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Aids to Navigation 

Project Background 
The Department for Regional Development – Roads Service, in association with the local councils operate as a Local Lighthouse Authority in the Narrows area of the Lough. (six of the aids are relevant to the safe operation of the ferry). They are leading work to upgrade the aids to navigation that are already in place in the Narrows. The new aids will provide a better system and will have a reduced associated maintenance cost. DRD will draw up a maintenance contract for the six aids relevant to the operation of the ferry and the other aids in the Narrows. This could be extended to include any new aids provided. As outlined above, Ards Borough Council and Down District Council, supported by the Crown Estate Commissioners would take responsibility for the purchase, installation and ownership of the new aids and the local councils would undertake the ongoing maintenance under contract.
Local yacht clubs for their part are working to regularise the “minor” aids that mark hazards and areas relevant to the operation of individual clubs. The Association of Strangford Lough Yacht Clubs, are taking this forward in consultation with the Royal Yachting Association and the organising committee of the Strangford Lough Race Week. The proposals follow advice from the CIL and the MCA.

In 1998 the Maritime and Coastguard Agency’s Northern Ireland Marine Safety Committee (NIMSC) (Strangford Lough Working Group) set up a Navigation Sub-Group to look at potential dangers and hazards on Strangford Lough, investigate areas of responsibility and advise the bodies responsible of ways of averting such hazards. This work was developed further to the inception of the District Safety Committee system, nationwide in 1992 following the results of the inquiry of the Marchioness Disaster on the River Thames. The Strangford Lough Navigation sub-group comprises the following statutory bodies: Ards Borough Council, Commissioners of Irish Lights, Crown Estate Commissioners, Down District Council, Environment and Heritage Service, and Maritime and Coastguard Agency, along with the Strangford Lough Management Advisory Committee and the Royal National Lifeboat Institution. 

The work of this group has included:
- an informal audit of the current provision 
- discussion on the need for lights and marks on the Lough 
- review of some previous proposals on how provision could be improved 
- review of the statutory responsibilities of different bodies in relation to lights and marks

The informal audit was conducted by HM Coastguard, in October 1998. The audit indicated that many existing marks were either missing or so badly corroded as to be of little use. 32 marks were investigated. Since then the Commissioners of Irish Lights have confirmed the poor state of existing marks.

It was agreed that the emphasis should be placed on lights and marks to guide boats into and out of the Lough rather than attempting to mark every hazard. It was also agreed that the level of lighting should be minimal in view of the environmental and visual amenity concerns. 

In 1999, at the Group’s request, the SLMAC commissioned Kirk, McCLure Morton to produce an independent report (funded by The Northern Ireland Tourist Board, Ards Borough Council and Down District Council), which.
- reviewed the current situation and examined the legal implications and the issue of liability
- looked at best practice elsewhere and consult relevant local experts
- recommended a system of lights and marks and their location
- estimated the capital and ongoing maintenance costs involved
- recommended individuals or companies who would be able to carry out the work
- proposed a mechanism for administration and supervision and identify the body or bodies who should take responsibility 

The report established that the responsibility for aids to navigation in the Narrows area of the Lough is shared between the Department for Regional Development (DRD), Down District Council and Ards Borough Council who, together, are recognised as the Local Lighthouse Authority, by the Commissioners for Irish Lights. DRD Roads Service manage the annual maintenance contract for these aids to navigation through a long standing arrangement between the bodies involved.

Independently of this work Down District Council commissioned VTMS to provide proposals for improved aids to navigation. This report has also been considered. 

MINOR AIDS

The Association of Strangford Lough Yacht clubs is leading work with individual clubs and the Race Week Committee to improve and regularise minor aids relevant to the operation of individual clubs.
