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BLUE CARBON CALL 2021 - TERMS OF REFERENCE  
 

Research Programme:  Marine Research Programme 

Research Theme:   Climate Change  

 
 
BACKGROUND 

The Programme for Government: Our Shared Future, published in 2020, made a clear 
commitment to advance research in the area of coastal blue carbon: 

“We recognise the enormous ‘blue carbon’ potential that the ocean has to offer in tackling 
climate change, but we appreciate that further scientific research is needed to understand 
and develop this potential. We will task the Marine Institute with a collaborative EU-wide 
research initiative, aimed at investigating the climate-change mitigation potential of blue 
carbon and working towards a means of creating a validated inventory that will in the future 
assist the EU in meeting our climate-change objectives.” 

In responding directly to the requirement set out in the Programme for Government, the 
Marine Institute commissioned a special report, Blue Carbon and Marine Carbon 
Sequestration in Irish Waters and Coastal Habitats, to review and synthesise existing 
knowledge in relation to blue carbon and marine carbon sequestration in Irish waters, and 
to identify critical knowledge gaps1. 

Ireland’s tidally influenced coastal wetlands comprise approximately 160 Km2 of saltmarsh 
and seagrass beds, some of which are protected under the EU’s Habitats Directive as 
Special Areas of Conservation. Although these habitats represent a much smaller area than 
terrestrial forests, their total contribution to long-term carbon sequestration is 
comparable to carbon sinks in terrestrial ecosystem types. However, loss and destruction 
of vegetated coastal ecosystems threaten their ability to function as long-term carbon 
sinks and mismanagement can lead to release of stored carbon back into the atmosphere. 

The realisation that vegetated coastal habitats support globally relevant rates of organic 
carbon burial has led to the development of strategies to mitigate climate change through 
the conservation and restoration of saltmarsh and seagrass habitats, termed ‘blue carbon 
strategies.’ As such, blue carbon ecosystems have the potential to contribute significantly to 
long-term carbon sequestration and to be included in national and European climate 
adaptation and mitigation policy frameworks. They are also important in the context of EU 
nature restoration targets that will prioritise the restoration of those habitats that can 
capture and store carbon and prevent and reduce the impact of natural disasters such as 
coastal flooding2.  

 
                                                      
1 Cott, G.M.; Beca-Carretero, P; Stengel, D.B. (2021) Blue Carbon and Marine Carbon Sequestration in Irish Waters and 
Coastal Habitats. Marine Institute. 
2 https://ec.europa.eu/environment/strategy/biodiversity-strategy-2030/eu-nature-restoration-targets_en 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/
https://oar.marine.ie/handle/10793/1685
https://oar.marine.ie/handle/10793/1685
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The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Issues Brief on Blue Carbon 
states that “Coastal ecosystems need to be conserved and restored as globally significant 
carbon sinks. Despite their small extent relative to other ecosystems, they sequester and 
store globally significant amounts of carbon in their soil. The ongoing destruction and loss of 
these systems contributes to additional human-induced greenhouse gases. Alongside 
tropical forests and peatlands, coastal ecosystems demonstrate how nature can be used to 
enhance climate change mitigation strategies and therefore offer opportunities for 
countries to achieve their emissions reduction targets and Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) under the Paris Agreement. Additionally, these coastal ecosystems 
provide numerous benefits and services that are essential for climate change adaptation, 
including coastal protection and food security for many communities globally.” In addition, 
the protection and management of blue carbon systems will also contribute to conserving 
biodiversity. 

In 2018, the European Parliament Intergroup on “Climate Change, Biodiversity & Sustainable 
Development”  were advised on the importance of Blue Carbon in EU Climate Policy. 
According to Miguel Ángel Mateo Mínguez, CEAB-CSIC “The stocks under EU coastal 
vegetated ecosystems equal 57% of that stored in all the terrestrial forests of the EU; Blue 
Carbon ecosystem soils are 5 times more efficient in the sequestration of CO2 than 
terrestrial forests.’ There was a clear message expressed that restoration and/or 
conservation of seagrass meadows and saltmarshes is highly important to Europe’s climate 
mitigation efforts. 
 
PROJECT RATIONALE 

The Marine Institute is seeking applications for a substantial programme of research to 
investigate further the potential of Ireland’s blue carbon resource to mitigate climate 
change; the impacts of human activities and climate change on this important ecosystem 
service; and to address research questions relevant to Irish, European and global marine, 
climate, nature and biodiversity policy objectives. 

Research funded under this call should also address the additional Programme for 
Government commitment to ‘evaluate and implement plans to realise the carbon sink 
potential of our marine environment, based on the introduction of Marine Protection Areas.’ 
Hence, research outputs should also inform the appropriate and effective development, 
regulation and use of MPAs, and broader marine spatial planning and management 
frameworks including the National Marine Planning Framework. 

As outlined in the Guidelines for Applicants, the Blue Carbon call funded by the Marine 
Institute will provide assistance for appropriate research activities that supports the goals 
and objectives of national policies and strategies including the Climate Action Plan 2019 and 
the National Marine R&I Strategy 2017-2021.  

The funded research should build national capacity and provide advice for policymakers to 
assist with Ireland’s goal of attaining an average 7% annual reduction in greenhouse gas 
emissions over the years 2021-2030 

 

https://www.ceab.csic.es/en/discussio-al-parlament-europeu-sobre-possibles-vies-per-a-la-implementacio-diniciatives-sobre-el-carboni-blau/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/a4a9a-national-marine-planning-framework/
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RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

Research proposals should address the following objectives:   

• Describe and quantify, where possible, the various components of the carbon sink in 
Ireland’s maritime area including its biogeophysical make-up and based on this, 
propose a workable definition of “Blue Carbon” systems for Ireland. 

• Building on current and previous work, develop an accurate assessment and 
inventory of the nature, scale, extent and dynamics of Irish blue carbon ecosystems. 

• Provide an assessment of the productivity and the carbon storage capacity (and 
fluxes) for Irish blue carbon habitats over a range of time-scales. 

• Provide a detailed review and synthesis of the carbon sequestration and storage 
capacity of a range of ‘potential’ blue carbon ecosystem components in an Irish 
context (macro-algae, maerl beds, shellfish standing stock, cold water corals, marine 
phytoplankton, marine sediments, sand-dune habitats, lagoons, etc.); and identify 
carbon ‘hotspots’. 

• Examine and characterise future threats to Irish blue carbon (and potential blue 
carbon) ecosystems due to climate change and human activities. 

• Working with the National Parks and Wildlife Service and building on existing habitat 
monitoring programmes, establish a long-term saltmarsh/seagrass monitoring site in 
Ireland to research and monitor the effect of climate change on these habitats in the 
North Atlantic. 

• Using a natural capital accounting approach, define and quantify the socio-economic 
value of the ecosystem services and benefits provided by blue carbon ecosystems. 

• Define and quantify the value of blue carbon systems for biodiversity, and where 
relevant, coastal protection.  

• Working with end-users, and within the framework of current legislative mechanisms 
to protect marine ecosystems and manage marine space (MSFD, Birds and Habitats 
Directive, National Marine Planning Framework, and planned MPA legislation), 
develop proposals on the key requirements for a long-term management strategy for 
blue carbon habitats in Ireland, including measures with associated costs and 
potential impact. 

• Provide recommendations on and how blue carbon may be included in Ireland’s 
national response to climate change and the associated climate, nature, biodiversity 
and spatial planning policy frameworks.  

 
PROJECT DELIVERABLES 

The following research outputs are expected:  

• At least 15 peer reviewed papers over the five-year period of funding. 
• €2 million in grant-aid secured during the grant term from externally sourced 

competitive research funding (national, EU and international). 
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• All data to be open access, processed and quality controlled to international 
standards and delivered to Marine Institute data portals, Climate Ireland and other 
relevant national/international data centres. 

• Delivery of expert advice, data/information and policy briefs for relevant 
Government Departments and Agencies including Department of the Environment, 
Climate and Communications (DECC), Department of Housing, Local Government 
and Heritage (DHLGH); the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM) 
and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). 

• Successful completion of at least two PhDs during the five year programme and 
evidence of promotion of early career researchers. 

• Evidence of other research outputs to include conference posters and presentations, 
multidisciplinary activities and stakeholder engagement. 

 
ADDITIONAL SPECIFIC REQUIREMENTS FOR THIS PROJECT 

• Throughout the lifetime of the research project, it is also anticipated that the 
researcher(s) will actively seek additional sources of other funding (national, 
European and/or international), continuing to build links with other research groups 
and organisations, and to strengthen Ireland’s research capacity and capability in the 
area of blue carbon and marine carbon sequestration.  

• It is expected that the research team will collaborate with other national and 
international research groups. 

• The successful applicant(s) should also collaborate closely with key stakeholders and 
end users including Government Agencies (MI, NPWS, EPA) and relevant 
Departments (DECC, DHLGH & DAFM) in order to provide policy advice. 

 
INTENDED IMPACTS 

The research team will engage with European and international networks and initiatives 
relating to Blue Carbon, and explore opportunities for collaboration and securing further 
research funding under Horizon Europe (including the planned Sustainable Blue Economy 
Partnership) and joint programming initiatives (e.g. JPI Oceans; JPI Climate; JPI Water). 

The research outputs should inform evidence-based policy in the areas of climate, nature 
and biodiversity, conservation and land-use, and effective management strategies for the 
sustainable use and protection of blue carbon resources in Ireland.  It should determine if 
the current IPCC good practice guidance is sufficient in its application to an Irish context and 
make recommendations for specific updates, as required. More broadly, the knowledge 
generated will inform and facilitate the delivery of the Government’s Climate Action Plan 
and the European Green Deal Action Plan. 

The project will contribute to the development of research capacity in Ireland in the area of 
blue carbon and marine carbon sequestration. This should lead to enhanced visibility 
(through high impact peer reviewed publications and conference presentations) and 
contribution of Irish research to international research efforts and programmes (through 
greater involvement in EU research projects and relevant processes such as IPCC Working 
Groups). 

The research team will provide a knowledge base and expertise resource that will directly 
support local and national climate adaptation and mitigation planning, climate action, and 

https://www.climateireland.ie/#!/
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national resilience. It is also anticipated that the research team will help to further raise the 
visibility of Irish ocean and climate research at European and international level. 

PROJECT FUNDING 

The amount of funding available to the research project will be up to a maximum of €1.6 
million over the five-year period (2022-2027). Applications are invited for projects under 
three instruments: 
 

1) Larger team project €1.6 million maximum grant-aid available over five years 
intended to support a team of at least five researchers including post-doctoral 
researchers, research assistant, MSc/PhD students, or equivalents.  

2) Larger team project €1 million maximum grant-aid available over five years 
intended to support a team of three/four researchers including post-doctoral 
researchers, research assistant, MSc/PhD students, or equivalents. 

3) Standard team project €600,000 maximum grant-aid available over five years 
intended to support a team of at least two researchers including post-doctoral 
researcher, research assistant, MSc/PhD student, or equivalents. 

 
APPLICATION PROCESS AND KEY DATES 

Applications must be made through the Marine Institute’s online research grant 
management system RIMS  (please refer to the Guidelines for Applicants). 

Those developing a proposal for submission are invited to an information session to be held 
virtually via MS Teams on Wednesday, 7th July 2021 from 10am to 12noon. At this session 
the Marine Institute will aim to answer any queries or provide clarifications in relation to the 
call and application process. Please email funding@marine.ie to register to attend. 

The application closing date will be Thursday, 2nd September 2021. Applications will be 
reviewed by international/national experts and scored on the criteria as stated in the 
Guidelines for Applicants, particularly scientific excellence, impact and strength of the 
proposed team. 

Applicant(s) will be advised of the results in November 2021, with the research to 
commence in early 2022. 
 
Important Dates: 
 
Call opening: Thursday, 24th June 2021 

 
Information Session: Wednesday, 7th July 2021 

10:00 to 12:00 
Email funding@marine.ie to register 
 

Closing date for 
applications: 

Thursday, 2nd September 2021 (16:00) 
 
 

 
Any queries or clarifications should be submitted by email to: funding@marine.ie  

https://marine.smartsimple.ie/s_Login.jsp
mailto:funding@marine.ie
mailto:funding@marine.ie
mailto:funding@marine.ie
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION/REFERENCE MATERIALS 
 
Cott, G. M. , Beca-Carretero, P. and Stengel, D. B. (2021). Blue Carbon and Marine Carbon 
Sequestration in Irish Waters and Coastal Habitats. Marine Institute, Ireland. 
 
Programme for Government: Our Shared Future   
 
National Marine Research & Innovation Strategy 2017-2021  
 
Climate Action Plan 2019  
 
The Biodiversity Climate Change Sectoral Adaptation Plan 
 
National Ecosystem and Ecosystem Service Mapping Pilot for a Suite of Prioritised Services 
(Irish Wildlife Manual No. 95; Section 6.8) 
 
IUCN Issues Brief: Blue Carbon.  
 
http://life-bluenatura.eu/en/the-project/ 
 
Mission Healthy Oceans, Sea, Coastal and Inland Waters 
 
A climate neutral, sustainable and productive Blue Economy 
 
European Green Deal 
 
EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2030 
 
Macreadie, P.I., Anton, A., Raven, J.A. et al. The future of Blue Carbon science. Nat Commun 
10, 3998 (2019). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-019-11693-w  
 
Geraldi Nathan R., Ortega Alejandra, Serrano Oscar, Macreadie Peter I., Lovelock Catherine 
E., Krause-Jensen Dorte, Kennedy Hilary, Lavery Paul S., Pace Michael L., Kaal Joeri, Duarte 
Carlos M. Fingerprinting Blue Carbon: Rationale and Tools to Determine the Source of 
Organic Carbon in Marine Depositional Environments. Frontiers in Marine Science, Vol 6 
(2019). https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/fmars.2019.00263       

https://oar.marine.ie/handle/10793/1685
https://oar.marine.ie/handle/10793/1685
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/
https://www.marine.ie/Home/sites/default/files/MIFiles/Docs/ResearchFunding/Web%20Version%20National%20Marine%20Research%20%26%20Innovation%20Strategy%202021-EN1.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/ccb2e0-the-climate-action-plan-2019/
https://www.npws.ie/news/biodiversity-climate-change-sectoral-adaptation-plan
https://www.npws.ie/research-projects/ecosystems-services-mapping-and-assessment
https://www.npws.ie/research-projects/ecosystems-services-mapping-and-assessment
https://www.iucn.org/resources/issues-briefs/blue-carbon#:%7E:text=Blue%20carbon%20is%20the%20carbon,role%20in%20mitigating%20climate%20change
http://life-bluenatura.eu/en/the-project/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe/missions-horizon-europe/healthy-oceans-seas-coastal-and-inland-waters_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe/european-partnerships-horizon-europe/candidates-food-security_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/strategy/biodiversity-strategy-2030_en
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-019-11693-w
https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/fmars.2019.00263
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