and debris, ensuring that the site is free of 
physical hazards such as shallow gas and check for the presence or absence of environmentally 
sensitive features. 

The survey will be undertaken within a 1.5 km × 1.5 km survey area (2.25 km²) centred on the 
proposed well location, with a surrounding greater working area of 7.5 km × 7.5 km (56.25 km²) to 
allow for line turns and safe vessel manoeuvring. The location lies within UKCS Blocks 49/17 and 
49/18, approximately 84 km offshore from the Norfolk coast and 37 km from the UK–Netherlands 
median line. 

Survey Activities and Methods 

The proposed activity comprises a combination of geophysical surveying and environmental 
inspection, using the following techniques: 

• 2D high resolution seismic surveying using a small airgun array 

• Sub-bottom profiling (SBP) 

• Sidescan sonar (SSS) 

• Multibeam echo-sounder (MBES) and echo-sounder bathymetry 

• Visual seabed and habitat surveys using ROV, AUV and/or drop camera systems 

These techniques will be used to: 

• Identify seabed obstructions or debris 

• Detect shallow geological hazards (e.g. shallow gas, boulders, faults) 

• Characterise seabed habitats and confirm the absence of sensitive features 

Not all survey equipment will necessarily be used concurrently. 

The survey work will be undertaken from a single survey vessel  

Details of the acoustic survey equipment are outlined in the following table: 
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Table 1: Details of Survey Equipment Requiring Consent 
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Location  

 
Figure 1: Location of the proposed Stephenson Site Survey 
 
The survey will be undertaken within a 1.5 km × 1.5 km survey area (2.25 km²) centred on the 
proposed well location, with a surrounding greater working area of 7.5 km × 7.5 km (56.25 km²) 
to allow for line turns and safe vessel manoeuvring. The location lies within UKCS Blocks 49/17 
and 49/18, approximately 84 km offshore from the Norfolk coast and 37 km from the 
UK/Netherlands median line. 
 
Note, the geophysical survey equipment will be switched off during line turns in the greater 
working area. 
 
Timing 

The operations are scheduled to commence on 25th April 2026, at the earliest, and will last for 
up to 4 days in total, comprising approximately 2 days of seismic airgun activity and 2 day of sub-
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bottom profiling.  To account for potential scheduling, operational and weather delays, the 
geophysical survey consent is requested until 15th May 2026. 

Requirement for a Habitats Regulations Assessment 
 

Regulation 5 of the Offshore Petroleum Activities (Conservation of Habitats) Regulations 2001 (As 
amended) outlines that the Secretary of State (SoS), before agreeing to the grant of consent of 
any activity which is likely to have a significant on a relevant site, make an appropriate 
assessment of the implications for the site in view of its conservation objectives. This document 
is the record of the SoS appropriate assessment.   

Where the term ‘Site’ is used within this document, it means any site forming the UK National Site 
Network site. The National Site Network is the UK network of protected sites on land and sea 
which were designated under the Habitats and Wild Birds directives namely Special Protection 
Areas (SPA) or Special Areas of Conservation (SAC). 

The assessment will first determine what sites and protected features are likely to have 
conservation objectives which could be significantly affected by the activity and will then 
proceed to undertake an appropriate assessment of the implication of these effects on the site’s 
integrity. 

Stage 1: Test of likely Significant effects (LSE) 
Is the activity likely to have a significant effect on the site’s 
conservation objectives? 

 

Pressures associated with the activity 
 

The project is considered to exert the following pressures on the environment: 

Underwater noise (impulsive noise) 

Impulsive underwater noise will be emitted from the sub bottom profiler units. This noise will be 
loud enough and of the right frequency range to cause injury and disturbance to marine 
mammals. Impulsive noise from multibeam and sidescan sonar will also be emitted but this 
sound is of a frequency, directionality and source level that will not cause significant effects on 
marine life and noise from these sources will not be considered further within the assessment.  

Underwater noise (non-impulsive noise) 

Underwater noise from non-impulsive sources such as vessel engines and coring systems will be 
generated during the survey.  

Seabed disturbance  
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No collection of grab samples, cores or geotechnical investigations are planned and therefore no 
seabed disturbance is anticipated.  

Screening of protected sites 
 

The activity is within the following sites: 

• Southern North Sea (SNS) SAC 
• North Norfolk Sandbanks and Saturn Reef SAC 

Screened out of the LSE screening assessment 

There is no pathway for potential effects on the other sites due to the large distance between 
other sites and the project area. There is also no mechanism whereby the project could impact 
(in any meaningful way) highly mobile species associated with protected sites i.e. seabirds or 
marine mammals. (Figure 1). 

LSE Assessment  
 

Site features and conservation objectives are taken from relevant SNCB conservation advice 
packages found on the following webpages: 

• https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/southern-north-sea-mpa/ 
• https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/north-norfolk-sandbanks-and-saturn-reef-

mpa/#conservation-advice  

https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/southern-north-sea-mpa/
https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/north-norfolk-sandbanks-and-saturn-reef-mpa/#conservation-advice
https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/north-norfolk-sandbanks-and-saturn-reef-mpa/#conservation-advice
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Table 1. Test of likely significant Effect 

Pressures exerted 
by Activity 

Feature Is there likely to be a significant effect on the conservation Objectives alone 

Southern North Sea SAC 
Underwater noise 
(impulsive: 
geophysical survey) 

Harbour porpoise 
(Phocoena phocoena) 

No. 
 
The proposed survey operations take place in the summer area of the SNS SAC during with when 
the density of harbour porpoise is highest during April to September. The proposed survey is 
scheduled to take place for 4 days between 25th April 2026 and 15th May 2026. 
 
Injury risk: 
Noise modelling undertaken for the Mini Airgun and SBP (pinger) indicates that, there is potential 
for sound levels to cause the onset of permanent threshold shift (PTS) to harbour porpoise out 
to 40 m. Similarly, noise levels are unlikely to exceed unweighted temporary threshold shift (TTS) 
for very high frequency (VHF) cetaceans beyond 80 m. It is expected that any risk of killing or 
injury to a marine mammal will be avoided through the implementation and adherence to the 
JNCC’s standard “protocol for minimising the risk of injury to marine mammals from geophysical 
surveys”. 
 
Disturbance: 
The SNCB guidance on noise management in harbour porpoise SACs states a plan/project, 
individually or in combination, is significant if it excludes harbour 
porpoises from more than: 
 

• 20% of the relevant area of the site in any given day, or 
• an average of 10% of the relevant area of the site over a season 

 
The SNCB guidance also assigns standardised disturbance distances for harbour porpoise 
because of different activities. These are termed effective deterrent ranges (EDRs) and it is 
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Pressures exerted 
by Activity 

Feature Is there likely to be a significant effect on the conservation Objectives alone 

assumed that within this EDR harbour porpoise will be disturbed to an extent where they flee 
the area, effectively displacing porpoise from regions of the SAC.  
 
In the absence of agreed metrics for measuring marine mammal disturbance, an EDR of 10 km 
has been applied for all species by the developer in this assessment. Using this EDR radiating 
from a single point the number of animals which may experience some sort of behavioural 
impact using density and abundance estimates from the relevant MMMU within the proposed 
survey area has been calculated. A total of 2.25 km2 of the survey area lies within the Southern 
North Sea SAC and overlaps with 0.006% of the SAC as a whole and 0.008% of the summer area. 
In addition, 34.5 km2 of the greater working area lies within the SNS SAC and therefore overlaps 
with 0.09% of the whole SAC and 0.13% of the summer area, Noise arising from the survey 
operations will be transient as the vessel moves through the pre-determined survey lines. The 
maximum area of the SAC impacted per day is estimated to be 356.30 km2. The extent of the 
disturbance on harbour porpoise from the survey as percentage of the summer area of the SNS 
SAC that may be excluded because of the proposed operations is 1.32% per day. The 
contribution to the seasonal average disturbance is 0.03% 
 
Based on the predicted extent of potential impacts, it is concluded that there is no potential for 
a likely significant effect on harbour porpoise from the proposed activity within or adjacent to 
the Southern North Sea SAC when considered alone. 

Underwater noise 
(non-impulsive: 
vessel-based) 

Harbour porpoise 
(Phocoena phocoena) 

No.  
 
The underwater noise generated by the vessel’s dynamic positioning system is not expected to 
result in significant impacts including permanent or temporary threshold shift nor behavioural 
disturbance. 

Seabed disturbance  Harbour porpoise 
(Phocoena phocoena) 

No. 
 
No seabed sampling is planned and there is no impact pathway. 
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Pressures exerted 
by Activity 

Feature Is there likely to be a significant effect on the conservation Objectives alone 

North Norfolk Sandbanks and Saturn Reef SAC 
Underwater noise 
(impulsive: 
geophysical surveys) 

1110 Sandbanks which 
are slightly covered by 
seawater all the time 

No. 
 
There is no impact pathway for this designated feature from underwater noise. 

Underwater noise 
(non-impulsive: 
vessel-based) 

1110 Sandbanks which 
are slightly covered by 
seawater all the time 

No. 
 
There is no impact pathway for this designated feature from underwater noise. 

Seabed disturbance 
from seabed 
sampling. 

1110 Sandbanks which 
are slightly covered by 
seawater all the time 

No. 
 
No seabed sampling is planned and there is no impact pathway for this designated feature. 

 

LSE Conclusion: Alone 
 

When considered alone the project is unlikely to cause a significant effect on the conservation objectives of any site.
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LSE In-combination assessment 
 

Southern North Sea SAC: 

The following projects have been evaluated to ascertain if they could exert a pressure on the SNS 
SAC’s designated feature (“Harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena)”), which when considered 
in-combination with those of the proposed operations could result in a significant effect on the 
site’s conservation objectives (Table 2).  

It has been ascertained that these projects, in combination, could exceed the disturbance 
thresholds identified in the SNCB guidance as being levels beyond which impacts could become 
significant, namely 20% of the SAC per day and 10% across the relevant season. Therefore, there 
is potential for significant effects in the SNS SAC. 

Table 2. Noisy Activities within or adjacent to the Southern North Sea SAC (acquired from 
DESNZ SNS Noisy Activity Tracker dated 16/03/2026). 

 

North Norfolk Sandbanks and Saturn Reef SAC: 

No planned seabed sampling is planned to be undertaken as part of the marine survey. 

LSE Conclusion: In-combination 
 



 

 

OFFICIAL 

OFFICIAL 

It cannot be concluded that the activity is unlikely to cause a significant effect in-combination 
with other plans or projects on the conservation objectives of the following site: 

Site  Feature  
Southern North Sea SAC Harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) 

 

It can be concluded that the activity is unlikely to cause a significant effect in-combination with 
other plans or projects on the conservation objectives of the following site: 

Site  Feature  
North Norfolk Sandbanks and Saturn Reef 
SAC  

1110 Sandbanks which are slightly covered by 
seawater all the time) and reefs. 

 

Stage 2: Appropriate Assessment 
Could the activity adversely affect the integrity of a site? 

 
  

Following the LSE assessment (Stage 1) the SoS must undertake an AA to determine whether the 
proposed activities, when considered in combination with other plans and projects, could have 
an adverse effect on:   

Site: Southern North Sea SAC 

Features: Harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) 

Pressures: Underwater noise (impulsive: geophysical survey based) 

To ensure that the integrity of the SNS SAC is maintained and that it makes the best possible 
contribution to the Favourable Conservation Status (FCS) for Harbour Porpoise in UK waters, the 
site has the following objectives: 

1. Harbour porpoise is a viable component of the site; 
2. There is no significant disturbance of the species; and 
3. The condition of supporting habitats and processes, and the availability of prey is 

maintained. 

Note: The objectives are managed in the context of natural change 

The ‘integrity of the site’ is not defined in the Conservation Objectives. However, EU and UK 
Government guidance defines the integrity of a site as ‘‘the coherence of the site’s ecological 
structure and function, across its whole area, or the habitats, complex of habitats and/or 
populations of species for which the site is or will be classified’ (EC 2000, Defra 2012). Therefore, 
the integrity of the site applies to the whole of the site and it is the potential impacts across the 
whole of the site that are required to be appropriately assessed. Pressures that would affect site 
integrity include: 
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• killing or injuring harbour porpoise (directly or indirectly); 
• preventing their use of significant parts of the site (disturbance/displacement); 
• significantly damaging relevant habitats; or 
• significantly reducing the availability of prey. 

The JNCC and Natural England advice is that ‘noise disturbance within the site should not exclude 
harbour porpoise from more than 20% of the site on any given day. Over a season, the advice is 
that an average loss of access to more than 10% of the SAC should be considered significant, 
recognising that within the SAC the abundance of harbour porpoise per unit habitat is generally 
higher than the equivalent sized habitat in the rest of the relevant Management Unit. Management 
of temporary habitat ‘loss’ to below defined area/time thresholds is therefore designed to ensure 
that it continues to contribute in the best possible way to the maintenance of the species at FCS.’ 
(JNCC, 2020). 

Appropriate Assessment: Harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) 
 

At the LSE assessment stage it was concluded that no significant impact on the designated 
features of any site will occur when considering the project alone. 

AA Conclusion Alone  
 

No adverse effect on site Integrity 

In-combination Assessment: Harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) 

 

Projects Considered In-combination 
 

The projects listed in Table  2 have the potential to cause cumulative effects on harbour porpoise 
as they, through the mechanism of noise induced disturbance, have the potential to prevent parts 
of the site from being used by Harbour porpoise (disturbance/displacement). 

Appropriate Assessment 
 

A further assessment has been undertaken to understand whether the impacts from other plans 
or projects could act in-combination with those of the proposed operations and cause an adverse 
effect on the site integrity.  

Scope of Appropriate Assessment: 

Site: Southern North Sea SAC 
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Features: Harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) 

Pressures: Underwater noise (impulsive: geophysical survey based) 

Conservation Objective 1: Harbour porpoise is a viable component of the site. 

Given that the operation only extends over 4 days and is a survey using a sub bottom profiler and 
mini airgun which are not normally considered to represent a significant injury risk, it is 
considered that the likelihood of killing or injuring harbour porpoise (directly or indirectly) is very 
low. This likelihood is further reduced using marine mammal mitigation measures which will 
ensure the absence of marine mammals from the injury area during start up.  Injury is not 
considered further in the appropriate assessment. 

Conservation Objective 2: There is no significant disturbance of the species. 

- Daily Disturbance  

The other projects planned to be emitting impulsive noise into the summer part of the SAC, during 
summer, are listed in table 3. Also listed in this table are the associated areas of potential 
displacement associated with each activity based on their respective EDRs.  

If all the activities planned for the summer season were to be undertaken on the same day, the 
cumulative disturbance and subsequent area of displacement would exceed 20% which 
indicates there is the potential for a significant impact on the conservation objectives if 
operations progressed without mitigation measures being employed.   
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Table 3: In-combinations Daily Threshold
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- Daily Disturbance – Mitigation  

In practice not all operations listed in table 3 will occur on the same day and if activities are 
instead planned and distributed on days throughout the summer there is sufficient capacity for 
all the activities listed to proceed without exceeding the 20% level.  The operators of all the 
projects listed in table 3 will therefore have licence conditions which require them to coordinate 
with other operators. This coordination will ensure that whenever they are emitting impulsive 
noise they can evidence that the cumulative displacement area for that day will not exceed 20% 
of the summer area. They will undertake this coordination via the SIMOPs working work group 
which is part of the Developers Coordination Forum.  The cumulative displacement figure for 
each day will be recorded on the shared noisy activity spreadsheet which is visible to regulators 
and industry on the DCF Teams channel.    

- Seasonal Disturbance 

There is some uncertainty regarding what the average seasonal disturbance will be as most 
licences account for the longest possible period and in practice the operations are often 
completed in a shorter time frame. Despite uncertainty regard the exact seasonal figure, there is 
confidence that this figure will be below 10% because even using the worst-case scenarios for 
seasonal disturbance shown in Table 4, the average would be 4.2%. To provide extra security the 
seasonal average disturbance figure will be calculated and monitored as part of the live cross-
sector sim-ops coordination process which is designed to ensure operations remain within the 
recommended disturbance thresholds. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

OFFICIAL 

OFFICIAL 

Table 4: In-combination Seasonal Thresholds 
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Conservation Objective 3: The condition of supporting habitats and processes and the availability 
of prey is maintained 

There is no impact pathway whereby impulsive noise could result in significant impacts to the 
relevant habitats in a way that could reduce the availability of prey  

The developer has undertaken an assessment of the potential impact from impulsive noise on 
fish and the risk of significant injury or displacement in fish populations was shown to be low.  
Therefore, the risk of significant impacts to prey availability or supporting habitats is low and is 
not considered further in the appropriate assessment. 

Conclusion: Impact In-combination  

Pressure Feature Is an adverse effect 
possible  

Underwater noise (impulsive: 
geophysical survey) 

Harbour porpoise (Phocoena 
phocoena) 

No, provided the mitigation 
measures outlined are 
employed. 

 

Conclusion of Habitats Regulations Assessment  
 

An assessment has been undertaken to determine whether the marine geophysical site survey 
by Hartshead Resources Limited at the proposed Stephenson well location in the Southern North 
Sea could significantly impact the conservation objectives of any site within the UK National Site 
Network. The likelihood of a significant effect on the conservation objectives of the following site 
and features could not be ruled out: 

Southern North Sea SAC – Harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) 

An appropriate assessment was undertaken to ascertain whether the project could adversely 
affect the site’s integrity considering its conservation objectives: 

 
Conservation Objectives:   

1. Harbour porpoise is a viable component of the site; 
2. There is no significant disturbance of the species; and 
3. The condition of supporting habitats and processes, and the availability of prey is 

maintained. 
 

 

The appropriate assessment has determined that the project will have some effect on the SAC 
and without mitigation there is the potential for adverse effects on harbour porpoise when 
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impacts from other plans and projects are considered in-combination. However, the SNS SAC 
Developers Coordination Forum provides a coordinated approach whereby the permits and 
consents issued to operators include conditions limiting cumulative displacement/disturbance 
to 20% of the summer area. If it is predicted that the thresholds are to be exceeded, then no work 
can be undertaken. Hartshead Resources Ltd are part of this forum and have committed to 
participating and coordinating with other operators to meet the forum’s goal. 

The Secretary of State, therefore, concludes that the proposed project will not adversely 
affect the integrity of the SAC, either alone or in-combination with other plans and projects. 

 

Annex 
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