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DISCLAIMER 

The views and opinions expressed in this report are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect 
the official policy or position of Government. This report is based on research undertaken during 
February - June, 2021, including extensive stakeholder consultation. Every effort has been made to 
ensure the accuracy of the material contained in this publication, but complete accuracy cannot be 
guaranteed, and the authors acknowledge that any changes within the NPWS implemented since June 
2021 are not necessarily reflected in this report. The authors do not accept any responsibility 
whatsoever for loss or damage occasioned, or claimed to have been occasioned, in part or in full, as a 
consequence of any person acting, or refraining from acting, as a result of a matter contained in this 
publication. All or part of this publication may be reproduced without further permission, provided 
the source is acknowledged.  
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1. Executive Summary 

This independent review of the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) was instigated to 
“appraise the current operational model and to identify any issues, structural, resource-based or 
other, which need to be addressed in order to better equip the NPWS to meet its operational 
objectives”. The review considered the full role of the NPWS, in terms of nature conservation, 
biodiversity and enforcement of wildlife legislation, as well as development, management and 
presentation of Ireland’s National Parks, Nature Reserves and restored peatlands, including their 
amenity use and socio-economic importance. In addition to reviewing available documents and 
bench-marking with agencies in four other European jurisdictions, views and opinions were sought 
from staff, external stakeholders and the general public, according to best practice for stakeholder 
engagement. By synthesising evidence, listening to responses, considering issues raised, identifying 
and reflecting on challenges, we make a series of recommendations for the NPWS to move forward 
as a more effective organisation for the future, within a more strategic framework for nature across 
the public sector.   

Nature has never been higher on the public or political agenda, as evidenced by the fact that this 
review forms part of the 2020 Programme for Government, and more than 3,000 individual 
stakeholders fed into it during March - May 2021. This is the first time a public consultation of this 
scale and type has been completed specifically for the NPWS.  

Our overall conclusion, based on the weight of evidence, is that it is time for change, both within the 
NPWS and at a wider, national level. Ireland’s natural environment, including its biodiversity, is in 
trouble. The steady loss of biodiversity and degradation of ecosystems threatens our health and well-
being, our societies, and our economy, as well as our ability to mitigate and adapt to climate change. 
As a country, we need to remove systemic direct and indirect drivers of biodiversity loss, and 
accelerate the just implementation of conservation and restoration measures. This requires a 
process of reform, not only of the NPWS, the body responsible for the protection of many of Ireland’s 
habitats and species, but across government, and throughout society.  

This review has concluded that in its current form, the NPWS is not aligned effectively to deliver on 
its current demands and future mandate. Although there has been some encouraging progress over 
the past year, as a result of increased budgets, there are still major strategic, structural, capacity and 
resource issues. This means that the NPWS cannot meet current obligations, let alone plan for and 
respond to future challenges and legislation, including the requirements of the Climate Action Bill 
and the EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2030. 

At the heart of the NPWS are a cadre of over 300 dedicated, passionate and knowledgeable staff.  It 
was clear from listening to stakeholders, that there is broad consensus that the NPWS staff work 
incredibly hard, and are doing an admirable job, considering the resource constraints under which 
they have been operating. However, the feedback from stakeholders was also that the NPWS staff, 
and the Service they work for, have been under-provisioned for decades, in a political system that 
did not appear to value nature and biodiversity. There needs to be urgent re-prioritisation in 
government and substantial investment in the service that coordinates the restoration and 
conservation of nature. Like investment in health and education, investment in nature has a long-
term public benefit. 

A long period of under-investment in the NPWS has contributed to the failure to properly implement 
all aspects of the EU Nature Directives, and compliance proceedings have been instigated by the 
European Commission. Protected areas play a pivotal role in the conservation of biodiversity, but 
they are also important for recreation and education. Our six National Parks represent the face of 
Ireland’s nature, and can play a key part in Ireland’s tourism industry, but unless the management of 
their ecosystems is prioritised, their ecological condition will deteriorate.  



Given the broad scope of the NPWS remit and its obligations, this review is not perfectly exhaustive. 
It is limited both by the time frame in which it was conducted, and by the expertise of the authors, 
who despite extensive experience in academic, public and private bodies working on nature, have 
never worked within the NPWS. Despite this, by analysing the available evidence, we make 24 
recommendations for the Minister’s consideration. These are not a blueprint for the future, but 
suggestions or proposals for a potential course of action, as we see it, based on the information 
available at the time. These recommendations include organisational change, operational reforms to 
meet the multiple mandates of protection, science and engagement, and increased resourcing to 
deliver a more effective service. There are a number of new staff required across the organisation, 
including, in our opinion, a full-time, dedicated Director, specialised technical staff, including in the 
National Parks, as well as administrative/corporate support staff to meet obligations across the 
whole of the NPWS remit. 

But it is not just about more staff and funding; we believe that there needs to be a fundamental 
reform of structures and governance, a clear strategic plan for the NPWS, and the leadership to 
implement it, better internal and external communications, and re-energised teams, working 
together effectively inside and beyond the organisation. Whether this entity operates as part of a 
government department or as a more autonomous organisation is debatable. Initial pros and cons 
associated with future options are articulated in Section 5 for the Minister’s consideration, but based 
on the evidence and wide range of submissions received, ‘business as usual’ is not considered to be 
a wise option for the NPWS, and we recommend that an Executive Agency for Nature is formed.  

Reform of the NPWS is not the only change that is needed to protect Ireland’s nature, for itself and 
for its citizens, and so we recommend an All-of-Government approach to nature conservation, that 
parallels and links with the approaches now taken for water governance and in climate policy. It is 
clear is that the NPWS, even a different version of the NPWS, cannot deliver the necessary changes 
by itself. Ireland needs to conserve and protect beyond Natura 2000 sites if it is to improve the 
conservation status of habitats and species. Further work to develop an agreed national 
understanding of protection in the wider countryside is required. Thus, a multi-level framework for 
nature is recommended, comprising a high-level advisory group, a cross-agency technical support 
team, and local level networks. An integrated approach is needed to address the biodiversity crisis 
and a renewed, strengthened NPWS can play a lead role in meeting the challenges of the coming 
decade.  
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Director of the Trinity Centre for Biodiversity & 
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Mícheál Ó Cinnéide 
Independent consultant, with 3 decades of 
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2. Context of review 

2.1 Nature under threat  

We are in the midst of a global crisis. Nature is our life-support system, underpinning our very 
existence, our societies and our economies. And yet nature, including biodiversity, the variety of life, 
is being destroyed, degraded and homogenised by those activities that rely on it. The statistics of loss 
are shocking: 75% of the land area of earth is very significantly altered by human activity, 66% of the 
world’s oceans are experiencing increasing cumulative impacts and >85% of global wetlands have 
disappeared [1]. Today, human populations and livestock comprise 96% of global mammal biomass, 
and 70% of birds alive in the world are poultry, mostly chickens [2]. The risk of continued damage to 
global biodiversity is the collapse of ecosystems, including those agricultural systems that produce 
food; lack of capacity to buffer and reverse climate change [3]; and increased global health risks, 
including further pandemics [4].  

The World Economic Forum’s 2021 ‘Global Risk Report’ identified biodiversity loss in the top five risks 
by likelihood and impact [5], and the recent global ‘Dasgupta Review’ concluded that our demands 
from nature far exceed its capacity to supply us with the goods and services that we rely on, 
endangering the prosperity of current and future generations [6].  

Ireland’s nature is suffering in line with global trends. According to the EPA’s latest ‘State of the 
Environment’ Report [7], the quality of Ireland’s environment is not good, giving rise to complex 
issues, across biogeochemical systems of air, water, soils, climate, and biodiversity. In 2019, 85% of 
Ireland’s protected habitats were in unfavourable condition, with 46% displaying trends of ongoing 
declines over the previous 12 years [8]. In addition, 43% of protected species were in an unfavourable 
status, and for the taxonomic groups that have undergone formal conservation assessments, more 
than 1 in 5 species were threatened with extinction in Ireland [9]. A recent review has shown that 
more than one quarter of Irish birds are now of conservation concern [10].  

2.2 Time for change 

It is time for change. Unless we accelerate the implementation of solutions to biodiversity loss across 
all sectors and society, we risk further ecological tragedy, economic losses and negative impacts on 
society’s well-being. Nature is essential for the production of Ireland’s food, timber and other raw 
materials, it filters water and supplies the air we breathe. It helps us to cope with global change, health 
threats and disasters. It is important for physical and mental wellbeing and contributes to healthy 
lifestyles. It underpins our economies, and investment in its protection and restoration will be critical 
for post-COVID-19 economic recovery. 

In recognition of the urgent need to restore damaged ecosystems, the UN has declared 2021-2030 as 
the Decade on Ecosystem Restoration [11] to prevent, halt and reverse ecosystem degradation. The 
European Commission’s Green Deal provides an action plan to restore biodiversity [12] and build a 
sustainable food system [13], with reduced agrochemical inputs and 25% of agricultural land under 
organic farming. These are significant challenges for Ireland. 

Specifically, the EU Biodiversity Strategy aims to widen the network of protected areas, with at least 
30% of the land and 30% of the sea protected in the EU by 2030 (known as the “30/30” commitment). 
At the heart of the strategy is restoration of land and sea ecosystems and transformative change 
through government, policy and society (Figure 2.1).  
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Figure 2.1 Key elements of the EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2020 [14]. For more, see Appendix 1. (Source 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/fs_20_906) 

 

Ireland has an important role to play in achieving the EU commitments to 2030. Members of Dáil 
Éireann voted on a resolution to declare a biodiversity emergency in 2019. The Programme for 
Government 2020 [15] pledged to establish a citizens’ assembly on biodiversity, and the Taoiseach has 
signed a ‘Leaders’ Pledge for Nature’ at the UN, committing to undertake urgent action to halt 
biodiversity loss and put nature on a path to recovery by 2030 [16]. There is growing recognition that 
biodiversity protection has the potential to address the climate crisis, as evidenced by Minister 
Noonan’s speech in the Dáil addressing the Climate Action Bill [17] and recent discussions in the Joint 
Oireachtas Committee on Climate and Environment [18].  

“Nature-based solutions, such as protecting and restoring wetlands, peatlands and coastal 
ecosystems, the sustainable management of marine areas, forests, grasslands and agricultural soils, 
are essential for emission reduction and climate adaptation.”  

- Minister of State for Heritage and Electoral Reform, Malcolm Noonan T.D., 20th April 2021 

Given the breadth of the EU Biodiversity Strategy, there needs to be cross-departmental coordination, 
involving more than the one or two lead Departments primarily responsible for biodiversity. For 
Ireland to meet its 2030 ambitions, the policy approach to Nature needs to match and link closely with 
the All-of-Government actions on Climate and Water. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/fs_20_906
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In addition to government-led actions, private corporations are starting to engage in biodiversity 
actions [19], with demand growing in this area. A recent report examined the relationship between 
business and biodiversity in Ireland and highlighted the potential for establishing a Business and 
Biodiversity platform [20]. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought a new appreciation and 
demand for local nature amongst Irish citizens [21]. Brexit, and potentially diverging strategies for 
nature conservation north and south of the border, is going to bring additional burdens. Finally, whilst 
climate change continues to dominate the narrative in political [22] and financial [23] circles, it has 
also produced increased demand for nature-based solutions [24]. Indeed, the Climate Action and Low 
Carbon Development (Amendment) Bill 2021 [25] emphasises the need to restore and protect 
biodiversity, and for nature based projects that reduce greenhouse gas emissions and support climate 
resilience. 

All of this requires urgent, cohesive, holistic action for nature at a national, and cross-border, scale. 

 

2.3 Nature conservation in Ireland 

Notwithstanding notable successes from various projects, unfortunately, Ireland’s record of 
accomplishment in nature protection has been dismal. Decades of under-investment, lack of 
widespread political support and failure to effectively implement EU environmental law (Appendix 2) 
has resulted in what is widely perceived as a fragmented, badly resourced, ineffective approach to 
nature protection and restoration in the State.  

Responsibility for protection and promotion of the natural environment is dispersed across several 
Government Departments, Agencies and bodies (Figure 2.2), which have varying degrees of nature-
relevant expertise. In addition, local authorities also play an important role. Whilst the majority of 
these organisations are beyond the remit of this review, this is relevant to the way in which nature in 
Ireland is managed, and how it is perceived across government and throughout society. 

The National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) is part of the Heritage Division, within the 
Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage (DHLGH), but it has moved between 
Departments several times since its formation (see Section 4.2.1). Each move necessitates 
considerable changes in operations and approach and is perceived by many stakeholders to reflect a 
lack of political prioritisation of nature. The pattern of under-investment may have contributed to the 
public perception that investment in nature cannot be afforded in hard times, and that, in some cases, 
nature has been viewed as an impediment to progress.  

However, there is emerging recognition that biodiversity and healthy ecosystems are vital parts of our 
natural capital and should be invested in, restored and protected [26].  Project Ireland 2040, the 
National Planning Framework, sets out >75 national policy objectives for growth and development in 
Ireland, including a strategic priority for the sustainable management of environmental resources; this 
includes protecting, conserving and enhancing natural capital, including biodiversity, and a specific 
target to “Enhance the conservation status and improve the management of protected areas and 
species” [27].  

The NPWS is mandated to preserve, protect and present Ireland’s natural heritage and is responsible 
for the protection of wildlife and promotion of the conservation of biological diversity in Ireland. This 
broad remit includes running six National Parks and 74 Nature Reserves, which are key elements of 
the national tourism infrastructure, and attract more than four million visitors every year. In addition, 
the NPWS is responsible for implementation and enforcement of the EU ‘Nature Directives’ [28, 29], 
and national law (Wildlife Acts [30]). The workload of the NPWS staff has increased dramatically over 
the past decade, as a result of increases in tourism, development and legislation, revealing weaknesses 
in the organisational structures and approaches, as well as a need for more resources. Over the coming 
decade, there will be a further pressure on the NPWS, and indeed the whole of Government, as 
national, EU and international targets for restoration and protection of nature ramp up to 2030 goals 
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for biodiversity, climate and sustainable development (See recommendation no 14). This not only 
brings technical challenges given the current state of nature, but increasing risk of policy conflicts, as 
set out in Section 4.1.3.  

Thus, the challenges that face the State in terms of  biodiversity and ecosystems cannot be 
underestimated. 

 

Figure 2.2 Government bodies with relevance to nature/nature management (A = Agency, EA = Executive 
Agency, SA = non-commercial State Agency) 
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2.4 Purpose of the review 

The Programme for Government, 2020 ‘Our Shared Future’ [15], set out a commitment to review the 
remit, status and funding of the NPWS, “to ensure that it is playing an effective role in delivering its 
overall mandate and enforcement role in the protection of wildlife”.  

Thus, in February 2021, Minister of State for Heritage and Electoral Reform (Minister Malcolm Noonan 
T.D.), initiated an independent review to inform the process leading to the future development of the 
NPWS to enable it to support Ireland’s biodiversity objectives in alignment with the international 
obligations and frameworks [31].  

The purpose of the review was to appraise the current operational model and to identify any issues 
to be addressed in order to better equip the NPWS to meet its operational objectives, including nature 
conservation and enforcement of wildlife legislation, as well as the National Parks, Nature Reserves 
and restored peatlands, including their amenity use.  

Specifically, the review was asked to “Review the effectiveness of the existing Governance status, 
reporting relationships and staffing structures and their fit with the challenges of the coming decade”, 
as laid out in the published Terms of Reference [32]. 

As a result of reviewing the current situation in detail, including extensive stakeholder consultation, 
management and governance recommendations and resource requirements for the future have 
been identified (Section 5). In addition, recommendations for ‘how the NPWS can achieve the best 
strategic focus for nature conservation in collaboration with other public sector bodies’, [32] and a 
prioritised Action Plan, are presented (Section 5).  
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3. Methodological approach to the review 

This independent review, initiated in February 2021, was conducted via three strands, as laid out in 
the published Terms of Reference (ToR) [32]: 

1. Stakeholder engagement (internal staff and external groups, organisations and individuals), 

2. Desktop review of the NPWS’s capacity and resourcing, 

3. Comparative desktop analysis of resources/structures of similar organisations in other 
jurisdictions and an overview of the role and responsibilities of other state bodies and their 
relationship with the NPWS. 

 

3. 1 Stakeholder engagement 

Views and opinions were sought from staff, external stakeholders and the general public, according 
to the six groups in the ToR, and in line with best practice for stakeholder engagement. The 
Department of Public Expenditure and Reform (DPER) published Guidance on Public Consultation in 
November 2016 (www.gov.ie). This Review has sought to follow the key principles as set out by DPER, 
i.e. 

● “Consultation with the public must be genuine, meaningful, timely, balanced and with the 
ultimate objective of leading to better outcomes and greater understanding by all involved of 
the benefits and consequences of preceding with a particular policy 

● Consultation should be targeted at and easily accessible to those with a clear interest in the 
policy in question.” 

In line with the specific Terms of Reference and the wider DPER guidance, three approaches were 
taken to engage with stakeholders:  

3.1.1 Staff and stakeholder interviews 

A list of stakeholders was drawn up, based on the ToR, and a total of 66 one-to-one or group meetings 
were held via video conference during February, March and April 2021, including meetings with over 
80 NPWS staff. There was no bias in who was consulted – all staff grades, and all stakeholders listed 
in the ToR, were invited to input. Meetings included individual sessions with four of the Assistant 
Secretaries in the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage (DHLGH) and two meetings 
each with most of the Principal Officers who lead the NPWS team. Each meeting lasted between 1 and 
2 hours. The meetings followed a semi-structured interview format, whereby interviewees were asked 
broadly about their relationship/interactions with the NPWS, how they perceive the NPWS’ current 
performance, remit, status and effectiveness, and to assess the strategic options or decisions for the 
future of the NPWS.  

Following completion of all interviews, a report and a synthesis of issues raised was made (available 
in Supplementary Report 1). 

The review team met on a monthly basis with the Minister who commissioned the review (see Section 
2.4 above) and also met with members of the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Housing, Local 
Government and Heritage, as part of the consultative process. 

3.1.2 Online survey 

To capture a wide variety of stakeholder views in an anonymous, and quantifiable way, an online 
survey was launched on 5th March 2021 via a gov.ie press release [31]. The announcement was shared 
with staff and on social media, and people were encouraged to share in their own networks. By 7th 
April, when the survey period closed, 2,997 individual responses had been gathered, including 133 
staff responses.  

http://www.gov.ie/
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The survey contained six questions to determine the demographics of the respondents, three 
questions on interactions and experiences, four questions on performance and organisation structure, 
two questions specific to NPWS staff members, and five questions regarding the future priorities and 
challenges facing the NPWS. Questions were closed and open-ended and allowed both quantitative 
and qualitative analysis (summary of findings given in Box 3.1 below, and full survey report and 
summary of responses are available in Supplementary Report 2).  

 

Box 3.1 Summary of findings from online stakeholder survey  
 

The stakeholder survey has shown that there is great interest in the work and performance of the NPWS. 
The number of responses (2,997) exceeded expectations and provided a rich and detailed overview of 
stakeholder perceptions of the NPWS, in terms of both its performance and future direction.  
 
Analysis of the responses revealed two main trends that emerge from this survey that are broadly 
generalisable. Firstly, the stakeholder responses indicated a lack of familiarity with the exact role and 
responsibilities of the NPWS. This is demonstrated by the wide range of priorities suggested for the 
future of the NPWS, ranging from halting future biodiversity loss, climate action, education and 
outreach, to policy creation and law enforcement. To some, the NPWS extends as far as National Park 
boundaries, which should serve as recreational, accessible experiences for all of society; while to others, 
the NPWS should be working to prevent any species loss inside and outside designated areas, on land, 
in freshwater, and the marine.  
 
The second generalisable point is that there is a broad feeling that the NPWS has not achieved its 
objectives of protecting and conserving nature in Ireland. While many respondents were keen to 
highlight examples of excellent staff members and projects that are ongoing, very few respondents 
indicated that the NPWS had achieved this objective. Underlying explanations for this perception were 
varied but can be broadly summarised as: a lack of political priority, a history of being under-resourced 
and undervalued, an inappropriate organisational structure or mandate, and insufficient power for 
enforcement. Better engagement and communication with local and rural groups was another frequent 
theme cited as a pathway for improving the future of the NPWS, especially from those who felt that the 
NPWS was disconnected from the interests and activities of those living in areas rich with wildlife. These 
themes peppered many of the responses in this survey, and illustrate that issues are interconnected and 
feed into one-another.  
 
The most common forms of interaction and engagement amongst respondents and the NPWS were 
through use of National Parks or protected areas, and wildlife crime enforcement. The first of these was 
the most positively associated interaction, while the latter was on average, negatively associated. This 
illustrates that the NPWS is a multifunctional organisation that serves many purposes, but these are not 
viewed equally by stakeholders. Both current staff and general survey respondents perceived the 
frequent movement of the NPWS between Government Departments as a detriment to its performance, 
despite some highlighting welcome increases in funding under the most recent move. Staff members 
also highlighted the challenges of internal communications in an organisation with a complex vertical 
structure and staff spatially distributed across the country.  
 
This survey comes at a time of heightened awareness and appreciation for Irish wildlife and biodiversity, 
following a year of COVID-19 necessitated lockdown that reconnected people with the outdoors and to 
nature, and increased media attention for global biodiversity decline and climate change. The energised 
response to this survey indicates that the role of the NPWS is widely appreciated by people in Ireland 
and shows a desire for an empowered NPWS that is equipped with the tools, resources, and agency to 
face these multiple demands and safeguard Ireland’s wildlife. 
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3.1.3 Written submissions 

To allow more detailed input from stakeholders, a 1-2 page written document (up to 1,000 words), 
was invited from individuals and groups. This gave respondents the opportunity to respond to the 
Terms of Reference of the review, and invited views on the current role, remit and performance of 
the NPWS, and recommendations on the future role, mandate and remit of the NPWS. By the end of 
May 2021, 135 submissions had been received. The 63 written submissions from public authorities, 
industry and non-governmental groups (listed in Appendix 1) were synthesised according to the main 
Issues raised with regards to current strengths and weaknesses, as well as future outcomes (available 
in Supplementary Report 3, pp 1-16). The 72 written submissions from individuals/members of the 
public were also summarised under structure and funding, recommendations, and National Parks (also 
available in Supplementary Report 3, pp 17-18). 

 

3.2 Review of NPWS capacity and resourcing 

Relevant information, reports and documents with regards to the NPWS mandate, legal obligations, 
operational structures, resourcing (both financial and staffing), were sought through the Secretariat 
to the Review, and through publicly-available material online. In addition, previous reviews and key 
documentation (as outlined in the Terms of Reference), including the National Peatlands Strategy, 
Tourism Interpretative Master Plan for the Parks and Reserves, National Biodiversity Action Plans, 
the Biodiversity Expenditure Review, Financial Needs Assessment and Prioritised Action Framework 
for 2021-27, were consulted.  

 

3.3 Comparative desktop analysis  

An external, independent consultant (Earth System Services) conducted a comparative analysis of 
resources/structures of organisations in other jurisdictions with responsibility for nature conservation 
and implementation of national and international biodiversity obligations. Ten organisations were 
invited to participate and positive responses were received from six: three within the United Kingdom 
(Natural England, Natural Resources Wales, and the Northern Ireland Environment Agency), as well as 
the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency (Naturvårdsverket), Finland’s Metsähallitus – National 
Parks Finland, and the Danish Nature Agency. Each organisation was issued with a questionnaire 
covering information on their legislative status and strategic management, on the management of 
Natura and non-Natura 2000 sites, and on the organisations’ regulatory and consent functions.  

Information supplied was supplemented through discussions with persons working at the chosen 
organisations and / or their partner organisations, and a desktop review of on-line resources including 
organisational websites, and national reports to the European Commission (Article 17 reports required 
under the Habitats Directive) and the UN Convention on Biological Diversity. In the end, just four 
organisations were able to submit information in time to complete this review (England, Sweden, 
Denmark and Finland). Data were tabulated for comparison (Appendix 4) and summaries were made 
for each country (available in Supplementary Report 4).  

 

3.4 Limitations of the approach 

This report is not perfectly exhaustive. It was completed in a time-limited period, by two reviewers, 

working in a part-time capacity (authors were contracted to work two days per week for five months). 

This was not enough to fully appreciate every detail, nuance and complexity associated with the 

NPWS. The extremely broad remit and scope of the NPWS is challenging to understand and 

encapsulate, and the three-stranded approach necessitated a wide perspective. Although the full 

scope of the NPWS remit was addressed (including obligations, strategic objectives, and mandate; 
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structure and governance; resourcing; staffing; education and engagement; monitoring and data; 

peatlands and marine issues; licencing and country sports; legislation; and enforcement), without 

expertise in organisational reform, detailed internal structural reorganisation was not attempted as 

part of this review.  Since June 2021, more information and detail was provided by the NPWS Senior 

Management Team, and this has been incorporated into this report as far as possible.   

Involving stakeholders in environmental research has been recognised as critical for synthesising 

successes, issues and challenges, but there is also the risk of instigating or reinforcing 

misunderstandings [33]. In addition, the online survey could only be completed if stakeholders were 

aware of the survey and able to access and complete it. By combining three engagement approaches 

(interviews, online survey and written submissions), and using multiple channels to maximise target 

audiences, we attempted to avoid such biases. Stakeholder engagement was carefully planned and 

balanced, in so far as was possible. There is the chance that stakeholders were reflecting on their 

experiences over a number of years, and any recent changes to the NPWS may not have been fully 

captured. Due to COVID-19 restrictions, and the limited time available to the authors, it was not 

possible to hold in-person interviews, nor to conduct site visits during the consultation period.  

Every effort was made to be objective in assessing the available evidence, and to ameliorate any 

potential bias from one point of view or cohort of staff. However, as this was an external review 

process, conclusions could only be drawn from evidence available at the time. The authors had no 

preconception of what the findings or conclusions would be, and reported progress regularly to the 

Minister, and towards the end of the consultation period, with the available members of the Senior 

Management Team (see Section 3.1.1).  

 

3.5 Feedback from the NPWS  
During July and August 2021, the NPWS Senior Management Team organised for staff focal groups (a 

total of 37 staff took part in four meetings) to provide feedback on a draft report. These groups were 

asked to address three questions: specifically, these were regarding the future NPWS and how it will 

be structured; on the balance of the report with regard to focus on the Sections of the NPWS; and 

whether it was clear where new staff would fit into a future NPWS structure.  

Taking into account the detailed feedback received from staff from the DHLGH and specifically from 

the NPWS, the authors completed three rounds of revisions to this report during June-October 2021. 

 

3.6 Structure of the report  
The remainder of this report comprises two sections; addressing firstly, the current situation, and 
secondly, recommendations for the future. Twenty-four recommendations are proposed, 
encompassing suggestions for the management and governance arrangements for the NPWS, 
communications and public relations, key competency and resource requirements across 
administrative, regional operations and scientific areas (projected out for the coming decade), IT and 
legislative reform, and with regards to compliance and enforcement. In addition, in accordance with 
the ToR, recommendations go beyond the NPWS, and include consideration of how the NPWS can 
achieve the best strategic focus for nature conservation working with other public sector bodies. 
Finally, a prioritised Action Plan to implement these measures over 3 -5 years is suggested. 
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4. Key Findings: Current situation  

4.1 Overview of obligations, strategic objectives and mandate 

4.1.1 Mission and role 

The Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage (DHLGH)’s mission is “to support 
sustainable development, with a particular focus on strategic planning, the efficient delivery of well-
planned homes in vibrant communities, the sustainable management of our water resources, the 
nurturing of Ireland’s heritage and the promotion of effective local government” [34].  

In the 2021-25 DHLGH Statement of Strategy are five goals, one of which is “To conserve, protect, 
manage and present our built, natural, archaeological heritage and our biodiversity, for its intrinsic 
value, including to the environment as well as a support to local communities, regional economic 
development and sustainable employment”. To achieve this goal, there are four objectives, 17 specific 
actions and 10 stated outcomes (Appendix 5). 

The role of the NPWS [35], as a constituent line Division within the Department of Housing, Local 
Government and Heritage, is:  

● To secure the conservation of a representative range of ecosystems to maintain and enhance 
populations of flora and fauna in Ireland. 

● Designation, consultation and advice on protection of habitats and species identified for 
nature conservation (Natural Heritage Areas - NHA, Special Areas of Conservation- SAC, and 
Special Protection Areas - SPA).  

● Implementation of National and EU legislation and policies for nature conservation and 
biodiversity including the EU Habitats and Birds Directives, and ratification and 
implementation of the range of international Conventions and Agreements relating to natural 
heritage (Table 4.1).  

● To manage, maintain and develop State-owned National Parks and Nature Reserves. 

● To promote awareness of natural heritage and biodiversity issues through education, 
outreach to schools and engaging with stakeholders.  
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Table 4.1 Key Legislative and Policy Drivers implemented by the NPWS. Those in bold indicate where the 
NPWS is the primary body responsible for implementation or play a lead oversight role. (Source: NPWS) 

EU Legislation Global National 
● Birds Directive 
● Habitats 

Directive 
● Water 

Framework 
Directive 

● Marine Strategy 
Framework 
Directive 

● EIA 
● SEA 
● INSPIRE 
● Open Data 

Directive 
● Zoo Directive 
● EU Regulations 

on invasive alien 
species 

● United Nations CBD (Convention 
on Biological Diversity) 

● Ramsar Convention on Wetlands 
● IPBES (Intergovernmental Panel on 

Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services) 

● CITES (Convention of International 
Trade in Endangered Species of 
Wild Flora and Fauna)  

● Berne Convention 
● Convention on Migratory Species  
● OSPAR (cooperation to protect the 

marine environment of the North-
East Atlantic) 

● International Whaling Commission 
● Convention on the Conservation of 

Migratory Species of Wild Animals 
(aka Bonn Convention) 

● Wildlife Acts 1976 to 2021 
● European Communities (Birds and Natural 

Habitats) Regulations 2011-2021 
● Flora (Protection) Order, 2015 (Floral Protection 

Order 2021 due to be signed soon) 
● Planning and Development Acts 
● Foreshore Acts 
● Fisheries Acts 
● Forestry Acts 

Policies* 

● National Biodiversity Action Plan 2017-2021 
● Heritage Ireland 2030 
● Project Ireland 2040 
● National Peatlands Strategy 
● Tourism Interpretative Masterplan for Ireland’s 

National Parks  
● Sectoral Climate Change Adaptation Plans under 

the National Adaptation Framework (NAF) for 
Biodiversity  

● eGovernment Open Data Strategy 2017-2022 
● Public Service Data Strategy 2019-2023 

* The NPWS also carries out various statutory functions: including that of a “prescribed body” or “consultation body” under 
various statutes, including the Planning and Development Acts 2000, Environmental Assessment of Certain Plans and 
Programmes Regulations 2004, and the Environmental Impact Assessment (Agriculture) Regulations 2011. The Minister is 
also a statutory consultee for various public authorities on the implications of the activities they are regulating, which may 
have an impact on the built or natural heritage (e.g. forestry, marine, foreshore applications, dumping at sea permits etc.) 

 

4.1.2 Functional remit and operations 

The NPWS, on behalf of the Minister overseeing the DHLGH, is one of the largest landowners in the 
State, along with Coillte, Bord na Móna and the Office of Public Works (OPW). The NPWS is directly 
responsible for management and operation of 87,000 ha of National Parks, Nature Reserves and other 
conservation and recreation properties, and conservation of habitats and species under national and 
international law and conventions (Table 4.2, Figure 4.1). It shares responsibility for nature and 
biodiversity with other Government Departments, Local Authorities and agencies (Figure 2.2). It 
provides scientific evidence underpinning such protection, plays a role in designing conservation 
measures, and reports on the status of habitats and species. It also has a role in assessing planning 
applications referred by Planning Authorities and An Bord Pleanála, and applications from other 
authorities regulating activity that might impact on the natural environment (within or outside 
designated sites).   

Table 4.2 Protected Areas designated by the NPWS; SACs and SPAs together comprise the Natura 2000 
Network (Source: NPWS) 

Type of protection Number of sites Total area 

Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) 439 16,944 km2 
Special Protection Areas (SPA)* 154 5,971 km2 
Natural Heritage Areas (NHAs) 148 603 km2 
National parks 6 687 km2 
Nature reserves** 74 189km2 
Wildfowl Sanctuaries 68  
Refuges for Local Fauna 7  

*In addition, there are a further 11 legally protected SPAs, whose status is currently under review by the NPWS. 
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**There are 74 Nature Reserves - the NPWS website is being updated to reflect this (currently 85 are listed, but this figure 
double counts 11 NRs which had both Establishment and Recognition orders made in relation to them) 

 

  

Figure 4.1 Natura 2000 Network of designated sites in Ireland (Source: NPWS) 

 

According to the Heritage Division Briefing document prepared in 2020, the functional remit of the 
NPWS includes:  

1. Managing the 6 National Parks and 74 Nature Reserves. 

2. Implementing the European Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations 2011 to 
2021 and the Wildlife Acts 1976 to 2021, including designation of marine and terrestrial areas 
as SAC and SPA, control of certain actions within these areas (landowners require the 
permission of the Minister to undertake these ‘Activities Requiring Consent’), and 
development of conservation plans for these areas. 

3. Preventing Wildlife Crime. 

4. Licencing activities relating to wildlife, including hunting, possession, import and export, 
capture for scientific purposes and disturbance of certain species (as governed by Habitats or 
Birds Directives, Wildlife Acts, CITES). 

5. Publication of research and manuals relating to biodiversity and wildlife, including mapping to 
support the designation of SACs and SPAs.  

6. Operation of the NPWS Farm Plan, which cover key habitats and species not covered by other 
agri-environmental schemes.  
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7. Implementation of Government decisions regarding conservation and management of 
peatlands. 

8. Acting as Statutory Consultee in development applications. 

9. Policy relation to invasive alien species (including implementation of relevant EU legislation).  

10. Servicing international Conventions relating to nature and biodiversity, including CBD and 
CITES, participating in the post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework discussions culminating 
in the UN Biodiversity Conference (CBD COP15).  

In practice, the broad scope of work conducted by the NPWS includes both protected and non-
protected areas and species, publishing site-specific conservation objectives.  For protected areas, this 
includes designating sites, site protection, surveying and monitoring, SEA, EIA, maintenance, upkeep 
and visitor management, and planning/patrolling. Currently, approximately 13.8% of the national 
territory of Ireland is designated for nature conservation, including the Natura 2000 network, National 
Parks and Nature Reserves [36]. Of this, approximately 90% of designated sites are privately owned. 
To date, Ireland has not resourced a comprehensive system for management planning and delivery of 
conservation measures for most of its Natura 2000 sites. 

Beyond designated sites, there are a wide range of nature conservation issues, including habitat and 
species conservation on land and in the sea. Specifically, there are marine management issues 
(including aquaculture, fisheries, dredging, pipe/cable laying, discharge, acoustics/disturbance, 
marinas/piers/harbours, coastal protection) and species protection issues (including gathering and 
collating baseline data, monitoring, understanding pressures and notifiable actions), which are the 
responsibility of a number of State agencies and Departments, including the Department of 
Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM) and the Marine Institute. In addition, policies and 
programmes, arising from multiple Government Departments, many of whom have traditionally, by 
their own admission, limited ecological capacity (although this has improved in recent years), often 
intersect with and draw upon the NPWS. 

To underpin all this, there is an ongoing need for extensive scientific and technical expertise, 
conservation staff and action on the ground, as well as data management (including archiving scientific 
data and GIS mapping), property management (including acquisitions, property management, data-
basing and GIS), and cross cutting areas (including procurement, financial management, Biodiversity 
Action Plan, CBD reports, business plans/PMDs, education and awareness).  

In addition, officials from Heritage Division (often NPWS staff) attend various EU and UN-level 
committees, including active involvement on Convention for Biological Diversity (CBD, including 
Subsidiary Body on Scientific, Technical and Technological Advice and Subsidiary Body on 
Implementation), EUROBATS and Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and 
Ecosystem Services (IPBES). The NPWS is required to provide information and carry out programmes 
of work on behalf of the State to the European Commission, including in regard to infringement 
proceedings. These working parties and groups include: European Council Working Party on 
International Environment Issues covering international agreements on biodiversity, whaling and 
trade in endangered species; European Commission Habitats Committee, which is a regulatory 
committee established to assist in the implementation of the Habitats Directive; EU Expert group on 
the Birds and Habitats Directives; European Commission Committee on Invasive Alien Species, which 
discusses the implementation of the Regulation on Invasive species; and The Nature Directors 
Meeting, which brings together the senior officials charged with nature and biodiversity across the 
EU. 

The range and resource intensity of the NPWS obligations have increased in the past two decades, 
largely as a result of EU Directives and the complexity associated with their implementation, and also, 
more strategically, the UN Convention on Biodiversity (CBD).  



15 
 

In the survey conducted as part of this review (Supplementary Report 2), many stakeholder responses 
indicated a lack of familiarity with the role and responsibilities of the NPWS. To some, the NPWS only 
extends as far as National Park boundaries, whilst to others the NPWS should be working to prevent 
any damage to terrestrial and aquatic nature, inside and outside designated areas. Overall, it is clear 
that the role and governance of the NPWS is not well understood outside the organisation.  

 

4.1.3 Policy context and conflicts 

There are a large number of international, national and sectoral policies and plans that affect 
biodiversity conservation in Ireland (reviewed in [37],“A policy and institutional review of finance 
arrangements for biodiversity conservation in Ireland”, prepared for the NPWS and the Irish Research 
Council in 2020). This up-to-date review assessed the potential for policy conflicts across sectors, 
including nature, agriculture, forestry, marine and water [36]. A full policy review was not possible as 
part of the current review of the NPWS, and so we have summarised the relevant conclusions from 
this previous review below. 
 
The 2020 policy review concluded that the power to implement EU Directives is challenging (as 
evidenced by ongoing sanctions taken by the EU for non-compliance, Appendix 2), and there is a 
general lack of clarity on the extent to which plans are effective at guiding actions at stakeholder-level 
[36]. Whilst the NPWS is responsible for delivering on a range of national and international policies 
and agreements (Table 4.1), these are implemented within a national policy context with a strategic 
focus on increased production and intensification, for example, in dairy, forestry and aquaculture [38]. 
Although all these sectors, and wider society, rely on biodiversity in farmland, forests and seas, the 
review concluded that measures to protect biodiversity have tended to be peripheral to core policies, 
and only mitigate marginal damage [36]. Although the review acknowledged that agricultural, forestry 
and marine policies are improving in terms of measures to protect biodiversity [37], it remains a 
challenge to ensure that sufficient and appropriate consideration is given to biodiversity outside 
protected areas in the development planning process. In addition, the rate of change in sectoral policy 
and practice was deemed insufficient to address continued biodiversity loss [37].  

 

4.1.4 National Biodiversity Action Plans (NBAP) 

The NBAP provides a framework for Ireland’s national approach to biodiversity. There have been three 
NBAPs (2002, 2011 and 2017), and a fourth is due in 2022.  

 

 

Figure 4.2 Ireland’s three National Biodiversity Action Plans 
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The Department of Arts, Heritage, Gaeltacht & the Islands published the “First National Report on the 
Implementation of the Convention on Biological Diversity” in 1998, which includes a useful overview 
of the work of ‘NPW’, the National Parks and Wildlife section of Dúchas [39]. The first national plan 
[40] appears to be a direct response to the 1992 ratification of the Convention on Biological Diversity, 
and was ambitious, containing 91 actions. An Inter-Departmental Committee (with representatives 
from 13 Departments and the Office of Public Works) was set up to oversee the implementation of 
the National Biodiversity Plan and the National Heritage Plan, and first met in February 2003.  

The second NBAP plan [41], published in 2011 during the post-2008 economic downturn, and the era 
of austerity, contained 102 actions for the period up to 2016.  

The third and current NBAP [42] states Ireland’s Vision for Biodiversity:  

“That biodiversity and ecosystems in Ireland are conserved and restored, delivering benefits essential 
for all sectors of society and that Ireland contributes to efforts to halt the loss of biodiversity and the 
degradation of ecosystems in the EU and globally.”  

It has 7 objectives, 18 targets and 119 Actions. An interim review of the 2017-2021 Plan in 2020 
concluded that many positive actions for biodiversity had been taken, and there was a considerable 
increase in awareness of, engagement in, and collaboration on, biodiversity issues [43]. The review 
noted that of the 119 Actions, eight were implemented, 98 were ongoing and, for 13, there was limited 
progress. It was further noted that 88 of the 119 actions were of an ongoing or open-ended nature 
and that the assessment of the level of implementation was achieved through consensus with the 
relevant agencies. A detailed commentary of progress under each action was presented [43].  

This review was itself audited by the independent National Biodiversity Forum, who published 
recommendations for the next NBAP in 2020, in the form of a ‘Biodiversity Impact Plan’ [44]. These 
recommendations related to governance, finance, restoration, knowledge and engagement (Table 
4.3). The National Biodiversity Forum highlighted that although “awareness has increased, and that 
cross-sectoral engagement in biodiversity action has improved, the status of biodiversity in protected 
areas, seas and the wider countryside is in poor condition and continues to decline”. Their 
recommendations pinpoint areas of weakness in the delivery of biodiversity protection in Ireland, and 
call for the NBAP to be placed on a legal footing to ensure accountability for its delivery, and for the 
organisation with responsibility for the NBAP to be “strengthened, adequate resourced and enabled 
to act across government departments”.     

 

Table 4.3 Key recommendations from the National Biodiversity Forum’s audit of the Interim Review of the 
NBAP 2017-21. 

1. Improve governance and 
stewardship of biodiversity 

1.1   Improve policy coordination 
1.2   Mainstream biodiversity into decision-making across all sectors 
1.3   Ensure accountability for the next National Biodiversity Action 
Plan and set SMART targets 

2. Finance the Plan and prioritise 
actions 

2.1   Secure a step change in funding for biodiversity 
 

3. Protect, recover and renew 
biodiversity and ecosystems 
 

3.1    Protect Ireland’s biodiversity by ensuring existing laws are 
enforced 
3.2   Ensure meaningful protections for habitats and species 
3.3   Accelerate action in marine areas 

4. Build, connect and use the 
biodiversity knowledge base 

4.1    Improve monitoring and evaluation systems for biodiversity 
action 
4.2   Improve data accessibility 
4.3   Promote and facilitate interdisciplinary research 
4.4   Strengthen cross-border cooperation 
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5. Engage communities and the 
private sector 

5.1    Communicate the multiple benefits of biodiversity 
5.2   Boost community engagement & grassroots involvement 
5.3   Redouble efforts to engage the financial and business sectors 

 

4.1.5 Strategic issues identified 

⮚ As the NPWS is a line Division of the DHLGH, there is no single strategic document or plan 
specifically for the NPWS, and it operates in common with all line divisions, not as an individual 
entity. There is a Department level strategy and individual Business and Work Plans are 
produced within the four operational Sections/Directorates of the NPWS (see Section 4.2.1), 
overseen and coordinated by the Assistant Secretary, prior to going to the DHLGH 
Management Board. Each of the four Sections/Directorates thus has an annual Work Plan. 
These four Work Plans are serviced by Regional Management staff who service all 4 
Sections/Directorates. In reality, it seems that the four Work Plans are developed, and, to a 
large extent, implemented, in isolation from one another. [See Recommendation no. 5, 
Section 5] 

⮚ There are overarching goals in the Departmental Strategy, but very little specific detail for the 
NPWS (e.g. no detail on how to achieve “The satisfactory conservation status of habitats and 
species across the country” apart from implementation of the NBAP), and some of the current 
functions of the NPWS are missing from this strategy (e.g. the scientific role). The NBAP does 
not provide baselines and many of the targets are not SMART (Specific, Measurable, 
Achievable, Realistic, Timely), and so detailed analysis of progress cannot be achieved.  

⮚ The current mandate does not explicitly include a reference to “restoration” – this is key to 
the EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030, the UN Decade on Restoration and (likely) the Post 2020 
CBD Goals.  It is acknowledged that the current NPWS work does indeed include restoration, 
but in a future updating of the NPWS/Departmental strategy, it would be helpful to include a 
reference to this key task as an explicit part of the NPWS mandate (see Section 5.1). 

⮚ The structures, capacity and resources of the NPWS are not adequate to meet the existing 
range of duties, as set out in Section 4.1.2 and the organisation is not ‘fit to meet the 
challenges of the coming decade’, as set out in the opening Section 1. Further details on the 
range of organization and governance issues as identified by the Review are set out below, 
from Section 4.2 to Section 4.12. 

⮚ One of the stated roles of the NPWS is to “promote awareness of natural heritage and 
biodiversity issues through education, outreach to schools and engaging with stakeholders”. 
While much of the awareness work has been carried out with great diligence by the NPWS 
regional staff at National Parks and Nature Reserves, and there is an annual budget that 
includes the Heritage in Schools initiative, education has been overseen by the Science and 
Biodiversity Directorate, there is no over-arching strategy (as set out above), and there have 
been insufficient resources to fully achieve the NPWS role. This has been recognised as an 
issue since the amalgamation of ENFO (a national resource for environmental information – a 
physical library in Dublin until 2009, and an online site) into the Department. Since moving 
back to the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage, this has been recognised 
as an issue, and there is a plan by the Corporate and Business Support Division to develop a 
communications and information strategy for the NPWS.  [See Section below on Education 
and Recommendations no. 13 and 15, Section 5] 

4.1.6 Comparison with similar bodies in Europe  
One of the biggest differences between the NPWS and the four other organisations reviewed (Danish 

Nature Agency, Natural England, Finland’s Metsähallitus – National Parks Finland, and the Swedish 

Environmental Protection Agency - Naturvårdsverket) is their role in on-the-ground management of 
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Natura 2000 sites. Because the vast majority of protected sites in Ireland are privately owned, the 

NPWS has little direct involvement in the management of Natura 2000 sites, with most management 

tasks being solely the remit of the landowners. Site-Specific Conservation Objectives (SSCOs) and 

management plan exists for 53 raised bog SACs and also raised bog NHAs [45], however, delays in the 

publication of SSCOs and the identification and delivery of necessary conservation measures for many 

of Ireland’s SACs has led to cases being brought to the EU Court of Justice (see Sections 4.3.2.4 and 

4.4.2). 

The other organisations reviewed have greater involvement and responsibilities for management of 

Natura 2000 sites, whether or not they are state owned (in Finland 80% and Sweden 89% of protected 

areas are state owned), usually in partnership with landowners and other local interests. Each 

organisation has a formal process in place for the development and implementation of protected area 

management plans, which is largely completed for all sites in their respective operational areas. 

[See Supplementary Report 4] 

 

4.2 Overview of structure and governance  

4.2.1 Organisational structure and governance 

National Parks and Wildlife has existed for three decades as a constituent line division of a government 

department. It was formed from an amalgamation of the Wildlife Service, which was transferred to 

the OPW from the Forestry and Wildlife Service of the Department of Energy in June 1997, and the 

National Parks element of the National Parks and Monument Service, which was split in an internal 

reorganisation in OPW in 1990. National Parks and Wildlife (NPW) formally came into being on 2nd 

January, 1991 and it became part of the wider Dúchas entity in 1997 [46]. The NPWS has been in a 

number of different Government Departments since it became a key part of “Dúchas: The Heritage 

Service” in 1997: 

● Department of Arts, Heritage, Gaeltacht and the Islands (1997) 
● Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government (2002) 
● Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht (2011) 
● Department of Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs (2016) 
● Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht (2017-2020) 
● Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage (2020-present) 

 
In April 2003, the Government decided to cease the use of the name Dúchas, as part of “a new set of 
arrangements governing the discharge of the heritage functions”.  

The focus of the NPWS is primarily on the delivery of its policy objectives, with corporate and business 
support (including HR, operational and strategic support, management information, coordination of 
international EU/North-South/Brexit issues, IT, data analytics, communications, legal and internal 
audit) functions provided by its “home” Department. With the series of moves in recent decades, 
many of the staff consulted during the course of the review have highlighted issues and delays in 
rebranding, IT migration and loss of staff and ‘corporate memory’ in some of the key support services. 
The challenges of adapting to the changes in Department have been magnified by the widely dispersed 
locations of the NPWS staff and, until recently, by issues of poor IT connectivity. 

The Assistant Secretary for Heritage, as head of the Division, has responsibility for the NPWS (with 
over 340 staff, see Section 4.4) along with other areas of Heritage. In that sense, it has been pointed 
out in the consultation phase that the NPWS has no full-time or exclusive/dedicated leader 
(Director/CEO). Thus, on a day-to-day basis, the NPWS is managed by four Principal Officers as four 
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distinct Sections/Directorates, each containing 4-5 Units, reporting to the Assistant Secretary (Figure 
4.1).  [See Recommendation no. 3, Section 5] 

The wide range of functions and work-streams of the NPWS are the responsibility of one or more 
business Units, and many are directly undertaken on the ground by regional staff, supported by staff 
based in Dublin (since 2018 at North King Street, Dublin; prior to 2018 at Ely Place, Dublin), and 
Wexford (including the Development Applications, Raised Bog Turf Compensation/Site Protection and 
Peatlands Management Units).  

The Strategy, Regional Operations and Property Management Section (aka Directorate) is primarily 
responsible for overseeing and managing the NPWS regional staff, whereby frontline Conservation 
Rangers are deployed through a Divisional and Regional structure. There are four Divisions and nine 
regions; 16 Districts and 84 ranger areas. This Section/Directorate directly manages and administers 
National Parks and Reserves and deals with Property Management issues (beyond Departmental 
office property management, which is dealt with by Departmental Facilities Management). Regional 
management staff in this Section service the work of all four Sections/Directorates, and this team 
makes up the main frontline ‘field staff’ of the NPWS.  

 

 

Figure 4.3 Regional structure, showing 8 regions (Wicklow has recently been recognised as a 9th region in 
addition to the north eastern and south eastern regions) (Source: NPWS).  

 

Arrangements are in hand to establish a new Wildlife Crime Unit during 2021 in the NPWS.  The Unit, 
as part of the Legislation and Licencing Section, will provide information and guidance, operational 
support, intelligence, training, records and a national database, reviews of evidence, Public Relations 
and awareness (in consultation with the Communications unit in DHLGH) and liaison with the Legal 
Section in DHLGH. See further details on Enforcement in Section 4.12. 
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In response to the Infringement case brought by the EU Commission against Ireland (2006/2015) on 
the need to set site-specific conservation measures for SACs, a new Conservation Measures Unit to 
build national capacity in this key area was recently approved and the process of staffing this Unit has 
begun. In common with many other sections of NPWS, it is clear from the assessment during this 
Review that the existing Conservation Planning and Agri-Ecology teams are already under-resourced 
and are not in a position to deliver the national response.  

[See Section 4.4.2 and Recommendation no. 10, Section 5] 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 Simplified organisation of NPWS within the Heritage Division of Department of Housing, Local 
Government and Heritage, based on the NPWS Organisation Chart provided to the authors of this Review on 
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04.02.21, and reviewed by the four POs. Note: 1. Regional Operations are overseen by one 
Section/Directorate, which relates to general organisation, organisational staffing, structure etc., but Regional 
Operations services all four Sections/Directorates with specific work in the regions. 2. Staff who work as 
Education officers and guides are managed by the Strategy, Regional Operations and Property Management 
Section/Directorate, but the Education remit sits under Science and Biodiversity Section/Directorate. 
*Enhanced Decommissioning, Rehabilitation and Restoration Scheme – also involves staff from Scientific Unit.  

 

Structural changes as a result of the 2010 Grant Thornton Review [47] included “delayering” of the 
Deputy Regional Manager grade and the creation of the Ecological Assessments Unit. The former was 
an attempt at dealing with too many grades, to remove overly cumbersome structures and clarify 
responsibilities, but remaining staff felt at the time that there was no alternative staff or other levels 
put in the place of the Deputy Regional Managers. However, the District Conservation Officers were 
increased by two, and there are now three Regional Managers in two Divisions, and an ambition to 
have three in all four Divisions. The latter change saw the establishment of a new role of Head of 
Ecological Assessment and the introduction of six more Divisional Ecologists, based in the regional 
locations.  

 

4.2.2 National Parks 

There are six National Parks in Ireland (Glenveagh, Wild Nephin Ballycroy, Connemara, Burren, 
Killarney and Wicklow Mountains; Figure 4.4, Table 4.4), covering 68,700 ha, categorised according to 
the criteria and standards for National Parks set by the International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN) in 1969 [48]. Thus, they are areas  

● where one or several ecosystems are not materially altered by human exploitation and 
occupation; where plant and animal species, geomorphological sites and habitats are of 
special scientific, educational and recreational interest or which contain a natural landscape 
of great beauty; 

● where the highest competent authority of the country has taken steps to prevent or 
eliminate as soon as possible exploitation or occupation in the whole area and to enforce 
effectively the respect of ecological, geomorphological or aesthetic features which have led 
to its establishment; 

● where visitors are allowed to enter, under special conditions, for inspirational, educational, 
cultural and recreational purposes. 

 

Table 4.4: Summary details of Ireland’s six National Parks (from ‘Tourism Interpretive Master Plan’, by SLR 
Consulting with Telltale, January 2019) 

National Park Established Size 
(ha) 

Annual 
visitors1 

Visitor 
Centre 

Interpretive 
Centre 

Education 
Centre 

No. 
trails 

Opening 
times 

Killarney 1932 10,300 1,000,000 Y Y Y 13 All year 
Glenveagh 1975 17,000 170,000 Y Y Y 5 All year 
Wicklow 
Mts2 

1991 21,500 1,500,000 Y Y Y 17 All year 

Connemara3 1980 3,000 180,000 Y Y Y 5 Mar-Oct 
Burren 1991 1,700 20,000 N Y N 7 Apr-Sep 
Ballycroy  1998 15,200 74,000 Y Y Y 3 Apr-Sep 

1 Visitor numbers estimated on numbers entering Centres – likely an underestimate. 2 Wicklow Mountains visitor 
centre is operated by OPW. 3 It was announced in August 2019 that the Connemara National Park Visitor Centre 
would remain open year round, in light of an increase in visitor numbers to 250,000 a year, linked to the Wild 
Atlantic Way (Galway Advertiser, 29 August 2019) 
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Figure 4.4 The location of Ireland’s six National Parks and 74 Nature Reserves (Source: NPWS) 

 

Each National Park contains protected areas and species, has its own website (linked to 
www.npws.ie/national-parks), and is managed independently from the others. There is no specific 
legislation for National Parks (see Section 4.11). Together, the Parks attract almost 3 million visitors 
per year to their Centres alone. Killarney National Park is also part of the UNESCO Kerry Biosphere 
reserve [49], one of two Biosphere reserves in Ireland.  

The Parks are managed by Regional Managers, who hold considerably wider briefs (see Section 4.4.3). 
None of the parks has a designated Park Manager whose sole responsibility it is to manage the Park, 
but coordination is a function of the Parks and Reserves Unit, overseen by the PO in charge of the 
Strategy, Regional Operations and Property Management Section. As such, there is no dedicated 
National Parks Director at a higher level, with exclusive responsibility to coordinate strategy and 
activities among Parks. Feedback from staff has indicated substantial decreases in NPWS staff 
numbers servicing the National Parks, at the same time as even greater increases in visitor numbers. 
There is also inadequate connection between the staff in the Scientific Unit and their work, and the 
management of the Parks, and Parks do not have dedicated scientific staff.  [See Recommendation 
no. 17, Section 5] 

Long-standing issues including overgrazing, invasion by invasive alien species (notably Rhododendron 
ponticum) and fires (to which Irish habitats and species are not adapted), and interactions between 
these factors, have damaged the ecological condition of the National Parks. Without sufficient staff 
and implementation of scientifically-informed management plans, areas set aside for nature 

http://www.npws.ie/national-parks
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conservation and ‘rewilding’ can deteriorate. For example, parts of the Wild Nephin Ballycroy National 
Park are impacted by uncontrolled regeneration of Rhododendron ponticum: this has occurred 
primarily in an area inherited from Coillte following the Park’s expansion in 2018/9. According to one 
stakeholder, this is accompanied by uncontrolled regeneration of North American lodgepole pine 
(Pinus contorta) and other alien species. Tackling the long-standing Rhododendron problem has been 
recognised by the NPWS, and active steps to tackle Rhododendron in the Wild Nephin Ballycroy 
National Park are being taken, including the appointment of a dedicated Project Manager for this 
National Park. 

In 2019, an ambitious ‘Tourism Interpretive Master Plan’ (TIMP) was developed on behalf of the 
Department of Culture, Heritage and Gaeltacht, to enhance the tourism experience, as part of the 
Strategic Partnership between the NPWS and Fáilte Ireland.  This 10-year TIMP was developed to 
identify key themes, experiences and potential projects to position the National Parks at “the heart of 
Ireland’s tourism offering”. The TIMP identified several issues and opportunities for the Parks, 
including out-dated and/or inaccessible presentation of information, lack of thematic cohesion in 
information presented, inadequate visitor infrastructure, limited education resources, lack of joint 
promotion or branding of the parks, variability in digital presence, access issues (lack of public 
transport, traffic congestion, oversubscribed parking areas), negative signage, and the opportunity to 
develop engagement across the board (with communities, local enterprises, schools, researchers, 
international organisations, and between the Parks themselves). Furthermore, the TIMP highlighted 
under-resourcing of staff, a lack of legislative basis (National Parks are currently protected under the 
State Property Act 1954, as well as areas designated as SACs, SPAs etc.), and operational issues with 
regards to structures and strategic planning, as well as lack of baseline data to underpin conservation 
activities and manage visitors.  

The TIMP found that the NPWS, in terms of Parks and Reserves management, was approximately 50% 
under-staffed. It recommended that a cohort of 341.5 FTEs were needed for Parks alone – this is 
almost as many as are currently employed across all of the NPWS. 

The TIMP contained five key objectives:  

1. Balance conservation and tourism 
2. Leverage collective value 
3. Deliver a world-class visitor experience 
4. Develop thematic interpretation 
5. Create inspirational visitor ‘Welcome and Orientation’ Centres 

 

The TIMP recommended specific legislation, dedicated officer(s) to support the strategic direction and 
that each Park has a Management Plan. It also proposed an Interpretive Framework and proposals to 
enhance the visitor experience for achieving these objectives, and specific recommendations for each 
of the Parks. Implementing the TIMP is the responsibility of the NPWS and requires leadership, 
strategic planning and resourcing.  The Strategic Partnership between the NPWS and Fáilte Ireland 
resulted in €4 million in additional funding being allocated for projects in Wild Nephin Ballycroy and 
Connemara. However, draw-down has been a slow process, hampered by protracted negotiations 
with landowners, delays in decision making between the partners, and planning issues.  

The TIMP formed the basis for a successful bid for funding under the Rural Regeneration Development 
fund (RRDF), and 32 projects, dispersed nationally, are being resourced with the total investment of 
€7,175,000 (75% from RRDF, 12.5% from Fáilte Ireland, and 12.5% from DHLGH). Many of the projects 
are currently underway, with some fully completed. As part of this, the NPWS received €2 million to 
develop new branding for the National Parks. This will result in replacement of a mix of legacy/historic 
signage and branding, some of which exhibit contradictory Departmental names. Incorporating the 
branding, design, manufacture and installation, and a suite of signage (welcome, farewell, orientation, 
map boards) will roll out by end of 2021 in all National Parks and Coole Park, it will then be 



24 
 

systematically rolled out to Nature Reserves, prioritising the visitor sites.  The project is incorporating 
a new website structure, where there will be one National Park home page with individual Park 
websites, incorporating the new style.  

In addition to the six National Parks, Ireland has 74 designated Nature Reserves across 18 counties 
[50]. A Nature Reserve is an area of importance to wildlife, which is protected under Ministerial order.  
Most are owned by the State, however, some are owned by organisations or private landowners. 
Limited details of each reserve are available on https://www.npws.ie/nature-reserves.  

[See Recommendation no. 17, Section 5] 

4.2.3 Formal links with other Government bodies: 

Irish Government Departments are considered to be improving their integration of biodiversity and 
its protection in their work [37].  The NPWS has formal agreements with a range of bodies (Table 4.5). 
Key partner organisations (the Heritage Council, EPA, DAFM, DECC, Fáilte Ireland, the Local Authorities 
and An Garda Síochána) are considered in more detail in this section.  

   

Table 4.5 Current agreements between the NPWS and other government bodies. This list was provided by the 
NPWS, but is not exhaustive and does not include links with other bodies (including An Bord Pleanála, ISPCA, 
Natural Capital Ireland, Woodlands of Ireland, and Community Foundation Ireland). 

Area/Topic With (Department/Agency/body) 

Joint protocol on wildlife crime An Garda Siochána 
Data sharing agreement (1) Property Registration Authority of Ireland (PRAI) 
ObSERVE – the marine scientific offshore programme 
aimed at protected offshore species 

Dept. of Environment, Climate and Communications 
(DECC) 

Data sharing for LPIS and GLAS systems (2) Dept. of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM) 
Air Corps support for survey work Department of Defence 
Collaboration on European Maritime and Fisheries 
Fund (EMFF) projects 

Marine Institute 

Crayfish and crayfish plague Marine Institute 
Captive breeding of pearl mussel Marine Institute 
Captive rearing project for natterjack toad Fota Wildlife Park 
Monitoring projects Environment Protection Agency (EPA) 
“Farming for Nature” policy group - funding DAFM 
Support of the Burren Programme, Hen Harrier and 
Freshwater Pearl Mussel European Innovation 
Partnerships (EIPs) 

DAFM 

Information sharing for Convention on Trade in 
Endangered Species (CITES) 

Customs Service 

Information sharing on zoos DAFM 
LIFE Project “Insular” (3) USC IBADER/Coillte Nature 
Implement priority actions  in the Community 
Wetland Forum (CWF) Strategic Plan(4) 

Irish Rural Link/CWF 

Strategic partnership  for National Parks Fáilte Ireland 
Corncrake Traonach LIFE(5) DAFM, Galway Mayo Institute of 

Technology(GMIT),Fota Wildlife Park, Údarás na 
Gaeltachta 

LIFE IP (Nature) – Wild Atlantic Nature(6) DAFM, RTE, Failte Ireland, Coillte, Teagasc, IBADER, 
Bord na Móna, Heritage Council, North Western 
Regional Authority(NWRA) 

LIFE IP (Climate) – Peatlands and People(7) Bord na Móna, NUI Galway 
1. NPWS – PRAI Land Registry Data Sharing Protocol:  a data sharing agreement that allows bulk data transfers of Land 
Registry data for use in Designations, Property Management and Conservation Measures projects. 

https://www.npws.ie/nature-reserves
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2. NPWS – DAFM LPIS and GLAS Data Sharing Agreement (currently being renegotiated): covers the transfer of a land use 
datasets from the DAFM Land Parcel Information system (LPIS) and GLAS systems – required for the NPWS agri-environment 
policy and other conservation measures projects, also was used for the NPWS Designated Sites notification process. 

3. LIFE Insular is a traditional LIFE NATURE project, which aims to improve the conservation status of fixed dunes and 
associated dry heath habitat on Atlantic Islands. If approved for funding, the project will run over the next 5 years or so. The 
project, which has a number of beneficiaries including the NPWS and Coillte, is being co-ordinated by the Universidade de 
Compostela (USC IBADER – the Institute of Agricultural Biodiversity and Rural Development in Spain). 

4. The NPWS entered into a Memorandum of Understanding and awarded funding under its Peatlands Community Initiatives 
Budget in 2018, 2019, 2020 and 2021 to the Community Wetlands Forum (CWF) via Irish Rural Link to support the operational 
costs of the Forum and in order to implement and co-ordinate the priority actions for 2021 as set out in the CWF application 
and CWF Strategic Plan. The Memo set out the terms and conditions for the discharge of the grant. 

5. Corncrake Traonach LIFE is a traditional LIFE project being co-ordinated by NPWS over the period 2020-2024. The aim is 
to improve the conservation status of the corncrake by enhancing the SPA network in the West and North West of Ireland. 
The project has a total budget of €5.89m, with a contribution of some €4.29m from the LIFE fund. 

6. LIFE Integrated Project (Nature) – Wild Atlantic Nature is a 9 year project co-ordinated by NPWS which aims to catalyse 
the implementation of Irelands Priority Action Framework for the Natura 2000 network. In particular, it will aim to protect 
and restore blanket bog habitat along the Atlantic seaboard. Funding of €12.4m is being provided from the EU LIFE fund for 
the project, which has a total budget of €20.6m. This project will also see the establishment of a new inter-departmental / 
inter-agency Natura Policy and Governance Coordination Group to improve communication and cooperation among key 
stakeholders involved in Natura 2000 policy and governance, and to improve integration and coordination in mobilising 
complementary funding (see also Recommendation no. 24).  

7. LIFE Integrated Project (Climate) – Peatlands and People, happening over the period from 2020 – 2027, is being co-
ordinated by Bord na Móna with the NPWS, the EPA and a private company Erinn Innovation Ltd as partners, and DAFM as 
a co-financer. The project will work with peatlands in the midlands and the communities around them to inspire change and 
help catalyse the implementation of Ireland’s Climate Action Plan. Improvements to some 9,900 hectares of peatlands will 
be supported within the project. Funding of €9.8m is being contributed from the EU LIFE fund to a project with a total value 
of €28m. 

  

Heritage Council (HC) 

Since the formation of the Heritage Council in 1995, which coincided with the existence of a broadly 
structured entity Dúchas (employing up to 1,399 staff), close partnerships have evolved between the 
Council and the NPWS in a number of common areas. While the Heritage Council is not a regulatory 
body and holds no authorisation under the Wildlife Acts, it does have a brief in relation to policy advice 
and public awareness in the areas of natural heritage, habitats, flora and fauna. In the course of the 
Review, the Heritage Council have suggested in relation to education and outreach “that a wider 
forum, encompassing the Heritage in Schools team, OPW, LAWPRO and others should be explored”.  A 
key area of common interest between the Council and NPWS is the National Biodiversity Data Centre 
(see Section 4.6.1), where the Heritage Council established the Centre in Waterford, operated under 
a service level agreement by a contractor (Compass Informatics), with funding provided by the NPWS, 
a proposal that was mooted in the first National Biodiversity Action Plan (published in 2002). 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 

The NPWS cooperates with the EPA on a number of common work areas in the interest of protecting 
the environment in Ireland, including on EU Nature and Water Framework Directives, monitoring 
programmes, land cover mapping, licencing and research. While there is an operational Memorandum 
of Understanding (MoU) between the EPA and the NPWS to provide guidance on the many areas of 
interactions, including assessment, monitoring (e.g. Protected areas, ecosystems), research, 
regulation and statutory planning (including AA, EIA, Environmental Liability) (See Appendix 6), there 
is clearly scope for a stronger two-way relationship, which could be enabled by governance changes 
and strengthened capacity within the NPWS.  

The NPWS is an important stakeholder of the EPA, and they cooperate and coordinate on a number 
of common work areas in the interest of protecting the environment in Ireland. For example, the 
NPWS plays a role in relation to the closure and rehabilitation of former Bord na Móna peat harvesting 
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sites, which are regulated by the EPA. In their Submission to this review, the EPA noted that the 
governance of natural heritage is complex, involving various government bodies and NGOs, as well as 
citizens, and there is currently no national forum for coordination of respective functions, knowledge 
needs, and activities with regards to nature. They also noted a lack of a body coordinating or 
championing biodiversity and ecosystem research, and the precarious position of the NBDC as an 
essential national asset (see also Section 4.6.1). Furthermore, they noted that access to information 
and data is challenging, engagement in regulatory matters beyond designated sites is difficult, and 
there is an opportunity for strengthened and formalised engagement with regards to the Water 
Framework Directive.  As such, the EPA consider it important that the NPWS become an active 
member of the national Water Framework Directive Governance structures, and likewise for EPA 
involvement in nature governance structures (see Section 5.3).  

Department of Agriculture Food and the Marine (DAFM)  

The first priority of DAFM is food availability, the second is the safety of products and the third is 
sustainability, including water, biodiversity and climate change. DAFM has long interacted with the 
NPWS with regards to policy and recognises the need for shared cohesive ambitions with regards to 
nature. DAFM increasingly recognises the public goods (ecosystem services beyond food provision) 
that are provided by farmland and the importance of management plans for designated sites and 
those of high nature value. The NPWS and DAFM interact on other issues as well, with the NPWS acting 
as a consultee on fisheries and aquaculture, and with regards to various aspects of forestry (e.g. the 
Forestry Policy working group, and the consultative role of the NPWS on forestry applications). DAFM 
and the NPWS co-fund and contribute to a number of projects (including LIFE projects, Wild Atlantic 
Nature, All-Ireland Pollinator Plan, Natural Capital Ireland), which should be useful for ensuring 
integration across policy. In 2020, a Minister of State for Land Use and Biodiversity was established, 
in addition to the Minister of State for Heritage and Electoral Reform, resulting in two Ministers with 
elements of ‘biodiversity’ in their remit.  

Whilst there are generally good working relationships between DAFM and the NPWS staff, given the 
extent of the agricultural footprint on Ireland’s lands, and the sometimes conflicting priorities of 
nature conservation and food production, it is crucial that the NPWS is a strong counterpart to DAFM. 
However, this is difficult given the difference in scale between the two organisations. A cross 
Departmental Committee is in place with the Farming For Nature Technical Group (FFNTG), where the 
NPWS and DAFM to try and balance the expectations for water, climate and biodiversity. DAFM has 
also worked with the NPWS staff in other cross-Government initiatives, such as the ongoing 
development of the Business & Biodiversity Platform. 

Department of Environment, Climate and Communications (DECC) 

Since the changes in Government portfolios in 2020, DECC has taken a lead role in coordination of 
cross Government policy and implementation on a range of measures associated with the Climate 
Action Plan, as Ireland takes steps to meet its EU and UN climate targets for 2030 and beyond. The 
links between the Climate and Nature agenda are considerable (as set out in section 1) and the NPWS 
has an active role in reporting on progress under the Biodiversity Climate Adaptation Plan (BCAP). 
These reports on the BCAP go to the Department of the Taoiseach and are overseen by a senior 
officials’ group and a Cabinet subcommittee.  

DECC provides much of the funding for the evolving Raised Bog restoration programmes, via the 
Carbon Tax Fund, along with other sources including LIFE and INTERREG programmes (see further 
details on peatlands in Section 4.8). DECC has taken the lead role in promoting the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) across government and society, including the SDG National 
Implementation Plan. In addition, DECC has a key role in developing the programme of policies and 
investment on Offshore Renewable energy, with ambitious targets out to 2030 set out in the 
Programme for Government, and this involves close liaison with the NPWS scientific teams, in relation 
to marine environment and assessment issues (see further details on the marine in Section 4.9). 
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Fáilte Ireland 

Fáilte Ireland, as the national tourism development authority, engages directly with NPWS through a 
strategic partnership, formalised in 2016. The over-arching aim was ‘improving the quality and scale 
of the visitor experience to allow Ireland’s National Parks to compete internationally as a compelling 
world class visitor experience, while maintaining balance between conservation and recreation’. To 
date, €4.5 million has been awarded to four projects under this Partnership, including projects in the 
Connemara, Wild Nephin Ballycroy, Glenveagh and Wicklow National Parks. 

As Fáilte Ireland said in their submission to the Review: “The structure of the NPWS, in that it is neither 
an agency nor an independent body, has proved challenging and complex and without a change in 
legislation makes it difficult for the NPWS to adapt to changing consumer needs and deliver 
internationally compelling visitor experiences across its network of Parks and Nature Reserves. The low 
level of awareness of Ireland’s National Parks in the international tourism market also needs to be 
combatted. At present the National Parks are state assets where tourism potential is not being fully 
realised”. This feedback may be seen as a reflection of the reality that Fáilte Ireland is the national 
body charged with Tourism promotion, whereas the NPWS seeks to strike a balance between its dual 
presentation and conservation responsibilities.  In delivering the partnership with Fáilte Ireland, the 
NPWS is prioritising the improvement of visitor experiences and management of visitor loading at 
“honeypot” attractions, in order to protect the fragile habitats within the National Parks, but not 
necessarily increasing tourism numbers. See Section 4.5.2 on Tourism. 

Local authorities and LAWPRO 

Since 1999, County Heritage Officers are employed by Local Authorities in partnership with the 
Heritage Council. The function of a Heritage Officer is extremely broad and the work carried out 
depends on individual local authority preferences. Five authorities also have dedicated Biodiversity 
Officers. The NPWS operates the Local Authority Biodiversity Grant Scheme to assist local authority 
biodiversity officers, and heritage officers in local authorities without a biodiversity officer, with the 
implementation of projects that promote actions the National Biodiversity Action Plan. 

Since 2016, the local authorities have come together in a new shared service, the Local Authority 

Water Programme (LAWPRO) to coordinate actions and to promote public participation on water 

quality. This was seen as a key innovation in the River Basin Management Plan (RBMP) for Ireland, 

2018-2021, which is overseen by the DHLGH. The NPWS are one of the many implementing bodies 

with representation on the various Water Framework Directive (WFD) committees established under 

the second WFD Cycle and outlined in the RBMP (2018-2021). The NPWS can play an important role 

in supporting the delivery of the RBMP and WFD objectives, especially in terms of the links between 

water and biodiversity.  

There are close links between the Habitats Directive and the WFD. According to the RBMP (2018-2021) 
“Ireland has identified 430 candidate Special Areas of Conservation (SACs), of which 358 (83%) contain 
at least one water-dependant feature, i.e. water-dependent habitats and/or water-dependent 
protected species. There are 44 different water-dependent habitat types and 22 water-dependent 
species that have been identified by the NPWS. Five of these water- dependent habitats (11%) are 
deemed to be at Favourable Conservation Status, while eleven water-dependent species (50%) are at 
Favourable Conservation Status”  

While the NPWS staff (mainly Divisional Ecologists) have taken a more active role in the Water 
governance fora, such as the quarterly meetings of the Regional Operational committees, LAWPRO 
have recommended these networks for knowledge exchange on issues such as water quality 
measures, invasive species and nature co-benefits need to be prioritized by the NPWS in the next River 
Basin cycle, post 2022. 
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4.2.4 Internal communications 

Internal communication was one of the main topics specifically addressed with the NPWS staff via the 
online survey (see Supplementary Report 2). Communications regarding the NPWS operations, issues 
outside the NPWS, the visibility of other units and communications between regional staff and 
colleagues based in Dublin were considered by more than half of the staff respondents as inadequate. 
As one staff member noted: 

“Staff are hard-working and love their jobs, in all sections ... but because of workload 
pressures, communications internally can slip simply because managers don't have the 
time to keep other sections informed.” 

From the comments made by staff who responded to the survey, the following were highlighted as 
key issues:  

● There was a perception of no clear ‘voice’ for the organisation or sustained leadership in 
communications, internally or externally 

● While the DHLGH has an active Communications team, there was a perception that roles and 
expectations for external communications on the nature brief in general are unclear 

● Vertical information flow is unclear or inconsistent  

● Horizontal information flow is also unclear, especially between regions or between 
Sections/Units. In the consultation process, there was a sense of ‘disconnect’ between 
regional and non-regional staff, and also between members of scientific / technical and 
administrative staff. 

● Ongoing investment in increased levels of communication was perceived as being costly in 
time and resources for an already constrained workforce.  

● Staff felt that a sustained blend of both formal / organised interactions are needed, e.g. annual 
conferences, online webinars, team meetings, and informal information flows. Although 
senior DHLGH staff have indicated that an extensive programme of engagement, including 
newsletters and formal events, have been organised, particularly during the last year, these 
appear not to be serving the needs of all of the NPWS staff, or (as per the previous point), 
some of the NPWS staff feel they do not have time to attend such events. 

● The need for formal information regarding staff networks, responsibilities, and contact 
information was also highlighted. Although there is an internal intranet containing a lot of 
information, and formal committees and forums exist for some of the staff, there was still a 
perception of opaque staff structures that make collaboration and information sharing 
difficult.  

● Some frustration that NPWS news is shared publicly before it is shared internally.  

 

These feelings were reflected in interviews with staff across, and even within, different grades and 
sections. The feeling that the organisation is not working optimally as a team was evident from 
discussions with a range of staff. These issues are further developed in Section 4.4.2 on staffing below.  

 

4.2.5 Organisational Issues identified  

⮚ Frequent moves between Government Departments, particularly those in 2011 and 2020, 
are seen to have impacted the NPWS, as moves have necessitated transfers of function, 
resulted in loss of corporate/administrative staff who did not move with the rest of the 
organisation, and given rise to delays in the implementation of projects. 
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⮚ There is a dispersed leadership team, rather than single dedicated Director/CEO of the NPWS, 
and apparently poor communication, both horizontally and vertically. Senior management 
team meetings (Heads of Heritage meetings chaired by the Assistant Secretary and attended 
by all Heritage POs and several APs) are held regularly (weekly/fortnightly over the past 18 
months, and monthly or as required prior to that), and POs meet regularly with their staff. 
However, the staff and stakeholder consultations have pointed to a lack of consistency 
between the four NPWS Sections/Directorates (see below) and a lack of leadership processes 
is perceived to have led to delays in timely decision-making in some cases.  

⮚ Regional staff, in theory, implement operations on the ground, informed by the four 
Sections/Directorates. However, the relationship between the regions and the four 
Sections/Directorates is not always clear, because regional staff are dealing with four 
separate Principal Officers, who have had different, sometimes contradictory, approaches. 
This can cause confusion, overlap, and an unclear reporting structure. An example of where 
this lack of clarity has caused serious problems is with regard to the ecological assessment 
case-work associated with protected areas, and the overlapping roles of Divisional Ecologists 
and Divisional/Regional managers. [See Recommendation no. 8 , Section 5] 

⮚ Regional Managers in charge of protected sites, such as National Parks, also have 
responsibility for areas outside the Parks, meaning they cannot dedicate themselves 
exclusively to issues within the Parks. National Parks thus have no dedicated management 
teams solely focussed on the parks, yet have responsibility for all aspects of visitor 
management, as well as protection of the ecology of the Parks, including issues such as 
invasive species management.  [See Recommendation no. 17, Section 5] 

⮚ There is a lack of functional specialisation within regions, resulting in individual staff members 
having massively broad remits (e.g. including enforcement, education and outreach, on-the-
ground conservation, and policy/planning-relevant case work, see Section 4.4.3). The NPWS 
has an important role to play in terms of patrolling, management, inspections and reporting 
in the wider countryside, but there is currently limited capacity to engage beyond designated 
sites. [See Recommendation no. 7, Section 5].  

⮚ A new Wildlife Crime Unit has been established, and is currently being staffed, to support the 
Regions in their efforts to tackle wildlife crime.  In addition, the new protocol with An Garda 
Síochána has been established, but could add burden to the DCOs. [See Recommendation no. 
22, Section 5]. 

⮚ While the DHLGH has an internal Communications strategy in place, (with implementation 
overseen by a cross-divisional team, led by an Assistant Secretary and reporting to the 
Management Board), it is clear that ongoing resources need to be dedicated to improving 
internal NPWS communications. Much useful work has been done in specific areas such as 
Health & Safety, Equipment, the Park Managers Forum etc., based on widespread 
consultation with staff, but there is merit in greater focus on regular staff communications to 
provide opportunities for information flow, staff exchange and feedback [See 
Recommendation no. 8, Section 5] 

 

4.2.6 Comparison with similar bodies in Europe  
The four other organisations reviewed (Danish Nature Agency, Natural England, Finland’s 

Metsähallitus – National Parks Finland, and the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency - 

Naturvårdsverket) have greater autonomy than the NPWS, operating either as non-departmental 

independent state bodies, or as an independent body working within a government department 

(Danish Nature Agency) (Appendix 4, Table A4.1).  
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The strategic operations of the NPWS are split between Dublin/Wexford offices and the regions, which 

work as four regional management units, with consequent issues as outlined above. For the other 

organisations assessed, strategies, frameworks and guidance are developed by a central strategic unit, 

but implemented at regional level, with direct engagement with members of the public and other 

organisations on nature conservation issues. 

See Supplementary Report 4. 

 

4.3 Overview of Resourcing  

4.3.1 Global context  

There is a global funding gap for nature conservation (BIOFIN, Conservation Finance, IEEP). Current 
estimates place global conservation finance at $52bn US dollars per year [51], but the finance needed 
to achieve CBD Aichi targets is estimated to be $130-440bn US dollars per year [52]. The Convention 
on Biological Diversity (CBD) Mobilisation strategy in 2010 aimed “to double financial flows to 
developing countries and to mobilise domestic financial resources from all sources to reduce the gap 
between identified needs and available resources at domestic level”.  

4.3.2 National level 

Ireland is the first developed nation to adopt the United Nations Development Programme 
Biodiversity Finance (BIOFIN) model (www.biodiversityfinance.net), through BIOFIN Ireland 
(biodiversityfinance.ucd.ie), a project undertaken by UCD with funding from the Irish Research Council 
and the NPWS. The BIOFIN Ireland project involves five deliverables, the first two of which have been 
completed, whilst other elements are in draft form: 

1. National Biodiversity Expenditure Review 
2. Policy and Institutional Review 
3. Financial Needs Assessment 
4. Strategic Financial Plan 
5. Resource Mobilisation Strategy 

  

4.3.2.1 National Biodiversity Expenditure Review 

The National Biodiversity Expenditure Review [53], based on data from 2010-2015, showed that €1.49 
billion (approximately €250 million per year, or 0.31% of total government expenditure over the 6 
year period) was spent on biodiversity conservation. The vast majority of this spending (96.6%) was 
delivered through State-led organisations, and approximately half (55.5%, €832 million) came from 
State funding. The remaining funding mostly came from the EU (42%, €629 million). Expenditure was 
mostly classed as subsidies (80%), and it was estimated that 94-96% of biodiversity related finance 
was spent on every-day running and maintenance costs. Notably, this means that only 6% of 
expenditure was classified as capital investment in biodiversity conservation. Most of this 
expenditure (79.5%) was from the Department Agriculture, Food and the Marine, with <10% from the 
NPWS and the Heritage Council. 

In Natural Heritage, for which the NPWS is the state body with lead responsibility, the NPWS 
expenditure for 2010-2015 totalled €146 million, plus €29 million through Environment Fund 
programmes, plus Heritage Council expenditure was €43 million. It was noted that total expenditure 
on Natural Heritage declined sharply during the ‘austerity’ period (-34% for NPWS, -48% for HC, 
compared with overall government spending decline of approx. -6% from 2008-2015). 

https://www.biodiversityfinance.net/
file:///D:/current/jane%20current/NPWS%20review/final%20report/biodiversityfinance.ucd.ie/
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4.3.2.2 Mobilising Finance for Biodiversity: Policy and Institutional Review 

A report on “Mobilising Finance for Biodiversity” was prepared in March 2020 [37] as a policy and 
institutional review of finance arrangements for biodiversity conservation in Ireland. It examined 
direct and indirect spending in areas of environmental protection and the extent to which government 
bodies consider biodiversity in their core policies, how biodiversity supports their sectors, and 
potential for policy conflicts (see also Section 4.1.3). The report summarises the sources of funding for 
biodiversity conservation and restoration, and highlights that incentives that have a clear negative 
impact on biodiversity have decreased. However, agricultural subsidies, enforced through ‘cross-
compliance’ and requirement for adherence to ‘Good Agricultural Practice’ regulations, do not 
prevent scrub clearance and other activities that can diminish farmland biodiversity [54]. In addition, 
funding for the aquaculture industry continues, despite deteriorating ecological condition of estuaries 
and coastal habitats [8]. Subsidies continue to be paid for co-firing retro-fitted biomass power plants 
with up to 30% peat and in the transport and industrial sectors, fuel and energy tax rebates are still 
available. Furthermore, subsidies for fossil fuel industries remain, undermining the resources available 
for climate action and biodiversity conservation. Payments for ecosystem services are not well 
developed and not adequate to offset impacts on biodiversity, and the regulating, social and cultural 
values of biodiversity are not captured in current financing systems. Development of Natural Capital 
Accounting at various scales was highlighted to help illustrate the extent, condition, services and 
benefits derived from biodiversity [55, 56].   

The “Mobilising Finance for Biodiversity” report concludes that the limited capacity of the NPWS 
constrains its ability to deliver on biodiversity obligations. Many policies and plans fail to meet their 
targets because of poor implementation and monitoring, partly as a result of a failure to dedicate 
appropriate resources. Furthermore, although cross-departmental and cross-sectoral plans exist, they 
were considered to be mired in bureaucracy, poorly coordinated, and hampered by legacy 
arrangements. To justify increased financing for biodiversity, the report concluded that Ireland needs 
to increase recognition of the fundamental economic, social and environmental value of nature 
conservation.  

4.3.2.3 Financial Needs Assessment 

An assessment was conducted during 2020 by interviewing staff in the Science and Biodiversity Unit 
of the NPWS to develop a summary of emergent points relating to biodiversity finance and associated 
aspects of the NPWS operations [57]. Although this assessment was conducted by interviewing staff 
from one Section of the NPWS, it concerned operations across all Sections of the NPWS.  The draft key 
findings can be summarised as:  

1. The NPWS does not have the ability to “effectively deliver expectations with a business-as-
usual approach”. The main problem is a lack of capacity - this requires increased investment, 
and an internal accounting system that allows tracking of expenditure.  

2. “Siloed” approach “results in internal competition for funding”. There needs to be more 
integrated planning, along with vertical and horizontal communication of funding decisions.  

3. More staff are required to carry out the tasks required to meet obligations. Fixed term 
contracts and low starting salaries, and loss of long-term staff, can erode capacity and 
motivation. Investment must be made in “retaining staff and associated knowledge / 
capacity”.  

4. Government funding “allocations are misaligned to remits”. For example, the majority of 
Irish biodiversity funding is allocated through DAFM, whose primary remit is to ’lead and 
develop the agri-food sector’, rather than the conservation of biodiversity.  

5. Stronger links are needed with DAFM, not just in terms of funding, but in terms of operations. 
The NPWS does not have capacity to fully engage with European Innovation Partnership for 
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Agriculture Productivity and Sustainability (EIP-AGRI) projects, the Teagasc-led Agricultural 
Sustainability Support and Advice Programme (ASSAP), issues in the marine 
(aquaculture/fisheries), and in training agricultural advisors in biodiversity. The NPWS Farm 
Plan Scheme places an administrative and technical burden on the NPWS, but is necessary in 
the context of the delivery of interventions that are not covered in other more mainstream 
initiatives.  

6. Voluntary external assistance should be valued. Lots of external experts, NGOs and 
volunteers collect useful data and should continue to be rewarded and the “Small Grants for 
Recorders” scheme should be expanded, and a citizen science coordination body, including 
elements covered by the National Biodiversity Data Centre, should be properly resourced.  

7. A Conservation Measures Unit needs to be resourced. Conservation measures need to be 
established at all protected sites. Failure to do so for most of Ireland’s SACs has resulted in a 
case being referred to the Court of Justice of the EU, in July 2020.  

8. Training and support are needed, especially for regional staff. Currently, workloads prohibit 
many staff from availing of training opportunities even if they are keen to upskill. Training 
should be prioritised and rewarded.  

9. Conservation cannot be confined to protected areas. Currently the majority of resources are 
dedicated to addressing Natura 2000 obligations in protected areas, whilst the wider 
landscape (i.e. outside protected sites) is a distant aspiration. Although the NPWS can only 
address where they have an operational remit/responsibilities as determined by Government, 
a landscape approach to conservation is needed, embedding Natura 2000 measures into a 
holistic ‘wider countryside’ approach, especially given climate change.  

10. A “broader advocacy role and policy remit” should be adopted. High-level political support 
is needed for biodiversity conservation, and investment in policy and advocacy capacity of the 
NPWS (within its operational remit) would help both integrate and highlight the importance 
of biodiversity at a policy level.  

4.3.2.4 Resource Mobilisation Strategy  

A draft “Preliminary Resource Management Strategy” was provided to the reviewers, which was based 

on the evidence provided by the previous three documents (the Biodiversity Expenditure Review [53], 
the Policy and Institutional Review [37], and the Financial Needs Assessment [57]). This strategy 
explores alternative options for mobilising additional resources for biodiversity conservation and for 
increasing the efficiency of resource allocation. The draft strategy contains six goals (to improve the 
information base, strengthen capacity for utilisation and mobilisation of resources, strengthen existing 
financial instruments, explore new instruments, mainstream biodiversity, and enhance access and 
benefit sharing) and concludes that:  

1. The NPWS needs to determine where existing funding is having the greatest impact relative 
to the objectives and targets in the NBAP. This requires clearer Key Performance Indicators in 
the NBAP and reorganisation of internal reporting. The cost-effectiveness of actions could be 
articulated using the natural capital and ecosystem services frameworks to identify support 
and alliances with external bodies.  

2. The connections and interactions between the NPWS and external bodies (government and 
non-governmental bodies) need strengthening. This will require additional staff. Again, 
integrating natural capital and the values derived from ecosystem service into national 
economic accounts may help to promote the message that nature delivers positive economic 
benefits.  

3. The EU Green Deal will promote sustainability and carbon neutrality into core funding. 
Mobilising funding from EU sources will provide a financial incentive for external bodies to 
engage with biodiversity issues.   
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4. The NPWS needs the critical mass required to leverage EU and other funds, in order to invest 
in the biodiversity restoration required to fulfil the EU Biodiversity Strategy and Green Deal. 
This will mean strengthening the links with NGOs, communities and the private sector.  

4.3.2.5 Prioritised Action Framework for Natura 2000 

In accordance with Article 8 of the Habitats Directive [28], Ireland has provided a Multi-annual 
Financial Framework for the period from 2021 to 2027 [26]. This provides the NPWS with a significant 
platform to coordinate Nature conservation work across other Departments and agencies. DG 
Environment provided a PAF template for Member States’ use. It comprises six sections: 

A-      Introduction 
B-      Summary table of priority financial requirements 
C-      Current state of Natura 2000 in Ireland 
D-      Financing of the Natura 2000 network in the previous financial period (2013-2020) 
E-      Priority measures and financing needs for 2021 – 2027 
F-       Further added values of the prioritised measures. 

An Irish Framework (PAF IE) has been developed for the 2021-2027 funding period [26]. An initial 
draft of the Framework was prepared by the Science and Biodiversity Unit of the NPWS and was 
circulated widely across government Departments and relevant agencies such as the EPA, Marine 
Institute, Teagasc, OPW, Inland Fisheries Ireland and the Heritage Council.   

The PAF outlines the substantial investment required to maintain and restore habitats and species 
within and beyond the Natura 2000 network over a seven year period. The estimated costs for the 
delivery of the suite of prioritised measures (habitat and species protection and restoration) for the 
2021-2027 period, as outlined in the PAF, is €163 million per annum, or €1.138 billion over the seven 
year period to 2027. This is both a unique opportunity for the NPWS to coordinate and achieve an All-
of-Government approach, but is also a massive challenge for the NPWS team to follow up/deliver on 
the coordination of these measures. 

The purpose of the PAFs is to strengthen coordination and integration of financing for biodiversity and 

Natura 2000 across the EU and thus, funding programmes should be influenced by the contents of 

each Member State’s PAF. The PAF recognises that landowners, particularly farmers, are crucial to 

successful implementation of conservation efforts and utilisation of the Common Agricultural Policy 

(CAP) Strategic Plans and integration with other programmes (including the European Regional 

Development Fund (ERDF), Cohesion Fund, the European Maritime Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund 

(EMFAF), LIFE strategic nature projects (a new category of projects under LIFE Regulation), and those 

delivering the Water Framework Directive and action to combat climate change), will be essential in 

this funding period.  

[See Recommendation no. 20, Section 5] 

4.3.2.6 National Biodiversity Forum audit of the Interim Review of Ireland's National Biodiversity Action 
Plan 

The ‘Biodiversity Impact Plan’ section on financing calls for a step change in government funding for 
biodiversity [44]. The audit highlighted that the national expenditure on biodiversity is below the 
proportion of GDP recommended by the IUCN for OECD countries, and that the majority of spending 
was on farm subsidies. It urged the government to increase biodiversity funding, and for the next 
National Biodiversity Action Plan to ensure that funding flows to where it can make the most 
difference. The audit suggested that biodiversity funding was viewed as an investment in risk 
mitigation, that investment now will avoid significant future costs associated with loss of services 
provided by biodiversity, and in terms of fines for failing to comply with EU legislation. The audit 
recommended capitalising on international momentum in green finance.  
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4.3.2.7 Tourism Interpretive Master Plan for Ireland’s National Parks 

The current budget for management and conservation of the National Parks and Nature Reserves 
cannot be separated from the rest of the NPWS because many staff have remits that include the Parks 
and other obligations (see Section 4.4). The expenditure on Visitor Centres (excluding pay and 
administration) for the six National Parks in 2017 was estimated as €2,184,219 (Tourism Master Plan 
TIMP, 2019).  However, the implementation of the TIMP for the National Parks will require additional 
resources for staff, capital expenditure and operations (see also Section 4.2.2). A 20% increase in 
budget for Visitor Centres and 156 additional staff (at a cost of €5.6million) were recommended, 
bringing the annual National Parks staff cost to €10.9 million, excluding staff training costs (estimated 
at around €100,000 per year). – As the TIMP dates from 2017, these estimates would need to be index 
linked. In addition, a capital programme in the order of €120 million will be needed over 10 years to 
build, rebuild, and refurbish National Park Centres to the highest international standards.  

4.3.3 NPWS funding over the past decade 

The post-2008 Irish economic downturn had a severe impact on the provision of annual funding for 
the NPWS. An increase in the 2020 budget for 2021 still did not bring annual budgets back to where 
they were in 2008, when the status of habitats and species were not any better, suggesting funding 
was inadequate even then. When the 2011 Derogation on Turf cutting ended, a compensation scheme 
was established, but no additional funding was provided to the Department – the Turf Compensation 
fund had to be met from the NPWS budget (until 2015 when peatland restoration budget was awarded 
€1 million per year).  See Section 4.9 for further details on Peatlands. 

 

 

Figure 4.6 Annual capital and current funding for the NPWS, including allocation for peatland restoration since 
2015 (source: NPWS). 

4.3.4 Resourcing issues identified 

⮚ There has been a chronic under-investment in the NPWS for many years. The NPWS has 
lacked political champions at high levels, and during the post-2008 economic downturn it, like 
many other government Departments, suffered substantial decreases in funding. An increase 
in funding in the 2020 budget has gone some way to improving the situation, but the NPWS is 
still not adequately resourced to meet nature compliance in protected areas, both in 
designated sites and in National Parks and Reserves, as well as for conservation programmes 
outside protected areas. Meeting high-level nature conservation aims (both those driven by 
national priorities and international obligations and agreements) are not possible given 
current resource levels in the NPWS.  
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⮚ The NPWS is inadequately resourced to function to deliver its remit. Investment is urgently 
needed to restructure, improve governance, hire more staff, and support basic business 
needs, including IT, HR, internal communication and public relations, as well as data 
management and GIS. (See later Sections of this report).  

⮚ Frequent movement between Government Departments has necessitated transfer of 
functions and logistical transfers of IT, HR etc., which has been perceived to further deplete 
resources for ‘front line’ services. Staff also referred to problems encountered in 2020 arising 
from changes in how payments needed to be processed, due to a change in Department.  The 
series of six Departmental moves since 1997 (set out in section 4.2.1) have brought cycles of 
disruption and the necessity to dedicate corporate resources for a time to supporting the 
transfer, instead of other work. 

⮚ National Parks and Nature Reserves, other designated sites and the wider countryside, all 
require substantial investment to protect and restore sites and species, to meet 
environmental obligations, as well as to provide education, recreation and tourism 
opportunities.  

⮚ Investment in nature needs to be urgently prioritised by the government. Investment in 
nature has multiple benefits, not least in mitigating and adapting to climate change, but also 
in ensuring sustainable societies and economies. Currently, funding for protection of the 
environment is dispersed across many national and local government bodies, and it would be 
a valuable exercise to determine the total spend or annual allocation on biodiversity on an 
ongoing basis. [See Recommendation no. 20, Section 5] 

4.3.5 Comparison with similar bodies in Europe 
Based on data from 2018-2020, funding for nature conservation in Ireland is well below that of the 
other jurisdictions in England, Finland, Sweden and Denmark. Whilst Sweden and Finland have a much 
greater land area (in terms of total land mass and area of protected sites), Denmark, as the smallest 
country, allocates four times more funding for its nature agency (Appendix 4, Table 2 and 3).    

 

4.4 Staffing  

Section 4.4.1 below gives an overall assessment of current staffing levels within NPWS, while sections 

4.4.2 to 4.4.6 look in more detail at the main staff groupings and the emerging issues. 

4.4.1 Current staffing  

As of May 2021, the NPWS employed 360 staff (total headcount, including full-time and part time) 
between Dublin Offices, Wexford Office, Regional Offices, National Parks and Nature Reserves (Table 
4.6). This is the highest staff number over the past decade. It includes 122 staff designated as 
“Industrial grades” (see Section 4.4.4) but does not include the temporary staff, who are recruited on 
a seasonal basis. The NPWS staff make up 27% of the DHLGH headcount, and 84% of the Heritage 
Division headcount. 

 

Table 4.6 Current NPWS staff in each grade (From DHLGH HR data) 

NPWS grades Number of staff (April 2021) 

Principal Officer* 4 
Assistant Principal Officer and P&T equivalents 43 
Administrative Officer and P&T equivalents 47 
Higher Executive Officer 25 
Executive Officer and P&T equivalents 93 
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Clerical Officer 22 
Temporary Clerical Officer 4 
Industrial Staff 122 

TOTAL 360 

*Note: three of the four POs are due to retire in 2021. 

Although the NPWS staff numbers have increased recently (Figure 4.7), a number of staffing gaps 
remain. DHLGH Heritage Division, in consultation with Corporate Services (HR), have completed a 
comprehensive planning exercise and have a workforce plan that has been reviewed and upgraded to 
incorporate the NPWS [58, 59]. This includes carving out separate salaries budgets to undertake 
immediate recruitment for 2021, prioritising appointments and starting a 3-year programme to 
optimise the workforce, subject to the availability of sufficient funding. This work is underway, mindful 
of the different skills (e.g. in terms of innovation, communications, negotiations, and influencing) that 
may be needed in the future.  

 

 

Figure 4.7 Staff numbers in NPWS over the period 2007-2021 (Source: NPWS).  

 

However, staff within the NPWS perceive that HR resources have not been adequate, leading to long 
delays with recruitment. There are long-standing vacancies across the NPWS, in all regions as well as 
in the Dublin offices. For example, the replacement of a Gr 3 in Agri-ecology has yet to commence 
although the post is vacant now for 9 months, there has been no-one in the monitoring unit for more 
than 18 months. It was noted by current staff that there is:  

“too much dependence on one staff member for any role. When a person is out sick, resigns, 
retires, goes on maternity leave they are not (or slowly) replaced”.  

The staff profile in the NPWS poses challenges in the coming decade, potentially from a financial 
perspective (see below) and primarily as regards the loss of expertise and ‘corporate memory’. It was 
noted that 30.8% of current NPWS staff are eligible to retire (at age 60) in the next 5 years and 46% of 
staff are eligible to retire in the next 10 years. An issue of concern is the fact that three of the four 
serving POs are eligible to retire in 2021. While the normal pattern of recruitment at PO level to fill 
the vacancies has been underway, some concerns were expressed by staff in relation to the 
communication of succession planning.   As long as the NPWS is an integral part of a Government 
Department, pensions are dealt with through the central Superannuation Vote and there are no costs 
borne by the Department or the NPWS. This could, however, become a significant challenge in the 
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event that the status of the NPWS were to be changed to an alternative governance model, i.e. one 
that carried its own pension costs. This is considered further in the assessment of future governance 
options in section 5.2.  

4.4.2 Dublin and Wexford-based Staff 

The NPWS offices in North King Street, Dublin, and Wexford are manned by two complementary 
cohorts of staff: administrative grade staff with a range of expertise (e.g. financial, organisational, 
technical, policy analysis, etc.) and the scientific grade staff, who tend to have a career focus on nature 
and environment. The staff based in the Dublin and Wexford offices include: 

Administrative Grades 
● PO - Principal Officer 
● AP - Assistant Principal 
● HEO - Higher Executive Officer 
● AO - Administrative Officer 

 EO - Executive Officer 
● CO - Clerical Officer 
Scientific Grades - Wildlife Inspectors 
● Gr. I 
● Gr. II 
● Gr. III 
● GIS manager and GIS tech 
Ecological Assessment 
● Head of EA unit (Wildlife Inspector, Gr. I) 
● Divisional Ecologists (Wildlife Inspectors, Gr. III) 

 

Interviews with Administrative staff across all the grades, revealed several recurring themes: 

 The administrative staff are the ‘engine room’ of the NPWS, as with most public sector 
organisations, and they discharge a wide range of duties across all of the Sections, Units and 
Divisions. The dedication and commitment of these staff was evident during the review, but 
it was also clear that many of the teams are experiencing workload pressure, combined with 
inadequate ICT systems in many areas.  

 There is a limited awareness of the breadth of the NPWS activities and resources, which is 
reinforced by the under-investment in internal staff communications. There is a clear 
recognition across State bodies of the value of staff briefings, awareness-raising about the 
body’s core work and team building; however, there were recurring references in the NPWS 
(both amongst Dublin/Wexford office and regional staff) to the effect of ‘Yes, we used to have 
staff meetings, annual Conference etc. but we’ve been too busy for team meetings’. This 
appeared to be a pattern that long pre-dated the shifts in team communications created by 
working from home during the 2020/21 COVID-19 pandemic. 

 Linked with the point above, there was a lack of a shared ‘One NPWS’ awareness or ethic of 
cross-team working. 

The Scientific Unit staff, like the regional management staff (see Section 4.4.3), feel chronically under-
resourced, partly due to increased workloads as a result of the enactment of the Habitats Directive 
[28], and partly due to long-term open vacancies that remain unfilled. There are some protected 
habitats and species that have no specialist staff (including fungi, lichens, turloughs and limestone 
pavements) or inadequate numbers of staff given the size of the area (e.g. marine, at 880,000sq km – 
is about 10 times the landmass of the country) or breadth of the taxonomic group (e.g. invertebrates, 
at >19,000 species - there are about 17 times more invertebrate than vertebrate species in Ireland). 
There is no access to basic laboratory equipment, no laboratory space, and no laboratory staff. This 
results in a lack of capacity to collect basic information on habitats and species, and to identify and 
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respond to conservation pressures in a timely and appropriate manner. In addition, specialist and 
career-relevant training needs for scientific staff were reported to be poorly serviced.  

Consultation with staff also pointed to a lack of progression/promotion, which was recognised as de-
motivating for staff and having a negative effect on morale. It was stated that communications 
between staff within the Scientific Unit have improved in recent years (including during the COVID-19 
pandemic), with more regular meetings at Unit-level, across PO/Gr I/AP groups, and other smaller 
teams. The Scientific unit provides scientific evidence to underpin conservation priorities and site 
designation; carries out surveying, monitoring, reporting, publishing; sets conservation objectives 
(sites, habitats, species, policy); provides advice on conservation measures; supports relevant 
research projects; supports the formulation of national and international biodiversity policy; informs 
the mainstreaming of biodiversity policy through bilaterals or inter-departmental groups; and 
supports other Sections in providing advice on planning/licensing applications. In addition, their 
workload includes an expanding range of administrative tasks, such as  

 Procurement (see below re. extensive reliance on outsourced Monitoring contracts),  

 Communications and website updating,  

 Administrative process related to designations, implementation of conservation measures, 
landowner liaisons,  

 Freedom of Information (FOI) and Access to Information on the Environment (AIE) Requests, 
to ensure transparency for the public and taxpayers  

 Nature-related reporting for the Environmental Protection Agency and Department of the 
Environment, Climate and Communications, 

 General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) compliance  

and general administration/corporate governance/strategic planning cycles.  

The delivery of conservation measures also needs assistance in relation to data management and 
consents/ licences, another large area of work. This leaves scientific staff feeling they do not have the 
capacity to carry out all tasks to the best of their abilities, and that they would benefit from additional 
administrative support.  

In line with DPER regulations, all staff are recruited to the starting point on any Grade. As a 
consequence of this, many of the Grade 3 staff are recruited in to the NPWS at starting salaries that 
do not reflect the skills and experience that are required for the roles. As with Conservation Ranger 
grades in the regions (see Section 4.4.3), there appears to be a significant mismatch between the skills 
deemed ‘essential’ and ‘desirable’ in job advertisements, and the duties demanded of staff at those 
grades. Although the recruitment grade is for graduates, Grade 3 staff recruited in the past decade 
typically have PhDs1. The NPWS entry-level staff are often national experts and have many years of 
relevant specialist experience when recruited, and are expected to provide advice to questions of 
national and international policy importance. Many of the scientific staff feel undervalued, which risks 
loss of valuable staff to positions where they feel their expertise is more adequately and fairly 
recognised and rewarded.  

The core function of providing scientific expertise applies to all scientific staff, with higher Grades 
having additional line-management responsibilities. There is the feeling among staff that the 
difference in pay scale between Grades is significant, yet their requests for clarifications of the 
distinctions between the Grades have not been answered. In some cases, Grade 3 staff are managed 
by Grade 2 scientific staff with specialist responsibilities and knowledge in very different disciplines, 
which would be seen as typical ‘cross stream reporting’ in the wider public service.  

                                                           
1 Note – this issue is not exclusive to the NPWS - many people with Masters/PhD qualifications come into entry 
level roles across the public service. 
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The Ecological Assessment Unit has ten ecological staff, and was set up specifically to deal with 
statutory consultation on development proposals, to provide expertise to regional management (e.g. 
in terms of National Park/Reserve management, assisting with visitor experience management plans, 
giving advice when there is site damage as a result of a planning infringement), strategic thinking for 
Marine Planning and County Development Plans, setting up a National Appropriate Assessment Forum 
to assist with communicating with other public bodies, feeding into national plans etc., and providing 
guidance (e.g. revising Appropriate Assessment guidance, trying to get consistency into Activities 
Requiring Consent etc.). As such, this Unit should work closely with both the Scientific staff (Science & 
Biodiversity) and with regional staff. However, the lack of leadership  or ‘problem solving fora’, lack of 
clarity with regards to roles, insufficient staff and inadequate communication, means that 
relationships between the Sections/Directorates do not function smoothly, and there is overlap and 
conflict between staff in these areas.  

A proposal for a Conservation Measures Section to be set up in the NPWS has been made (see Section 
4.3.2.3). This is regarded as necessary and overdue by current scientific staff, and will be an important 
and critical element in developing solutions to address the findings of the SAC European Court of 
Justice case. Approval has been given for a new PO to head this team, which will comprise a Grade 3, 
6 DCOs or equivalent, an EO and a CO. Other staff that were sought (an AP, a Grade 1, a Grade 2 and 
a HEO), were not approved for 2021. It is expected that parts of Scientific Unit would move into the 
Conservation Measures Section, including the Agri-ecology, Conservation Planning and LIFE units.  

 

4.4.3 Regional Staff 

Regional staff are managed via four Divisional Managers (DM), one per Division (Western, Eastern, 
Southern, and Northern). Two Grade 2 staff work with the Western DM. Each Region is managed by a 
Regional Manager (RM), and has two District Conservation Officers (DCO), and up to six Conservation 
Rangers (CR).  

These staff are at the ‘coal-face’ of the NPWS on the ground, and have a range of technical expertise.  

The Regional staff deal with a huge range of issues from enforcement of the Wildlife Acts and EU 
Biodiversity Directives, species protection and regulation of hunting and related activities, 
conservation designations and protection, specific biodiversity conservation programmes (e.g. White-
tailed Sea Eagle reintroduction programme, conservation programmes for breeding seabird colonies 
for which Ireland is globally important), Development Applications, requests for Access for 
Information on the Environment (AIE), Freedom of Information requests (FOI), conservation 
designations, enforcement of national and EU legislation, to management of the National Parks and 
other State properties, scientific work, and public engagement. In addition, regional staff are tasked 
with delivering training (e.g. firearms training, induction training, mentoring etc.), but feel they do not 
have sufficient time to up-skill, prepare, deliver and review this training on top of all their other duties.  

The National Parks are managed by Regional Managers (RMs), in addition to their responsibilities for 
managing NPWS activities at multiple sites, encompassing the full breadth of statutory functions. 
Support staff to deliver administration services (e.g. financing, preparation of tender and contract 
documents etc.) to RMs is reported to be limited, and in some cases non-existent.  

In addition to not having dedicated park management staff, with no responsibilities outside the parks, 
equally, there are no dedicated scientific or ecological staff assigned to oversee conservation 
management of these sites.  

Within the broad remit of work carried out by regional staff, DMs and RMs are responsible for 
providing on-the-ground information for case-work relating to protected areas, and for authorising 
Departmental responses to statutory referrals as part of the planning and related systems, and for 
signing off on Ministerial consents in relation to Activities Requiring Consent. However, because they 
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operate independently to one another, this has resulted in a perceived inconsistency in decisions 
made from region to region. The Ecological Assessment team (within the Legislation unit) has issued 
guidance to ensure consistency in approach where such inconsistencies arise. 
 
District Conservation Officers (DCOs) have been appointed in each District in NPWS since its inception 
three decades ago. As is the case with many of the regional staff, including the Conservation Rangers 
(CRs) (see below), the DCOs carry out a wide spectrum of tasks and are expected to have a very broad 
‘bandwidth’ of expert skills. This includes conservation, planning advice, enforcement, visitor services, 
management of staff including CRs and Industrial staff and is reflected in the feedback from staff 
below. Some of the recurring themes in consultation with DCO staff included: 

 An awareness that the impact of the Grant Thornton [47] recommendation from 2010 to 
‘delayer and revise the Regional Management structure’ was felt largely in an increasing 
workload on the DCO grade. This was accentuated by the non-implementation of the parallel 
Grant Thornton recommendation in regard to the designation as Park Managers in each of the 
National Parks. 

 A lack of direction from senior management and sense of disconnection from the rest of the 
NPWS. This is discussed further in Section 4.4.2 below. 
 

Members of the DCO group stated: 

“I would say I spend at least 80% of my time, maybe more in the Park, but I have Rangers and sites 
outside too. It's so varied and there is a lack of direction from on high. Every District, every Region 
works differently and there's no consistency nationwide; that makes our role much more difficult.”  

“I don't know what my role is anymore, in terms of DCO. I am effectively the day to day manager 
of a Park, it’s a big property with 80 kilometres of roads, historic buildings… and other commercial 
activities.”  

“In my role as a District Conservation Officer, you would want to be a hydrologist, a biologist, a 
zoologist, staff representative, customer service with members of the public, conflict resolution 
expert and we have the Habitats regulations, Section 40 cases and other enforcement issues.” 

  
[See Recommendation no. 7 and 17, Section 5] 
  

Entry-grade Conservation Rangers (CRs) are expected to have a very broad skill set (see Table 4.7), 
encompassing land management and park operations, supervision of works, ecological surveying, 
communication, engagement and public education, report writing, data analysis, and understanding 
of wildlife legislation. CRs are also expected to work on their own initiative, be flexible and adapt to 
changes. Most CRs have a third level qualification, with significant numbers having postgraduate 
degrees. However, CRs are amongst the lowest paid professional/technical staff in the Civil Service, 
with the pay-scale falling slightly above Clerical Officer (with a lower starting pay). CRs thus are often 
under financial pressure and can feel undervalued. Government organisations with comparable remits 
have similar roles developed as specialist professional/technical positions, including Agricultural 
Inspectors, Forest Service Inspectors and Fisheries Officers. 

It has long been recognised within and outside the NPWS that more CR staff are needed. The current 
“authorised” number of CR positions in DHLGH is 72, however, there are a number of vacancies (due 
to promotion, retirements etc.). In late 2020, the Public Appointments Service advertised a 
recruitment competition for CR. The process is currently at an advanced stage and interviews of 
candidates are underway. The original intention was that 20+ positions (including the backfilling of 
vacancies) would be drawn down from the panel and, based upon existing/expected vacancies and 
promotions, this would have given rise to a cohort of circa 84 CR nationally. The establishment of the 



41 
 

Wildlife Crime Unit resulted in a desire to further increase CR resources beyond 84, to allow greater 
emphasis to be placed on enforcement activity.  

Following the April 2021 fires in Killarney National Park, the decision was made that the recruitment 
of CRs should be accelerated and expanded, with the cohort to be increased to 50 new recruits 
(excluding backfilling of existing/expected vacancies arising from promotions, retirements etc.). In 
effect, this level of recruitment would effectively give rise to a CR cohort of ~120 positions nationwide. 
Whilst this increase in CRs is very welcome, it will necessitate additional line manager/DCO posts as 
well as extra funding for vehicles, equipment and staff training. See Recommendation no 14. 

 

Table 4.7 Conservation Ranger principal duties, as per 2020 recruitment job description 

● Assisting in the management of NPs, NRs and other state lands for nature conservation and 
public amenity purposes 

● management and oversight of public access and use in NPs, NRs and other state lands 
● supervision of works, including contracts 
● monitoring habitats, species and designated conservation areas 
● Liaising with landowners and local community interests on nature conservation matters  
● participating in habitat and wildlife surveys 
● promoting knowledge of nature conservation including arranging and participating in field 

trips and indoor and outdoor talks  
● Assisting in the assessment of development applications and wildlife licensing issues  
● Oversight, implementation, compliance and enforcement with Wildlife Acts, CITES and Birds 

and Habitats Directives 
● Any other duties assigned by the Department from time to time as appropriate to the 

position.  

 

It is perceived that there is a chronic lack of full-time General Operative staff throughout the Regions, 
and this undermines the ability of Regional Management to achieve goals and maintenance work at 
state-owned sites managed for recreational use.  

 

Interaction between regional and Ecological Assessment Unit staff: 

Due to considerable changes and increased complexity in national and EU legislation, its interpretation 
and application, there have been, according to one stakeholder, “orders of magnitude changes in the 
volume of work” associated with assessments in protected sites (i.e. examination of potential impacts 
to protected sites from activities or developments within or outside these sites).  

For this reason, the Ecological Assessment Unit was established, with two Divisional Ecologists (DEs) 
in each of the Regions, and two plus the head of the Unit in the North King Street, Dublin, office. 
Although DEs report to different Principal Officers to the Regional staff (DEs to the Legislation and 
Licensing Directorate, and DM/RMs to the Strategy, Regional Operations and Property Management 
Directorate), DEs work closely with the Scientific Unit and with Regional Management in most 
Divisions. [See Recommendation no. 7, Section 5].  

 

4.4.4 “Industrial” staff  

These staff are ‘non-established industrial grades’, and include General Operatives, Storekeepers, 
Craftworkers, Gardeners and Guides/Education Officers (Appendix 7).  
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These staff, around half of whom have third level education, undertake various duties across the 
NPWS, but are not afforded the same opportunities as their colleagues within established grades (e.g. 
they are excluded from internal competitions within the NPWS. Many are not permanent, but 
employed seasonally (including more than half of the Guides), with many of those returning to the 
organisation annually. However, a lack of job-security means that there is high turnover, risking loss 
of talent, knowledge and experience. A recent study by the Industrial Staff Network identified a 
number of issues: 

● Lack of transparency in the recruitment process, barriers to applying for more senior positions, 
stress and difficulty in implementing long-term plans. 

● Non-established staff do not feel as equally valued as colleagues in established grades, 
particularly guides and storekeepers, and feel there are no opportunities for career 
progression. This contradicts the current framework for development and innovation of 
Ireland’s public service [60].   

● Staff shortages resulting in low morale, loss of skills, reduced quality of work, lack of resilience 
and brand damage.  

● Seasonal recruitment pattern means a lack of job security, uncertainty, stress, anxiety and 
financial concerns for staff, and inefficiency associated with re-hiring for the NPWS.  

It has been pointed out that the responsibility for dealing with these issues, relating to conditions 
governing the employment of Industrial staff relative to established grades, does not reside with 
either the NPWS or the DHLGH, as it is in the first instance a matter for DPER.   

See Section 4.5.1 on Education below and Recommendations no. 12 and 13, Section 5. 

 

4.4.5 Contractors 

Gaps in staffing are often temporarily filled by contractors. This includes those working on LIFE 
projects and outsourced monitoring staff and data managers. Using contractors can be inefficient, due 
to time spent on procurement, and risks loss of capacity and continuity, as well as inhibiting long-term 
planning. For example, dependence on ESRI contractors to do core ecological data management work 
has been reported to be a significant problem.  

 

4.4.6 Staffing issues identified  

⮚ One of the most highly praised aspects of the NPWS is its staff. The NPWS is fortunate 
enough to be staffed with knowledgeable, skilled, highly motivated, passionate people across 
all areas and grades. As stakeholders noted during consultation: 

“Staff in the Service are dedicated to their roles, this is a key feature across the country, staff 
love their job and try their best to ensure the state owned lands are showcased and biodiversity 
is protected.” 

“We have engaging with NPWS for years; we have always found NPWS people to be fantastic, 
NPWS has really great and dedicated people, who go above and beyond the call of duty for 
nature; and good scientists as well. Our colleagues, in the Biodiversity sector, work with their 
scientists and would have lots of time for them”   

⮚ There is the perception, regularly referred to during consultation with the staff, that three 
distinct “sub-cultures” have evolved within the NPWS: 1. the administrative staff (who are 
theoretically able to move to different areas between, or more often within, Departments); 
2. the technical specialists and scientists (who don’t always identify with regional staff); and 
3. the regional staff (who often don’t feel connected to aspects of the scientific or corporate 
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work carried out in Dublin/Wexford). Regional staff have great sense of loyalty to the areas 
they manage, but can feel disconnected from other parts of the NPWS. Overall, there is the 
sense that the staff across the NPWS are not working effectively as a team – there is a limited 
sense of working together for a common goal, and a lack of appreciation of the roles and 
challenges of staff in other areas of the NPWS.  

⮚ There is a chronic shortage of staff across the whole of the NPWS, and many 
vacancies/’approved’ positions have not been filled (sometimes for several years). As pointed 
out above, many existing staff have too broad a remit, meaning they are covering too many 
roles and there is not enough capacity for functional specialisation. Contractors and seasonal 
staff are routinely engaged, some repeatedly over many years, when secure, long-term staff 
may be more efficient. Although the staff are dedicated, they are at, or going beyond, 
capacity, which is not a long-term strategy for an effective organisation. Many feel they spend 
their time ‘fire-fighting’, ‘running to stand still’, and there is not the capacity for long-term 
strategy and reorganisation. This has eroded staff morale, and the NPWS as an organisation 
feels neglected or abused by the system in which it operates.  A weariness and limited appetite 
for change exists in some areas.  

⮚ As a constituent division of a Government Department, the NPWS complies with the relevant 
DPER rules regarding staffing. For example, DPER generally requires recruitment to the 
starting point on any grade, which can lead to problems with recruitment (where the NPWS 
is recruiting staff with a lot of experience to starting roles with lower rates of pay), and career 
paths (staff may feel they need to leave the NPWS in order to obtain the 
recognition/promotion they deserve). While mobility is increasingly a feature of both the 
public and private sectors, the NPWS grading structures can result in a future skills gap, with 
the loss of highly qualified staff to semi-states/industry with better pay and conditions. 
Furthermore, the non-established industrial staff have no access to internal promotions and 
are not fully integrated within the Regional structures.  

⮚ The NPWS has an ageing demographic, and risks the loss of up to one third of its staff to 
retirement in the next 5 years. A loss of senior staff members risks the loss of skills, expertise 
and corporate memory, and can lead to stress and uncertainty among remaining staff in any 
organisation, and needs to be managed and communicated appropriately to remaining staff, 
but this does present an opportunity for the NPWS in terms of restructuring.  

⮚ There is lack of clarity on roles and responsibilities and a lack of communication vertically 
and horizontally among staff.  

⮚ There is a skills and capacity gap with respect to communication of the importance of nature 
and its conservation (with the public, other government bodies, industrial sectors) and for 
implementation of on-the-ground conservation strategies. One stakeholder commented “The 
turf-cutting debacle teaches us that NPWS needs a hugely improved public engagement and 
communications strategy, and an agile media and social media strategy.”  

Recruitment of social scientists, psychologists, and anthropologists has been successful 
elsewhere (e.g. US Forest Service) and could be considered, once core staffing deficiencies are 
addressed.  

[See Recommendations no. 8, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 17, and 22, Section 5] 

 

4.4.7 Comparison with similar bodies in Europe 
The NPWS has the lowest number of employees compared with bodies in England, Denmark, Finland 

and Sweden. Finland has only 80 more staff, despite responsibility for almost five times greater area 

of protected sites, whilst England has more than six times the number of staff. The Natural England 
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remit is slightly broader, encompassing research, but still the overall difference in staff numbers is 

considerable. Denmark and Sweden’s remits also include research, and both have approximately twice 

the staff of the NPWS, despite smaller areas of protected sites in Denmark.  

As set out in section 4.4.1 above, the international benchmarking carried out for this review and by 

Grant Thornton review in 2010 indicate that the NPWS has been consistently under-staffed, relative 

to its mandate and in comparison to peer organisations across the EU. 

 

4.5 Education and Engagement 

Part of the role of the NPWS is to promote awareness of natural heritage and biodiversity issues 
through education, outreach to schools and engaging with stakeholders. In DHLGH, communications 
are supported by the Corporate and Business Support Division. In the NPWS, the PO for the Science 
and Biodiversity Section is, amongst a wide range of other responsibilities, tasked with Education and 
Education Policy. However, while there is excellent work being done on public engagement by the 
regional Guide staff (see below) and by ongoing LIFE project teams, and some educational initiatives 
with other Government bodies (see below), education does not fit within the PO role profile or 
reporting lines of the Science and Biodiversity Section. Given the importance of promoting awareness, 
the NPWS could benefit from Management staff exclusively dedicated to the task of overall 
coordination of its communications, education, and public engagement programmes.  

4.5.1 Education  

The NPWS educational services are focussed on the NPWS properties, the National Parks and some of 
the Nature Reserves. There are 46 staff listed as “Guides” within the NPWS, who represent the face 
of the NPWS, meeting visitors in Parks and Reserves and elsewhere. They work from ten Education 
Centres, located at National Parks and Nature Reserves around the country, in most NPWS Regions. 
However, of those ten, two have been closed for several years, three rely on temporary staff and only 
provide limited seasonal service, and five are open year round with permanent staff.  A range of 
schools programmes have been designed, which vary from centre to centre and season to season. 
Education staff are also involved in a wide variety of events and activities at local and regional level 
including schools outreach programmes, public walks and talks, family days, exhibitions and open 
days. Nationally, education staff work with other Government bodies, including the Heritage Council, 
and the Local Authorities, supporting such events as Heritage Week, National Biodiversity Day, Tree 
Week, Young Scientists’ Exhibition and Science Week. In addition, education staff work closely with 
local communities, special interest groups and individual members of the public. 

In May 2021, the NPWS Industrial Staff Network Education Sub-Group produced an impressive “Vision 
for Education and Engagement in NPWS to effect positive change” (Supplementary Report 5) and a 
video on the Education potential of Ireland’s National Parks. The submission articulated the desire for 
the NPWS to be perceived as the “go-to authority” for nature-related issues in Ireland, with modern, 
dynamic ways of communicating with the public, and engaging locally, nationally and around the 
world. There is also a proposal for a dedicated “Learning and Engagement Unit” within the 
organisation, which would act as the platform to inform the public of nature conservation work carried 
out by the NPWS, headed by a manager (Director), with staff in the regions. The Vision also articulated 
that the work of the educational and guide staff should be properly recognised and valued, as well as 
scaled up to meet increasing interest and demand. Several suggestions were made for education 
programmes, hands-on learning opportunities, awareness campaigns, internships and scholarships, 
taught courses, research projects, conferences and seminars, and opportunities for speaking at 
events.    

[See Recommendation no. 13, Section 5] 
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4.5.2 Tourism 

In 2016, the NPWS, together with four other state bodies (Bord na Móna, Coillte, Inland Fisheries 
Ireland, and Waterways Ireland) commissioned a cross-agency study to develop a coordinated 
approach to recreation management and a unified strategy to enhance the provision of outdoor 
recreation facilities and services on public owned land and waterways. A report was published in 2017 
(Outdoor Recreation Plan for Public Lands and Waters in Ireland, 2017-2021) to “revolutionise the 
provision of outdoor recreation facilities and services on public-owned land and waterways over the 
next five years” [61]. The Plan called for an investment of €165 million over 5 years to manage, 
maintain, upgrade and expand the recreation assets on public lands. The rationale for investment was 
the economic return (both in income from visitors, and in goods and services required for construction 
works), job creation, public health and well-being, tourism, conservation and developing an integrated 
network of facilities.  

In 2018, a “Tourism Interpretive Master Plan for Ireland’s National Parks and Coole Park Nature 
Reserve” was developed by the NPWS and Fáilte Ireland (TIMP, see also Section 4.2.2 and 4.3.2.7). 
This impressive Plan set out a framework to develop enhanced visitor centre experiences and improve 
visitor facilities at the National Parks and Reserves, funded jointly by the Department (of Culture, 
Heritage and the Gaeltacht at the time) and Fáilte Ireland. The Plan included: 

● Capturing the special and unique stories of each National Park and Nature Reserve and 
bringing them to life for visitors 

● Leveraging the collective value of the National Parks, particularly those along the Wild Atlantic 
Way, where five of the six parks are located, and increasing their appeal to visitors. 

● Using international best practice to improve the visitor experience in the National Parks’ 
Visitor Centres. 

The TIMP makes many references to the educational value of the National Parks, and highlights issues 
and opportunities for the NPWS. These include the potential to expand remit to work with schools 
and third level institutions; to connect with communities, enterprises, schools and researchers; and 
to promote active learning, and awareness of the role of Parks in conserving biodiversity. However, 
limited resources and staffing are repeatedly highlighted as limiting this potential. The TIMP 
conservatively estimated that the six National Parks & Coole Park Nature Reserve require 341 full time 
equivalent staff to manage the full range of responsibilities and visitor servicing contained in the Plan. 
In particular, the expert Visitor Guide role requires a doubling to 90.5 FTE’s to deliver the visitor 
greeting, guiding and interpretative elements of the TIMP. 

As outlined in section 4.2.2, a rebranding project is currently underway for the National Parks, which 
should enhance the visitor experience. 

There are potentially conflicts that can arise between conservation and restoration of nature, and 
facilitating public enjoyment of it. Some stakeholders believe that the NPWS needs to focus on the 
former, for example, a member of the public who contributed to the online survey said 

“I feel like the NPWS is put under pressure to provide services appealing to tourism. There's 
other agencies for that. The NPWS needs to focus on nature.” 

 

4.5.3 Public relations and media presence 

The NPWS does not have a strong identity within or outside the National Parks, or as a national 
advocate for nature. Indeed, it is often viewed in a more negative light, as a barrier to progress through 
enforcement of designations and other legislative obligations. 



46 
 

Notice Nature is Ireland’s official biodiversity public awareness programme, providing information on 
places to visit, educational resources and events nationwide. However, the website, noticenature.ie, 
is not very active (the latest News & Events posts are from June 2018 and August 2016), and the 
associated Twitter handle (established in April 2020) only has 737 followers. Thus, it seems that the 
‘Notice Nature’ campaign ironically goes largely unnoticed. 

 

 

 

The First National Biodiversity Conference held in Dublin Castle in 2019, with 500 in-person 
participants and more joining via live-streaming, dedicated one of its three themes to ‘Engagement’, 
the other two being ‘Investing in nature’ and ‘Planning for the future’. It was evident from the 
Conference that there is a huge and engaged community in Ireland. However, one of the conclusions 
from the Conference was that funding for engagement is needed, and that what is happening ‘on the 
ground’ needs translating upwards. There was also the sense that ‘to engage people, you need to 
connect with what affects them directly’ [62]. One of the ‘Seeds for nature’ from this meeting was a 
commitment from the Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht to “Run a Communications 
Campaign to inspire and motivate Irish citizens to take action for nature” [63]. Unfortunately, there 
has been no evident progress on this to date.  

The response to the stakeholder survey as part of this review (~3,000 responses, nearly 60% of which 
were members of the public, see Supplementary Report 2) indicates that there is strong awareness 
and engagement with nature across various sectors and the public. In terms of communication, 
education, and awareness raising for nature by the NPWS, the most frequent positive sentiments were 
in terms of communication with park visitors, and in response to specific queries. However, less than 
40% of respondents were positive about NPWS performance, overall. Furthermore, less than 20% of 
respondents thought the NPWS was engaging well with the public in the wider countryside, businesses 
and the farming community, and less than 25% were positive about engagement with school children. 
Furthermore, respondents generally felt that the NPWS was not a strong enough voice for nature, at 
all levels (locally, nationally and internationally).  

In terms of online resources, the NPWS website provides access to information on protected sites 
(designated conservation areas, National Parks and Nature Reserves) as well as licencing; maps and 
data; plans, programmes and applications for development consent; and published and unpublished 
NPWS reports. However, the site is not easy to navigate and feels outdated. In terms of social media, 
the Science and Biodiversity Section has a profile for disseminating nature-related news and updates 
via Twitter (@npwsBioData), which tweets relatively regularly and has 5,371 followers. The DHLGH 
has an official Twitter account (@DeptHousingIRL) with 14.9K followers, but deals with issues across 
the entire Department. As part of its branding project, it is noted that a dedicated website for the 
National Parks is currently being established. 
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4.5.4 Education and Engagement Issues Identified 

 The NPWS, as an organisation, is perceived as largely inaccessible to many stakeholders, 
many of whom are not clear on the role, responsibilities and resource constraints of the 
service. This can lead to unrealistic expectations, confusion and dissatisfaction.  

 Public Relations processes are decentralised and ad hoc. Although the Corporate and 
Business Support Division in DHLGH have recognised this, and are planning to develop a 
communications and information strategy for the NPWS, communication with stakeholders 
needs to be credible in terms of its technical and scientific accuracy.  

 The responsibility for delivering Education is within the Science and Biodiversity Section, yet 
responsibility for the education and Guiding staff lies within the Strategy, Regional Operations 
and Property Management Section. This means that there is a disconnect in activity and line-
management. Furthermore, Educational staff are “Industrial grade” when, year-round, 
sustained provision of education and engagement needs continuity of service and retention 
of knowledge.  

 In addition, more staff are needed at most sites and Education Centre infrastructural 
resources and IT facilities are inadequate to ensure education can be carried out effectively.  
The location of current education centres does not correspond with demand: many areas with 
large populations do not have a local centre, and there are some Nature Reserves with no 
facilities to host educational work, despite high demand for education and learning 
experiences.  

 While the Department has access to resources for digital communications, NPWS needs to 
develop a process for the ongoing production of high quality content, suitable for the current 
digital age. An excellent example is the June 2021 online video series on the biodiversity of 
the National Parks. 

 There are many opportunities for the NPWS to work with other bodies, including Fáilte 
Ireland, to promote Ireland’s nature and the work of the NPWS (including in the National 
Parks), but resource and staffing constraints mean these opportunities have not been acted 
upon. [See Recommendation no. 15, Section 5] 

 

4.5.5 Comparison with similar bodies in Europe 
As with the NPWS, engagement with the public and promotion of sustainable outdoor recreation in 
nature, is part of the remit of the four European organisations reviewed. They all work with land-
owners and other organisations  

In each of the four organisations reviewed, engagement with the public, including to encourage 
sustainable use of protected areas and promote outdoor recreation in nature, is a specific aspect of 
the organisations’ remit, as is working with land-owners and other organisations on sustainable 
management including through nature-based solutions and / or natural capital approaches. 

 

4.6 Monitoring and Data 

The NPWS are involved in collecting, managing and using data for various purposes, including site 
designation, inventory, surveillance, enforcement, management, monitoring, reporting 
communications, outreach and education.  

Monitoring is fundamental to provide baselines, to track change and for reporting. Article 11 of the 
Habitats Directive [28] requires Member States to monitor the habitats and species listed in the 
annexes, and Article 17 requires a report to be sent to the European Commission on the conservation 
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status of the habitats and species targeted by the Directive. Article 12 of the Birds Directive [29] 
requires reporting on the status and trends of wild bird species. The most recent report was made in 
2019 [8]. Some of this monitoring is conducted by the NPWS scientific staff, along with regional staff, 
but some is outsourced to external consultants/contractors with particular expertise. The NPWS staff 
also collate and analyse data from other sectors. There are few long-term monitoring programmes, or 
long-term ecological research (LTER) sites, in Ireland, although an LTER exploratory meeting was held 
in 2020 [64].  

Data are accessible through the NPWS website (www.npws.ie/maps-and-data), the Inspire Geoportal 
(https://inspire.geohive.ie/geoportal/#searchPanel), or via a data request. Because outdated web 
platforms are currently being used, a proposal for a new heritagedata.gov.ie portal has been made to 
better service users with an open data platform. Discussions are ongoing during 2021 with ICT to 
advance improvements across Heritage and the NPWS platforms. The NPWS share data with the 
National Biodiversity Data Centre, the Central Statistics Office, the EU Natura 2000 Network, and 
various other national and international organisations as necessary.   

4.6.1 National Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC)  

The NBDC is an Initiative of the Heritage Council and is operated under 
a service level agreement by a private company, Compass Informatics. 
It was established in 2007 and is funded by the Department of Housing, 
Local Government and Heritage, and the Heritage Council. It is a national 
centre for the collection, collation, management, analysis and 
dissemination of data on Ireland’s biological diversity. 

Specifically, the NBDC serves as the national hub for the collation, storage, and dissemination of 
biodiversity data; facilitates and promotes the use of biodiversity data to inform public policy and 
decision-making through analysis, interpretation and reporting; serves as Ireland’s Node of the Global 
Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF), ensuring that Irish data contribute to the more than 1 billion 
biodiversity records published through the GBIF data portal; works to identify needs for, and 
coordinate the collection of, high quality, scientifically robust data to track changes in Ireland’s species 
and habitats; supports and collaborates with partners; communicates the value of Ireland’s 
biodiversity and raises awareness of how it is changing; supports the recorder and citizen science 
network to increase the quantity and quality of biodiversity data generated in Ireland. To this latter 
point, it hosts Ireland’s Citizen Science Portal. 

The NBDC operates as a series of short-term contracts - currently, there is a 2 year contract in place. 
Although as a separate initiative, the NBDC is flexible and agile, this lack of long-term security for the 
work conducted by the NBDC risks the loss of staff knowledge and expertise, risks continuity of data 
collection and management, and prevents long-term planning. While the NPWS have been 
represented on the Management Board of the NBDC and much of the NBDC’s work provides key 
evidence for the NPWS policy and reporting, it has been noted in Submissions that there is no formal 
agreement to align the work of the NBDC with the policy ‘mother ship’ in the NPWS. The NBDC does 
not have the expertise to run all of the programmes required under the Nature Directives and tends 
to focus on species level data. The NPWS have requested that the focus of the NBDC is on the collation, 
cleansing and dissemination of biodiversity data. Because the NWPS deals with some data in addition 
to the NBDC, there is the potential for overlap, gaps and inefficiencies.  

Currently, there is a Task Force Review being conducted on the NBDC, but this was not completed at 
the time of writing this report, nor were its findings available to the Reviewers.  

The NBDC plays an incredibly important role nationally in raising awareness of biodiversity, and its 
excellent staff were highly praised by a range of stakeholders. The citizen science programme plays a 
vital role, not just in terms of raising awareness, but in terms of collating records and contributing to 
monitoring (e.g. rare plants, butterflies, bumble bees, dragon flies, and invasive species). The NBDC 

http://www.npws.ie/maps-and-data
https://inspire.geohive.ie/geoportal/#searchPanel
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also leads the implementation of the All-Ireland Pollinator Plan (AIPP), a shared plan of action to 
reverse decline in pollinators, developed by an independent cross-sectoral steering group 
(www.pollinators.ie). The success of the AIPP at raising awareness, and stimulating conservation 
action on the ground has been widely recognised [65], including by President Michael D. Higgins at 
the National Biodiversity conference in 2019. The work of the AIPP stimulated Ireland to join the global 
Coalition of the Willing on Pollinators (‘Promote Pollinators’) in 2018. In 2021 the Food and Agriculture 
Organisation of the United Nations (FAO) promoted the success of the All-Ireland Pollinator Plan as 
part of their global action on pollination services for sustainable agriculture [66], and featured the 
AIPP in their World Bee Day event ‘Build back better for bees’ [67]. It has also been identified by 
Interreg Europe as an example of best practice [68]. 

Overall, it is apparent that a specific and detailed Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) is required 
between the NPWS and the NBDC, which clearly specifies how they work in partnership, how they 
collaborate on public engagement and how they can effectively share data. 

4.6.2 BIOS project, a Biodiversity Information Organization system 

An IT system, BIOS, was developed to help staff within NPWS create, find and share corporate 
information when and where they needed it for the protection of habitats and species. The BIOS would 
link NPWS documents, databases and spatial data with external documents and spatial data, and allow 
spatially based queries, searches for rangers, designated sites, enterprises, and specific details about 
sites and species. This IT system was highly ambitious, complex and required a lot of technical 
expertise. It was founded when the NPWS were part of the Department of Environment, Heritage and 
Local Government. When the NPWS moved to the Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht in 
2011, some aspects of the system were left behind, the project stalled, and was not fully deployed. 
The BIOS is still there, but largely dormant, although some key applications still rely on it.  

4.6.3 Monitoring and Data issues identified  

● Data management systems are at the heart of the NPWS mission and require ongoing 
investment. Some of the ICT systems are not adequate to curate or index data in a way that 
it can easily be accessed and reused. The BIOS project was not supported or resourced 
adequately following the movement of the NPWS between Government Departments in 2011 
and the system was not developed further.  

● The NPWS scientific staff do not have the capacity or infrastructure to make the most out of 
the data that they do have. Staff are spending a lot of time dealing with technical and 
administrative issues rather than with the ecological data itself.  

● ICT systems are not adequate to manage Cessation of Turf Cutting Compensation Scheme 
compensation payments (see Section 4.8). Negotiations with title holders regarding turbary 
rights involves a lot of work with conveyancing, solicitors etc., and relocation to non-
designated sites has many complexities.  

● The NBDC is a key player in terms of data, but has operated to date in the form of a contract 
to a private company, without the long-term resources or stability that are required for such 
a crucial role, and does not have clarity in terms of its working relationship with the NPWS. As 
noted above, the future governance of the Biodiversity Data Centre is in the first instance a 
matter for the Heritage Council, but a closely integrated data structure is in the common 
interest of all stakeholders, [See section 4.6.1 above and Recommendation no. 19, Section 5] 

● A pan-government approach to dealing with environmental data is urgently needed as there 
is a lack of integration of biodiversity data with other environmental datasets - this is an issue 
across the sector [69]. 

[See Recommendation no. 20, Section 5] 

http://www.pollinators.ie/
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4.8 Peatland Conservation 

The NPWS has played a leading and contested role in peatland conservation in the past few decades. 
Peat soils cover over 21% of the national land area and it is increasingly seen that peatlands are 
Ireland’s largest store of terrestrial carbon. Between 1997 and 2002, Ireland nominated 51 Raised bog 
sites for designation as Special Areas of Conservation. Seventy-five raised bog Natural Heritage Areas 
(NHAs) have also been designated to supplement this network (Figure 4.8).  

 

 

Figure 4.8 Ireland’s raised and blanket bogs [70]  

 

The European Commission was critical of Ireland’s approach to the protection of peatland habitats 
and initiated infringement proceedings. In response, a national management plan with a programme 
of conservation measures for the protected raised bog network was published and a series of financial 
commitments were made to compensate bog owners and mediation initiatives were taken to foster 
consultation with peatland stakeholders. 

The Cessation of Turf Cutting Compensation Scheme compensates landowners and turbary right 
holders affected by the restriction on turf cutting on 53 raised bog Special Areas of Conservation 
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(SACs) and 36 raised bog Natural Heritage Areas (NHAs). This Scheme is administered by the NPWS on 
behalf of the Minister. The scheme was established in 2011, in response to the infringement action 
taken by the European Commission and extended in 2014. This scheme is targeted at domestic turf-
cutters who were required to cease cutting on protected raised bogs, comprising a payment of €1,500 
per annum, index-linked, for 15 years, or relocation to a non-designated bog, where feasible, with a 
once-off payment of €500. Over 25,000 payments have been made, amounting to €37 million. 

The Peatlands Council was set up in April 2011, as a non-statutory body and it assisted in developing 
a landmark national strategy in 2015 “Managing Ireland’s Peatlands” (Department of Arts, Heritage 
and the Gaeltacht, 2015).   

The report published by the NPWS entitled ‘The Status of EU Habitats & Species in Ireland 2019’ has 
reported active Raised Bogs and Blanket Bogs to have an overall status of “Bad” and declining. The 
two main Fen habitat types are reported as also “Bad” and “Unfavourable” [8].  Details on the NPWS 
bog restoration are available in the ‘Raised Bog Special Areas of Conservation Management Plan, 
2017-2022 [71].  

National policy to peatlands is increasingly moving from compensation to active restoration, as public 
attitudes to our bogs shift from ‘harvest’ to ‘conserve’. Together with Bord na Móna and local 
communities, the NPWS is playing a key role in a number of government and EU-funded restoration 
projects to halt and reverse the loss of peatland through sustainable management, rehabilitation and 
restoration: 

 The NPWS staff are providing scientific advice and are acting as regulators for the restoration 
of 33,000 ha of post-production peatlands in the midlands. This is part of the €108 million in 
funding approved by the Government for Bord na Móna’s large-scale peatlands restoration 
project, Enhanced Decommissioning, Rehabilitation and Restoration Scheme (EDRRS). The 
scheme is overseen by DECC, with funding through the Climate Action Fund.  This Scheme 
focuses on peatlands that were previously harvested for peat extraction for electricity 
generation and works are expected to be completed by the end of 2025. 

 The NPWS has recently announced a collaboration with Intel on a blanket bog restoration 
project in the Wicklow National Park.  

 The NPWS team are the coordinating beneficiaries of ambitious LIFE projects such as Living 
Bog, Peatland for People, focussed on the raised bogs in the Midlands, and the more recent 
Wild Atlantic Nature LIFE project, focussed on the blanket bogs. 

Although these are flagship projects, the NPWS capacity to service them is reported to be limited and 
needs to be expanded. For example, there have been delays in appointing staff, and existing staff in 
the Science and Biodiversity Section have been diverted and re-diverted to these projects, while also 
servicing core scientific work.  This is not sustainable and capacity in this area needs to be expanded.  

During the last two decades, the NPWS staff have shown a capacity to adapt and learn skills in 
community engagement, stewardship and partnership. Submissions to the Review have argued that 
“it is essential that these social and cultural skills and values are incorporated into research, policy and 
decision making” by State bodies such as the NPWS. 

In the evolving context of carbon policy and peatland restoration, the NPWS has the expertise to be a 
partner in a range of new opportunities for investment in peatland restoration. Submissions to the 
review have also made the case that a nationwide land-use and habitat mapping system needs to be 
made publicly available to inform policy development, planning decisions and management action in 
relation to peatland and climate.  

[See Recommendation no. 18, Section 5] 
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4.9 Marine Expertise 

The Review has identified that the NPWS lacks capacity to deliver on its statutory roles in regard to 
Marine development and conservation, as set out in the EU Habitats and Birds Directives (for which 
the NPWS is responsible) and Marine Strategy Framework Directive (for which Marine Environment in 
the Water Division of DHLGH have the responsibility) and looking ahead, in the EU Biodiversity 
Strategy.  

Ireland’s marine area is nine times bigger than the terrestrial area. Ireland currently has 2.1% of the 
marine area protected under the Natura 2000 framework. but this will increase significantly as the 
network of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) expands in line with Irish and EU policy. The NPWS will 
have an important role to play in the conservation and management of this resource, working 
alongside other national Agencies such as the Marine Institute and the evolving Marine Planning 
entities that are envisaged in current legislation.  

As stated in one of the submissions to the review: 

“Adequate resourcing and funding of the NPWS is critical to the achievement of Ireland’s 
stated ambition under the Climate Action Plan and Programme for Government of achieving 
3.5 - 5GW of offshore wind energy in Ireland by 2030, which can play a key role in helping to 
address Ireland’s Climate and Biodiversity Emergency.”  

Under the new Maritime Area Planning Bill, 2021, offshore wind energy developments will fall under 
the remit of An Bord Pleanála. As a statutory prescribed body to the board, the NPWS will be tasked 
with providing expert advice and guidance to them, at both the EIA scoping stage and the application 
determination stage. In addition, the NPWS will also be expected to provide pre-application 
observations and advice to prospective applicants. There are a significant number of offshore wind 
projects in various stages of development on the south and east coasts (Figure 4.9) that hope to 
contribute to the government’s 2030 climate target and will be carrying out survey work and 
submitting applications. Thus, resources will be required for the NPWS to input to the planning process 
and to ensure that these plans do not conflict with biodiversity.  

The NPWS is already heavily under resourced in the marine area. Given the large number of offshore 
wind energy projects in the near term, and projected growth of the industry in the coming decades, 
significant additional resources will be required.  

[See Recommendation no. 11, Section 5] 
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Figure 4.9 The scale and location of Ireland’s offshore wind energy ambitions (Wind Energy Ireland, 2021) 

 

4.10 Licensing and Country Sports 

One of the core functions of NPWS is the licencing and regulation of activities relating to wildlife, 
including hunting, possession, import and export, capture for scientific purposes and disturbance of 
certain species (as governed by Habitats or Birds Directives, Wildlife Acts, CITES). The Licensing Unit is 
an extremely busy section and performs an important service to members of the public - it issues 
approx. 6,500 Deer hunting licenses per year, derogations are given to agricultural sectors to shoot 
certain birds and licenses are issued to coursing clubs to gather (net) hares. A full listing of the types 
of licences, showing the breadth of licenses issued by NPWS in 2020, is given in Appendix 8. 

During the consultative phase of the Review, it was stated that  

“NPWS credibility within the country sports community, whom it has a statutory obligation 
to serve, is at an all-time low”.  

Many of the members of these voluntary groups and gun clubs are landowners and active members 
of their rural communities, with a keen awareness of the natural world.  There were a number of 
recurring themes from the submissions and engagement with these representative groups: 

● Only 25% of the Deer hunting licenses were issued on time in the 2020 season, during which 
processing work was constrained by the COVID-19 pandemic and database restrictions. 

● The current annual Deer licensing system should be reviewed and modernized. 

● The NPWS should create a mechanism for greater consultation with the representatives of 
the hunting and county sports community (along the lines of the Wildlife Advisory Council, 
which was provided for in the Wildlife Act, 1976 but was later abolished). 
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● The NPWS should be transferred to be under the aegis of the Department of Agriculture, Food 
and the Marine, where there could be ‘joined up action on land use issues’. 

The NPWS staff have confirmed that extra staff have been recruited in 2021 to process licences in a 
timely way, but the area remains dependent on insufficient ICT solutions.   

[See Recommendation no. 18, Section 5]  

 

4.11 Legislation 

The need to review and revise the primary legislation under which the NPWS operates was raised by 
many stakeholders, both internal staff and external groups. It was stated that  

“The Wildlife Act and European Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations are not 
fit for purpose and pose challenges to staff in relation to the protection of nature conservation. 
There exists serious limitations in relation to the protection of biodiversity in general, wildlife 
licencing and consent procedures for works within designated sites”.  

“Under the 2011 Birds and Habitats Regulations, multiple Government Departments have 
responsibility for the protection of European sites.  For example, the NPWS may receive a 
report of an area of scrub being cleared and land re-seeded in an SAC, but under the EIA 
Regulations, this requires permission from Department of Agriculture and as such the NPWS 
‘Activities Requiring Consent’ does not apply as DAFM are the competent authority”.  

The NPWS has previously initiated work to update the EC (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations 
2011-2015 and the Wildlife Acts, 1976 to 2018 (with a fundamental review and update of the latter in 
2000), but these efforts have often been piecemeal and hindered by caseload pressures and increasing 
level of legal challenges, requiring the NPWS input. From the perspective of the NPWS management, 
the importance of reviewing the 2011 legislation as part of any blueprint for the future of the NPWS 
cannot be understated. 

In regard to the National Parks, the only Park which was set up under specific legislation was Killarney 
in 1932 (see Section 4.2.2). The other National Parks are protected under State Property Act 1954, but 
it does not provide specific guidance for the challenges facing Ireland’s National Parks in the 21st 
century. The 2nd National Biodiversity Plan, 2011-2016, included the target to ‘publish legislation to 
provide a legal basis for National Parks by 2013’. During this review, a range of stakeholders have 
again made clear the need to enact legislation to provide a legal framework for the regulation of all 
National Parks and to set out policy criteria for the expansion of the National Park network.  

[See Recommendation no. 21, Section 5] 

 

4.12 Enforcement  

A range of issues in the current NPWS approach to enforcement of wildlife crime were raised by 
stakeholders during the Review. These included enforcement of breaches of the Wildlife Acts, 
including variation in response to reported illegal activity and difficulty in securing prosecutions. 
Feedback from the submissions include: 

”Reports of wildlife crime are escalated to an Garda Síochána and NPWS for investigation. The 
response from NPWS can be ad hoc, depending on the availability of local resources, 
knowledge of wildlife crime and workload” 

“It is not clear what responsibility the NPWS has in implementing conservation measures for 
habitats and species in Ireland. In an instance where a wildlife crime may have occurred e.g. 
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where an SAC has been damaged, it is not clear what power the NPWS has to investigate, 
prosecute or enforce restoration measures” 

“A 2020 report by NPWS highlighted 119 incidents between 2007 and 2019 relating to the 
poisoning, trapping and shooting of birds. It also highlighted the uneven geographic spread of 
incidents, with a higher than average number of incidents in the east of the country. However, 
just seven prosecutions were pursued in this period for the illegal persecution of birds”. 

The NPWS has taken far fewer enforcement cases (Table 4.8) compared with Inland Fisheries Ireland 
(an organisation of similar size in terms of overall staff, with a remit to enforce the Fisheries Act (Table 
4.9).  

Table 4.8 A summary of enforcement cases taken in court by NPWS from 2010 – 2018, for a range of offences 
including illegal deer hunting, bird trapping, hedge cutting or burning of vegetation/gorse 

Year 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

Number of enforcement cases 31 47 34 11 13 19 14 17 20 

 

Table 4.9 A summary of enforcement cases taken in court by Inland Fisheries Ireland from 2016 – 2019  

Year 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Prosecutions initiated for Fisheries Offences 82 66 52 67 119 
Prosecutions initiated for Environmental offences 21 16 31 22 17 
Prosecutions concluded in year 66 22 60 77 60 

Source: Inland Fisheries Ireland, Annual Reports 

Since the amalgamation of the Central and Regional Fisheries Boards into one Agency, Inland Fisheries 
Ireland in 2010, the processes for oversight of prosecutions of have streamlined and are set out in a 
comprehensive internal document, “Fisheries Officer Enforcement Handbook”.  

The NPWS has been working to overhaul its enforcement structures in recent years. A Wildlife Crime 
Working Group was set up in-house. It recognised that “there is a need to attain a higher level of 
competency and consistency across the country, particularly for new staff”. An internal proposal for a 
‘Wildlife Crime Unit’ has been agreed and initial recruitment is underway. A joint protocol agreement 
was made between An Garda Síochána, Ireland’s national Police Service, and the NPWS on 12th April 
2021 ‘to facilitate enhanced strategic working relationships, especially with regards to planning, lines 
of communication, intelligence sharing, participation in joint planned operations and mutual support’. 
Although often informal relationships existed between the two organisations, this protocol seeks to 
build on these and establish formal lines of communication. Key areas of wildlife crime to note include 
illegal hare hunting, badger baiting, unlawful hunting of deer with firearms and CITES offences. The 
protocol will result in the assignment of a Garda Síochána Inspector in each Garda Division as a Wildlife 
Crime Liaison Officer, and assignment of 16 NPWS District Conservation Officers to act as point of 
contact. They will share relevant information within normal data protection, security and 
organisational parameters.  The NPWS staff will be required to provide training to Garda Trainees and 
in-service personnel, and guidance on offence wording relating to Wildlife Act offences. Garda officers 
will provide guidance to the NPWS staff at events.  [See Recommendation no. 22, Section 5]  

 

4.13 Conclusions: Effectiveness of NPWS in delivering its mandate, current obstacles 
and capacity to meet existing demands  

One recurring theme and perspective, from a wide range of stakeholder interviews, is that  

“NPWS has performed admirably, considering the constraints it has been subjected to in recent 
years”. 
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However, the overall conclusion from the review process and stakeholder consultations is that the 
NPWS, in its current form, is not resourced adequately or aligned effectively to deliver on its current 
demands and future mandate. 

One way to present this conclusion is to use the ‘McKinsey 7S framework’, which takes a holistic 
approach to organisational analysis. As set out in this section, based on wide consultation, a summary 
evaluation of the current NPWS shows: 

 Shared values and culture of the NPWS are a legacy of its ‘diaspora’ journey across the 
Departmental landscape over 3 decades. There is a strong commitment to nature and 
conservation, but a weariness about the prospects for internal reform or explicit State support 
for its mandate. 
 

 Systems including ICT, information sharing and reporting systems are inadequate to meet the 
obligations of the NPWS, which are heavily dependent on scientific evidence and data, 
reflecting decades of under-investment and a dearth of in-house support / expertise. 
Additionally, the enforcement systems are challenged by certain illegal activities (e.g. there 
are technical difficulties in proving cases for certain types of illegal activity, including fires, or 
the required level of damage in turf-cutting; and misunderstanding of the law by the public).  
 

 Strategy: While it contributes to the Departmental cycle of strategic planning, the NPWS does 
not have an active process in place for the development of a specific strategy to guide its own 
activities. This key gap has reinforced the tendency to be reactive and does not enable the 
management team to prioritize. The findings of this Review echo the conclusion of the 2011 
ORP Report on the Department of Environment, Heritage & Gaeltacht, in relation to the 
NPWS, which stated that ‘there is an absence of overall strategic direction’. In its simplest 
form, the development of a Strategic Plan would be a mechanism for asking core questions 
and for framing collective answers to: Who we are? What we do? Where are we going? How 
will we get there? The strategy would give a foundation for a cycle of business plans, which 
sets targets, allocates resources and responsibility for delivery, which would then be regularly 
reviewed by the NPWS leadership team, e.g. on a monthly basis.  
 

 Structures are based on a ‘4 Pillar’ model of Sections/Directorates, which is complex, poorly 
designed and little understood. The basic currency of a modern organisation - knowledge, 
learning, feedback loops - do not flow smoothly and are not facilitated by the centralized, 
opaque structures. The essential linkages between regional, field-based staff and scientific 
specialists are not supported by the current structures, and there can be a vacuum in terms 
of effective decision-making or leadership. Ambiguities created by the fact the regional service 
has to serve four different Sections/Directorates remains a key structural issue which needs 
to be resolved (see Recommendations 5, 6 and 7 on follow on, in-house led, review of Strategy 
and Structures). 
 

 Staffing is not adequate to meet the current NPWS demands across a range of functions 
(including management of State-owned biodiversity sites, design and delivery of necessary 
conservation measures, regional enforcement, monitoring, communications, ICT, 
procurement) and future mandate. The constant pressure of work and ongoing inability to 
meet stakeholder demands (e.g. attendance at networks, timely responses, planning and 
coordination) is corrosive of staff motivation. 
 

 Style of leadership and management is seen as inconsistent across the NPWS, and staff often 
feel unclear about roles and responsibilities.  
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 Skills possessed by the NPWS staff are mostly highly regarded, both on the technical and the 
administrative sides, but staff are overwhelmed and there can be a lack of functional 
specialisation.  

Over time, the structures, culture and default practises within the NPWS, as with most organisations, 
have become deeply ingrained, self-reinforcing and difficult to reshape. This Review has found that 
the existing Governance status, reporting relationships and staffing structures are not effective and 
that there is an urgent need to enhance the State’s conservation and enforcement role in the 
protection of wildlife and habitats. 

Based on the weight of evidence from the stakeholder consultation and research since February 2021, 
the Review team has concluded that the NPWS has become de facto a ‘neglected garden’ in the public 
service, which requires focused and urgent attention in order to reach its potential.  

A series of 24 Recommendations are set out in Section 5 to address the key issues identified by the 
review. These recommendations are informed by the stakeholder interviews (Supplementary Report 
1), survey findings (Supplementary Report 2), stakeholder submissions (Supplementary Report 3), 
benchmarking review (Supplementary Report 4), and on the combined body of evidence available to 
the Reviewers during the period February-May 2021, and are based on best practice in similar 
organisations.  
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5. Recommendations: the future 

5.1 Strategic vision 

Ireland’s nature and National Parks service needs to develop a clear strategic vision, in order to 
operate effectively and in particular to lead in the national response to the EU Biodiversity Strategy 
out to 2030 (see Section 2.2), which will bring with it additional challenges.  

While it will be a key task for the future NPWS team to evolve its strategic vision, the Review proposes 
a ‘working draft” of a new Vision and Mission Statement: 

Vision: 

‘Biodiversity is essential for life. Our society and economy depend on the services that Nature provides. 
We value our nature and striveto ensure that it is healthy. We work together across Ireland and Europe 
to present, protect and restore our unique biodiversity’.   

Mission Statement: 

“We will play a lead role in the protection and restoration of our biodiversity and ecosystems. Our staff 
will work across Government, with community groups and civic society to build awareness and 
protection for nature. We will provide a range of education services in our National Parks and Nature 
Reserves, and manage these to the highest international standards. We will gather the ecological data 
and evidence to support and deliver a sustainable approach to nature, which will be aligned with the 
agri-food, tourism and recreational sectors. We will work closely with partners across agencies and 
society to meet the targets of the EU Biodiversity Strategy, 2030”. 

 

5.2 Organisation and governance arrangements 

5.2.1 Options for the future of the organisation 

As part of our research, we consulted with the Institute of Public Administration (IPA) and with other 
State agencies in relation to the criteria and merits for various Governance options for the NPWS.  

In 2004/5, the IPA carried out the first full scale review of agencies in Ireland [72]. The IPA report noted 
that ‘There is no general set of criteria to help policy makers decide whether or not to establish an 
Agency to carry out a particular public function’. 

In 2008, the OECD carried out a detailed Benchmarking review of the Irish Public Service -“Ireland: 
Towards and Integrated Public Service, OECD Public Management Review” [73]. It contained an 
overview of “Managing Agencies” in Ireland, which set out a set of criteria/goals for the creation of 
executive Agencies. These included: 

‘An agency is a public sector organisation with some or all of the following characteristics: 

 It is structurally differentiated from other organisations 

 It has some capacity for autonomous decision making 

 It has some expectation of continuity over time 

 It has clearly defined personal and financial resources’ 

For OECD, the key issue was to “match Governance structure with Agency objectives” - the idea of 
‘form follows function’. OECD found that “a number of reasons, both implicit and explicit, have 
motivated the creation of Agencies in Ireland: 

 Signalling and embodying new policy priorities and showing that action is being taken 

 Involving stakeholders, reflected in the fact that Irish agencies have governing boards 

 Providing executive bodies with greater managerial flexibility, bringing in specialised skills and 
allowing more performance focus 
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 Coordinating government priorities at the local level 

 Responding to European Union requirements, such as the independence of regulators” [73, 
pages 294 - 299] 

This Review was asked to assess ‘the effectiveness of the existing Governance status’ in the NPWS, 
including reporting relationships and staffing structures and to ‘recommend options for an efficient 
and effective NPWS to provide public sector leadership on nature conservation’. Many of the written 
submissions focused on this issue of governance and there were more than a hundred calls from 
members of the public for ‘an independent, well resourced, ambitious organisation for the future’.  

As part of the stakeholder consultation process, both internal staff and external groups were invited 
to comment on and assess the relative merits of four broad options for the future evolution of the 
NPWS. These are set out below, with an initial consideration of the pros and cons for each option. 
While this can be viewed as a summary of a far more complex set of considerations on Governance 
status, it provides an overview of generic options for the future NPWS. These options are set out in 
direct response to the mandate of the Review, i.e. “The review will recommend options for an efficient 
and effective NPWS to provide public sector leadership on nature conservation” [32] 

 

Option 1:  The NPWS remains a part of Heritage Division, within the DHLGH  

In this scenario, the NPWS would continue to operate as an entity ‘in name only’ i.e. in legal terms, it 
is embedded in a large, broad spectrum Government Department and is ‘neither an Agency nor an 
independent body’. 

One clear advantage of this option is in terms of policy. The Assistant Secretary for Heritage (who 
oversees the NPWS) has a seat on the DHLGH Management Committee, which brings high-level 
capacity to influence and advocate for nature; the Minister has a close relationship with the NPWS 
team (via the Assistant Secretary, and POs) and is accountable to the Oireachtas; and there is strong 
potential for synergy with the Water and Planning Divisions in DHLGH. The NPWS thus would maintain 
strong links with a range of relevant policy Divisions across the Department, including planning, water 
and marine spatial planning, local government, Met Éireann flood forecasting etc. Furthermore, the 
NPWS would retain a seat at the global policy table (e.g. CBD) and in the EU (e.g. with regards to the 
development of European Policy), as well as scope for influence on national policy, working with other 
Departments.  

In addition, this option provides continuity for the NPWS staff, having recently made the transition to 
DHLGH in 2020, and the considerable benefits of the DHLGH business and corporate supports.  

However, there is a risk that the organisational issues outlined in Section 4 (governance structure, lack 
of focussed leadership and decision making processes), which have persisted for many years, may not 
be effectively tackled and prioritized. There is the concern that the clarity of focus and strategic 
identity that is needed for the long-term, effective delivery of the NPWS mandate may not be realised. 
Additionally, there is a continuing lack of visibility for the public and stakeholders into the work and 
the structures of the NPWS (as evidenced by the online survey completed by 2,997 individuals).   

 

Option 2: The NPWS becomes an Executive Agency without independent legal personality (like Met 
Éireann, Geological Survey, Probation Service) 

The NPWS would remain a core part of DHLGH, with a range of business and corporate supports, and 
the benefits of Ministerial support at Cabinet, and would retain a seat at the policy table globally (e.g. 
CBD), and in EU (e.g. with regards to the development of European Policy) and the benefits of direct 
influence on national policy, within and across Departments (as above). 
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In this scenario, a full-time, dedicated Director would be appointed to lead the Executive Agency (as 
is the case with Met Éireann) who would have time and mandate to bring 100% focus on the NPWS 
and its challenges. The Director would have a seat on the DHLGH Management Committee, which 
brings a capacity to influence and advocate for resources and synergies, specifically for the NPWS. As 
shown in the successful evolution of the Met Éireann model, an Executive Agency has a capacity to 
develop its own strategic framework, which builds clarity of purpose and staff cohesion. In addition, 
the NPWS would have capacity for limited autonomy and for the evolution of a more distinct identity, 
which would be the case for nature agencies across most EU member states. While the same 
expenditure and corporate governance rules as other Divisions within the DHLGH would be 
maintained, separate branding could be developed to support the NPWS’ work, and this would afford 
an identity, recognisable both within and outside government. 

Additional benefits associated with an Executive Agency, as opposed to an Independent Agency 
(option 3 below), are that terms and conditions for current staff would be maintained, costs of salaries 
and pension liabilities would be carried within the overall Departmental exchequer vote, and an 
Executive Agency could be set up within the lifetime of the current government. Indeed, the DHLGH 
has precedent of doing this with Met Éireann. Finally, an Executive Agency is less likely to be impacted 
by changes of Government and Departmental shuffles in the future. 

On the downside, creating an Executive Agency does not automatically fix the current problems 
identified, and could be seen as merely “window dressing”, if strategic, structural, resource and other 
issues are not also addressed. Thus creation of an Executive Agency should not be undertaken without 
implementing other changes. 

Although an Executive Agency within a Department has a statutory remit to advise on Government 
policy, in that sense, it can be perceived as inherently constrained from being an independent voice 
in regard to nature conservation. Additionally, an Executive Agency within the Department does not 
have the same freedom of initiative or capacity for ‘self-direction’ as would a fully autonomous 
Agency, set up by primary Statute (option 3 below).  

 

Option 3: Independent Agency (such as the EPA, TEAGASC, Marine Institute, Inland Fisheries Ireland) 

This option was advocated for by many external stakeholders during consultation. There are several 
perceived advantages to this option, including that an Independent Agency can hold Government to 
account for breach of regulations/good practice, could have a strong independent voice for nature, 
and could commission independent research to stimulate public awareness and policy changes on key 
issues relating to its nature brief. While operating as a non-commercial body and thus within the 
framework of DPER sanctions, Independent Agencies can also develop systems to optimize/streamline 
recruitment and over time to build a greater degree of technical specialisation.  Finally, as an 
Independent Agency is created and mandated by primary legislation, passed by the Oireachtas, it is 
much less likely to be impacted by changes of Government.  

However, there are many issues to be considered with this option. In particular, drafting new 
legislation takes time and resources, although some stakeholders have pointed out that this can be 
progressed quickly if there is high political priority. In addition, there are implications for the status of 
current staff (who would change from being civil to public servants), and considerable consultation 
with staff and unions would be required. Such a move to Independent Agency status has the potential 
to affect career progression and the potential effect on terms of employment could give rise to 
industrial relations challenges. Additionally, there may be substantial costs involved, particularly with 
regards to pensions, in light of the demographic profile of the NPWS staff (but this can be mitigated if 
legacy costs are part of transfer package). Finally, in terms of staff, there would be a change in how 
they are perceived in inter-department/agency engagements on All-of-Government issues, which 
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could be detrimental, particularly in terms of policy development, and an additional biodiversity policy 
section within the parent Department would need to be created. 

An Independent Agency would also need to create a suite of in-house corporate functions, from HR 
to Finance, Communications and ICT. This could be seen to reduce the level of resources for core work 
of the NPWS, including science, conservation, education and National Park management. Finally, there 
are implications for existing legislation and its implementation that would need to be considered. 

 

Option 4: Separate the functions e.g. transfer the management of National Parks to the OPW; move 
science, guidance and national enforcement to another agency, e.g. EPA, retain policy functions in 
the Department. 

Under this scenario, the National Parks and associated historic properties and their staff could once 
again revert to OPW, which has the expertise to manage these assets, alongside its existing portfolio 
of historic sites. The Conservation Rangers could be moulded into a wider body of Biodiversity officers, 
based within the Local authorities and providing an enhanced range of conservation/enforcement 
functions at the local level. The scientific and ecological assessment staff could be positioned within a 
relevant environmental agency such as EPA, bringing a natural synergy in relation to environmental 
assessment, while the administrative staff would be re-assigned to the policy team in the Department 
or to the ‘receiving agencies’ such as OPW or EPA. 

There was very little support for this option during consultation for several reasons. This scenario 
would risk the loss of a ‘critical mass’ of expertise in nature conservation, at the national and regional 
scale. Breaking up the de-facto national nature organisation in a time of declared ‘biodiversity crisis’ 
would not be well perceived by the public, NGOs, national or European institutions and could cause 
harm to Ireland’s international reputation. There is a clear risk that the enforcement of wildlife 
legislation would be adversely affected under this option, with consequential impacts on nature 
conservation and on Ireland’s legal position vis a vis the EU. Finally, planning and implementing such 
a ‘separation’ of functions would be costly and time-consuming, in terms of negotiations with the 
‘receiving’ agencies and with staff representative groups, as well as in the legal implications of 
transferring suite of functions from the existing NPWS/Minister to disparate bodies. 

 

In the light of the above, it will be a matter for the relevant Minister and Department to decide on the 
most effective governance for the NPWS [See Recommendation no. 1]. However, we have provided 
our own summary and rationale for recommending Option 2, and the creation of a new Executive 
Agency for Nature below. 
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A ‘phased option’ could also be given consideration, if there are increased resources, staffing and 
leadership capacity. Under this scenario, the Minister could put in place the necessary steps for 
transitioning to a fully autonomous Independent Agency (as set out in option 3) within 5 years. 
However, as above, the scale of change and resources needed for bespoke legislation and the related 
negotiations with Unions mean that it would be a time-consuming process and thus, it is not the 
recommended first option arising from this review. 

Linked with the decision on wider Governance structures, the new executive agency should also have 
a new name (for example Nature Ireland / Dúlra Éireann or The Nature and National Parks Agency 
have been suggested), and the NPWS staff should be engaged in the process of deciding on the new 
name for their organisation.  

 

5.2.2 Improving strategic focus across public sector - a Coordinated cross Government 
Approach 

The Terms of Reference for the Review sought recommendations on “the best strategic focus for 
Nature conservation by various elements of the public sector, in particular by Local Government, other 
Departments, state bodies/agencies and how best these can work together with NPWS”.  

Summary Recommendation and Rationale for change 

Considering the evidence and assessment set out in Section 4, we recommend that the Minister and 
Department give serious consideration to creating a new Executive Agency for Nature with its own 
dedicated Director (Option 2 above), as soon as possible. 

The summary rationale in support of an Executive Agency is as follows: 

 An assessment of the findings in Section 4 of this report make it clear that the first option is 
not a desirable way forward. The issues and inadequacies as set out in Section 4 carry ongoing 
risks of non-delivery of EU commitments on nature and biodiversity (see Appendix 2 re. 
Infringement cases). These risks need to be mitigated in a holistic programme of reform 
including governance, internal structures, improved staffing and resourcing, and improved 
communications. 

 During the extensive consultation process since February 2021, there has been strong 
support, both within the organisation and amongst a range of key stakeholders, for the 
option of an Executive Agency within the current Department. By contrast, there were many 
concerns raised in regards to the feasibility or disruption of Option 3, formation of an 
Independent Agency. 

 A move to Executive Agency would provide for a full time Director (CEO), which can bring a 
degree of 100%, dedicated top Management focus that is not attainable within the current 
Heritage division structure (which involves a wider set of responsibilities) 

 Momentum is a vital component in organisational change. In addition to unlocking the range 
of benefits as set out in Table 5.1 above, the policy decision to designate the NPWS as the 
Executive Agency for Nature (within the existing Department)  would send a clear signal that 
there is a commitment to reform and renewal of the NPWS, in line with the Programme for 
Government mandate. 

 Option 2 can provide the autonomy for NPWS to develop its identity and detailed strategy, 
in consultation with staff, as has been evidenced by the successful model of Met Eireann, 
which operates as an executive agency within the same Department. 
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This requires a broader consideration of how nature conservation can be better organised and more 
effectively implemented. This goes beyond the direct remit of the NPWS, but is crucial in context of 
the current biodiversity crisis and should be addressed in parallel by the Minister.  

In addition to reform of the NPWS itself, it is proposed that the ‘best strategic focus for Nature 
conservation by various elements of the public sector’ can be achieved by creating new structures and 
processes for nature management in Ireland, which build on the lessons from water governance. 

In response to recurring critiques of the Irish water governance system under the Water Framework 
Directive, the Department of Environment & Local Government, (in close consultation with the EPA 
and with local authorities) created new structures and processes for water governance for the second 
cycle River Basin Management Plan, 2018-2021. These included a new three-tier structure, at national 
(Policy), technical, and local level [74]. The recent experience of creating this multi-level water 
governance structure is an important asset within DHLGH, which can be called upon in the design of 
parallel, linked governance for nature and biodiversity. 

A transition to an Executive Agency within DHLGH would create positive opportunities for synergies 
between the nature governance and water management in Ireland, including cross linkages in relation 
to Water Framework measures, coordinated regional actions with LAWPRO, local authorities, 
communities and non-governmental networks. See Recommendation no. 24 below.  

 

5.3 What actions are required? 

It is clear from the scale of the challenges set out in Section 4 of this report that the NPWS needs a 
programme of organisational reform and structural change for it to deliver its mandate in the coming 
decade(s). The existing Governance structures and personnel do not have the capacity (time, skill-sets 
and supports) to undertake the scale of change, in parallel with the existing NPWS commitments. 

NB The Recommendations are designed in a sequence (see table 5.2) to create a process for ongoing, 
change by the new leadership team in the NPWS. This is described by organisational experts as an 
‘Action Learning’ approach. 

While the Recommendations below address many of the key deficiencies as set out in Section 4, 
starting with Governance, the Review does not include a revised internal structure or blueprint for 
the NPWS. The main reasons for this approach are two-fold: 

 Fit with the review process and resources. The Terms of Reference for the Review included a 
‘Review of existing Governance status, reporting relationships and staffing structures” and 
“recommendations for governance and management arrangements for NPWS”. We have set 
out, in section 5.2 above, four options and a recommendation for the overall Governance of 
the NPWS, i.e. how it can be located in relation to the DHLGH and within the public service. 
While the desire for early progress (solutions) to the challenge of internal structures in the 
new NPWS is understandable, the resources available for this part of the Review (Chair and 
deputy Chair, engaged part-time for 5 months, which included a 3 month consultation phase) 
did not allow the time/space needed to map out new internal structures for the NPWS (see 
Section 3.4). In addition, the skillset for such detailed work on organisational design did not 
exist within the Review team, but forms a key part of Recommendation 6 below.  

 Sequence of the Change Process. As quoted in section 5.2.1 above, a core principle of 
organisation design, as set out by OECD and others is to ‘match Governance structure with 
Agency objectives’.  In this case, the logic of the Recommendations is clear - it is a matter for 
the incoming NPWS Director and Management team to agree its Strategic direction, which 
should be matched with the planning and delivery of a ‘fit for purpose structure’ to deliver the 
strategic objectives.  
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A series of 24 Recommendations is set out below, which address the main challenges identified in 
Section 4 of the Review. They are not designed to be prescriptive or to address all of the detailed 
issues cited by the NPWS stakeholders, rather, they are designed to create a process and a platform 
for ongoing, adaptive change by the future leadership team in NPWS (Box 5.1).  

The challenges identified in this review are not just ‘technical’ issues that can be met with clear, 
technical solutions. Rather they are classic ‘adaptive challenges’, which require learning, reform, and 
work by all stakeholders – at political level, by senior management, and by staff. As managing 
organisational change in the public sector is a specialised skillset, it is recommended that a ‘Transition 
team’ is set up, including tendering for the expertise of an organisational design house (see 
Recommendations no. 4 and 6). 

 

Box 5.1 Adaptive Leadership and Change: 

“Adaptive leadership is the practice of mobilising people to tackle tough challenges and thrive. 
Successful adaptive change builds on the past rather than jettison it. It relies on diversity and on 
collective intelligence. It nurtures shared responsibility for the organisation.  

Change is a learning process - it develops leadership capacity and supports continuous learning. It 
occurs through experimentation, in a number of stages, and takes time.’  [75] 

Stages of Adaptive Change, applied to the NPWS [adapted from 76]  

 

 

5.3.1 Summary of Recommendations 

In accordance with the Terms of Reference for the review, the Recommendations are summarized in 
a time sequence in the Prioritised Action Plan for 2021 - 2024, Section 5.4. 

Recommendation no. 1 The Minister, in consultation with DHLGH officials, should finalize a position 
on the Review and put in place a process for Management response/implementation. 

The first key step is to decide on the best strategic option for the future NPWS structure and 
governance (see Section 5.2), as a framework for progressing this Review. 

Recommendation no. 2 The Minister, in consultation with DHLGH officials, should decide on the 
appropriate name for the future NPWS, or as an alternative, the Minister could signal that the NPWS 

Review, February - August 2021

• 'Unfreeze' - create the conditions for change

Phase 1. September 2021 - Spring 2022

• New Vision &  Governance. Build the guiding 
Team, draft a Strategic Plan to 2030. 

Phase 2.  2022 - 2023

• 'Making change stick'

• Recruitment, bed in new Structures & Regional 
teams.
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staff should be engaged in the process of deciding on the new name for their organisation, in tandem 
with the development of the Strategic Plan (see Recommendation no. 5 below).  Further information 
and options are set out in Section 5.2. 

Recommendation no. 3 The Minister and DHLGH should seek the necessary approval for the 
establishment and filling of the post of Director (CEO) for the new NPWS. It is clear from the 
assessment in Section 4 of this report that a full-time, dedicated Director, at Assistant Secretary level 
or equivalent, is essential to lead the transformation of the NPWS to meet future challenges. The 
Director would need to have skills, training and experience in running a large, multi-faceted, functional 
organisation and should ideally have an ecological/environmental scientific background and deep 
understanding of the NPWS and its challenges. A dedicated Director is needed to provide day-to-day 
decision-making to ensure delivery of Government priorities on behalf of the Minister, coordinate the 
organisation, re-build trust and improve communication among sections, implement internal 
processes and procedures with accountability, and create a functional, professional, consistent 
organisation.  

The Director would work with the Transition team and expert advisors (see Recommendations no. 4 
and 6 below) to create the climate for a coherent, co-ordinated and positive culture. Above all, the 
Director would need to provide leadership, so that the new NPWS presents a strong, unified message 
on the need to integrate actions for nature and biodiversity into all aspects of Irish society.  

Recommendation no. 4 The Minister and DHLGH set up a Transition team to lead the change process 
for the new NPWS. This team should include the new CEO/Director (once appointed), the existing and 
incoming Principal Officers and members of the Transition support staff, to be identified by the 
Department. It is important that the team is sufficiently staffed and resourced to deliver the changes 
required in a timely manner. The time and resources allocated to this transition should not burden 
existing workloads and diminish on-going work. 

Recommendation no. 5 The Transition team should begin and oversee the process of developing a 
Strategic Plan for the new NPWS. As set out in Section 4.1.3, “there is no strategic document or plan” 
to guide and prioritize the work of the NPWS, given its position as a constituent line of the Department. 
The Strategic Plan will sit under the DHLGH’s plan (as Met Éireann’s does) and be approved by the 
Management Board, but will provide key focus for the NPWS staff, and help build understanding of 
specific strategic goals for the NPWS. 

Based on the experience of Met Éireann, the process of developing a Strategic Plan is a catalyst in 
building staff engagement in shaping the future, regardless of the strategic governance option. In 
2017, the Met Éireann Management Committee set up a number of task teams to develop strategic 
goals and build their services on weather and climate, which included a team on Internal Organisation. 
In the case of the new NPWS, a Strategy team should be established to represent a cross-section of 
grades, disciplines and a regional mix. The preparation of multi-year Strategic plans is a cornerstone 
of effective governance. The process of consultation on the draft Plan is also a key mechanism for 
setting expectations within the Department and with external stakeholders.  

Recommendation no. 6 DHLGH and the CEO/Director of the new NPWS should prepare a framework 
tender to engage the services of a professional management consultancy, with a brief to support the 
Transition team in a programme of Organisation change, in terms of designing and implementing the 
future organisational structures and processes,  taking into account the new Strategic Plan. This firm 
would bring additional resources and expertise to the organisation, in light of the gap in existing 
experience in the planning and delivery of organisational change. 

Recommendation no. 7 The Transition team, with the support of management consultant partners, 
should consult with the Strategy team (see Recommendation no. 5 above) and staff representatives 
on the future structure, including the creation of Team-based structures across the new NPWS. As 
noted in Section 4.2.4 above, “there is a lack of functional specialisation with Regions, resulting in staff 
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members having very broad remits”.  Across the Agency, (e.g. in Dublin, Wicklow, Killarney (Co Kerry), 
Clare, Connemara and Coole Park (Co. Galway), Ballycroy (Co Mayo), Ballinafad (Co Sligo), Glenveagh 
Co. Donegal), there is scope to build multi-functional teams which incorporate the work of Ecologists, 
Conservation Rangers, Park management and Education staff. These regional teams should include 
the Marine remit and responsibilities of the NPWS in the relevant areas (see Recommendation no. 11 
below).  

Recommendation no. 8 The Transition Team should take immediate steps to establish effective 
internal communications within the new NPWS and DHLGH. Time should be allocated for all members 
of the organisation to communicate with one another, horizontally across the organisation and 
vertically within reporting structures. Conferences, staff updates, seminars/webinars, newsletters, 
awards/prizes and recognitions of excellence, and opportunities for the staff to come together and 
meet one another both formally and informally, are crucial for increasing staff morale, and developing 
the organisation as a functioning team that works together to the common goals set out in the 
Strategic Plan. 

Recommendation no. 9 The Transition Team should consider how best to support the scientific staff 
and boost the scientific impact of the organisation. Other European countries have a ‘Chief Scientist’ 
in their nature protection body (e.g. Natural England) who maintains and builds the organisation’s 
technical and scientific capability, to maximise the practical application of evidence and skills. Others 
have science-policy platforms that provide scientific support for policy, knowledge brokerage and data 
access (e.g. Belgium). The current NPWS has excellent scientists, but is not making the most of their 
skills, and they do not have the capacity for more meaningful connection with the national and 
international research community (See Recommendation no. 23 on research below).  In addition, 
there is a need to develop more interaction between the scientific unit and regional staff. These issues 
should all be addressed by the Strategy and Transition teams (see Recommendations 5 and 7 above).  

Recommendation no. 10 The Department should continue to move ahead with the establishment of 
the Conservation Measures team, including the recruitment of a post at PO/ level (with technical 
knowledge of the relevant disciplines in terrestrial and/or marine ecology) to lead this team. As noted 
in Section 4.2.1 above, Ireland is the subject of an EU infringement case (2015/2006) and is required 
to develop a coherent approach to both the setting and delivery of conservation measures (CMs). The 
NPWS is the lead respondent in this case on behalf of Ireland.  The NPWS will also need to respond to 
the evolving policy regarding restoration, and to support the drafting of the National Restoration Plan.  

This Recommendation endorses the proposal in the Department's Workforce Plan, 2021 i.e. that a 
new Conservation Measures team, comprising 30 staff, should be established to deliver CMs in a 
dedicated way. While it is understood that approval has been given for the initial phase of recruitment 
(10 staff), the pace of delivery has not been sufficient to meet the scale of the task. This core team 
needs to be created during 2021 and given a mandate to deliver and to pull in support from other 
Government Departments.   

Recommendation no. 11 The Department and Transition Team should take early steps to build the 
Agency's capacity in Marine conservation. As set out in Section 4.9 above, the NPWS currently lacks 
capacity in marine biodiversity, which is a core part of the NPWS remit and is under-resourced to meet 
the highly ambitious targets for offshore energy set out in the Programme for Government and 
Climate Action plans. The shortfall here has been highlighted by marine stakeholders in the public 
consultation phase of the review. The NPWS needs to scope out the full extent of needs, in 
consultation with the marine counterparts within DHLGH and (based on the outcome of this scoping) 
draft a case for a dedicated Marine Unit, with the capacity to respond to the expanded sectoral and 
statutory requirements. In tandem, the NPWS needs to develop detailed set of operating procedures 
(MoUs) with the other key agencies in this evolving landscape – Marine Institute, the proposed Marine 
Regulatory Agency (MARA) and an Bord Pleanála, to clarify their respective roles and interactions. 
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The strengthened Marine Conservation Unit within the new NPWS could also be in a position to play 
a key role in the planning and implementation of the network of Marine Protected Areas, as envisaged 
in Irish policy documents [77] and in the EU Biodiversity strategy [14]. 

Recommendation no. 12 The Department/NPWS should explore ways to open up career 
opportunities and training for all NPWS staff. Based on the findings of this review, the DHLGH/NPWS 
should encourage the relevant Unions and DPER to explore pathways to open up career opportunities 
for all NPWS staff and the integration of staff members who are designated as Industrial (100 full time 
equivalent staff, details in Appendix 7, including seasonal staff) into the NPWS. This would be in line 
with the Civil Service Renewal Plan - “Open up recruitment and promotion processes at all levels” and 
“Expand career and mobility opportunities for staff across geographic, organisational and sectoral 
boundaries” [78]. While it has been pointed out that these are complex and historical issues, the 
DHLGH/NPWS should engage with the relevant Unions and other statutory bodies that are working to 
achieve a resolution, in the interests of long-term aspirations of staff and the Renewal Plan.  

Recommendation no. 13 Section 4.5.1 and 4.5.4 have set out the challenges and opportunities for the 
NPWS to become a national leader in the field of education and learning about nature, building on the 
suite of nine teams and facilities at the National Parks and selected Nature Reserves. It is 
recommended that a dedicated, full-time Head of Education be appointed to lead on the delivery of 
a programme for Education and Engagement in NPWS. The role of Education lead has been located in 
the Science and Biodiversity Section, but this was not closely aligned with front-line Education and 
Guide staff across the NPWS facilities. It is noted that a position of ‘Head of Education and Visitor 
services” previously existed in Dúchas (1995 -2003) but the strategic opportunity is greater, post-
COVID-19, to mould ‘a cohort of effective science communicators to engage the public’. It is also 
recommended that in the evolution of this Program, the NPWS should build strategic alliances at the 
regional level with the network of Education and Training Boards and with agencies, community and 
voluntary groups (e.g. Conservation Corps) that would have common interests in nature and 
biodiversity education. 

Recommendation no. 14 The Review was specifically tasked with ’evaluating the staffing 
requirements to enable successful outcomes’ to meet the challenges for the coming decade.  

Following on the decisions regarding the future governance of the NPWS, the Director and 
management team should submit detailed and consolidated Workforce plan and Estimates forecast 
for 2022 to DHLGH to reflect the scale of NPWS challenges, as outlined in the Review and 
Recommendations.  

While the future staffing needs will be determined through this Workforce planning process for 2022 
and 2023, it is recommended that the current (sanctioned vacancies) should be filled and that there 
are immediate, additional staffing needs. Based on discussions with members of the NPWS 
Management team, a review of the Tourism Interpretative Master Plan for the National Parks (TIMP, 
see section 4.5.2), the spring 2021 Workforce plans from each team, and in line with the 
Recommendations in section 5 of this review, we estimate that a minimum of 90 additional staff will 
be required, on top of the sanctioned vacancies, in these priority areas for NPWS in 2021-22 (Table 
5.1). Once completed, this would bring the total numbers from the current level of 360 (Table 4.6) to 
a sustainable level of 450 staff by the end of 2022. 

 

Table 5.1 Estimated minimum number of additional staff required, on top of sanctioned vacancies, for the 
NPWS in 2021-22 

Area/Staff type Section* No. staff  

Conservation Measures Unit (Principal Officer, G1, G2, G3) CM 30 

Scientific /Marine Unit (two Ecologists G2, one G3 and EO) SB 4 

Climate Action Unit SB 2 
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Data Management and GIS Support SB and PLD 4 

Research programme coordination and admin     SB 2 

LIFE programme management Unit PLD or CM 1 

Park Managers for each of the six National Parks SRPM 6 

District Conservation Officers (DCOs) SRPM 10 

General operatives/Craftsmen for each of the National Parks   SRPM   16 

Ecological Assessment Unit - Ecologists G2 and one G3 LL 4 

Legislation and Guidance Unit (Wildlife Acts, Habitats regs.) LL 2 

Wildlife Crime Unit LL 3 

Head of Education SRPM 1 

Communications lead SRPM 1 

Business support and Administration ALL 4 

*Initial allocation by current Section is set out, for information: Strategy, Regional & Property Management = 

SRPM; Science & Biodiversity = SB; Legislation & Licensing = LL; Peatlands & Land Designation= PLD; Conservation 
Measures = CM 
 

In the context of this recruitment, the NPWS should continue to engage with the DHLGH and DPER to 
seek the ability to hire specified technical and scientific staff at a level appropriate to their experience 
and expectations of the role (e.g. Gr 3 science staff, CRs), and provide opportunities for training and 
promotion as appropriate. The context for the inclusion of additional District Conservation Officers 
and GOs is set out in Recommendation no 17 below, in relation to the National Parks and Reserves. 

While it was beyond the competence or time available to the review team to quantify the financial 
implications of this recruitment in detail, it is estimated that the incremental cost of the 90 posts as 
recommended above is approximately €4.9 million per year (based on average October 2020 salaries 
for the respective grades).  The Department will need to secure funding from DPER for this next phase 
of the NPWS reform. 

Staff Needs by 2030. It is not possible, within the constraints of this Review, to fully evaluate ‘the 
NPWS staffing needs to meet the challenges for the coming decade’. However, it is reasonable to 
project forward from the proposed new baseline of 450 staff in 2022, taking into account the 
following key drivers: 

 Increasing visitor numbers from the current base of 4 million per year at NPWS sites, 
fuelled by domestic visitors and the anticipated recovery of international tourism post 
2023, creates a demand for visitor management, education, safety and site maintenance 
(see section 4.2) 

 In line with the requirements of additional designation and restoration envisaged by the 

EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2030 (section 2.2), the State will be expected to ensure 

protection of a significantly increased geographic area. Delivery of the strategy will 

increase the demands across NPWS, including on Peatland restoration, Conservation 

Measures, Science and Biodiversiry teams 

 The urgent need for Ireland to put in place a cross-Government framework to achieve the 
Climate Action targets in relation to offshore renewable energy (see section 4.9) means 
that NPWS needs to build a much strengthened Marine Assessment team, as set out in 
Recommendation no. 11 above. 

In light of these drivers and building on the international benchmarks of Nature agencies across 
the EU (see Appendix 4), a core compliment of 600 staff by 2030 reflects an annual growth of 
approx. 4% pa and is a realistic target. 
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Recommendation no. 15 The new NPWS needs to demonstrate leadership for nature, and act as a 
champion for nature nationally (within and outside government) and internationally. As part of its 
workforce planning, the NPWS needs to prioritise public relations and establish a dedicated Head of 
Communications and Public Relations (reporting to a Principal Officer) to lead an energised team to 
coordinate external communications and social media. This team would build on the good will 
generated by the National Biodiversity Conference in 2019. It would work closely with the 
Director/CEO, Science, Education and National Parks Units within the NPWS to publicise the state of 
nature, and to promote the multiple values of nature, the positive work that the new NPWS conducts, 
and the negative consequences of wildlife crimes. As is the case currently with Met Éireann, the NPWS 
Head of Communications and Public Relations would link closely into the wider DHLGH 
Communications Unit and utilise the range of skills that are available there. 

The new NPWS needs to engage with other government bodies, NGOs and other relevant groups to 
ensure effective partnerships, two-way knowledge exchange, and that everyone is clear of their roles 
and responsibilities. There need to be clear pathways for engagement (with regards to licencing, 
wildlife crime, planning, designation, species and habitats), and sensitive approaches, so that 
stakeholders are better able to manage their expectations of the new NPWS. Linked with the 
development of the Strategic plan and the related Communications program, the NPWS should 
consider setting up a public complaints system, which would be comparable with or integrated with 
that operated for related bodies such as the EPA and Inland Fisheries Ireland. 

Recommendation no. 16 The capacity of NPWS teams to engage with communities will increasingly 
be a key success factor in working with communities on nature conservation, with farmer and bog 
owners on Agricultural measures and peatland restoration. As part of its future workforce planning, 
the NPWS needs to recruit dedicated Community liaison staff with expertise in community 
engagement and knowledge of participatory approaches to conservation. Working as part of Regional 
cross-functional teams (see Recommendation 7), these Community staff will also be encouraged to 
provide on-the-job training in engagement best practise to NPWS colleagues in the Science and 
Conservation Ranger teams. The NPWS should look to LAWPRO and learn from their experiences.    

Recommendation no. 17 As set out in Section 4.2.2 above, there is no exclusive, dedicated 
management team for the six National Parks - this role is handled by the PO for Regional Operations 
and Strategy, the Parks and Reserves Unit and Regional and Divisional Managers, in addition to a wide 
range of other duties across the regions, including conservation, assessment, enforcement and staff 
supervision. Given that the combined NPWS facilities receive an estimated four million visitors per 
year (when all the Nature Reserves are included) and that visitor numbers are projected to increase, 
this position is not sustainable.  

It is recommended that six Park Managers are appointed, one for each of Ireland’s National Parks. 
This Recommendation for Park Managers was included in the Grant Thornton review (2010) but has 
not been implemented. It is proposed that the appropriate level and grading structures for the Park 
Managers be determined by the NPWS Management team, in consultation with HR and the external 
organisation reform experts (as per Recommendation no. 6 above) The regional staff, including 
Conservation Rangers, will need to be distributed between National Park duties and wider (non-Park) 
roles, allowing for greater specialisation.  

It is proposed in Recommendation no. 14 above that an additional 10 DCOs will be required by 2022, 
taking into account the sanctioned recruitment of up to 50 new Conservation Rangers and the wide 
geographical areas to be covered. Furthermore, one or more dedicated scientific staff should also be 
appointed and assigned to the Parks. In addition to the recommendation on staffing above, a 
Workforce plan will be prepared for each Park, as part of the Divisional plans for 2023, taking into 
account the obligations set out in the draft Park Management Plans (see below) for conservation, 
tourism and amenity management, guides, education, property management and administration.  
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Once Park Managers and support staff are in place for each of the National Parks, the new NPWS 
should proceed in 2022/2023 with the drafting and consultation on Management Plans for the 
National Parks. Based on experience with earlier plans (e.g. in Wicklow and Killarney), this is a 
significant challenge will require an extensive process of consultation with local communities, 
stakeholders and conservation staff. In addition, Park Managers will have key roles in communications, 
project planning, the monitoring and management of visitor safety at the Parks. 

The evolution of Management Plans can also provide a framework for the development of a Nature 
Apprenticeship scheme, as recommended in Ireland’s National Skills Strategy 2025, and of bespoke 
Volunteer programmes. This would complement the NPWS Intern programme, which is already 
underway. The effective rollout of such an Apprenticeship scheme, starting with the National Parks, 
depends on the active participation of the current cohort of skilled, experienced craftspeople in the 
NPWS. 

A related programme of investment for the provision of limited staff accommodation and the 
renovation where possible of the building stock at key NPWS Parks sites should be considered. 

Recommendation no. 18 There is an urgent need for IT reform of software and hardware systems 
within the NPWS. A multi-annual programme of investment should be prepared, addressing the core 
weaknesses (including, Monitoring and Reporting systems on species and habitats; Online licensing 
systems; Development Applications; Property and Asset management), agreed and implemented with 
the support of the Department’s Chief Information Officer and Office of the Government Chief 
Information Officer (OGCIO). This Information and Communications Technology (ICT) plan should 
include the recruitment of a core team of ICT and Geographic Information System (GIS) specialists to 
maintain the new NPWS’s systems, which would be strengthened with contracted resources. The 
recommended option is to build a separate ICT unit in the NPWS, similar to Met Éireann who, while 
they sit under the Department’s governance and funding structures, are operationally independent. 
This recommendation is linked with progress on building closer operational links with the NBDC (see 
Recommendation no. 19 below).  

Recommendation no. 19 The DHLGH and the new NPWS Management team to engage with the 
Heritage Council and with the Management Board of the National Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC), 
to put in place arrangements, for much closer working relationships (including data management, 
sharing resources, technology, public outreach and communications) to meet the growing 
national/NPWS requirements (Note: as stated in section 4.6.1 above, a separate process is underway 
in relation to future governance options for NBDC). The consultation process that we undertook has 
indicated that closer integration of the functions and expertise of the NBDC with the scientific and 
data management activities of the new NPWS would be a positive outcome, from the national 
perspective.  

Recommendation no. 20 The Review recommends that expenditure across government for 
Biodiversity, Climate, Water and Air quality, as core aspects of Environment be tagged, so that 
statistics can be derived on public expenditure and the effectiveness of expenditure on an on-going 
basis. This should be aligned with the implementation of the Prioritized Action Framework (PAF) for 
Natura 2000 in Ireland, an All-of-Government framework, covering the period from 2021 to 2027, 
which was outlined in Section 4. The delivery of the PAF is a key requirement for Ireland, up to and 
until 2027. The NPWS and other Government Departments/Agencies should incorporated the PAF into 
all thinking and actions around Conservation Measures and nature restoration, 

Recommendation no. 21 The challenges of reform in the key areas of legislation underpinning the 
work of the NPWS have been set out in Section 4.11 above. Dedicated resources need to be committed 
for the updating of existing statutes for nature conservation and the drafting of key pieces of new 
legislation - updating the Wildlife Acts, the Birds and Habitats regulations and the new National Parks 
Act. 
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Recommendation no. 22 The evolution of the Wildlife Crime Unit within the NPWS has been set out 
in Section 4.12 The implementation of the new Enforcement arrangements within the NPWS need to 
be fully consistent with and aligned to the development of the new Strategic plan and the building of 
regional, team-based structures. The Wildlife Crime Unit should give early consideration to the 
development and publication of a Compliance and Enforcement Policy, which would set out the 
NPWS’s general approach to compliance and enforcement. This could include: the enforcement 
principles that underpin its approach; the range of enforcement options available; the criteria 
considered by the NPWS in assessing breaches of wildlife legislation; and communication of 
enforcement activity and outcomes. 

As it evolves, the NPWS Wildlife Crime Unit should work closely with and establish MoU’s with the 
other lead agencies in the enforcement area, in addition to the Gardai, principally Inland Fisheries 
Ireland (IFI) and the EPA.  As stated in the submission from the EPA to the Review: ‘collaboration in 
enforcement would be further advanced through the active participation of NPWS in the National 
Enforcement Network (NIECE)’. In its submission to the Review, IFI has stressed ‘the desire to work 
closely with NPWS to further protect wildlife and biodiversity for future generations’ 

Recommendation no. 23 From 2022, the NPWS should put in place the financial and management 
arrangements for a specific Research programme, aligned with national strategic priorities on Nature 
and biodiversity.  As stated in the submission from EPA: ‘There is no one body leading out or 
championing biodiversity and ecosystem research. NPWS should lead a national research strategy for 
ecosystems and biodiversity and secure multi-annual funding to deliver on strategic needs”. The 
evolution of this programme should be built on close collaboration with agencies that have a proven 
expertise in the field of research management, including the EPA, SFI and the Marine Institute.  

As part of this Research strategy, the NPWS should put in place arrangements for 3-4 Research 
Fellows, which would link the work of in-house Science teams with external research providers. Such 
programmes have proven valuable in the renewal of the knowledge base in technical agencies such 
as EPA, Marine Institute and Met Éireann. 

Recommendation no. 24 The review proposes the creation an adapted version of a Multi-level 
Framework for Nature: 

● Nature Advisory Committee (NAC) chaired at Assistant Secretary level by the head/Director 
of the new NPWS and a strengthened National Biodiversity Forum, with a national stakeholder 
base, advising the Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage and the relevant 
Minister of State with delegated authority in this area; 

● Technical support provided by the Nature Coordination and Management Committee 
(NCMC), led by the new technical agency – the new NPWS, including the National Biodiversity 
Data Centre – and including a wide range of relevant scientific agencies, building a national 
database of habitat/species status, issues and measures; 

● At the local level, the creation of a cross-Departmental/Agency Nature and Water networks, 
including the Managers of National Parks and Nature Reserves, linking with local authorities 
and with the LAWPRO water networks, supported by regional Nature Committees and 
building on the network of Heritage/Biodiversity Officers, to engage with local NGOs, 
communities and with funding to support implementation of nature initiatives at the local 
level. The evolution of the Wildlife Crime unit will also benefit from coordination and 
relationships with IFI and local Councils. 

The recommendation for a cross-Departmental/Agency Nature group is modelled on the experience 
of the lead Department (DHLGH) in setting up national water governance structures. It also takes into 
account the commitment set out in the nine year LIFE ‘Wild Atlantic Nature’ Integrated project (2021-
2029), a multi-agency project, led by the Department/NPWS, for a Natural Policy and Governance 
group. 
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The close parallels of the policy challenges in Nature, Climate and Water are core elements of the EU 

Green New Deal and were highlighted at the National Biodiversity Conference in 2019, co-hosted by 

the NPWS with the Irish Forum on Natural Capital (Natural Capital Ireland). These policy links have 

been regularly cited in the course of the Review by interviewees in Departments, agencies and non-

governmental groups.  

A more integrated approach is needed to the joint management of these environmental issues, 

building on the policy lessons, successes and failures of the previous models. As set out in the 

assessment of nature conservation in Ireland (Section 1), this cross-Governmental policy approach to 

nature, climate and water will be a key success factor in the evolution of the new NPWS, as 

recommended by this Review.  

 

5.4 Action Plan 
Phase 1 Months 1 to 6 (October 2021/March 2022) 

● Ministerial decision on future Governance structure for NPWS, based on the options and 
recommendation as set out in Sections 5.2 and 5.3. 

● DHLGH to assign Transition Support staff (Including experienced staff from Business Support, 
Human resources, ICT) to assist in the re-organisation and reform programme in the new NPWS, 
to end of 2022. 

● Draft a job specification for the post of Director of the NPWS, at Assistant Secretary level and 
taking into account the need for scientific/technical skills in the area of nature and conservation, 
as set out in Recommendation no.3. Work with the Public Appointment Service (PAS) to fast-
track the recruitment process 

● NPWS sets up a Transition Team to lead the change process towards the new Agency; this team 
to include the new Director (once appointed), the existing and incoming Principal Officers, 
members of the Transition Support staff (from DHLGH) & external support. In effect, this 
Transition Team will be the implementation group for the outcomes of the Review. 

● Submit detailed and consolidated Workforce plan and Estimates forecast for 2022 to DHLGH and 
DPER to reflect the scale of the NPWS challenges, as outlined in the Review and 
Recommendations no. 10, 11, 12, 13, 14 and 17, including the need for a dedicated Conservation 
Measures Unit (headed by a Principal Officer/), Marine Unit and additional supports at the level 
of Park Managers and staff, Ecologists G2, Communication, Education and Administration. 

● Select a cross-divisional Strategy Team, including volunteers from various grades (established 
and non-established staff), to consult and draft a Strategic Plan for the new NPWS, based on the 
challenges out to 2030. (Met Éireann, as cited above, have developed a useful template for 
Strategy development). 

● DHLGH and the NPWS Director to engage the services of a professional Organisation Design firm, 
with a brief to support the NPWS Transition Team in designing and implementing the future 
organisational structures and processes, to the end of 2022, taking into account the new Strategic 
Plan. 

This first phase of the NPWS Plan should be seen as an integrated approach to reform, i.e. a package 
of decisions and measures that will be mutually reinforcing, in order to create the capacity for actions 
to follow in phases 2 and 3. 

 

Phase 2 (April – December 2022) 
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● Finalise, publish and communicate the Strategic Plan for the new NPWS (2022-2030), including 
via a series of staff ‘town hall meetings’ led by Senior Management and the Strategy Team. 

● Building on the outputs of the Strategic Plan for the new NPWS, work with the Organisation 
Design team to finalise and bed in the Reporting structures for all grades. 

● Recruitment programme for key staff building on the outcomes of the annual Workforce plan, 
as set out in Recommendation 14 above, including staff in the new Conservation Measures Unit, 
Marine Unit, Research manager, LIFE Unit, National Park Managers, additional DCOs and General 
Operatives, Ecologists G2, building the Wildlife Crime unit, and supports at the level of Education 
and Administration. 

● Detailed consultation and initiation of ‘Regional delivery teams” across all the NPWS Regions and 
Districts, including specified operating procedures for enforcement programmes, ecological 
assessment with regional inputs, conservation programmes and inter-agency cooperation. These 
teams will provide a structure for increased functional specialization across the Ecology, Park 
Management, Rangers and Education teams (See Recommendation no. 7). 

● Building on the outputs of the Strategic Plan for the new NPWS, draft and begin the rollout the 
Communications Plan, including: revamp of the website, training & guidelines for a proactive 
social media presence, as well as internal communications policies. 

● Work with the Biodiversity Forum to complete drafting of Ireland’s 4th National Biodiversity 
Plan. As set out in Section 4.1.4 above, it is intended that this will be an outcome-focussed plan. 

● Transition Team to consider and to put in place Stakeholder Fora to act as two-way 
Communications channels with key stakeholder groups e.g. Agri/Measures Forum; Country 
Sports Forum etc. These are essential channels to disseminate, give updates and receive feedback 
on the new NPWS work programmes.  

● DHLGH and the new NPWS to engage with the Heritage Council and the Management Board of 
the National Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC), to put in place long-term arrangements for the 
full integration of the NBDC into the scientific and data management and the public outreach 
activities of the new NPWS. See Section 4.6.1 for details. 

● Once Park Managers are in place for each of the National Parks, proceed with the drafting and 
consultation on Management Plans for the National Parks. This will require an extensive process 
of consultation with local communities, stakeholders and conservation staff. As set out in 
Recommendation no. 17 above, prepare a Workforce plan for each National Park, looking ahead 
to the year 2023, taking into account the obligations set out in the draft Management Plans for 
conservation, tourism and amenity management, guides, education, property management and 
administration.  

Phase 3 (2023 - 2025) 

● Publish draft legislation for consultation, to amend and update the Wildlife Acts, in order to 
provide a more effective basis for the conservation of habitats and species and enforcement 
actions. See Recommendation no. 21. 

● Publish draft legislation to establish the existing six National Parks on a statutory basis and to 
provide a legal framework for the future evolution of National Parks in Ireland. This legislation 
will take into account the needs for sustainable management of the Parks, balancing the 
requirements for nature conservation, restoration and visitor management. 

● Publish the 5 year Management Plans for each of the National Parks, based on the legal 
framework as set out in the National Parks Act. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 Key elements of the EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2030 

Nature protection commitments to 2030 
1. Legally protect a minimum of 30% of the EU’s land area and 30% of the EU’s sea area and integrate ecological corridors, 

as part of a true Trans-European Nature Network 
2. Strictly protect at least a third of the EU’s protected areas, including all remaining EU primary and old-growth forests. 
3. Effectively manage all protected areas, defining clear conservation objectives and measures, and monitoring them 

appropriately. 
EU Nature Restoration Plan 
This is a large part of the Strategy, and key commitments to 2030 are: 
1. Legally binding EU nature restoration targets to be proposed in 2021, subject to an impact assessment. By 2030, 

significant areas of degraded and carbon-rich ecosystems are restored; habitats and species show no deterioration in 
conservation trends and status; and at least 30% reach favourable conservation status or at least show a positive trend.  

2. The decline in pollinators is reversed.  
3. The risk and use of chemical pesticides is reduced by 50% and the use of more hazardous pesticides is reduced by 50%.  
4. At least 10% of agricultural area is under high-diversity landscape features.  
5. At least 25% of agricultural land is under organic farming management, and the uptake of agro-ecological practices is 

significantly increased.  
6. Three billion new trees are planted in the EU, in full respect of ecological principles.  
7. Significant progress has been made in the remediation of contaminated soil sites.  
8. At least 25,000 km of free-flowing rivers are restored.  
9. There is a 50% reduction in the number of Red List species threatened by invasive alien species.  
10. The losses of nutrients from fertilisers are reduced by 50%, resulting in the reduction of the use of fertilisers by at least 

20%.  
11. Cities with at least 20,000 inhabitants have an ambitious Urban Greening Plan. 
12. No chemical pesticides are used in sensitive areas such as EU urban green areas.  
13. The negative impacts on sensitive species and habitats, including on the seabed through fishing and extraction activities, 

are substantially reduced to achieve good environmental status.  
14. The by-catch of species is eliminated or reduced to a level that allows species recovery and conservation. 
Transformative change 
1.  A new governance framework with a clear set of agreed indicators 
2. Stepping up implementation and enforcement of EU environmental legislation:  enforcement will focus on completing 

the Natura 2000 network, and improving compliance assurance 
3. Building on an integrated and whole-of-society approach, including: 

a. Business for biodiversity, including a new initiative on sustainable corporate governance, review of Non-Financial 
Reporting Directive and building a European Business for Biodiversity movement. 

b. Investments, pricing and taxation, including at least €20 billion a year for investment in nature, a Renewed 
Sustainable Finance Strategy and application of the ‘user pays’ and ‘polluter pays’ principles 

c. Measuring and integrating the value of nature, and measurement of the footprint of products and organisations, 
through life-cycle analysis and natural capital accounting. 

d. Improving knowledge, education and skills through a strategic research agenda and a knowledge centre. 
Progressing the Global Biodiversity Agenda 
1. Raising the level of ambition and commitment worldwide, including a high-ambition coalition on biodiversity and an 

ambitious new global framework for post-2020. 
2. Using external action to promote the EU’s ambition globally 

a. International Ocean Governance, including a legally binding agreement on marine biological diversity of areas 
beyond national jurisdiction, and to support the designation of three vast Marine Protected Areas in the Southern 
Ocean, tackling unregulated fishing, harmful policies and deep sea mining. 

b. Trade policy to support and be part of the ecological transition, including crack down on illegal wildlife trade 
c. International cooperation, neighbourhood policy and resource mobilisation – sustainable development and support 

of the One Health approach  
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Appendix 2 Infringement cases 

Active European Commission infringement cases for Ireland failing to implement environmental law. 
Those relating to nature are highlighted in bold.  

 

Infringement 
number 

Decision Title 

INFR(2017)0368 19/07/2017 Formal notice Art. 258 TFEU 
17/05/2018 Reasoned opinion Art. 258 TFEU 

IMPACT - Directive 2014/52/EU on the assessment of the 
effects of certain public and private projects on the 
environment 

INFR(2019)4007 25/07/2019 Formal notice Art. 258 TFEU 
2/07/2020 Reasoned opinion Art. 258 TFEU 

IMPACT - Implementation of Directive 2011/92/EU on the 
assessment of the effects of certain public and private 
projects on the environment in relation to peat extraction 
projects  

INFR(2017)4007 19/07/2018 Formal notice Art. 258 TFEU 
14/05/2020 Reasoned opinion Art. 258 TFEU 

WATER - Exceedance of THM parametric value in drinking 
water in Ireland 

INFR(2018)2319 24/01/2019 Formal notice Art. 258 TFEU 
27/11/2019 Reasoned opinion Art. 258 TFEU 

NATURE – BIO-DIVERSITY - FAILURE TO ESTABLISH 
PENALTIES IN ACCORDANCE WITH ARTICLE 30 OF 
REGULATION (EU) NO 1143/2014 ON THE PREVENTION 
AND MANAGEMENT OF THE INTRODUCTION AND SPREAD 
OF INVASIVE ALIEN SPECIES 

INFR(1998)2290 21/03/2000 Formal notice Art. 258 TFEU 
11/04/2001 Additional formal notice Art. 258 TFEU 
23/10/2001 Reasoned opinion Art. 258 TFEU 
16/12/2003 Referral to Court Art. 258 TFEU 
19/03/2009 Formal notice Art. 260 TFEU 
8/10/2009 Reasoned opinion ex Art. 228 EC 

NATURE - DIR 79/409 & DIR 92/43, FAILURE TO CLASSIFY 
SPA'S 

INFR(2020)2110 2/07/2020 Formal notice Art. 258 TFEU LIABILITY -A2J- Restrictions of access to justice under the 
Environmental Liability Directive (ELD)  

INFR(2012)4028 31/05/2012 Formal notice Art. 258 TFEU MISCELLANEOUS - Ireland's alleged failure to transpose and 
apply the access to justice provisions of Directives 
2010/75/EU and 2011/92/EU.  

INFR(2015)2006 26/02/2015 Formal notice Art. 258 TFEU 
28/04/2016 Reasoned opinion Art. 258 TFEU 
8/11/2018 Additional reasoned opinion Art. 258 TFEU 
2/07/2020 Referral to Court Art. 258 TFEU 

NATURE - Designation of Special Areas of Conservation in 
Ireland - SAC Designation 

INFR(2007)2238 17/10/2007 Formal notice Art. 258 TFEU + Press release 
24/11/2011 Reasoned opinion Art. 258 TFEU 
24/01/2019 Additional formal notice Art. 258 TFEU 
30/10/2020 Additional reasoned opinion Art. 258 TFEU 

WATER – Incorrect transposition of the Water Framework 
Directive 2000/60/EC 

INFR(2013)2056 26/09/2013 Formal notice Art. 258 TFEU 
24/09/2015 Additional formal notice Art. 258 TFEU 
29/09/2016 Reasoned opinion Art. 258 TFEU 
15/02/2017 Referral to Court Art. 258 TFEU 

WATER - Application of Directive 91/271/EEC concerning 
urban waste water treatment 

INFR(2019)2275 10/10/2019 Formal notice Art. 258 TFEU CHEMICALS – SEVESO III DIRECTIVE – NON-CONFORMITY 

INFR(2019)2286 27/11/2019 Formal notice Art. 258 TFEU WATER-INCORRECT TRANSPOSITION OF DIRECTIVE 
2008/105/EC ON ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY STANDARDS 
IN THE FIELD OF WATER POLICY, AS AMENDED BY 
DIRECTIVE 2013/39/EU AS REGARDS PRIORITY SUBSTANCES 
IN THE FIELD OF WATER POLICY 

INFR(2000)4384 23/10/2001 Formal notice Art. 258 TFEU 
7/07/2004 Additional formal notice Art. 258 TFEU 
22/12/2004 Reasoned opinion Art. 258 TFEU 
25/06/2009 Formal notice Art. 260 TFEU 
18/03/2010 Additional formal notice Art. 260 TFEU 
25/01/2018 Referral to Court Art. 260 TFEU 

IMPACT - DIR 92/43 &DIR 85/337, EIA FOR PROJECTS IN OR 
LIKELY TO AFFECT NATURA 2000 SITES  

INFR(2010)2161 27/01/2011 Formal notice Art. 258 TFEU 
16/06/2011 Reasoned opinion Art. 258 TFEU 

NATURE - IMPACT - Peatlands in Ireland 

 

Source:  https://ec.europa.eu/atwork/applying-eu-law/infringements-proceedings/infringement_decisions/index.cfm  

 

  

https://ec.europa.eu/atwork/applying-eu-law/infringements-proceedings/infringement_decisions/index.cfm
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Appendix 3 Written submissions 

1.  Submissions from Public authorities, Industry groups & Non-Governmental Organisations   

Amica Projects, Cork 
An Fóram Uisce 
An Taisce 
Aquaculture Licence Appeals Board 
Balbriggan Community Committee 
Birdwatch Ireland 
Children’s Research Network (CRN)   
CAIM - Communities Against the Injustice of 
Mining 
Coiste Timpeallachta Gaoth Beara 
Cork Environmental Forum 
Country Sports Ireland 
Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, 
Gaeltacht, Sports and Media 
Emerald Floating Wind Project 
Energia 
Environmental Pillar 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
FACE Ireland (Federation of Associations for 
Hunting & Conservation) 
Fáilte Ireland 
FÓRSA 
Friends of Merlin Woods, Galway 
Green Party, Dublin West 
Green Party, Limerick 
Green Party Research Group 
Groundwork Conservation Volunteers, Kildare 
Hedgerows Ireland 
Heritage Council 
Hunting Association of Ireland 
IEN Environmental Law Office 
Incoming Tour Operators Association (ITOA) 
Inland Fisheries Ireland (IFI) 
Irish Creamery Milk Suppliers Association 
(ICMSA) 
Irish Coursing Club (ICC) 

Irish Deer Commission 
Irish Hawking Club 
Irish Farmers Association (IFA) 
Irish Masters of Foxhounds Association 
(IMFHA) 
Irish Peatlands Conservation Council 
Irish Raptor Study Group (IRSG)  
Irish Rural Link 
Irish Timber Growers Association 
Irish Tourism Industry Confederation (ITIC) 
Irish Wildlife Trust 
Irish Whale and Dolphin Group 
Kerry Convention Bureau 
Killarney Chamber of Tourism & Commerce 
Leave No Trace Ireland 
Letterfrack Tidy Towns / Connemara Green 
Leisure Equestrian Association of Ireland 
Local Authority Waters Programme (LAWPRO) 
Mountaineering Ireland 
National Association of Regional Game 
Councils (NARGC) 
National Federation of Group Water Schemes 
(NFGWS) 
Roscommon Environmental Network 
SIPTU 
Sports Coalition 
State Claims Agency 
Sustainable Water Network (SWAN) 
TEAGASC 
TU Dublin, School of Engineering, Environment 
& Planning 
Wayfarers Hiking Club 
Westport Chamber of Commerce 
West Wicklow Environmental Network 
Wind Energy Ireland 
Woodlands of Ireland 

  

 2. Submissions from members of the public in order of receipt by the Review Secretariat.   

Chris Moody 
Margaret O’ Sullivan 
Lorraine Gillespie 
Heather Wood 
Ken Irvine 
Cliodhna Carroll 
Julie Smirnova 
Aideen McGinn 
Sean Phelan 
Grainne Faller 

Abhilash Sahadevan 
Ray O’ Foghlú 
Conor Tierney 
Kathryn Feeley 
Lisa Harris 
Marese Hickey 
Gilly 
Sheena Wood 
Dawn West 
Eoghan Connaughton 

Emily Hurley 
Barbara McAfee 
Ellen Lynam 
Ruan Sheedy 
Mary Carey Ryan 
Mary Ryan 
Gemma O’ Reilly 
Aileen Cashman 
Lavinia and John Jobson 
Jean Marsh 
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Barbara Callaghan 
Eleanor Davin 
Caroline Kuyper 
Conor Deery 
Eoin Cashman 
Eliza Lavine 
Michael O’ Leary 
Ken Lynch 
Brendan Moore 
Laura Cross 
Gordon Place 
Sonia Fitzgerald 
Caroline Cahill 
Hazel Hurley 
Joe O’ Connell 
Cormac Nolan 
Stuart Luke 
Carmel O’ Reilly 
Enda Phelan 
Aine O’ Donnell 
Fioina Cauliffe 
John Halley 
Kate Shinkwin 
Gerard Kiernan 
Patricia Gardiner 
Kieran O’ Brien 
Anne Marie O’ Donoghue 
Rita Hagan 
Ashleigh Connors 
Niall Hunt 
Maeve Foran 
Gerard O’ Halloran 
Clair McSweeney 
Rosaleen Fitzgerald 

Jane Sullivan 
Ross McCarthy 
Barry Foran 
Aaron Foley 
Sarah Zimmermann 
Eve Hickey 
Tom Jordan 
Chris Barrett 
Melanie Whelan 
John Lee 
Michael Hickey 
Darragh Wynne 
Stephen W 
Aoife Joyce 
Caoimhe Murphy 
Hugh Hogan 
Declan Kenny 
Corina Thornton 
Finola O’ Siochrú 
Louisa McGrath 
Siobhan Kennedy 
Allan Hanratty 
Saoirse Sheehy Ariff 
Emma Gowing 
Michelle Kelly 
Francis Flynn 
Santina Lowe 
Des Murphy 
A. Fogarty 
Sarah Carroll 
Marita Barry 
Fiona Kennedy 
Ben Whitley 
Josie O’ Neill 

A. Morris 
Aoife Quigley 
Sandra McDonnell 
Natasha Ariff 
Gearóid Jackson 
John Mark Dick 
Sinead Cunnane 
Padraig Barron 
Alan Dempsey 
Heather Loughlin 
John Fitzgerald 
M - Noelle 
Ciara Vaughan 
Mick Quirke 
Gill D. 
Joseph Monks 
Zoe Lawlor 
Margaret Somers 
Alan Quinn 
Rachel Lamb 
Jenny Ricau 
Robert Leonard 
Niall O’ Reilly 
Margaret Duff Garvey 
Tony Adams 
Stephen Mac an Bhrei 
Alan O’ Connor 
Eoghan Daltúin 
Declan Murphy 
Anto Kerins 
Pat Ewen 
Paddy Woodworth 
Cilian Roden 
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Appendix 4 Summary of benchmarking/comparative study 

Details from the comparative study between jurisdictions are available in Supplementary Report 4. 
The summary tables below compare legal status and operational structures (Table A4.1), protected 
areas and budget allocations (Table A4.2), and protected areas (Table A4.2). 

 

Table A4.1 Comparison of legal status and operational structures 

 Major roles and responsibilities Legal status Strategic 
model 

No. of 
employees 

NPWS 
Ireland 

 Implementation of national and international 
law and international conventions on 
biodiversity 

 Management of state-owned protected areas 

Division of 
govt. dept 

Largely 
centralised, 
regional 
assessment 
/enforcement 
offices 

354 

Danish 
Nature 
Agency 

 Implementation of national law on biodiversity 

 Management of state-owned protected areas 

 Research 

 Public engagement and education 
 

Independent 
agency under 
govt. dept 

Regional 
division of 
remit 

670 

Natural 
England 
 

 Implementation of national law on biodiversity 

 Management of state-owned protected areas 

 Research 

 Public engagement and education 
 

Non-
departmental 
state body 

Regional 
division of 
remit 

2,247 

MHNPF 
(Finland) 
 

 Implementation of national law on biodiversity 

 Management of state-owned protected areas 

 Management of state commercial forestry 

 Management of state hunting and fishing 
grounds 

 Research 

 Public engagement and education 

Non-
departmental 
state body 

Regional 
division of 
remit 

434 

Swedish 
EPA 

 Development of biodiversity policy 

 Implementation of national law on biodiversity 

 Management of state-owned protected areas 

 Management of state commercial forestry 

 Management of state hunting and fishing 
grounds 

 Research 

 Public engagement and education 

Non-
departmental 
state body 

Regional 
division of 
remit 

719 
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Table A4.2 Comparison of protected area remits against budget allocation for 2020 

 National area (km2) State area protected 

(km2) 

Annual budget 2020 € 
(including staff costs) 

NPWS Ireland 70,273 12,522 (18%) 27,835,178 

Danish Nature Agency 42,933 2,000 (4.6%) 102,200,000 

Natural England 

 
132,942 36,815 (27.69%) 148,943,222 

MHNPF (Finland) 338,440 60,919 (14%) 68,000,000 

Swedish EPA 450,295 67,544 (15%) 559,930,603 

 

 

Table A4.3 Comparison of Natura 2000 and non-Natura 2000 areas covered by each organisation 

 

 State area 
protected (km2) 

Of which Natura 
2000 

Of which non-
Natura 

2000 

Of which marine 

NPWS Ireland 12,522 (18%)  11,254 1,268  

Danish Nature 
Agency 

2,000 (4.6%)   0 2,000  

Natural England 

 
36,815 (27.69%)    

MHNPF (Finland) 60,919 (14%)  52,000 8,919  

Swedish EPA 88,217 (14.3%) 70,000  18,217 22,995 
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Appendix 5 DHLGH 2021-25 Statement of Strategy  
Objectives, Actions, Outcomes and Indicators for DHLGH Strategic Goal F - To conserve, protect, manage and present our built, natural, archaeological 
heritage, and our biodiversity, for its intrinsic value, including to the environment as well as a support to local communities, regional economic development 
and sustainable employment.  

 

Objective Actions Outcomes Indicators 

1. To promote North 
South co-operation, 
particularly in the 
context of 
Waterways Ireland 

1.1 Oversight of Waterways Ireland through 
monitoring committee meetings  
1.2 Facilitate, support and assist in advancing 
the strategies and goals of Waterways Ireland 

• Effective co-operation of 
Waterways Ireland and 
Department for Infrastructure (NI) 
and effective liaison between key 
stakeholders 

• Number of North South Ministerial Council meetings 
held  
• Quarterly meetings held with Waterways Ireland 

2. To conserve, 
protect and manage 
our heritage 
resources, 
maximising the 
benefits for 
biodiversity and as a 
support to local 
communities, 
regional economic 
development and 
sustainable 
employment 

2.1 Build on existing skills to ensure high 
standards of planning, management and 
protection competencies are achieved  
2.2 Protect, restore and conserve heritage 
sites  
2.3 Manage and present our Parks and 
Reserves network as areas of biodiversity / 
environmental significance and as high value 
recreational amenities  
2.4 Implementation of the Climate Change 
Adaptation Sectoral Plan  
2.5 Improved support for research  
2.6 Progress the delivery of actions within the 
3rd National Biodiversity Action Plan (NBAP) 
2017-2021 and draft the 4th NBAP for 
publication in 2022 

• Supports for the employment of 
skilled and experienced 
conservation professionals, 
craftspeople and tradespersons 
across the country  
• Increased engagement across 
society in biodiversity matters 
leading to appropriate protection 
of our natural habitats and species  
• Prepare data information 
indicators for relevant reporting 
streams 

• Number of conservation measures undertaken in 
National Parks/Nature Reserves  
• The satisfactory conservation status of habitats and 
species across the country  
• Number of appropriate community projects funded 
and completed  
• Number of structures protected and projects assisted  
• Number of days of employment created  
• High level of adherence to conservation and protection  
• Percentage of actions in the NBAP that are fully 
implemented or fully ongoing; 4th Plan drafted 25 

3. To ensure greater 
awareness, 
appreciation and 
understanding of 
Ireland's rich 
heritage for its 
intrinsic value and as 

3.1 Implementation and review of the 
National Raised Bog Special Areas of 
Conservation Management Plan  
3.2 Promote greater awareness of Ireland's 
rich natural heritage  

• Increased community awareness 
of the immense inherent value of 
Ireland's heritage and biodiversity 
as an important contributor to 
national health, wellbeing, 
economic growth and stakeholder 
buy-in to its protection  

• Number of schools and pupils involved in the Heritage 
in Schools Scheme  
• Number of events and participants at National Heritage 
Week  
• Number of local authorities employing a Heritage 
Officer  
• Feedback on visitor experience at heritage sites  



81 
 

a cultural, 
educational and 
recreational amenity 
and also as a 
valuable resource for 
business and 
Ireland’s green image 

3.3 Promote cultural, educational and 
recreational amenities for individuals and 
communities  
3.4 Support an inclusive Citizens’ Assembly to 
examine and propose solutions to the 
biodiversity emergency and prioritise any 
legislative reforms recommended by the 
Citizens’ Assembly 

• Increased activity during National 
Heritage Week and the Heritage in 
Schools Scheme 

• Number of public engagements and awareness 
measures supported  
• Number of workshops held to support local authorities  
• Development of guidance for public authorities  
• High level of engagement with stakeholders  
• Number of hectares of raised bog restored  
• Number of amenities developed  
• Percentage of conservation target achieved  
• Level of carbon emissions halted/reduced  
• Reduction in the number of bog plots being cut in 
raised bog Special Area of Conservations (SACs) and 
Natural Heritage Areas (NHAs)  
• Two new raised bog SACs and 25 new raised bog NHAs 
designated  
• Number of applicants receiving annual payments under 
the raised bog Cessation of Turf Cutting Compensation 
Scheme 26 

4. To ensure effective 
development and 
implementation of 
appropriate policies, 
legislation, actions to 
comply with EU, 
national and 
international 
heritage obligations 

4.1 Effective discharge of regulatory and 
statutory functions including enactment of 
Bills to ensure modern and robust legislative 
framework for the better protection of 
Ireland's heritage  
4.2 Launch a new National Heritage Plan - 
Heritage Ireland 2030 - which will provide a 
framework for heritage for the next decade  
4.3 Review the remit, status and funding of 
the National Parks and Wildlife Service 
(NPWS), to ensure that it is playing an 
effective role in delivering its overall mandate 
and enforcement role in the protection of 
wildlife  
4.4 Meet all international heritage obligations  
4.5 Progress further UNESCO designations for 
Irish sites 

• Adherence to our national, EU 
and international commitments, 
thereby protecting our reputation 
and avoiding financial damage • 
Development of appropriate EU 
and national legislation • 
Publication of Heritage Ireland 
2030 • Publication of the NPWS 
Review 

• Number of infringement cases brought by EU 
Commission and what stage in the infringement process; 
resources allocated to deal with specific cases  
• Number of successful prosecutions by NPWS under 
Wildlife Acts  
• Number of court cases, including EU, against the 
NPWS/Department  
• Number of statutory instruments produced  
• Number of Ministerial directions and restoration 
Orders issued, as required  
• Progress of World Heritage Tentative List and 
Implementation of World Heritage Sites Management 
Plans  
• Progress of Bills through Oireachtas  
• Number of nominations and designations to UNESCO  
• Progress in implementation of Heritage Ireland 2030  
• Timely transposition of EU Directives 
 

Source: DHLGH 2021-25 Statement of Strategy [34]
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Appendix 6 Summary of EPA Engagements with NPWS  

 

Nature of 
Engagement  

Office  Description of Work (e.g.)  

Regulatory  OES, OEE  AA; EIA; Licensing; Enforcement; Closure & Aftercare planning; 
Environmental Liability; statutory planning; statutory and ordinary 
consultee for regulatory processes  

Committees  ORM, OEA, 
OES, OEE, 
ODG  

Committees, Forums, Working Groups and National Implementation 
Committees (e.g. Water Framework Directive, National Peatlands 
Strategy, Ministerial Biodiversity Working Group, SEA and AA Forums, 
National Biodiversity Action Plan, CAP Strategic Plan); MOU operation 
and its Liaison Group; preparation of Guidance.  

Research  OEA (OES, 
ORM, OEE)  

Project proposals evaluation, steering, co-funding, and national 
Research Co-ordination; EU research projects liaison  

Monitoring & 
Data  

OEA, ORM  Information exchange; Hydrometrics (wetlands) data exchange; 
Protected Areas registers; species records (e.g. crayfish); water quality 
(for Habitats Directive); National Ecosystems Monitoring Network,  

Assessment & 
Reporting  

OEA  SOER, including providing regular updates to the Ireland’s 
Environment portal; EEA EIONET; Water Framework Directive; 
Habitats Directive,  

Consultee  ALL  NPWS are a regular organisational consultee for EPA where new policy 
or initiatives are being developed (EPA Strategy, EPA Research 
Strategy, SEA and enforcement guidance, etc)  

Other  OEA  Shared equipment & sites for monitoring  

Source: EPA submission to the Reviewers 
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Appendix 7 Current Industrial staff numbers 

 

Industrial Grades Number of staff (April 2021) 

Chargehand Gardener 1 
Country Go Band 2 26 
Country Go Band 3 12 
Craft Carpenter 1 
Craft Chargehand 1 
Craft Fitter Welder 1 
Craft Gardener 5 
Craft Painter 1 
Craft Plumber/Electrician 1 
Foreperson 5 
Foreperson Gr 1 1 
Foreperson Gr 3 5 
Guide 16 
Head Guide 5 
Seasonal Country Go Band 2 4 
Seasonal Country Go Band 3 3 
Seasonal Guide 19 
Storekeeper Gr 1 4 
Storekeeper In Chg. 4 
Stores & Office Supervisor 1 
Supervisor Guide 6 

TOTAL 122 
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Appendix 8 Licences issued by Wildlife Licencing Unit in 2020 
 

Section of Wildlife 
Act/Regulations 

Details No. of licences issued  1/1/20 -
31/12/20 

Section 21 Protection of flora 10 

Section 22,23&34&38 

Capture of wild birds & wild 
animals. 

231 

Badger (DVO) 15 

Film/photograph wild 
birds/animals 

69 

Retain injured animals/birds 11/4 – 15 total 

Pen reared birds 76 

Hunting protected birds for 
training gun dogs 

5 

Examine nests, take the eggs 37 

Use of lamp 0 

Section 29  Deer hunting 5344 

Section 30 
Hunting over state 
foreshore/lakes 

413 

Section 32 
Ringing/marking protected 
wild birds/animals 

 general - 141 

 special 

 other - 1 

Section 35 Use of decoys 74 

Section 36 
Use of mechanically propelled 
vehicles 

39 

Section 41 
Birds of prey: possession 
engage in falconry 

481 

Take a bird from the wild 0 

Section 42 
Serious damage caused by 
protected wild animals/birds 

Deer - 590 

Birds – 33 

Mammals - 4 

Section 48 Wildlife dealers 31 

Section 52 & 53 Import/Export into/outside EU CITES 

Regulation 49 of the 2011 
Regulations 

Non-native species 57 

Regulation 54 of 2011 
Regulations 
  

Derogations (otters, bats, 
cetaceans) 

117 – Bat Derogations 

Permits for using poisoned bait 
112 – 3D Bat Derogation 
Licences 

  6 – Otter 

  1- Natterjack Toad 

Research and Monitoring 
Licences 

2 
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