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Introduction to an Fóram Uisce  
An Fóram Uisce I The Water Forum was established in June 2018 in accordance with the provisions of 

Part 5 of the Water Services Act 2017. The Water Forum is the national statutory body representative 

of all stakeholders with an interest in the quality of Ireland’s water bodies. The Water Forum consists 

of 26 members including representatives from a wide range of organisations with direct connections 

to issues relating to water quality and public water consumers. Approximately 50 different 

organisations were involved in the nomination of members.   

 

The role of the Forum is that of a strong independent stakeholder body contributing to water policy, 

which supports public and stakeholder engagement on all matters relevant to water. One of the 

strategic themes of the Forum is reviewing and advising on the implementation of Ireland’s River Basin 

Management Plan, which sets out Ireland’s requirements and objectives to meet the EU Water 

Framework Directive.  

1. Background to the submission 
The Water Forum welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Public Consultation on the Draft 

Common Agricultural Policy (hereafter CAP) Strategy. The Water Forum welcomes the ‘Green 

Architecture’ outlined in the new CAP, which proposes to address the climate, biodiversity and 

environmental crises through the enhanced conditionality, the Eco Scheme Intervention of Pillar 1 and 

the range of climate/environment interventions of Pillar 2. The Forum is supportive of the proposal 

that both CAP Pillars ‘will work together in a complementary way’.   

This submission will focus first on the AECM of Pillar 2, as all members of the Forum have an agreed 

position on the proposed recommendations (Section 2) and feel they will have greatest benefit for 

water quality protection, with co-benefits for climate and biodiversity. The second part of the 

submission will address Pillar 1, where proposed recommendations were also largely agreed by all 

members, with one exception, which will be outlined (Section 3).  

2. Recommendations for AECM of Pillar 2 
The Forum welcomes the proposal that “the underpinning principle for the (Pillar 2 AECM) scheme will 

be ‘right action in the right place’ in order to ensure effective targeting of measures to deliver 

biodiversity, water and climate action in an integrated manner on farms”. The Forum supports this 

proposal for targeted measures for optimum environmental outcomes, which is a significant 

improvement relative to previous AECM schemes of CAP.  

In 2020, the Water Forum  adopted the Framework for Integrated Land and Landscape Management 
(FILLM)1, as the overarching framework for not only catchment management, but also environmental 
management, (see additional document attached), or downloaded at this link:  Framework for 
Integrated Land and Landscape Management. The FILLM encourages multidisciplinary and multi-
organisational approaches, as well as environmental policy coherence, policy integration and policy 
implementation.  
 
The view of the Water Forum is that the national CAP Strategy would similarly benefit from the 
conceptual framework provided by FILLM, as a means of optimising efficiency and effectiveness in 
achieving environmental outcomes for climate, biodiversity, water quality and soil enhancement. The 
Forum believes that while designing actions/measures to be included in the new CAP Strategy or 

 
1 The Water Forum, A Framework for Integrated Land and Landscape Management; TWF-FILLM-Report-Feb21-
v9WEB.pdf (thewaterforum.ie) 
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assessing applications for various CAP interventions, that emphasis is placed on those with a range of 
co-benefits for water, climate, soil and biodiversity to maximise capacity and resource efficiencies (see 
Table 1, Page 20, FILLM report). The implementation of the new CAP will require cross-component 
planning where disciplines and organisations from multiple Government departments and agencies 
should work together in a co-ordinated manner to achieve climate and environmental targets. 
 

2.1 Prioritisation of land with higher environmental priorities 
The Forum supports the proposal that “to qualify for the higher payments, farmers must have land 

with higher environmental priorities”. There is some concern that these areas are still currently being 

defined, therefore the Forum proposes some recommendations in relation to the prioritisation for 

the AECM scheme; 

• The Forum agrees with the 3-tiered approach as a means to ensure that the AECM can be 

used to target measures on farms which will have the greatest benefits for water quality, 

biodiversity or climate.  

• The Forum supports the proposal that Priority Areas for Action (PAAs) are included as a 

criterion in Tier 1, where farms within Tier 1 will get first priority access to the AECM 

scheme. The Forum recommends that all 500 PAAs outlined in the draft River Basin 

Management Plan (RBMP) 2022 - 20272 are considered, but only where agriculture has been 

identified as a significant pressure.  

• The Forum recommends that these PAAs are ranked highest within Tier 1, as targeted 

measures implemented in these areas have the potential to have significant improvements 

in water quality, along with co-benefits for biodiversity and climate.  

• Furthermore, due to ongoing catchment assessments by LAWPRO in these areas, along with 

targeted advice for farmers being provided by ASSAP, there are already significant supports 

within PAAs to successfully develop targeted measures and provide the advice and supports 

for farmers to implement mitigation measures. The draft River Basin Management Plan 

(RBMP)2 recommends “capitalising on the existing river basin management governance and 

implementation structures (e.g. Regional Operational Committees, LAWPRO and ASSAP) to 

support the effective implementation of the Green Architecture measures at regional and 

local level”. 

• In an interim review of ASSAP3,the adoption of implementation measures by farmers was 

reviewed; the costs of the proposed mitigation measures was consistently the largest 

obstacle for implementation; “The greatest level of non-implementation of measures for the 

20 high risk issues identified in table 13 is in actions that require capital investment by 

farmers.” If PAAs are prioritised within the AECM scheme, it will ensure farmers are 

supported to implement the targeted measures that will have the most effective outcomes 

for water quality.  

• The Forum recommends that the definition of ‘Vulnerable water area’ (currently proposed 

for Tier 2) should be “any water body where agriculture has been identified as a significant 

pressure”, and priority should be given to those identified as having a critical source area 

(supported by EPA PIP maps).  

• The Forum recommends that the proposed ‘vulnerable water area’ eligibility criterion should 

be included within Tier 1 (not Tier 2 as currently proposed), to allow farmers in these areas 

to get priority access to the AECM scheme.  

 
2 gov.ie - Public Consultation on the draft River Basin Management Plan for Ireland 2022-2027 (www.gov.ie) 
3 2021 - ASSAP Interim Report #2 - Teagasc | Agriculture and Food Development Authority 
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3. Recommendations for Pillar 1 

3.1 Conditionality; GAEC 2  
 
The Forum recommends that the proposal for the protection of wetland and peatland under GAEC 2, 

would be better placed as an option for Eco Schemes, as it will not relate to all farmers and therefore 

difficult to address under CAP’s conditionality. Furthermore, the Forum is of the view that that a 

dedicated strategy will be required for peatland re-wetting, which is properly funded, with inter-

department collaboration across Government and transitional supports for farmers, as it has mutual 

benefits for water quality, climate and biodiversity.   

The importance of addressing peatlands for the protection of water, along with climate mitigation and 
protection of soil and biodiversity was clearly illustrated in the research commissioned by the Water 
Forum, carried out by Pschenyckyj et al., 20216,7, ‘Optimising Water Quality Returns from Peatland 
Management while Delivering Co-Benefits for Climate and Biodiversity’. Some key recommendations 
from this research in relation to agriculture, are that incentives should be provided for farmers to 
rewet agricultural peat soils and that rewetting of nutrient-rich organic soils that act as hotspots for 
CO2 and N20 should be prioritised. Emissions from grassland on peat soils is very high, 8 million tonnes 
per year out of a total of 30 million3.  Under GAEC 2, the proposed protection target for wetlands and 
peatlands is 2025, the Forum recommends more urgent action is taken to protect wetlands and re-
wet peatlands for water quality, climate and biodiversity outcomes.  
 
When concern was raised by the agricultural sector that rewetting peatlands could cause flooding on 
neighbouring farms, Dr. Florence Wilson who lead this Peatlands Research4 responded that ”it is 
difficult to identify the fields that need these measures; to block drains you need to know where they 
are and rewet successfully rather than flood. Rewetting seeks to make moist they should not be 
flooded” (taken from discussion between lead researchers and Forum members). A report published 
by the Department of Culture, Heritage and Gaeltacht, called “Best practice in raised bog restoration 
in Ireland”8, also indicates that blocking drains can slow the flow of water off the bog thereby 
potentially reducing the frequency and magnitude of flood events by restoring the hydrological 
function of the bog. Furthermore, buffer zones can further protect neighbouring farms from the risk 
of floods. The Forum recommends that when developing plans for rewetting peatlands, that support 
is sought from those with expertise in successfully rewetted peatlands in Ireland.  
 

‘Working with farmers is key to delivering better ecosystem services from peatlands through rewarding 

good practice but also incentivising actions for improvements where ecosystem services are poor’, as 

stated by Derek McLoughlin, at the Forum’s webinar on Optimising Water Quality Returns from 

Peatland Management while Delivering Co-Benefits for Climate and Biodiversity’ 21/5/21. Derek has 

20 years’ experience working with farmers on results-based-projects and currently of the Wild Atlantic 

Nature LIFE project. 

 
6 Pschenyckyj, C. et al. 2021. Optimising Water Quality Returns from Peatland Management while Delivering 
Co-Benefits for Climate and Biodiversity. Peatlands Full Report Final March2021b.pdf (thewaterforum.ie) 
7 Pschenyckyj, C. et al. 2021. A Synthesis Report; Optimising Water Quality Returns from Peatland 
Management while Delivering Co-Benefits for Climate and Biodiversity. Peatlands Synthesis-
Report Final April2021.pdf (thewaterforum.ie) 
8 Mackin, F. et al., (2017). Best practice in raised bog restoration in Ireland. Irish Wildlife Manuals, No. 99. 
National Parks and Wildlife Service, Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, Ireland. Best Practice 
in Raised Bog Restoration (bordnamona.ie) 
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Summary of Recommendations for the CAP Strategic Plan 

Recommendations for Prioritisation of Land 

1. PAAs, where agriculture has been identified as a significant pressure, should be ranked 

highest within Tier 1 for priority access to Pillar 2 AECM scheme.  

2. The definition of ‘vulnerable water area’ currently proposed for Tier 2, should be “any water 

body where agriculture has been identified as a significant pressure”. 

3. The proposed ‘vulnerable water area’ eligibility criterion currently proposed for Tier 2, 

should be included within Tier 1 to allow farmers in these areas to get priority access to the 

AECM scheme, with additional priority given to those identified as having a critical source 

area (supported by EPA PIP maps). 

4. In addition to PAAs and vulnerable water areas, applications for AECM payments which 

propose measures with multiple co-benefits for water, soil, climate and biodiversity, should 

be prioritised for eligibility for the scheme.  

Recommendations for AECM Measures 

5. An additional mandatory action should be added to Tier 2; whereby in areas where 

Phosphate and sediment have been identified as a local water quality issue, that spatially 

targeted extended buffer zones must be established along the water course. 

6. Where CAP payments are insufficient to support the implementation of spatially targeted 

buffer zones in poorly draining soils identified as having critical source areas, the Irish 

Government should supplement CAP payments to ensure sufficient coverage of these 

measures 

7. The proposed measure of ‘Planting of Tree Belt for Ammonia Capture at farmyard’ 

(proposed for Tier 2) should also be available to intensive poultry and pig farmers 

8. The Forum supports the proposed actions that are listed under Tier 3 ‘General Actions’ and 

emphasise the need to ensure these are targeted to local conditions such soil types, critical 

source areas and local pressures. 

9. The following additional actions should be added as individual or co-operative actions;  

• Incorporating spatially targeted buffer zones along water courses where 

appropriate, e.g. riparian zones, grass margins 

• Protecting and re-establishing native woodlands 

• Protection and re-establishment of wetlands 

• Restricting livestock access to water courses 

• Actions to mitigate invasive species on their lands, e.g. alongside water courses and 

draining ditches, and who participate in local biosecurity programmes. 

10. In relation to the ‘Assessment of water pollution pathway’ currently proposed as an action 

for Co-operative AECM, the Forum recommends updating this to “’Assessment of water 

pollution pathway and subsequent implementation of protection measures”, to ensure 

there are water quality benefits from this measure.  

11. The draft CAP proposes there will be a local co-op project team to manage the Co-operative 

AECM schemes; the Forum recommends that a water expert is included in the team to 

ensure water quality protection is a key focus in the scheme.  

12. The Forum supports that “There will also be a focus on Continuous Professional Development 

(CPD) for Agricultural Advisors“ and recommends that the Irish Government ensure sufficient 

resources are  allocated to training to ensure the effective development and implementation 

of these CAP agri-environment interventions.  

13. The Forum supports that all farmers receiving AECM payments will have to do mandatory 

agri-environment training 
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Recommendation for Conditionality 

14. The Forum recommends there is greater emphasis on targeted measures within Pillar 1, such 

as consideration of spatially targeted buffer zones in poorly draining soils under GAEC 4. 

Recommendations for GAEC 2;  

15. The proposed intervention for the protection of wetland and peatland under GAEC 2 should 
instead be an option under Eco Schemes rather than conditionality, as it will not relate to all 
farmers. 

16. More urgent action is taken to protect wetlands and re-wet peatlands rather than a target of 
2025 as currently proposed. 

17. The Forum recommends that a dedicated strategy will be required for peatland re-wetting, 
which is properly funded, with inter-department collaboration across Government and 
transitional supports for farmers, as it has mutual benefits for water quality, climate and 
biodiversity.   

18. A landscape-based (rather than a farm-based approach) should be adopted by the DAFM 
when developing this intervention, which will address farmers concerns about potential 
impacts of measures being adopted in neighbouring farms. 

 

Recommendations for Soil Sampling Measure 

19. In relation to soil fertility, there should also be an emphasis on understanding local 

conditions, such as soil type and topography, incorporating right measure right place into 

Pillar 1.  

20. ‘Optimum fertility’ could be instead considered as ‘appropriate soil fertility’, where not all 

farms are suitable for achieving optimum fertility levels.  

21. The Forum recommends that there is follow up with those who avail of the soil tests, to 

ensure they are being used for more effective/efficient fertiliser use. 

Sowing of a Multi Species Sward Eco Scheme Measure  

22. The Forums supports the proposed measure of “Sowing of a Multi Species Sward on at least 
6% of eligible hectares in the year”. 
 

Summary of recommendations for Limiting Chemical N Use 

23. Any reductions in nitrogen under this Eco Scheme should be additional to the required 

reductions in nitrogen under the Nitrates Action Plan. 

24. The table outlining the graduated reductions in nitrogen for this Eco Scheme, should not be 

uniform across the country, and should instead have varying degrees of nitrogen reduction 

required, whereby critical source catchments for nitrogen leaching will require higher 

reductions in nitrogen relative to other areas, in line with the EPA report outlining N 

reductions required to meet water quality objectives. 

Additional Measures for Eco Schemes 

25. An additional option should be included within Eco Schemes for the ‘establishment of fencing 
along water courses to prevent livestock access as an option for water quality protection’.  

26. Voluntary agri-environment training should be offered to all farmers that avail of Eco 

Schemes (e.g. soil types, EPA PIP maps and targeted measures) 

Recommendation for Allocation of Eco Schemes  
27. At least 25% of direct payments under Pillar 1 should be allocated for Eco Schemes to ensure 

Pillar 1 and Pillar 2 complement each other to meet water, climate and biodiversity targets. 
*This recommendation was not agreed by all members of the Forum.  


