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Submission to the Minister for Housing, Planning and Local Government 

Review of National Parks and Wildlife Service 

Dear Professor Stout and Dr. O'Cinneide, 

An F6ram Uisce I The Water Forum was established as a statutory body in June 2018 to facilitate 

stakeholder engagement and debate on issues relating to water as a resource, water quality, rural 

water concerns, issues affecting customers of Irish Water and issues associated with the 

implementation of the Water Framework Directive. 

In undertaking our role, we are conscious that the various components of our natural environment -

water, ecosystems, air, soils, rocks, land, landscapes - are interlinked and interdependent, and that 

therefore management of our environment needs to be undertaken in an integrated, holistic 

manner. We have developed the Framework for Integrated Land and Landscape Management 

{FILLM) as a means of encouraging multi-disciplinary and multi-organisational approaches as well as 

environmental policy coherence, policy integration and policy implementation. A copy of this 

Framework is attached & can be downloaded at this link: [link removed]

The National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) has a critical role in monitoring, protecting and 

managing our ecosystems, particularly our SACs and SPAs, as part of implementation of the 

Habitats Directive. We recognise that there are close linkages between implementation of 

the Water Framework Directive, the Habitats Directive and climate measures. 

Our view is that the role and work of the NPWS, now & in the future, should endeavour to link with 

the other related environmental components, as a means of optimising efficiency and effectiveness 

in achieving environmental outcomes, in particular the protection and enhancement of our 

biodiversity. Therefore, in your review of the NPWS we request that consideration is given to 

placing their role and work within the conceptual framework provided by FILLM. 

Yours sincerely, 

Donal Purcell. 

A/Senior Executive Officer 

An F6ram Uisce - the Water Forum 

Civic Offices, Limerick Road, Nenagh, County Tipperary 
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A Framework for Integrated Land 
and Landscape Management
Summary

1. Ireland’s natural environment is an inheritance for present and future generations. Protecting and
managing this inheritance is particularly demanding in the context of the climate crisis, stressed
water resources, declining biodiversity and the Covid-19 pandemic. Getting the balance between
our food and economic needs now and in the future, and achieving environmental sustainability,
if not regeneration, is an existential challenge. While there are different ways of meeting this
challenge, undoubtedly one way is developing and utilising a systems approach that takes
account of all relevant aspects in an integrated manner.

2. There is commonly a tendency to treat each component of the environment as siloes, dealt with
by particular specialists and organisations. While this is understandable and will have continuing
benefits, it is not adequate and will not ensure that our inheritance is maintained and enhanced.

3. We live in an interconnected world. More specifically, all the components of our natural
environment – air, water, ecosystems, soils, rocks, land, landscapes – are interrelated and
interlinked. Therefore, management of these components, in the context of society’s needs
for nourishing food, good health and economic wellbeing, must take account of the linkages
and must be undertaken in a cohesive, holistic and integrated manner. Otherwise, our natural
environment will continue to decline, and our protection efforts will not be either efficient or
effective.

4. An Fóram Uisce is proposing the adoption of a systems approach in the form of a Framework for
Integrated Land and Landscape Management that enables inclusion of all the relevant aspects in
a cohesive and unified manner.

5. The Framework for Integrated Land and Landscape Management (FILLM) builds on and is a
reframing of the Integrated Catchment Management (ICM) approach used in water resources
management. However, it broadens it to include the other components of our natural
environment, while retaining catchments as the appropriate landscape units. In the process,
FILLM becomes the overarching framework for environmental management as a means of
connecting, for instance, the Water Framework Directive, Urban Waste Water Treatment
Directive, Habitats Directive, Floods Directive, Drinking Water Directive, climate change
adaption and mitigation, soil conservation, spatial planning, and sustainable food and timber
production. In addition, it is a means of achieving the UN Sustainability Goals for 2030.

6. Ultimately, it is the implementation of measures and actions that are key to attaining the various
environmental outcomes for water, air and ecosystems. Acceptance and use of the FILLM
approach by policy makers, public bodies with an environmental remit and local communities
encourages consideration of co-benefits, identification of synergies and can facilitate trade-offs
where synergies are not feasible. Therefore, the approach helps ensure optimum results for the
efforts and resources used.

7. One of the purposes of this document is to present a vision and a conceptual framework which
will guide the thinking and positioning of An Fóram on the range of matters and issues on which
An Fóram considers appropriate to advise and comment on.1 3
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Introduction & Rationale
Our natural capital in Ireland, which is the foundation of our social, economic and 
health wellbeing, is being challenged on several fronts by human activities. 

Our water quality is not improving as required by the Water Framework Directive and is slightly 
dis-improving, our biodiversity is declining, and the increasing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and 
associated climate crisis is the biggest environmental threat facing Irish society. At the same time our 
population is increasing, maintaining safe, secure and stable water supplies and managing our wastes is 
challenging, and there is a need for a sustainable and resilient food production system. 

All these issues are interconnected. For instance, the changing climate regime has consequences for 
our water resources (quantity and quality), for our ecosystems, for food production and for our health 
and wellbeing. In turn, declining ecosystems and soil quality impinge on carbon sequestration and 
our resilience to cope with climate generated impacts. But, while there are challenges, we have many 
encouraging features, for instance, unspoilt areas, high quality food production and many catchments 
with good quality water resources, all of which are beneficial to people as well as to the economy. 
Measures and actions are needed to protect our environment where it is satisfactory and mitigate 
the impacts where it is under threat or is unsatisfactory. It is now clear that many of the necessary 
measures and actions undertaken or planned for one component of the environment have co-benefits 
for other components because of the connectedness of nature. Therefore, there is the opportunity to 
adopt a systems approach to environmental management that takes account of all the environmental 
components and requirements in an integrated manner as a means of delivering effective and efficient 
outcomes for the environment and Irish society.

While there has been a tendency in the past to consider and manage all the environmental components 
– water quality and quantity, air and climate, habitats and biodiversity, landscape, soils and geological 
materials – as separate entities, usually with specific public bodies having responsibilities for them, 
this is now being replaced by a view that a more holistic and integrated approach that links all the 
components (Figure 1), as well as the interaction with human activities, is needed. 

Climate and
Environment

Air

WaterEcosystems

Soil
Subsoil

BedrockFigure 1: Illustration of the 
‘whole of environment’ 
components and linkages.2 5



This change is occurring for the following reasons:

	f The increased understanding that ‘everything is connected’ in the landscape.

	f Our understanding and appreciation of landscape1 has increased, as indicated by the National
Landscape Strategy for Ireland 2015-20252. Landscape is our living natural and cultural heritage,
be it ordinary or outstanding, urban or rural, on land or in water. It is the source of well-being for
society and economic activity. It provides a connection to past and future generations and as
such we have an obligation to protect it.

	f The adoption of systems thinking3 and the systems approach in environmental management. For
instance, in addition to the human-social-economic system in an area, there are three systems
provided by nature – ecosystems, geosystems and atmospheric systems, as illustrated in Figure 2.
All can be considered as interconnected, interacting and interlocking to varying degrees.

	f Many of the key issues we now face are complex problems involving multiple pressures acting in
combination, and therefore require action with multiple sectors, which local partnerships are well
placed to facilitate.

	f Our growing population and expanding urban footprint, which results in higher stormwater flows
and greater quantities of municipal waste water.

	f The food system – production, consumption, security and trade – is being challenged by the
need for environmental sustainability in the areas of climate change mitigation and adaptation,
biodiversity and habitat protection, soil conservation and water quality.

	f The acknowledgement that climate change is the biggest threat we face, with challenges for our
environment and consequently our lives and livelihoods. The water environment (rivers, lakes,
groundwater, wetlands, estuaries and coast), its ecology and the essential services it provides
society, will be radically affected by these emerging challenges. Likewise, our habitats, biodiversity
and our soils are threatened. How we respond to these challenges will determine how successful
we are in protecting and enhancing the water, ecosystem and soil environment.

1	 According	to	Article	1.a.	of	the	European	Landscape	Convention,	“landscape	means	an	area,	as	perceived	by	people,	whose	character	
is	the	result	of	the	action	and	interaction	of	natural	and/or	human	factors”.

2	 [link removed]
3	 An	integrated,	holistic	approach	to	analysis	that	focuses	on	the	way	that	a	system’s	constituent	parts	interrelate	and	how	systems	

work	over	time	and	within	the	context	of	larger	systems.

6



The change is illustrated by deliberations and recommendations at both international and national 
level; for instance, the UN Sustainability Goals, the EU vision of ‘living well within the limits of 
our planet’, the EU Green Deal, and the seven key environmental actions recommended by the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). More details are given in Appendix 1. 

As a consequence, there is a requirement for the following:

	f Policy coherence and policy integration. This may require transformative change at government
level and among public bodies.

	f Taking a whole systems approach which requires a multi-disciplinary, multi-objective and multi-
stakeholder framework supporting a balanced evaluation of all relevant issues.

	f Making the linkages between the environmental components and human activities, and taking
account of the benefits (co-benefits), disbenefits and trade-offs.

	f A spatial planning system that takes account of all environmental components in a holistic, cohesive
way. Reduced compartmentalisation of planning and actions within the various environmental
components is needed, as cross-component planning can deliver benefits in terms of cost-efficiency
and environmental effectiveness.

	f Connecting the requirements and implementation of the various Directives, such as the WFD,
Habitats, Birds, Floods, Drinking Water, Marine Strategy Framework, Nitrates and Urban Waste
Water Treatment, and of policies such as the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), European
Landscape Convention, climate change and forestry.

	f A means of delivering on and balancing multiple objectives, while managing the synergies and trade-
offs in a transparent way.

	f An evaluation of land suitability for various activities, including food production and provision of
environmental services.

	f Taking a collaborative place-based approach working across all relevant sectors and in partnership at
local and national level.

7
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Integrated Catchment 
Management

4	 [link removed]
5	 [link removed]

The EU Water Framework Directive (WFD)4 is the corner-stone of European water 
policy. It has provided the structure for integrated water resource management 
across the European Union over the last 20 years. The central concept to the WFD 
is integration as this is seen as key to the management and protection of water 
within river basin districts. 

This includes integration of, for instance: i) all water resources combining fresh surface water and 
groundwater, wetlands and coastal water resources at the catchment scale; ii) environmental 
objectives for water bodies; iii) water uses, functions and values; iv) disciplines and expertise; v) 
stakeholders and civil society; vi) measures to achieve the objectives; and vii) the different decision-
making levels (local, regional and national) that influence water management. The Integrated 
Catchment Management (ICM) approach was developed as the means of enabling the required 
integration.  This is acknowledged in the River Basin Management Plan (RBMP) for Ireland 2018-
20215 as follows: 

“A new approach to implementation known as ‘integrated 
catchment management’ is being used to support the 
development and implementation of the RBMP, using the 
catchment (an area that contributes water to a river and 
its tributaries, with all water ultimately running to a single 
outlet) as the means to bring together all public bodies, 
communities and businesses.”

ICM is the ‘starting point’ for a new broader approach to environmental management, which is 
provided by the Framework for Integrated Land & Landscape Management (FILLM) proposed and 
outlined in this document. ICM as currently applied is outlined in Appendix 2. 3 11
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A Reconceptualised Approach:
A Framework for Integrated Land and 
Landscape Management 

An Fóram proposes further development of the ICM approach as a framework for 
integrated land and landscape management. This would address catchments as 
the landscape/spatial units but approached from a holistic systemic-perspective, 
simultaneously focusing on the atmospheric system, the ecosystem and the 
geosystem. In this way it would aim to trigger a virtuous dynamic within and 
between all three systems in a coherent drive towards environmental enhancement. 

This new proposed approach must not only consider the biophysical elements but also the human 
dimension. The field of environmental sociology is a relatively recent development in sociology. 
Broadly, it refers to the reciprocal relationships between society and the environment. In this regard 
it tries to understand the social factors which underpin environmental damage and those which can 
act as positive forces in environmental enhancement efforts. 

Within the FILLM approach, the nature of this reciprocal relationship between society and the 
environment is pivotal. It can be argued that in the absence of a social dimension, a self- sustaining 
balance between the elements of air, water and soil is always immanent if not always evident. 
Natural imbalances can obviously occur without any human intervention as in the case for instance 
of volcanic eruptions, earthquakes or tidal waves. But the steady state is of a self-managing and self-
sustaining systemic flow between these spheres. 

Human intervention can disrupt this inherent process of virtuous transfers between these spheres. 
This occurs when a contamination or distortion in one sphere is transferred between the spheres 
thereby accentuating imbalance rather than balance. Where this imbalance becomes acute – as 
in the case of climate change – the distortion process in all spheres becomes cumulative, self-
generating, and ultimately global. It is axiomatic that the challenge of reversing such negative flows 
into and between the spheres now becomes one of social determination and global in scale. 

Issues of governance, regulation, and the distribution of costs and benefits within society, assume 
major significance. With the recognition that the spheres of land, water and air are a symbiotic 
whole comes major challenges but also the consciousness of co-benefits – that a positive 
intervention in one sphere can have positive consequences in each of the others.4 13
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From ICM to FILLM
The original Integrated Catchment Management (ICM) approach is reconfigured as a 
Framework for Integrated Land and Landscape Management (FILLM), as outlined in 
Figure 3.

6	 [link removed]	

While it maintains the required sequential and iterative process, it has been broadened and made 
more generic to suit achievement of not just the WFD objectives, as in the original approach, but 
also the Drinking Water, Floods and Habitats Directives objectives. It indicates that stakeholder 
engagement and input are needed during five of the six stages. It also highlights that consideration of 
greenhouse gas emission reduction and carbon sequestration can be taken into account throughout 
the process. 

Traditionally, the vision and definition of a catchment was based on it being an area formed by 
topography that contributes water to a river and its tributaries, with all water ultimately running to a 
single outlet. While this is accurate from a hydrological perspective, catchments can be defined and 
considered in a far broader and relevant way, as follows:

A catchment is a multi-functional, topographically-
based, dynamic, multiple-scale socio-biophysical system; 
defined by over ground and underground hydrology; 
connecting land, water, ecosystems, geosystems, 
atmospheric systems and people; and used as the basis 
for environmental analysis, management and governance.

By utilising this concept and understanding of catchments, they become appropriate and effective 
landscape units for environmental management and land-use planning, as highlighted below: 

	f They connect water ‘from the mountains to the sea’ via over ground and underground pathways.
In the process, all human activities in catchments are connected.

	f They connect many habitats from mountainous to riverine to estuarine to coastal, particularly
aquatic habitats.

	f In terms of their landscape and history, catchments of both local and national rivers and streams
are recognised generally, to a greater or lesser degree, by local communities as part of their
‘sense of place’. Features such as streams, associated habitats, holy wells, etc. are used by local
communities for their enjoyment and wellbeing. In addition, there is potential to base appreciation
of nature among catchment communities on water features, habitats, fishing, etc.

	f Catchments are being used internationally and in Ireland6 as the framework for natural capital
(ecosystems, geosystems, atmospheric systems) accounting, and particularly for assessing
ecosystem services (see Figure 2 on page 21).

	f Local government boundaries are not suitable for water and biodiversity management;
catchments are.5 15
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Using the Framework for Integrated 
Land and Landscape Management 
There are many benefits from using the Framework:

	f It provides a basis for a shared vision of land utilisation and management that includes all stakeholders, 
all human activities and all environmental components.

	f It acknowledges ICM as an essential approach for successful water resources management and 
WFD implementation, and reframes it as a critical driver for wider environmental protection and 
enhancement. For instance, FILLM is recommended as a structured approach for integrated ecosystem 
management.

	f It makes environmental management more understandable and appealing to local communities 
because many householders and farmers ‘see’ the surrounding landscape as a mosaic of topographical, 
physical, ecological, cultural and infrastructural features and functions with no clear boundaries 
between them, particularly those that are the natural capital or components of an area.

	f It provides the opportunity and encouragement for policy coherence and integration in land, landscape 
and nature management in a context where there are multiple environmental and socio-economic 
needs.

	f It encourages different relevant disciplines and organisations to collaborate in the pursuit of mutually 
beneficial objectives. 

	f It takes account of situations where pressures that are seen to impact on one element of the 
environment in a catchment often impact on others, e.g. intensive farming can impact not only water 
quality, but also biodiversity, and can increase carbon and ammonia emissions unless actions are taken 
to mitigate impacts.

	f It enables environmental management actions to be optimised in terms of cost-effectiveness and 
environmental benefits, takes account of trade-offs and helps avoid conflicts. 

	f It encourages a multifunctional approach to land-use, encompassing all the particular ecosystem, 
geosystem and atmospheric system services in a catchment area. 

	f It facilitates greater integration of resource use, including nutrient cycling, spatial distribution of 
‘natural’ and productive land, and renewable energy generation and biofuels.

	f It encourages identification of those situations in which management practices that achieve benefits 
for one environmental issue could conflict with the delivery of other environmental priorities so that 
such conflicts can be resolved.

	f It enables agri-environmental and forestry environmental schemes to be considered as an integrated 
process.

	f It discourages ‘one-off’ actions to deal with a singular environmental issue without consideration of 
the potential for ensuring optimum environmental benefits and cost-effectiveness. 

	f It encourages optimum location of protection and improvement measures, for example, planting of 
native woodlands as buffer zones alongside streams. 

	f It enables and encourages greater cooperation between different agencies, industries and civil 
society to more effectively plan and manage areas of mutual interest and resolve conflicts where 
“competing” interests (real or perceived) occur.

	f It enables consideration of co-benefits from environmental management actions. Examples are 
shown in Table 1 on page 20.
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Delivering FILLM into the Future
The overriding conclusion is that the guiding principle for environmental 
management should be a commitment to a framework for integrated land and 
landscape management within a holistic systemic perspective. It must be based on a 
recognition that all actions on the planet have planetary consequences, not only for 
our water resources, but also for ecosystems and our climate. 

It is against this background that An Fóram recommends the following:

1. That the Framework for Integrated Land and Landscape Management (FILLM) becomes the 
overarching framework for environmental management, as a means of connecting and achieving, 
for instance, the UN Sustainability Goals for 2030 and the Water Framework Directive, Urban 
Waste Water Treatment Directive, Habitats Directive, Floods Directive, Drinking Water Directive, 
the European Landscape Convention, climate change adaption and mitigation, soil conservation, 
and sustainable food production and land-use planning requirements.

2. That public engagement on a particular component of the environment, such as river basin 
management planning or ecosystem protection and enhancement or GHG emission reduction, 
should include consideration of all the environmental components in a holistic manner.

3. That the Programmes of Measures for water resources, biodiversity and climate change 
adaptation and mitigation should not be considered in a siloed manner, but as measures and 
actions that can achieve more than one objective and benefit as a means of optimising efficiency 
and effectiveness in terms of resource use and environmental outcomes, and as a means of 
considering trade-offs where synergies are not feasible.

4. That all relevant public bodies with an environmental remit, such as An Fóram Uisce, Department 
of Housing, Local Government and Heritage (DHLGH), Department of Agriculture, Food and 
Marine (DAFM), Department of Environment, Climate and Communications (DECC), EPA, 
National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS), Local Authority Waters Programme (LAWPRO), 
Inland Fisheries Ireland (IFI), Geological Survey of Ireland (GSI) and local authorities, adopt the 
FILLM approach, including the multi-disciplinary and multi-organisational implications, in their 
vision and environmental management work, as a means of achieving optimum efficiency and 
effectiveness.

5. That resources are allocated to allow these recommendations to be enabled.

19



Table 1: Illustration of the range of environmental benefits provided by different farming and forestry 
practices within the Framework for Integrated Land and Landscape Management  
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Creation of buffer strips, e.g. 
riparian zones, grass margins. �� �� �� �� �� �� ��

Planting of clover and multi-
species grasses �� �� – �� – �� –

Planting hedges alongside 
watercourses & across slopes �� �� �� �� �� �� ��

Liming of mineral soil to ensure 
optimum pH �� – – �� – �� ��

Agroforestry �� �� �� �� �� �� ��

Planting with native woodlands �� �� �� – �� �� ��

Interception ponds and 
constructed wetlands �� �� �� �� �� �� ��

Rewetting peatlands �� �� �� – �� �� ��

��  = Management option contributes directly to an environmental benefit

� � = Management option contributes indirectly to an environment benefit
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Figure 3: Components of the reconceptualised Integrated Catchment Management (ICM) approach as a 
Framework for Integrated Land and Landscape Management (FILLM) aimed at achieving Water Framework 
Directive, Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive, Drinking Water Directive, Floods Directive and 
Habitats Directive objectives, and linking with carbon sequestration and GHG emission reduction
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Appendix 1: 
National and international policies 
and recommendations for an 
integrated approach to environmental 
management
A more holistic and integrated approach that links all the environmental components, 
as well as the interaction with human activities, is advocated in several national and 
international policies and recommendations.

7	 [link removed]
8	 [link removed]
9	 [link removed]
10	 [link removed]
11	 [link removed]
12	 [link removed]

	f The UN Sustainability Goals (SDGs) for 20307, which are a policy driver for sustainable
management of the Earth’s resources, implicitly recognises the co-dependence of many policy
areas.

	f The EU vision of ‘living well, within the limits of our planet’ by 2050 recognises that Europe’s
economic prosperity and wellbeing is intrinsically linked to protecting, conserving and enhancing
the Union’s natural capital.8

	f Looking through the lens of sustainable food production rather than environmental protection,
a European Environment Agency Report ‘Food in a Green Light (2017)9, under a heading ‘Food
Connects’ advocates, ‘a systems approach to sustainable food which addresses both terrestrial and
marine food production in an integrated manner and analyses resource use and environmental impacts,
as well as actors and governance’.

	f The proposed European Green Deal10 that plans, among other things, i) a ‘climate neutral’ Europe
by 2050; ii) zero-pollution whereby the objective for air, soil or water is to reach a “pollution-free
environment” by 2050; iii) a new biodiversity strategy that includes measures to tackle soil and
water pollution as well as a new forest strategy; and iv) a farm to fork strategy that includes plans
to significantly reduce the use of chemical pesticides, fertilizers and antibiotics.

	f The nine objectives for the future common agricultural policy (CAP)11: i) to ensure a fair income
to farmers; ii) to increase competitiveness; iii) to rebalance the power in the food chain; iv) climate
change action; v) environmental care; vi) to preserve landscapes and biodiversity; vii) to support
generational renewal; viii) vibrant rural areas; ix) to protect food and health quality.

	f The DAFM Ag-Climatise Public Consultation Report (2019)12 points out that achieving the
measures as set out in the GHG Marginal Abatement Cost Curve (MACC) for agriculture for
2021-2030 (methane and nitrous oxide abatement) will not only lead to a reduction in carbon
emissions, but there will be co-benefits for other environmental priority areas – water quality and
biodiversity.
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	f Dairy Sustainability Ireland (a collaborative project with An Bord Bia, DAFM and a number of
Ireland’s dairy processors) in their Ag-Climatise submission13 suggested that the Agricultural
Sustainability Support and Advice Programme (ASSAP) programme should be expanded and
widened to incorporate climate, biodiversity, and ammonia as well as water in light of the common
elements of improvement strategies for each so that there is an integrated approach to on-farm
sustainability. They also suggest that the LAWPRO and climate community programmes should
be integrated at local level. Their submission states “It is recognised that in the implementation of
low carbon strategies, there are significant co-benefits for other environmental priority areas including
ammonia, water quality, and bio- diversity as well as co-benefits for soil productivity improvement
which will improve farm productivity and farm incomes. As set out earlier, a new integrated on-farm
sustainability approach is suggested incorporating all of these objectives.”

	f The ‘Functional Land Management (FLM)’ concept which ‘assesses the functional capacity of the
soil and land to deliver primary productivity, water purification and regulation, carbon cycling and
storage, habitat for biodiversity and recycling of nutrients’.14

	f The National Landscape Strategy 2015-2025, which states in the Forward “Our landscape can and
will continue to accommodate multiple uses, and be appreciated in many different ways. However to
have a sustainable society, environment and economy, we need to both embrace change and to manage
our landscape in a considered, integrated and planned way. Using the parameters of the European
Landscape Convention15, our challenge now is for a sustainable future, achieving a balance between
our social, cultural and economic needs and our environment and landscape. The National Landscape
Strategy is a first step in confronting this challenge.”16

	f The seven key environmental actions in the EPA State of the Environment Report (2016)17 are
considered under the following headings: i) Environment and Health & Wellbeing; ii) Climate
Change; iii) Implementation of Legislation; iv) Restore and Protect Water Quality; v) Sustainable
Economic Activities; vi) Nature & Wild Places; and vii) Community Engagement. These are linked
to the UN SDG goals and while the actions are listed as individual items, the point is made in
the Report that many are linked and that the integration of actions across these areas will be
important for the delivery of environmental protection and sustainable development.

13	 [link removed]
14	 O’Sullivan,	L.,	Wall,	D.,	Creamer,	R.,	Bamba,	F	and	Schulte,	R.P.O.	(2017.	Functional	land	management:	bridging	the	think-do-gap	

using	multi-stakeholder	science	policy	interface.	Ambio.	Available	at	this	link:	 
[link removed]

15	 [link removed]
16	 [link removed] 
17	 [link removed]
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Appendix 2: 
The Integrated Catchment Management 
Approach
 
Integrated Catchment Management (ICM) is a generic approach that provides the 
overarching framework for the implementation of the Water Framework Directive 
(WFD) and the philosophy for water management – achieving water body status 
objectives, drinking water protection and flood mitigation – and aquatic ecosystem 
protection in Ireland. 

This approach is being used as a means of achieving successful implementation of the WFD for the 
following reasons:

	f It is catchment-based, aiming not only to provide the hydrological/hydrogeological basis for water 
resources management, but also to connect people with their local stream, river, lake, coastal 
water, spring or borehole. 

	f It employs a broad range of ‘tools’ in its ‘toolkit, starting with local participation and partnership 
to encourage practice change, catchment characterisation, the implementation of appropriate 
measures and incentivising actions and, finally, inspections and enforcement.

	f It integrates all water types and all relevant disciplines.

	f It provides for ‘characterisation’ of the catchment. This, in turn, assists in the identification of the 
causes and sources of pollution, critical source areas (CSAs) and possible management strategies 
and mitigation options.

	f It requires close collaboration between relevant public bodies.

	f It requires a combination of ‘bottom-up’ and ‘top-down’ approaches.

	f It involves awareness-raising, engagement and consultation with local communities.

	f It presents a ‘new’ vision of a healthy, resilient, productive and valued water resource that 
supports vibrant communities. 

ICM, as set out and used to-date, consists of a number of steps, which are shown in Figure 4, and a 
number of components or ‘tools’ as shown in Figure 5.

The Framework for Integrated Land and Landscape Management takes the main components of 
ICM (Figure 4), changes and reorients them (Figure 3) based on lessons learned, and re-applies the 
approach using catchments as the landscape units for management and protection of our natural 
capital – the ecosystems, geosystems and atmospheric systems illustrated in Figure 2. 

While FILLM is an overarching approach for environmental management, as illustrated in Figure 
3, it encompasses the slightly amended and reconfigured ICM, which is a necessary approach for 
successful water resources management and river basin management planning in Ireland. 
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Figure 4: Steps in the integrated catchment management process. (Adapted from Daly, Archbold and Deakin 
(2016). Paper available at this link: [link removed].)

Build Partnerships
f Identify key stakeholders
f Identify issues of concern
f Conduct public outreach

Create and communicate a vision of ICM
f For example: A healthy, resilient, productive and

valued water resource, that supports vibrant communities.

Characterise the Catchment
f Gather existing data and create a catchment inventory
f Identify data gaps & collect additional data, if needed
f Analyse data
f Identify causes and sources of pollution
f Estimate pollutant loads
f Evaluate hydromorphological pressures
f Undertake risk assessments

Undertake Further Characterisation
f Collect and evaluate local information
f Locate critical source areas (CSAs)
f Undertake investigative monitoring
f Undertake catchment walks
f Estimate load reductions needed

Identify & Evaluate Possible Management Strategies
f Evaluate existing measures
f Get stakeholder input
f Take account of ecosystem and geosystem services,

water value, pollution sources and CSAs
f Develop possible management options
f Undertake assessments, as required by the Habitats

as appropriate
f Undertake economic analysis
f Rank the measures

Design an Implementation Programme
f Set environmental objectives
f Select appropriate mitigation measures
f Develop an implementation schedule with milestones
f Develop the monitoring component
f Develop an engagement strategy
f Identify technical & financial assistance needed
f Prepare RBMP

Implement the River Basin Management Plan
f Prepare a work plan with short- and long-term outcomes
f Implement the measures
f Use metrics to track progress
f Integrate with planning process
f Conduct engagement, including awareness raising,

consultation & collaboration

Measure Progress and Make Adjustments
f Analyse trends and outcomes & give feedback to stakeholders
f Make adjustments, if necessary

Characterisation & 
Analysis Tools

f GIS

f Databases

f Statistical packages

f Numerical models

f Flow estimations

f Load estimations

f Monitoring

Catchment 
Information Tool

River Basin 
Management  
Plan
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Tools Challenges/likelihood of success

Participation & 
Partnership

A vision
f 3-D integrated catchment science
f Catchment management
f Both science and people
f Healthy and vibrant communities.

A new vision. 
If approached properly, a high 
likelihood of success. [“Catchments: 
connecting land, water and people 
from the mountains to the sea”]

Public engagement
f Awareness raising
f Sharing knowledge
f Collaboration & engagement with local communities

Complex area & resource intensive. 
Means of achieving successful 
outcomes unclear. Essential, for long 
term results.

Characterisation at catchment scale
f Bio-physical (hydrogeology, biology, hydrochemistry, etc.)
f Monitoring
f Location of significant pressures
f Evaluation of impact of significant pressures
f Analysis using SPR approach (detailed evaluation of

hydrochemistry, pollutant loading, biological indicators, etc.)

Multi-disciplinary.
Must be scientifically defensible and 
catchment specific. 
More than just monitoring.
Produces the information needed as 
the basis for catchment walks.

Characterisation at local scale
	f ‘Walking the catchment’

f Location of critical source areas (CSAs)
f Decisions on measures/actions

Resource intensive.
Essential as a means of choosing the 
optimum mitigation options.

Programmes of measures
f Best Management Practices (BMPs)
f Measures targeted spatially
f Costed and prioritised
f A focus on outcomes
f Input of local knowledge
f Local participation

Some measures/actions costly.
Must be prioritised and outcome 
oriented. 
These are the means of achieving water 
quality outcomes.

Incentives
f Greening of the CAP
f Grants for native woodlands

Incentives need to be focussed on 
CSAs and relevant pressures

New/Upgrading infrastructure Continued investment needed

Enforcement

Inspections
f Farming
f DWWTSs
f UWWTPs
f Drinking water audits
f IPPC inspections

Needs to be risk-based. 
Necessary, particularly when other 
‘tools’ are not effective.

Court/loss of money The last resort!

Policy changes/new Regulations Essential, but challenging and 
potentially slow to achieve.

Over-arching requirement
f Modelling
f GIS
f Databases
f Communications

Figure 5: The ‘toolkit’ for the ICM approach. (Adapted from LAWPRO (2020). Original available at this link: 
[link removed]
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An Fóram Uisce
The Water Forum
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An Fóram Uisce
The Water Forum
An Fóram Uisce I The Water Forum was established in June 2018 in accordance with 
the provisions of Part 5 of the Water Services Act 2017. An Fóram Uisce is the only 
statutory body representative of all stakeholders with an interest in the quality of 
Ireland’s water bodies. 

An Fóram Uisce is required to advise the Minister on water policy having regard to, among other 
things, water conservation, rural water services and the interests of customers of Irish Water.

An Fóram Uisce consists of 26 members including representatives from a wide range of 
organisations with direct connections to issues relating to water quality and public water consumers.  
Approximately 50 different organisations were involved in the nomination of members.  

An Fóram Uisce member organisations

National Federation of Group Water 
Schemes

Public water 
customers

Irish Creamery Milk Suppliers Association 
(ICMSA)

Sustainable Water Network (SWAN) Moy Rivers Trust MACRA

Cork Environmental Forum Anglers & Recreation Irish Farmers Association (IFA)

Zero Waste Alliance Irish Rural Link Irish Co-operative Societies    (ICOS)

An Taisce St Vincent de Paul Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU)

Irish Hotels Federation (IHF) Irish Business & Employers 
Confederation (IBEC)

Institutes of Technology Ireland (IOTA)

Tree Council of Ireland Irish Council for Social Housing

The vision of An Fóram Uisce is:
Ireland will have clean and healthy waters, capable of supporting biodiversity 
and providing the basis for a positive and healthy economic and cultural life. 

An Fóram identified 7 strategic themes on which to focus its work over the time of its Strategy 
2018-2021

1. Advising the Minister and supporting debate on the formulation of national policies relating to
water.

2. Promoting water conservation and informing relevant national policy.

3. Reviewing and advising on the implementation of the River Basin Management Plan and the
Water Framework Directive.

4. Providing recommendations on the performance of Irish Water with particular reference to the
consumers of Irish Water.

5. Supporting and reviewing the provision and development for Rural Water Services and
issues pertaining to private supplies.

6. Leading a programme of public awareness and education on the value of water.

7. Supporting and promoting public consultation and engagement on all matters relevant to water.

[link removed]   |     @anforamuisce     |     info@nationalwaterforum.ie 31
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[link removed]

An Fóram Uisce is funded by the Department 
of Housing, Local Government and Heritage.

Looking after Ireland’s 
water resources



Services 
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Nature in 
Catchments
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SOIL FORMATION

GROUND WATER

POLLINATION

POLLUTANT ATTENUATION

Atmospheric 
System Services

Geosystem 
Services

Ecosystem 
Services

A Framework for Integrated Land and Landscape Management (FILLM)

	fA ‘whole of environment’
approach
	fCatchment-based landscape
management
	fRequires multi-stakeholder
engagement for strategic
environmental outcomes
	fAtmospheric, geosystem
and ecosystem services
are interconnected and
interdependent.
	fThey need to be managed in
an integrated manner, with
agencies working together to
maximise action.
	fCatchment-based community
involvement is key for
social, economic wellbeing
and positive environmental
outcomes.

[link removed]



Integrated Catchment Management 
(ICM) within the Framework for 
Integrated Land and Landscape 
Management (FILLM)

	fBuild partnerships with local communities and other stakeholders to
identify issues of concern.
	fDevelop a community vision for water and ecosystems.
	fCharacterise the catchment based on existing information,
catchment walks, targeted monitoring, identification of pressure
sources, evaluating hydromorphological pressures, pollutant load
reduction analysis and location of critical source areas (CSAs).
	fIdentify and evaluate management strategies for protection and, for
improvement, locate the areas for appropriate actions within CSAs.
	fDesign an implementation programme based on achieving the
required environmental objectives, using the ‘right measure in the
right place’ approach, economic analysis and setting milestones.
	fImplement the programme using metrics to track progress.
	fMeasure progress, analyse trends and outcomes, and make
adjustments if necessary.
	fConsult with stakeholders at all stages.
	fIdentify and take account of co-benefits for biodiversity, carbon
sequestration and GHG emission reductions at all stages.
	fUse the FILLM approach for biodiversity protection and Habitats
Directive implementation.

[link removed]

Characterisation
Desk
Field

Areas for
Protection

Areas for
Improvement

Evaluation
of Protection

Options

Evaluation 
of Mitigation

Options

Design an 
Implementation

Programme

Implement
Programme

Measure
Progress & Make

Adjustments

Stakeholder Engagement

Stakeholder Vision

Greenhouse Gas Emission Reduction

Carbon Sequestration

Other Co-benefits

STAGE 1 STAGE 2 STAGE 3 STAGE 4 STAGE 5 STAGE 6



NPWS Review Body

emailed to: reviewofnpws21@gmail.com

30th March 2021

Re: Review of NPWS - Stakeholder survey

A Chara,

An Taisce welcomes the opportunity to comment on the NPWS review consultation.

The public are increasingly aware of the intrinsic value of nature, with many seeking solace
from wildlife and nature during the Covid-19 lockdown. In addition, nature is finally being
recognised for the vital role it plays in providing clean air and water, pollination, soil health,
and carbon sequestration. It can no longer be viewed as an optional add-on. Nature has
been demonstrated to be vital in our fight against climate change, and for our physical and
mental wellbeing. The time for procrastination on conservation action has long since gone,
and biodiversity protection is at a critical juncture.

The review of the NPWS is a vital step in reversing the alarming trends in nature and
biodiversity loss in Ireland. The EU Biodiversity Strategy indicates the direction of travel for
Member States, and the strategic direction of the NPWS must align with that ambition. We
would like to make the following comments and recommendations.

1. Current situation and issues arising

At the outset we would like to recognise the work of the NPWS staff, and the high calibre of
the scientific output, particularly reporting on the Birds and Habitats Directives, and the
Convention on Biological Diversity. However, it is widely acknowledged that the NPWS are
seriously unfunded, leading to a lack of capacity to fulfil their mandate.

This has led to issues such as lack of investigation or prosecution of wildlife crime, lack of
consistent input into consultations for aquaculture/forestry and other ecologically sensitive
planning consultations. None of our national parks currently have management plans, and
are frequently subject to inappropriate and damaging activity like quad bikes, and
encroachment of invasive species such as rhododendron. The Article 17 report itself is
indicative of the lack of effective protection afforded our most protected habitats and

An Taisce is a membership-based charity | Join us at [link removed]

An Taisce – The National Trust for Ireland | Protecting Ireland’s heritage, safeguarding its future

Tailors’ Hall, Back Lane, Dublin, D08 X2A3, Ireland | [link removed] | +353 1 707 7076 | info@antaisce.org

Company Limited by Guarantee no. 12469 | Charity CHY4741 | Charity Regulator no. 20006358 | EU Transparency Register no. 473905437651-60

Directors: Philip Kearney (Chair), Trish O’Connell (Vice-Chair),

Stuart McCaul (Secretary), Aoife O’Gorman (Treasurer), Hugh O’Reilly, John Sweeney



species. The European Communities Environmental Objectives (Freshwater Pearl Mussel)
Regulations 2009 required the publication of sub-basin plans for Margaritifera SAC
catchments by December 2009, and to update and publish them every 6 years (i.e. in 2015
and 2021 etc.). No plans have as yet been published.

Further to that, in An Taisce we have had numerous anecdotal reports of the difficulties in
contacting NPWS rangers to seek advice or report ecological damage.

2. Independent agency

To date the NPWS has been passed from Department to Department, and Minister to
Minister, with inadequate political ownership, or indeed interest. We welcome the efforts by
Minister Noonan to address this issue.

It is our considered opinion that the NPWS needs to be an independent, non-political
agency, similar to the EPA. As part of this structure, there needs to be clear accountability to
an executive Board of Directors, similar to the organisational structure of the EPA.

The rationale for this is that the NPWS needs to be autonomous, with a clear ‘home’ and not
subject to the vagaries of cyclical Government reshuffles. Furthermore, it is vital in the midst
of a biodiversity crisis that the NPWS be able to clearly articulate the issues independent of
direct political influence, and to clearly highlight any failings in the approach taken by
Government.

In addition, the Biodiversity Centre should be given similar autonomy and funding, to work
in tandem with the NPWS for data gathering and public engagement.

3. Funding and staff

As outlined above, the lack of resources has led to multiple failures of the NPWS to fulfil its
mandate. The requirements of the NPWS are broad and resource intensive, and it is vital
that it is allocated multi-annual funding which is sufficient to hire the necessary staff and
effectively carry out its duties.

Many comparisons have been made between the funding provided for the greyhound and
horse racing industries and that for the NPWS, which serve as a stark reminder of just how
low a priority biodiversity is in Ireland. In May 2019 the Government announced a
biodiversity and climate emergency, but to date no commensurate political action for
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biodiversity protection has followed. If the Government is serious about the protection of
biodiversity then it is absolutely vital that the funding for the NPWS is significantly increased.

A needs analysis should be carried out to ascertain what level of funding and staffing is
necessary for the functions of the NPWS, in addition to a review of the efficacy of the PAF
funding to date. A prioritised list of actions should be compiled with a corresponding budget
and staff requirement, in order to improve transparency and accountability, and to clearly
articulate the requirement for a certain level of staffing and funding, and the consequences
of any shortfall.

We would note that circa 80% of government funding for biodiversity was spent on DAFM
schemes, but the European Court of Auditors highlighted that these have failed to reverse
biodiversity declines on farmland . As such the continued funding of non-results based1

schemes must be reviewed, and funds should be redirected to actions which will effect the
necessary change, such as to work of the NPWS.

4. Ambition

While compliance with the Birds and Habitats Directives and the Wildlife Act should be a key
priority for the NPWS, we would also like to see more ambition within the organisation. The
minimum the organisation should strive for is legal compliance, but we would like to see
wildlife prioritised, encouraged and protected across the board, not just legally protected
species and habitats. We would like to see the NPWS manage the risks posed by biodiversity
loss and climate change, and provide key steps to reverse the downward wildlife trends,
across all species and habitats. We believe that the NPWS should strive towards providing
opportunities for nature to thrive, not just the bare legal minimum.

Furthermore, it is vital that the activities and mandate of the NPWS align with the policy
ambition of the EU Green Deal, and its attendant Biodiversity Strategy. This will require yet
further resources for the NPWS, and this must be factored into the review.

5. Cross sectoral approach

It is vital that biodiversity protection is tackled across all sectors and departments. We would
note that the NPWS were only invited to present to the Ag-Food 2030 committee at the
behest of the Environmental Pillar, otherwise their views would have not been sought. This
is not acceptable in the face of a biodiversity crisis, and given the significant negative impact
of intensive agriculture on biodiversity.

1 [link removed]
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The EPA are frequently stakeholders in various departments, including having a seat at the
Ag-Food 2030 committee table, and playing an active role in groups such as the Nitrates
Expert Group. The NPWS should be given equal weight as stakeholders in all departments,
and being an independent agency will progress that. The requirement for thorough
consultation with the NPWS should be clearly articulated to, and required by, all Government
departments, local government and agencies.

6. Legislative powers and enforcement action

The NPWS must be given additional powers to enforce the existing legislation. NPWS
rangers should be given additional resources and legislative power to respond to and
investigate reports of wildlife crime and to engage with the public on queries related to
protected species and habitats to prevent damage, or address ongoing or planned damaging
activities.

We welcome the recent increase in the number of cases of prosecution for illegal hedgerow
cutting, and would like to see a significant increase in this type of action to provide a
credible deterrent for similar unlawful activities.

An Taisce would request you take these comments under consideration.

Is mise le meas,

Elaine McGoff

Natural Environment Officer

An Taisce – The National Trust for Ireland
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Aquaculture Licences Appeals Board Submission to NPWS Review Board, April 2021 
 
 
1) Your views on the role, remit, constraints and performance of NPWS: 
 
The ALAB Board considers the NPWS to be a conservation body, a provider of scientific and 
conservation advice and a provider of national park management. While this is a very broad 
remit, the Board has focused this submission on those parts of the NPWS’s remit that 
directly relate to ALAB’s work. 
 
ALAB’s work consists of considering and determining appeals of aquaculture licence 
decisions made by the Minister of Agriculture Food and the Marine. Part of that work 
involves assessing the environmental and ecological implications, both inside and outside of 
SAC’s and SPA’s and carrying out our own Appropriate Assessments where necessary. These 
are the areas where ALAB looks to NPWS as a source of data, analysis and advice.  
 
ALAB would look for advice and support from the NPWS in terms of interpreting and 
applying the legislation around habitat and species protection, namely, the Irish Wildlife Act 
and the EIA, Birds and Habitats Directives. It would also look to the NPWS to provide advice 
and direction in relation to the best methods for assessing EIA and AA requirements. While 
the NPWS has in the past produced or contributed to some very useful guideline documents 
in this area, these are now outdated, and don’t reflect the more recent changes in case law. 
 
In particular, where ALAB has cases either within SAC’s and SPA’s, or within the area utilised 
by species within these Natura sites, the Board has found on occasion that the Conservation 
Objectives for some Natura sites are very broad and generic  and not specific to the sites in 
question. This can cause difficulties for the Board when determining appeals as these 
Conservation Objectives can be difficult to interpret and apply, especially given the recent 
case law changes under the Habitats Directive. 
 
Another issue encountered by the Board in determining appeals is an absence of baseline 
data relating to Natura sites. In one recent set of appeals assessed by ALAB in Castlemaine 
Harbour, Co. Kerry, which is a SAC and SPA, the Board found the lack of baseline 
environmental and ecological data an impediment in coming to a timely determination. The 
technical assessment of the appeals found that there was a lack of baseline data relating to 
bird species in the SPA. The Board knew a survey was ongoing so deferred its determination 
while awaiting this survey report. One of the outcomes of this report was that to determine 
whether aquaculture was having an affect on species within the SPA, more detailed survey 
work would be needed over a number of years. As a consequence, the Board had to invoke 
the use of the precautionary principle in these appeals due to the lack of baseline data. If 



regular annual surveys of the type required had been conducted within this SPA, collecting 
suitable baseline data, the determinations made by the Board may have been different. 
 
 
Recommendations on the future role, mandate and remit of NPWS:  
 
From ALAB’s perspective, it would be useful for the Board in making future determinations 
if NPWS: 
 
· Provided ongoing education and up-to-date guidance in relation to best practise for 

ecological and environmental assessment of marine and coastal environments.  
 

· Had a contact point for someone specialised in the area of Natura sites and relevant 
legislation who could advise other state agencies, as would the existence of a similar 
contact point for EIA queries. 
 

· Had an increased focus on developing marine and coastal ecology as an in-house area of 
expertise. 
 

· Provided defined, site specific Conservation Objectives for all Natura sites that were 
relevant to the sites and species in question and that led to specific plans in terms of 
baseline data collection and regular surveys for the sites in question. 
 

· Carried out regular surveys and collected baseline data for all Natura sites and made this 
data freely available. Analysis and interpretation of this data in the form of 
reports/publications would also be very useful to ALAB in carrying out its functions. 
 

· Outside of Natura sites, more general information, data collection and interpretation for 
Irish marine and coastal species and habitats would be of great use as it would provide 
available data for these conditions and habitats that could be used in carrying out 
assessments by ALAB. 

 
· Provided advice and guidance on potential impacts of climate change on species and 

habitats, both within and outside of Natura sites over a number of different time scales 
would be very useful in assessing potential future impacts of any developments assessed 
by ALAB.  

 
 

 
 

 



Strategic Review of the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) 
Public Consultation Strand – closing date 2nd April 2021 

To: 

Professor Jane Stout, Chair of the Review 

Dr Mícheál Ó’Cinnéide, Deputy Chair 

2nd April 2021 

This submission is from the Balbriggan Community Committee (BCC) on urban seagull issues 

formed in May 2016 to address serious impacts in our community from urban seagull colonies. We 

do not propose to restate the arguments around the urban seagull issue here, rather we summarise 

some key points of principle concerning policy and some serious deficits that we believe are of 

core importance to your Review. BCC has been heavily engaged with NPWS for the past five years. 

We have two serving members on the Consultative Committee (CC) set up my former Minister 

Madigan in June 2019 to examine the impacts of seagull issues and make recommendations. 

Our submission focusses on NPWS’s responsibility to derogate from wildlife protection provisions 

“in the interests of public health and safety - in particular but not exclusively Article 9.1.a) of the 

Birds Directive – the law in Ireland. For brevity, we make what may be perceived to be bald or blunt 

statements here, and we therefore recommend reading that we believe supports what we say. 

It generally does not have to be argued that preservation of State-wide public health and safety is 

a fundamental duty of the State, and as such is a key priority. However, we have had to make that 

argument to NPWS for the past five years in the urban seagull context. Ireland remains a complete 

outlier in comparisons with Northern Europe, Northern Ireland, and Great Britain in not 

acknowledging the public health dimension of the issue, in not providing protection to impacted 

communities, and in not permitting communities to protect themselves. 

In our direct experience, NPWS seems to treat its legal obligations to derogate in the interests of 

public health and safety as ancillary to its core business and sees preservation of public health and 

safety as subordinate to conservation considerations. On the seagull issue, NPWS has acted as if it 

is duty bound to resist derogating on public health and safety grounds. Such a position ignores the 

facts about zoonotic diseases [link removed] and is considerably behind EU member states’ ‘One

Health’ policy curve, e.g. taking just this one example [link removed].  Dr. O’Cinnéide will no doubt

be aware of the of the EPA-funded AREST project. Professor Dearbhaile Morris (NUIG, AREST 

leader) provided expert public health advice to the CC in April 2020 – in the context of 

Antimicrobial Resistance (AMR) risks and high density colonies on schools.  Also in April 2020, 

Associate Professor Barry McMahon (DCU) confirmed to the CC the extent to which urban seagulls 

are implicated in AMR contamination and dispersal in the environment.  For further reading on 

strategic considerations we recommend - 

[link removed], (Dr Kathryn Arnold, York university) and

[link removed], (Hassell et al - Urbanization and Disease Emergence: Dynamics at the Wildlife–

Livestock–Human Interface). We believe that the Irish National AMR Plan (iNAP, October 2017) may 

be entering “the environment risk” phase, and may have been delayed by the pandemic.  



By definition, derogation to protect against “conditions of risk” (Birds Directive Article 9.2) is 

intended to be a proactive preventive measure as “risk” is legally defined as something bad that 

may happen in the future. In our direct experience, NPWS seeks to operate a minimal and 

reactive policy after serious risk has already been realised, and has majorly delayed and 

prevaricated where the urban seagull issue is concerned over the past five years – in ways that 

continue to be harmful to and seriously inimical to impacted communities. For a fully informed 

perspective on the scale on seriousness of the issue, we recommend reading of BCC’s Community 

Report to the Dept./NPWS in December 2017, The CC’s First Interim Report and our Minority 

Report to the Dept./NPWS in April 2020, and will provide these to the Review if required. 

Two legal opinions (August 2020 and February 2021 – also recommended reading along with the 

questions posed) provided by the Barrister hired by NPWS to advise the CC state that NPWS has 

been applying a decision threshold for derogation decisions on public health and safety (all 

species, since 1986) that is higher than the threshold specified in the Birds Directive – and is 

therefore illegal under EU law.  The opinion also states that NPWS has wrongly advised Ministers 

over the years resulting in legally invalid Regulations being signed, and that there must be doubts 

over derogations under the 1986 Regulations – i.e. for 35 years. The opinion also states that there 

are evidence-based legal grounds for public health and safety-based derogations under the 

Directive in relation to the AMR risk from urban seagull species – evidence included high density 

colonies on schools (July 2018) and expert public health advice to the CC (Apr 2020) that an 

abundance of caution is required. There are several other evidence-based public health issues 

relating to urban seagull colonies.  At the time of making this submission NPWS has still not acted 

upon the expert opinions it has received over a year ago and it is just four weeks to the 2021.22 

Derogation Declarations.  In 2016 NPWS stated in replies to Parliamentary Questions (urban seagull 

context) that it is “not a competent authority in matters of public health and safety” – yet it has 

derogated for those grounds for over forty years, and has continued to do so (except for seagull 

species) since it made that statement. In adopting this position, and in official correspondence and 

replies to Parliamentary Questions, NPWS sought to place responsibility for determining the public 

health grounds for derogations onto the HSE, Local Authorities and the Department of Health. 

Former Minister for Housing and Local Government Eoghan Murphy and former Minister for Health 

Simon Harris went on the record in 2018 to state that this (urban seagull issue) is a wildlife a matter 

and was/is the Responsibility for the former Minister (then Josepha Madigan) for NPWS – thus the 

NPWS position adopted in 2016 has created a serious lacuna in public policy.  Lastly the opinions 

also state that NPWS has not in fact implemented the Birds Directive (2011 Wildlife Regulations). 

We could provide tranches of evidential material but we appreciate this is not the forum for that. 

In light of the above, and in the context of your Review, we emphasise our belief that it is necessary 

to fully absorb the implications of Ireland’s (NPWS’s) complete outlier status on the seagull issue, 

the history of NPWS’s handling of it since 2016, the cumulative legal opinions and their crucial 

points, and the materially higher and illegal decision threshold for public health and safety 

derogation decisions that has been used by NPWS since 1986. We believe that derogation is the 

other side of the enforcement ‘coin’ (which is prominent in the Terms of Reference), particularly 

when State-wide public health and safety is at stake – refer to the Annual Declarations, and 

therefore demands equal  if not higher high priority for attention in your Review. 

We believe therefore that an examination of the handling of the seagull issue will show conclusively 

that there are public policy, administration and legal issues of the utmost importance that need to 

be addressed urgently at NPWS and our purpose here was to provide sufficient material for the 



Chair to address what in our view are major policy ‘blind spots’ in NPWS. We recommend that your 

Review needs to consider a structural change which would see a ‘proactive’ and ‘always on’ policy 

connection between NPWS, the HSE and the Local Authorities, Teagasc and the Departments of 

Agriculture and Health on matters of State-wide public health and safety, especially including the 

interfaces between wildlife and urban areas, and that within such a policy framework that sectoral 

responsibilities, including the provision of resources, be clearly defined, and most of all, that the 

primacy of the preservation of public health and safety as a duty of the State (refer to the Wildlife 

Act 2000, Section 59), is fully and unreservedly reflected in public administration policy. 

In conclusion, there is no doubt that these matters do not sit comfortably within the NPWS and the 

Department. In our view given the important role you are carrying out primarily on behalf of 

citizens it is necessary that the core points in our submission are reflected in your deliberations and 

in your report. Not to do so and avoid such important matters would effectively ignore and 

entrench a significant and unacceptable policy lacuna. In articulating our submission it is important 

to establish as a matter of policy, responsibility and accountability for this core issue. We are not 

overly concerned where accountability lies once it is clear unambiguous and capable of 

implementation and review. In our view, the preservation of State-wide public health and safety is 

more important than a priority in seeking resources in time for budgetary purposes. 

Notwithstanding consultations with other State bodies, NPWS is solely responsible for 

implementation of the pertinent legislation and derogations – not just on the seagull issue, but in 

the full wildlife context – a very key fact (lacuna context) given the positions taken by former 

Ministers in Local Government and Health. After all if a policy is not comprehensively public health 

proofed it is fundamentally deficient. In our ongoing activities on the urban seagull issue, we will, 

as necessary, be raising these matters with the relevant Ministers in due course. 

We very much appreciate the opportunity to submit to your Review and wish you well in this very 

important undertaking. 

Yours sincerely, 

Tom Cardiff and Gerry Coffey 

Members of the NPWS’s Consultative Committee on urban seagulls 

on behalf of the Balbriggan Community Committee on urban seagull issues 

C/O [personal information removed]
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BirdWatch Ireland submission to the Review of the NPWS  

April 2021  
  

Introduction  
BirdWatch Ireland welcomes the opportunity to provide input into the Review of the National Parks 
and Wildlife Service (NPWS). We have a long history of working closely with NPWS on a range of 
issues from local to national and in the areas of survey and monitoring of wild birds, conservation of 
threatened species on the ground and advocacy for better outcomes for birds. We have also 
challenged politicians and government officials on the poor resourcing of NPWS and advocated for 
increased staffing and funding. In addition we have had to make formal complaints to the European 
Commission on state failures to provide the necessary safeguards for birds and the habitats they 
need. We submit the following points to the review.  
  
On May 9th 2019 Dáil Éireann declared a biodiversity and climate emergency, yet little action has 
occurred since to address the biodiversity emergency in a coherent and coordinated way. The 
10year period to 2030 has been designated the UN Decade of Action to significantly cut greenhouse 
gas emissions and to halt and reverse biodiversity loss. The EU Biodiversity Strategy has laid out 
ambitious targets to 2030, including requiring 30% of land and sea to be protected, with 10% strictly 
protected. In addition, 30% of species and habitats at ‘unfavourable’ conservation status need to be 
at ‘favourable’ status by 2030 or positively trending in that direction. This ambition is a minimum 
and we in Ireland need to decide ourselves what ambition we wish to see to halt losses and restore 
biodiversity. Climate change is and will continue to bring serious challenges to our biodiversity as 
well as to people. Ensuring that the climate mitigation solutions do not create a further problem for 
biodiversity is critical. Indeed nature-based solutions should be the first port of call. Planning for 
these challenges and addressing them is currently lacking.   
  
Even if the EU Biodiversity Strategy is the bar to reach, the reality is that the poor status of Ireland’s 
biodiversity means we have a very steep hill to climb. 63% of our 211 regularly occurring wild bird 
species are Red or Amber-listed Birds of Conservation Concern in Ireland, with the highest number 
of species on the Red List in the history of this assessment1. With respect to EU protected habitats, 
85% are at ‘unfavourable’ status. We have little data about habitats in the wider countryside, 
outside of Natura sites. Waterbirds have declined by 40% in less than 20 years. Two-thirds of sharks, 
skates and rays are threatened with extinction. Many fish species that fished at sea are in steep 
decline. Water quality continues to decline, impacting water-dependent habitats and species. The 
reasons for the poor status of our biodiversity are many, but mainly it comes down to the fact that 
policies for agriculture, forestry, fisheries, turf-cutting and development, as well as the activities 
associated with them, are working against nature and completely removing or destroying habitats 
for many of our wild bird species or the prey species they require.   

                                                           
1 Gilbert, G, Stanbury, A., Lewis, L., (2021) Birds of Conservation Concern in Ireland 4: 2020–2026 Irish Birds 43: 1–22 Kilcoole.  
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While the responsibility for addressing these issues lies with multiple state entities from local 
authorities to government departments, semi-state bodies and state agencies, the structure in 
NPWS to coordinate a national response to the issues is not there. The NPWS has never been 
adequately resourced to do this job effectively and until recently there has been no political will to 
change this.   
  
This review is timely and important. Unfortunately, the NPWS is currently not fit for purpose to 
address the breadth, scale and urgency of the biodiversity emergency and to support nature-based 
solutions to remove emissions and to adapt to climate breakdown. It is very important that this 
Review not only looks to the structures and processes that need to be addressed now, but also that 
it looks ahead and plans for the needs of the NPWS in 15-20 years’ time. The publication of the 
Review should include concrete recommendations and timelines for their implementation.   
  
When the Dáil declared a biodiversity emergency in 2019, a Citizens’ Assembly to address the loss of 
biodiversity was also supported by members in the Dáil motion. We call on government to put in 
place parallel processes so that this Citizens’ Assembly can progress along with others already 
scheduled. We are running out of time.  
  
  

1. Structure of NPWS  
1.1 Overarching Views  
The NPWS should be treated as an esteemed national asset with the requisite staff and funding to 
lead on conservation, protection and restoration of our biodiversity. Instead it is treated with 
disregard and shunted from one government department to the next following every general 
election. We are open-minded on whether an independent structure would be the best for NPWS or 
one still connected with a government department. This should be assessed as part of the Review, 
with examples from other countries provided. In our view, no agency or quasi-governmental 
organisation in Ireland is free from political interference, since ultimately it is government and 
politicians who still decide on the resourcing that goes to these entities.  
  
The public is fully aware of the biodiversity emergency as declared by the Dáil in 2019. It is our view 
that nature is increasingly a political issue and this is visible to politicians. Ultimately building on 
education and awareness-raising with members of the public in local communities, place-making 
and connecting our invaluable natural heritage to our cultural heritage is critical to ensuring that 
both the NPWS and nature stay relevant in the minds of decision-makers, and especially of those 
who hold the purse. Awareness raising activities and citizen science projects should be supported 
financially.  
  
The NPWS website lists the body’s core functions as including:  

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

• To designate and advise on the protection of habitats and species identified for nature 
conservation (Natural Heritage Areas (NHA), Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) and Special 
Protection Areas (SPA) having particular regard to the need to consult with interested 
parties.  
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• To make the necessary arrangements for the implementation of National and EU legislation 
and policies for nature conservation and biodiversity including the EU Habitats and Birds  
Directives, and for the ratification and implementation of the range of international  
Conventions and Agreements relating to the natural heritage  

There are several examples which are outlined in detail below where the basics of structure and 
resourcing are not in place to enable the NPWS to undertake the above functions. The pace of 
publication of conservation objectives of Natura sites has been slow due to lack of staff and no 
management plans have been put in place. We cannot expect sectors to know within which 
parameters they can operate without the basic objectives and management goals for Natura sites to 
be in place.   
  
  
1.2 Regional Management  
The current structure of regional management and the centralised scientific unit needs to be 
evaluated. It is our view that it does not work well - there is at times an uneasy relationship between 
the two, insofar as it would appear that at times that neither wants to dictate to the other. Indeed, 
sometimes there is a sense that there is minimal communication between ‘head office’ and the 
regional management. This doesn’t support coherent messaging, action or the harnessing of  
potential synergies of a regional network that intimately knows what is happening on the ground 
and the specialisms of the staff in the scientific units.  
  
The Rangers and District Conservation Officers undertake a role which is often misunderstood and is 
most definitely underappreciated. The Rangers are the boots on the ground, critical for enforcement 
of the Wildlife Acts and other nature laws. They know their local areas and are under pressure to 
provide a range of functions. The network is completely inadequate for the range of work to be done 
where Rangers are in post. There are several vacant posts around the country and inadequate 
numbers of Rangers in some large counties. A doubling of staff is needed to ensure adequate 
coverage of Rangers and to address the issues on the ground.   
  
In addition, the scale of what the Rangers have to cover, from biodiversity survey and monitoring to 
responding to planning applications, and the enforcement of nature laws should be assessed. More 
divisional and regional ecologists would help in this regard. The increased presence of Rangers on 
the ground would demonstrate a national objective to take nature protection seriously. Rangers 
should monitor sites and species in a scientific way and identify and implement management 
actions. Site protection to prevent damage is critical with effective patrolling and enforcement.  In 
addition, holiday cover for Rangers should be provided to ensure no gaps in service.  
  
BirdWatch Ireland has received numerous calls over the years from members of the public 
communicating their frustration and difficulty with contacting a Ranger, for example, when they call 
the regional numbers to raise an issue like illegal hedgecutting. This is a significant source of 
frustration for us as a conservation charity, as the Rangers and the Gardaí are those who have 
powers of enforcement under the Wildlife Acts, not an NGO like BirdWatch Ireland. Ease of contact 
with NPWS staff and access to contact numbers for the public is important. More information should 
also be provided on what people should do if they see what they perceive to be illegal hedgecutting 
or other common activities that cause rancour among people. FAQs on the department website 
could be helpful in this regard, and more information on TV and in printed media would also assist.   
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In addition, from time to time BirdWatch Ireland receives calls from Rangers themselves at their 
wits’ ends, calling on us to press for action on different national issues that impact them locally, 
since they are not seeing action from their own management structure.  
  
1.3 Resourcing of Scientific Unit and Specialist Unit Staff  
While in recent years there has been a welcome increase in the number of ecologists in the Scientific 
Unit, it is our view that this is still totally inadequate. There are currently just 4 staff members in the 
Birds Unit, despite the fact that Ireland’s wild bird populations are of significance at an EU level.  
With 85% of Ireland’s EU-protected habitats at ‘unfavourable’ status and two-thirds of Ireland’s 211 
regularly occurring wild bird species Red or Amber-listed birds of conservation concern, there are 
significant challenges now and ahead to halt and reverse these declines. Current staffing levels are 
not sufficient to put in place the scale of the survey and monitoring and coherent plants to reverse 
these losses and restore populations. But the inadequate number of specialist ecologists is not 
limited to the Birds Unit, as several other groups of species and the habitats they require are also in 
trouble. In particular more resources are required to protecting marine biodiversity and ecosystems 
and to limit the impact of the fragmented nature of marine area and marine biodiversity governance 
here which is split across the Marine Institute, the Department of Agriculture and the Marine, the 
Department of Housing (planning), Department of Climate Action and NPWS.  
  
To address the current and future challenges new staff should be hired who will commission relevant 
research (on climate mitigation/adaptation and biodiversity, nature-based solutions, ensuring 
effective public awareness and engagement), and ensure findings are translated into policy, 
commissioning more large-scale conservation work on the ground, including habitat restoration, 
communicating and translating the science for government departments, monitoring and ensuring 
that national biodiversity plans are implemented effectively, developing species recovery plans with 
stakeholders and ensuring that they are resourced and implemented. There should be a separate 
Site Management Unit, coordinating and implementing management of habitats and species, 
working with the Ecologists.   
  
The Legislative/Licensing and Ecological Assessment units are also understaffed and not able to 
address current challenges. Ireland has not transposed some articles of the Birds Directive correctly, 
42 years after it came into force. In addition, there are sections of the Wildlife Act which are in 
breach of EU law. Basic transposition of EU nature laws has not been properly done. We have been 
raising these issues for several years but there has been no appetite to address these issues until 
recently. Addressing these issues and implementing the required changes (especially changes to 
derogations) will require more staff. In relation to ecological assessment, it is critical that a 
twopronged approach is taken, sufficient staff time needs to be provided to engage at a strategic 
level to ensure that regional development occurs in the right areas and avoiding sensitive sites (i.e., 
national greenway strategy should ensure that important sites for birds and habitats (Special 
Protection Areas, Special Areas of Conservation, Natural Heritage Areas)) are avoided for 
development). But in addition, NPWS submissions to county and An Bord Pleanála planning 
applications, as well as to forestry and Department of Agriculture requests for observations, are 
critical and should be robustly staffed. If the plans at a high level down to local level had biodiversity 
conservation at their core, there might be fewer issues with planning applications in breach of EU 
law, and citizens having to go to the courts to defend birds and habitats. The EIA Regulations in 
agriculture need to be modified to stop all the small scale draining which has led to loss of breeding 
waders particularly eg Snipe, now red listed, but the NPWS are required to review and prevent 
damage.  
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Currently NPWS is so understaffed that often there is no or insufficient representation from the 
organisation at key governmental or regional meetings. The lack of parity in this regard undermines 
the State’s ability to have a coherent response to addressing the biodiversity and climate crises, or to 
ensure that the State’s plans are in line with EU environmental law, and in particular the Birds and 
Habitats Directives, and to bring a leadership role within government departments to plan ahead for 
biodiversity.  
    
1.4 Other Challenges  
As more data becomes digitised, sufficient resources need to be put into GIS and training within the  
NPWS. Is all the digital data being captured being stored and consolidated and shared appropriately?  
Is data being validated and published in usable formats with necessary geospatial definitions of grid 
squares and site boundaries in a timely fashion? These questions should be answered so that 
publicly funded data is available (where appropriate and avoiding publication of locations of 
sensitive species).  
  
Tackling Wildlife Crime is critical. We await the establishment of the long-awaited wildlife crime unit.   
  
With the withdrawal of the UK from the EU and the resulting lack of a shared framework on 
environmental law, survey and monitoring and conservation, there is a need for more intensive 
discussions with government counterparts in Northern Ireland to address biodiversity loss north and 
south. Ireland is a single biogeographic unit and birds don’t know what borders are. It is important 
also that support be provided for NGOs and communities north and south to work together on areas 
of common interest.   
  
2.0 Funding   

• For many years NPWS have operated on a shoestring budget. This has led to a culture 
whereby NPWS tries to get as much work done for as little money as possible, resulting in 
tender prices set that equate to extremely low daily rates. We feel that this undervalues the 
sector as a whole and can impact on the quality of work delivered. In light of recent NPWS 
budget increases, a review should be taken of NPWS tender processes, with a particular 
emphasis on pricing, to bring tender prices (e.g. daily rates) in line with other government 
departments. Reasonable expectations are required for external consultants and 
subcontractors for the funding allocated.  

• Better fund and resource complementary NGOs so expertise can be retained for 
nature/biodiversity initiatives, rather than leak to more financially rewarding commercial 
opportunities.  

• Ensure that funding granted through the Department of Heritage/NPWS from community 
groups up to national level lead to meeting national/international goals for biodiversity 
conservation. A new structure is needed to facilitate this.  

• Provide funding and training for environmental education initiatives, a vital national 
resource that has sorely been lacking since the demise of ENFO.  

  
  
3.0 Survey and Monitoring:   

The relative paucity of data on the distribution, population sizes and trends in abundance of birds in 
Ireland has previously been highlighted in a number of reviews on the status of avian taxa (e.g. 
Colhoun & Cummins 2013). Whilst information on some species and guilds is relatively good (e.g. 
wintering waterbirds monitored through the Irish Wetland Bird Survey (IWeBS)), for many species 
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lack of data means it remains difficult to accurately assess their conservation status in Rep. Ireland 
and to know where to funnel funding.    

  
Monitoring of annual changes in abundance of widespread breeding species still lags behind that of 
Great Britain. This lack of supporting information continues to hinder reporting of the status of birds 
in Ireland. Reliable information on current or historical status of individual species is a prerequisite 
to identifying priority species on which to focus conservation action through the production of 
periodic assessments of species status (Birds of Conservation Concern lists) and to enable EU Article 
12 national reporting obligations. Moreover, when conservation action is underway, the availability 
of monitoring information often underpins our ability to assess the effectiveness of our actions. 
Sitelevel monitoring data are also a useful source of information to assess development proposals.     
  
Survey data are essential to monitor the changing status of birds in Ireland and to focus the work of 
conservation organisations such as BirdWatch Ireland in the most cost-effective manner possible.   
  
Periodic reviews of species’ status such as the Birds of Conservation Concern assessments in Ireland 
highlight a general paucity of data for Ireland for many species.  
  
It is important to identify monitoring gaps and make recommendations for improving coverage of 
species.  
  
Considerable improvements in bird monitoring have occurred during 2009-2017 including expansion 
in seabird programmes and the 2007-11 Breeding & Wintering Atlas. Despite these improvements, 
we are currently unable to measure changes in abundance for many bird species.   

    
Additional survey coverage is urgently required to fill gaps in monitoring coverage. Many of these 
will require professional co-ordination and survey, however the role of citizen science in utilising 
volunteer surveyors is key. BirdWatch Ireland, with a network of over 2,000 highly skilled and 
experienced volunteer bird surveyors have much to offer here. A strategic BirdWatch Ireland – 
NPWS partnership to implementation of a series of surveys, utilising citizen science could include:    
  

o National Breeding Wader Survey. (Lapwing, 
Snipe & Redshank) o Special surveys of key 
species (Red Grouse, Chough, Woodcock Twite)  o 
Monitoring of Rare Breeding Birds.  o Scarce 
Breeding Birds (those not covered by CBS or 
IRBBP) o Farmland Bird Surveys.   
o Wetland and Waterways Breeding Bird Survey.  
o Woodland Bird Survey.  o Urban Bird Surveys o 
Raptors  

  
  
4.0 The Decade of Restoration:  
The EU in its Biodiversity Strategy has set a goal requiring 30% of habitats and species achieving 
favourable conservation status. Ireland needs to set its own ambitious targets and have a national 
conversation on how this will be achieved. The Citizen’s Assembly to address biodiversity loss was 
announced in May 2019 and it will be critical in driving forward this conversation.   
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In relation to the 2030 restoration target and set within the context of the most recently published 
Birds of Conservation Concern list in Ireland 2020-2026, it will not be enough to only target, for 
example, 30% of the wild bird species that are currently red listed, or 30% of the habitats with poor 
conservation status. This would only amount to 16 of the 54 species red listed.  There has been a 
46% (23 species) increase in the number of species red listed since 2013. Resourced species recovery 
plans must be put in place to halt the losses and restore populations of wild birds. The Curlew Task 
Force recommendations to halt the losses of Curlew and restore populations have not been 
implemented since they were published in September 2019. The Hen Harrier Threat response plan 
has been in draft format since June 2018. I   
  
Substantial investment is required to restore habitats and species in Ireland and at considerable 
scale. Plans must be started now and the NPWS must have the structures, from top to bottom, to 
implement plans supported by an all-of-government approach. Site restoration and management 
plans must be put in place for Natura sites and additional sites added to the EU Biodiversity Strategy 
target of 30% protected areas across the EU by 2030 with 10% strictly protected.  
  
In 2011 BirdWatch Ireland published ten Group Species Action Plans for birds. These plans were 
funded by the former Department of the Environment to comply with the European Court of Justice 
Ruling against Ireland in the 2007 Birds Case (C-418/04) for failure to protect birds in the wider 
countryside. However, funding to coordinate the implementation of these plans was partial and 
incomplete (using the language of the court in its ruling against Ireland) and largely these plans 
remain unfunded and not adequately implemented as a result. They remained unfunded over the 
course of the Biodiversity Action Plan 2017-2020 though their implementation was one of its actions. 
The Birds Case remains open.   
  
Legally mandated Biodiversity Plans as part of a new national environment policy are critical to the 
future of the NPWS and nature management in Ireland.   
  
Habitat restoration is critical also to mitigate and adapt to climate breakdown. The deployment of 
renewables to address climate is critical but it must be done in a way that protects wild birds and 
other biodiversity. BirdWatch Ireland has made submissions to the NPWS on the gaps that need to 
be filled in terms of onshore and offshore wind development. The lack of funding for NPWS in the 
last 13 years has meant that the State is on the backfoot to address the gaps. These gaps could result 
in legal obstacles in the roll out of renewables. We need a strong resourced NPWS to tackle climate 
breakdown.   
  
Every human activity can impact nature negatively. Nature needs to be at the heart of every 
decision and then things might improve for wild birds and the habitats they need.  
  
Priorities for the years ahead.  

1. Put the structures and funding in place so that the NPWS can do its job effectively  
2. Focus on restoring habitats for wild birds species  

3.               Provide a framework of objectives and targets that are legally binding and linked           
                            from local authority level right up to national/international level, outlining the  
                            actions needed to reverse the decline of biodiversity and to restore it ENDS  
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Statement by Oonagh Duggan, Head of Advocacy, BirdWatch Ireland at the Nature Bilaterals on 
March 9th 2021 via Webex. This was edited on the day due to time constraints.  

There is growing recognition of the scale of the biodiversity crisis here among the general public with 
a growing number of community groups, specialised groups, citizen scientists, school children and 
more who are involved in protecting local biodiversity. During this pandemic nature provided respite 
for people which we hope can be shaped into a long-term positive relationship with the ecosystems, 
habitats and wildlife that sustain us. The Birds and Habitats Directives are the most important tools 
we have to protect our biodiversity in Natura sites and in the wider countryside. Let’s not forget the 
stats on biodiversity here. 85% of EU protected habitats have poor status, 2/3 of our wild bird 
species are in trouble and marine wildlife and ecosystems are in poor condition. The pressure on 
habitats and species is coming from all sectors. Each sector represented in the earlier interventions 
talks about their own sectors but birds can be negatively impacted by the cumulative effects of all 
sectors. Populations of a high number of wild bird species are declining and being left with 
fragments of normal ranges. Habitats are being so degraded that there are not functioning as they 
should. This will also impact our ability to meet the climate crisis.    

There have been several actions in recent years that have been meaningful and important to address 
issues. In relation to agriculture, the results-based approach required in several of the biodiversity 
focused European Innovation partnerships are very promising. The Department of Agriculture was 
brave to go down this road. We hope that they will be brave again in the CAP Strategic Plan. The 
government’s support for the EU-wide ban on lead shot will help support healthier wetlands and 
waterbirds. The peatland restoration projects that have been resourced are much needed and 
provide inspiration.   

Now for the areas that need work:  

1. Historic undervaluing of our biodiversity and Natura sites by decision makers has resulted in 
failure to provide adequate investment in these the jewels of the crown. This coupled with a 
lack of institutional coordination to protect and restore biodiversity means that there is zero 
communication on the value these sites, those who farm them, the ecosystem services they 
provide and species they support as well as a lack of adequate funding for farmers in 
particular who are critical to their conservation. There’s a widespread feeling that Natura 
sites, and protected species, are a hindrance instead of critical parts of our heritage. The 
hands-on work of the EIPs and LIFE projects have helped but we need an attitude shift in 
government and effective communications on why these sites and species are important. 
This is critical as we look to further designation in the future or they will not succeed.  

2. We still have issues with basic transposition of EU law into national law. Currently several 
sections of the Wildlife Act are not in line with the articles of the Birds Directive. These 
failures must be addressed urgently.  

3. Policy conflict. As outlined recently by the National Biodiversity Forum, the taxpayer is not 
getting value for money on biodiversity policy due to a chronic lack of coordination – and 
sometimes outright conflict – between biodiversity policy and other national policies.   

a. A single overarching policy is needed to protect Ireland’s environment into the 
future. This must include recovery plans for threatened species. These are needed 
urgently as they will provide cross cutting actions for all sectors. But there must be 
resourcing and coordination of same. The recommendations of the Curlew Task 
Force to save the critically endangered Curlew have been sitting on a shelf for 18 
months. There have been some investments in on-the-ground conservation of 
Curlew, but largely the approach has been partial and incoherent. Likewise the Hen 
Harrier Threat Response plan to save this species remains in draft form for almost 
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three years. We need overarching recovery plans so that sectors are all working to 
the same goal.  

4. In relation to conflict between biodiversity and agriculture policy, I have a recent example. 
Land eligibility rules associated with the CAP mean that farmers are faced with a choice to 
clear so-called unproductive habitat or lose income. In the last two days we have seen many 
cases of illegal burning of upland habitats destroying wildlife during the bird breeding 
period, destroying habitats, threatening homes, people and air quality. These sites are 
mostly SACs.  The Commonage Management Plan actions of Pillar 2 in the CAP are prepared 
by farm advisors for farmers but the plans and actions do not refer to the conservation 
objectives of Natura sites. They should be so that there is coherence with funding for 
biodiversity and objectives for biodiversity. The CMPs came into being as a result of the Red  
Grouse case but still there is a failure to adequately follow through on compliance with this 
ECJ case. Also, we don’t have detailed conservation objectives for many sites or 
management plans any sites. This is a major practical obstacle to the conservation of sites 
and species and needs to be addressed.   

5. HNV farmers of Natura sites and outside of Natura are not financially supported for the wild 
birds, bees, butterflies, plants and habitats in their charge. Where the current CAP 
negotiations fail to support adequate funding for farmers, national funds must step in. And 
the premia for HNV farmers must match forestry premia. A new delivery model such as the 
one proposed by the Heritage Council Farming for Nature Technical Group should be 
supported by government to get us to the next level in conservation. The general 
agrienvironment schemes we have seen in the past have not delivered for biodiversity.   

6. Forestry planting is targeting high nature value farmland important to biodiversity which 
means the wipe out of these habitats for one that is temporary and much less valuable for 
biodiversity. We need on-the-ground ecological assessment of each afforestation application 
to safeguard ground nesting birds and habitats.   

7. Environmental assessment. There are continuing major issues with how competent 
authorities are implementing Article 6.3 of the Birds and Habitat Directives and the 
Environmental Impact Assessment Directive. We see poor decisions being made from local 
authority level up to departmental level and resulting in court cases which are the last resort 
in a system that is failing our sites and species. Inadequate expertise in Art 6.3, inadequate 
knowledge of case law and lack of ecological expertise is worsening the outcomes for 
habitats and species and must be rectified through funding for qualified and competent 
ecologists. Forestry activities are of particular concern. We could afforest the island of 
Ireland within 20 years without an Environmental Impact Assessment due to the 50ha 
threshold. No one would agree that this is appropriate. EIA would allow assessment of 
climate impacts as well as other wide-ranging impacts. We have raised concerns with the 
Forest Service and with the Commission that Ireland.  

  
8. Inadequate investment in survey and monitoring of habitats, species, conservation action 

plans is hindering and will continue to hinder biodiversity restoration and move to a net zero 
economy.  

9. We cannot create a further biodiversity crisis as we try to address the climate crisis. This 
relates to where we plant trees, how we farm, what food we produce, where we build 
houses, greenways and renewables. Strategic planning is needed with the safeguarding and 
restoration of biodiversity as the framework within which we should operate.     

10. In relation to the deployment of renewables we highlight the following:   
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a. BirdWatch Ireland has developed a Bird Wind Sensitivity Mapping Tool for onshore 
wind and a feasibility study for sensitivity mapping for offshore wind but we could 
not secure the funding to roll this out further. Funding is required.   

b. There is a requirement for standard survey guidelines for priority species to be 
published and a database developed of the qualifications and experience of 
surveyors  

c. Survey data should be collated centrally so that everyone can access it.  
d. Enhanced post construction monitoring is urgently required to inform of the real 

and actual impacts of wind farms on birds and bats. This is a major gap right now 
and monitoring reports are difficult to access.   

e. We need several data gaps to be filled before any offshore wind is deployed. Those 
include Data of breeding success so that changes in colony size can be understood; 
Data on prey species of seabirds,; Data on seabird foraging areas to determine how 
they are using the seas spatially; Data on seabird wintering areas and collated data 
of the different survey work done by offshore wind farms so that we can assess 
cumulative impacts.   

  
  

Thank you.  

Ends.  

    

  
 
 
 
 



„Mining violates nature, wildlife and biodiversity - and destroys communities” 

CAIM - Communities Against the Injustice of Mining – is an All-Ireland/cross-border network of 
groups and individuals. We are involved at local levels in our own communities in various activities 
against mining and prospecting for minerals, fracking and other forms of extractavism.  

Our policy and mission statement can be summarized as follows: “We came together to resist against 
the progressive threats of profit-only orientated extractive industries, searching for all kinds of 
minerals and other resources in the ground, while severely and long-term damaging our beautiful 
countryside, Natural Heritage, environment, biodiversity, and communities beyond repair. At the same 
time our aim is a `Better Ireland Initiative`, where local voices are heard, local democracy is 
respected, and where the already severely damaged Irish Environment has a chance to recover; with 
clean water, air and soil, in a biodiverse countryside with a thriving and protected wildlife we can be 
proud of, imbedding healthy food production, sustainable tourism and other responsible livelihoods, 
safe, healthy and considered recreation practices for the entire population on the Island of Ireland.” 

We are united in the knowledge, which is based on experience, that radical changes to the current 
mining/extracting policies and practices in Ireland and Northern Ireland are required, with the goal to 
abolish the prospecting and mining for minerals on the Island of Ireland once and for all in the not-too-
distant future. This goal can only happen, if we are working together at an All-Ireland level and 
forming alliances with other groups and organisations, public representatives and state bodies also 
need to be involved. The severe negative impacts the activities of the mining industry have on the 
environment, wildlife species and habitats, and biodiversity knows no borders and must therefore be 
addressed together in all 32 counties.  We sincerely hope, that a reformed, better managed, 
resourced and equipped NPWS with more enforcement powers but also with the determination and 
“backbone” required can eventually strengthen, preserve and protect our Natural Heritage, ensuring 
“that it is playing an effective role in delivering its overall mandate and enforcement role in the 
protection of wildlife.” (NPWS, ToR 2021, pg. 3). Until now, this was certainly not the case and the 
“old” NPWS organisation has failed miserably in the past at many levels, see below for examples to 
illustrate. 

The mining industry is contributing to the declared (2019) Biodiversity Emergency in Ireland: 
The damaging practices of the Mining Industry and other Extractive Industries – often with the support 
of state bodies - not only violates nature, wildlife and biodiversity, it also violates democratic rights of 
individuals and entire communities and it impacts on their genuine interests for a safe and healthy 
environment, which requires protection not destruction. We are of the informed opinion, that in a 
modern Ireland in the 21st century there is no longer a place for the mining industry on the Island of 
Ireland!  

Examples for consideration on how to protect our Natural Heritage and Wildlife - for a “Better 
Ireland Initiative” -  in line with NPWS new “operational objectives” 
That objective is stated in the NPWS 2021-ToR, par 3, pg. 2: “To conserve, protect, manage and 
present our built and natural heritage for its intrinsic value and as an inspiration to creativity and 
environmental appreciation as well as a support to local communities, reginal economic development 
and sustainable employment.” 

Consider our policy and mission statement above and combine it with the NPWS operational 
objectives - and certain requirements and actions come to mind immediately for the examples given: 

· There are numerous SAC´s and SPA´s in Ireland of importance big and small in size.  
However, most of the people who live here, work here, drive through, visit or farm do not even 
know, what the status or importance of such an area is, what its name is, its borders etc. 
Unlike in other countries in the EU, such as i.e., Germany, there is no signposting anywhere 
in Ireland to indicate SAC`s and SPA`s. The NPWS and other local and central government 
bodies have failed to inform the public repeatedly, to educate on the purpose and its 
importance, to hold stakeholder meetings locally and finally have generally failed to manage 
these Natura 2000-sites properly: Only recently the EU-Commission had issued the Notice:  
"Managing Natura 2000 sites The provisions of Article 6 of the 'Habitats' Directive 92/43/EEC” 



Brussels, 21.11.2018: [link removed] 
 
This is the blue-print for a general ban on prospecting/mining in or close to EU-Natura 2000 
Sites (SACs / SPAs)! 
 

· You note in your ToR, par 3, pg. 5, Ireland was referred to the European Court of Justice by 
the Commission in relation to implementation of the Habitats Directive, is this not under 
NPWS remit to implement this directive? 
 

· There is a ridiculously high-speed limit of 80km/h (!) on the many, windy single lane country 
roads in Ireland. Cars driving at such a high speed in these SAC/SPA´s and elsewhere 
frequently kill birds, frogs, badgers, foxes, hares etc.  To protect not only wildlife, but also 
children going or cycling to school or playing outside and walkers and cyclists etc., this 
practice must change.  How can regional economic development and sustainable 
employment in the tourist sector in West Cavan develop in one of our Natural Heritage areas, 
the large, unique and beautiful SAC “Lough Oughter and Associated Lakes”, The Cross-
border UNESCO Global Geopark Site "Marble Arch / Cavan Burren", if such a road speed 
policy is not reviewed? Hard to believe that the NPWS did not recognize this before? What is 
required here on specified minor routes and boreens is a reduced speed limit with priority to 
walkers, children, cyclists and horses, (ridden and carriages) for safety reasons and to allow 
sustainable development and tourism derived employment in these areas. All the SPAs and 
SACs in Ireland have a unique profile and description - see Synopsis on the NPWS-website 
for all SAC´s / SPA´s for details - are extremely sensitive in nature and therefore require 
special protection! 
The goal here is to make our Natural Heritage (i.e. Natura 2000-sites) safer and at the same 
time more attractive, thus leading to a more valued recognition among the general public. At 
the same time Natural Heritage damaging industries like the Mining Industry must be kept out 
completely, these industries are not compatible with NPWS`s “operational objectives”.  
 

· Why are so many Natura 2000-sites completely littered? Again, the same problem applies 
here: inadequate information, communication and education. Policy changes must happen 
together with information to change attitude and behaviour in the common interest of all and 
to protect our Natural Heritage, when it comes to household waste disposal and litter 
management and enforcement policies. The NPWS have a vital role here to play going 
forward. 
 

· Considering the new 2014 EU EIA Directive, all deep drilling by default requires an 
Environmental Impact Assessment by an impartial planning authority.  Unfortunately, in the 
case of Ireland the planning authority in the case of mining is not independent and impartial. 
This procedure is against normal planning procedures. The problem is of course that the 
Minister who decides whether drilling or deep trenching has a significant effect on the 
environment is also the Minister that promotes Ireland as a destination for mining. Why are 
the mining companies allowed, having obtained cheaply a Prospecting Licence, to search for 
minerals using heavy machinery, deep drilling riggs and deep excavation methods - to enter 
people´s land? And in the case of SAC´s or SPA´s even without an independently issued EIA, 
whereby the NPWS always gives a nod for approval to the GSRO/DECC on their copy and 
paste screening and scoping paper exercises with always the same sentence in the Public 
Notices: “The Minister has assessed the exploration programme proposed by the company 
and has determined that the activities are not likely to have a significant effect on the 
environment” How is it possible to make such a statement in a “declared Biodiversity 
Emergency”? Why is the NPWS not stopping the mining companies using these wildlife and 
habitat damaging practices in their “territories”? 
 

· What about Gypsum mining in Co. Monaghan (“Gyproc”) and their constant discharge of 
highly sulphate contaminated mining water, which is allowed to be pumped into small rivers, 
damaging long-term wildlife, habitat, biodiversity and even the health of people downstream, 



(sulphate contaminated drinking water)? What is the NPWS doing about this? 
 

· Considering that Ireland has not banned the use of Cyanide in Gold Mining - unlike some 
other EU countries who have done so as a result of severe cyanide spills and leakages with 
catastrophic damage to wildlife and humans in other parts of the EU: The mining company 
Dalradian is pushing hard to get Gold Mining established in vast areas in Northern Ireland (i.e. 
in the Sperrins), affecting the Republic also with possible spills of dangerous chemicals 
leaking into streams and rivers, posing a high risk of damaging our Natural Heritage here 
also. What is the NPWS doing about this? 

We can add many more examples here; the above listing is only to illustrate what tasks lay ahead for 
all of us and for the NPWS in particular: To address and to solve the issues highlighted require 
willingness, determination, and “backbones” at all levels of the organisation including the minister in 
charge of the NPWS to make the required changes to meet the objectives.  

 

On behalf of our All-Ireland Network “CAIM” - Communities Against the Injustice of Mining: 

Kevin McCarron, Redhills Action Against Mining - redhillsactionagainstmining@gmail.com 
Hein Ehbrecht, Cavan Mining Objection Group - cavanminingobjectiongroup@gmail.com 

 
 



Children’s Research Network Outdoor Play, Leisure, Activity and Education Special 
Interest Group (CRN Outdoor PLAE SIG) Submission to the NPWS 

 
The Children's Research Network (CRN) is a members' organisation bringing together a 
broad range of professionals with an interest in research and evidence-based policy and 
practice for children and young people on the island of Ireland. The Outdoor Play, Leisure, 
Activity and Education Special Interest Group brings together CRN members who share an 
interest in research in the area of Outdoor PLAE and the environments in which it takes 
place. These environments include both those designated as play and leisure provision (e.g., 
parks, playgrounds) and other spaces that children use (e.g., forests, national parks, urban 
neighbourhoods, beaches, river banks).  

The SIG recognises a growing interest among children and young people in 
safeguarding, respecting, understanding and enjoying the natural environment, and therefore 
takes an interest in research around children and young people’s experiential learning, 
regarding outdoor education, conservation and environmentalism. Over the past century and a 
half, there has been a gradual, long-term shift in the “spaces of childhood,” from outdoors to 
indoors, from woods, fields and streets, to back and front gardens, bedrooms and commercial 
and other formal play sites (Burke 2005, Skelton and Valentine 1998) and a decline in wholly 
unsupervised, free, unstructured play (Barron 2014).   

The opportunity for outdoor play and recreation is viewed as a normal part of a 
‘proper childhood’ (Hendrick 1997; Layard and Dunn 2009) and beneficial for children’s 
development and wellbeing (Gill 2014; Brussoni et al. 2015). Children share many of the 
same types of health benefits from outdoor use as adults; however there are some aspects that 
are specific to children. Contact with nature and time spent outside can decrease the 
symptoms of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and increase children’s 
concentration levels (Taylor and Kuo 2009). Time spent outdoors is associated with physical 
activity and there is the potential for outdoor play to have a significant role in reduce 
childhood obesity and improving children’s health more broadly.   

Outdoor play is also related to children’s development, for example, physical activity 
play is associated with motor development -strength, balance and coordination (Fjortoft, 
2004). Contact with nature has also been seen to be associated with increased creativity and 
language development (O’Brien and Murray, 2005). In terms of wider wellbeing, time spent 
outdoors has been suggested to have restorative benefits and a positive force on stress 
reduction and prevention of depression (Douglas, 2005), and alleviation of teenage anxiety 
(Muñoz, 2009). Supporting play as an innate human behaviour is based on sound empirical 
knowledge and theories, that looks beyond standard playgrounds to the many opportunities 
for play afforded within Ireland’s national parks and the natural outdoor environment. 
Children and young people need to engage in self-directed, open-ended play that supports 
them in decision making, overall development and general health and well being.  

Nature incidentally provides risk and challenge. Play and uncertainty go hand-in-hand 
and the presence of risk and challenge in play supports children to assess and manage it. 
Additionally, the issue of ensuring that inclusive play experiences are ‘normalised’, presents 
challenges and limitations in facilitating opportunities for play that have full wheelchair 
access. However, movement, sensory, aural, visual and tactile play experiences can still be 
experienced by those with visual, sight, motor and intellectual impairments.  

Children and young people prefer to be outdoors, therefore, supporting their access to 
‘nearby nature’ will protect their natural play habitat and ensure the future of a biodiversity 
rich play environment where they become ‘natural experts’ as their understanding, mutual 
respect and affinity with nature is nurtured and preserved. Additionally, supporting children 
and young people’s understanding of ‘cause and effect’ on wildlife, plant life alongside their 
play experiences in nature, enhances their environmental awareness and their ability to create, 



imagine, discover and dream in un-prescribed spaces that also provide change with the 
seasons.  

Above and beyond these evidence-based benefits of children’s playful interaction with 
the natural world, it is important to recognise the state’s legal responsibility as a party to the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child: 
 
§ Article 29.1 makes it the duty of the state to ensure that the education of the child shall be 

directed to: “The development of respect for the natural environment”. 
 
§ Article 31.2 establishes the obligation of the state to, “encourage the provision of 

appropriate and equal opportunities for cultural, artistic, recreational and leisure activity”. 
In its guidance to the world’s governments on this point, the UN Committee on the Rights 
of the Child asks governments to note that: “Children come to understand, appreciate and 
care for the natural world through exposure, self-directed play and exploration with adults 
who communicate its wonder and significance. …. In an increasingly urbanized and 
privatized world, children’s access to parks, gardens, forests, beaches and other natural 
areas is being eroded, and children in low-income urban areas are most likely to lack 
adequate access to green spaces.” 

 
§ Finally Article 12.1 establishes the child’s right to: “express views freely in all matters 

affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the 
age and maturity of the child”. Both access to the natural world in the here and now, and 
the need to ensure its preservation for future generations, are matters profoundly affecting 
our nation’s children, and are therefore matters where the child’s right to express opinions 
and have them taken into account in decision-making places obligations on the 
responsible authorities. 

 
As part of the NPWS review process we have two recommendations. The first is that 
organisations representing children’s interests (e.g., Department of Children, Equality, 
Disability, Integration and Youth; Children’s Research Network) are consulted. The second is 
that the NPWS should develop a process that goes beyond consultation to work 
collaboratively with children and young people, in order to better understand and appreciate 
their ideas about how their right of access to Ireland’s wild spaces can be balanced with the 
overriding need to protect those wild spaces – both for the wildlife that depends on them for 
survival and for the future generations that will lose out if they are not preserved. 
 
 
 
 
NPWS Submission Working Group Members of the Outdoor PLAE SIG: 
 

· Dr Carol Barron 
· Ms Debbie Clark 
· Dr Suzanne Egan (Chair of the SIG) 
· Dr Jennifer Pope  
· Dr Harry Shier 

 
References for cited research available on request 
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Subject: Review of NPWS 2021 
 
We, in Gweebarra Conservation Group, are participating in the Review against our 
better judgement as we believe successive governments only pay lip service to the 
Parks & Wildlife Service. 
 
There are not enough rangers and they don't have any legal powers or so it appears. 
The Service needs to be properly resourced and staffed and the Rangers need to 
have powers to deal with wildlife crime and be seen to deal with it. 
 
The Wildlife Service needs to be more visible and in touch with the local community. 
 
We have numerous SACs here yet NPWS are not commenting on unsustainable 
planning applications as they are supposed to and important habitats are being lost.  
The NPWS needs to be autonomous, fully funded & resourced.  
Otherwise Ireland's wildlife will be a thing of the past. Even the most myopic 
politicians and civil servants should feel a pang in their hearts at the thought. 
 
Let this not be another box ticking hollow public consultation. 
 
Patricia Sharkey for 
Coiste Timpeallacht Gaoth Beara 
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2nd April 2021  
Review of NPWS  

 
Cork Environmental Forum appreciates the opportunity to comment of the Review of the NPWS. We have 
already given feedback but wish to reiterate some of those points:  
 
In order for the NPWS to carry out its role to protect, preserve and present our natural heritage there is a 
necessity for a root and branch change to how NPWS currently operates.  
 

· NPWS needs to be a stand alone agency (somewhat similar to EPA) with greater powers of enforcement. 
  

· NPWS needs to have authority to be able to effectively direct other Departments, Local Government and 
others to comply with nature laws. Currently the only avenue of protecting nature seems to be for 
concerned citizens or groups to go down the legal route.  
 

· Much more resourcing needed to be effective and have enough capacity to manage role. Currently 
fragmented, having to do too many different things and cover large geographic areas.   

· Need cross disciplinary teams e.g. some doing the education/ outreach, others legal expertise & 
enforcement, whilst others planning etc.   

· Despite all of the nature legislation, it is being breached in multiple ways daily and undermined by other 
laws e.g.the Roads Act or interpretations of "Normal farming practice".  

· NPWS needs to be empowered to be proactive rather than reactive and more collaborative in the way it 
works with communities.  

· Its overall profile is poor, including even the presentation of its work, it has a key role protecting all the 
wonderful biodiversity that we have but this is poorly reflected even on its website – overall 
communication processes need to be addressed.  

· Management Plans for designated sites need to involve all stakeholders. These are ineffective in the 
main and have not engaged adequately with the public.  

· The role of the NPWS and its capacity for working with the forthcoming Marine Protected Areas is a key 
consideration and it requires a wholly new unit with as much if not more resourcing as the terrestrial 
based work as 30% of our ocean is 3 times the geographic area of our land area.  



Review of National Parks and Wildlife Service 

A response by Country Sports Ireland 
 
Introduction 
 
Representing more than 8,000 members, Country Sports Ireland is a leading 
representative body for those people involved in country sports and conservation 
throughout Ireland. Our members and the wider country sports community work closely 
with landowners at a local level to create habitats for wildlife and provide sympathetic 
management.  
 
Context 
 
Country Sports Ireland welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Review of NPWS 
as set out in The Programme for Government 2020. 
 
As a national representative body, Country Sports Ireland’s interaction with NPWS is at 
a policy level and generally relates to issues around the Wildlife Acts, licences issued 
under this legislation and mandatory training of deer hunters. Our member’s interaction 
with NPWS tends to be specifically around licencing of activities such as deer hunting, 
game shooting and pest control - so this will be the focus of our contribution the review. 
 
Current role, remit and performance of NPWS 
 
As an organisation, our relationship with NPWS has been unsatisfactory for several 
years and characterised by what appeared to be a reluctance to constructively engage. 
Typically, we often had to write to the department on multiple occasions to get a 
response to the simplest of matters, even prior to the Covid-19 pandemic and the 
accompanying public health measures. 
 
It must also be said that NPWS’s credibility and reputation within the country sports 
community, whom it has a statutory obligation to serve is at an all-time low.  In the last 
year alone regulations that prohibited the shooting of wood pigeon during the months of 
June, July and August were signed into law without any prior notification or consultation 
whatsoever – only to be hastily reversed following overwhelming opposition from the 
country sports and agricultural sectors. Making such a significant policy decision, 
without consultation and therefore taking into account expert evidence caused 
significant reputational damage. 
 
 



NPWS is also responsible for an appalling failure to meet its statutory obligations 
regarding the welfare of our native wild deer species through the licencing of hunting 
during the 2020/2021 season. There were approximately 6,500 applicants for a Deer 
Hunting Licence during the 2020/2021 season and less than one third of these were 
issued in a timescale that enabled the holders to effectively discharge their deer 
management responsibilities. This has in some places led to an increase in damage to 
agricultural crops and forestry, contributed to biodiversity loss, led to additional road 
traffic accidents and compromised the welfare of wild deer themselves. Restricted work 
practices caused by Covid-19 public health measures have been used to excuse this 
catastrophic failure of statutory responsibility but it is nonetheless true that many other 
government departments have managed to meet much more burdensome statutory 
obligations during the ongoing pandemic.  
 
Finally, it must be said that there is some scepticism within the country sports 
community that the current Minister of State responsible for the review of NPWS is able 
to oversee this process impartially, given his self-description as an animal rights activist. 
At least one organisation has gone as far as requesting that the minister be removed 
from office. However, we in Country Sports Ireland believe in giving everyone a fair 
chance and in this case the opportunity for Minister Noonan to demonstrate that he can 
make fair and impartial decisions relating wildlife management. However, given the 
forgoing we would emphasise the need for the entire process to be – and seen to be - 
completely open and transparent and all outcomes fully supported by evidence.   
 
Recommendations on the future role, mandate and remit of NPWS 
 
Recommendation 1 
 
That NPWS should create a platform or mechanism to enable greater consultation 
with the responsible hunting community and their representatives and seek to 
involve all interested groups more closely in its work.   
 
Our 3rd National Biodiversity Action Plan (2017-2021) says, “Landowners, farmers, and 
local communities are in many aspects the most important players in biodiversity 
issues”. This is undoubtedly true and a principle that is at the centre of successful 
wildlife management or biodiversity strategies globally. Those people involved in 
sustainable hunting practices represent a large, knowledgeable and committed resource 
who share many of the same concerns and objectives as NPWS. Indeed, a number of 
Country Sports Ireland members are already involved in the delivery of actions under 
NPWS conservation strategies for priority species such as curlew, corncrake and grey 
partridge.  



However, there is scope to substantially increase involvement of those with a vested 
interest in the delivery of biodiversity actions but that will require a substantially different 
approach from NPWS. Practices such as making significant policy or legislative change 
without consultation must stop and a genuine outreach programme embarked upon. A 
genuinely impartial government department with responsibility for natural heritage 
should make a genuine effort “to do things with” rather than “do things to” the 
responsible country sports community. 
 
Therefore the single most important objective for NPWS should be to undertake a 
determined and genuine effort to work more closely with the country sports community, 
including their representatives. This work could begin with improved communication, 
genuine consultation and consideration could be given to the establishment of a suitable 
mechanism/forum to enable ongoing co-operation. For example, in Northern Ireland the 
Northern Ireland Environment Agency (formerly Environment Heritage Service) signed a 
formal Memorandum of Understanding and Co-operation with the British Association for 
Shooting and Conservation more than 20 years ago making formal arrangements for 
co-operation and joint working.  
 
Recommendation 2 
 
That NPWS should consider whether the cost and burden of administering Deer 
Hunting Licences justify the benefits. 
 
The annual licencing of deer hunters (currently 6,500 and rising annually) is a significant 
resource requirement for NPWS. Difficulties with the 2020/2021 Deer Hunting Licence 
process should prompt the department to give very careful consideration to exactly what 
benefits are derived from this process and which statutory obligations the licencing 
process enables the department to meet. This cost / benefits analysis should inform 
decisions about whether the continued issuing of deer hunting licences is appropriate. 
 
In other jurisdictions such as Northern Ireland there is no equivalent to the deer hunting 
licence and no indication that it in any way undermines statutory efforts to manage wild 
deer resources. Stalkers are still required to possess an appropriate firearms certificate, 
have landowner permission and comply will all relevant wildlife laws. We are aware that 
another organisation has suggested that deer hunting licences should be issued every 3 
years (in line with firearms certificates).  This is not without merit but we would 
recommend that a review of the cost / benefits of deer hunting licences is carried out, in 
consultation with all stakeholders before any decision is made. Possible outcomes 
should include continuation with the status quo, extending the licence life to multiple 
years and removing the need for a deer hunting licence altogether.  



Recommendation 3 
 
Consideration given to locating NPWS within Department of Agriculture, Food & 
Marine  
 
The terms of reference of the review also invite views on governance and structure of 
NPWS. As a general observation NPWS might be better situated within the Department 
of Agriculture, Food & Marine as it might enable more joined up government across 
wider land use issues. For example, the nearest equivalent to NPWS in NI is the 
Northern Ireland Environment Agency (NIEA) which is part of the Department of 
Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA). 
 
2nd April 2021 
 
Ronan Gorman 
Chief Executive 



NPWS Review 

Submission from the Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport & Media 
 

· The Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport and Media (D/TCAGSM) has an overarching 
supportive policy role in respect of tourism and sports development.  This submission represents the 
views of the Department’s Tourism and Sports Policy Divisions. 
 

· From the Department’s policy perspective, we recognise the significant value that NPWS sites add to 
the national tourism and outdoor sport and recreation amenity offering, as well as the dedicated work 
of the NPWS in conserving, maintaining and presenting the National Parks, Nature Reserves and 
restored peatlands – including their amenity use. 

 
· We note and welcome the NPWS’ full role in terms of not only nature conservation but also in terms of 

the development and presentation of our National Parks, Nature Reserves and restored peatlands, 
including their amenity use.  Following the completion of this review and implementation of its 
findings, we trust that this development and presentation role (including for amenity use) will remain 
an intrinsic and equally important aspect of NPWS’ core purpose and hope that it will be adequately 
supported and resourced (in both staffing and financial terms). 

 
· This Department believes that continued public access to and sustained investment in NPWS sites is 

necessary in order to deliver a world-class tourism experience to international visitors and to continue 
to motivate those visitors to travel to Ireland.  Such access and investment is also critical from the 
outdoor sports and recreation perspective, particular with regard to enhancement of the amenity 
offering (e.g. trails).  Investment in these visitor amenities (both tourism and sporting) ensures high 
standards of maintenance, interpretation, presentation and visitor facilities and is pivotal in 
maintaining the quality of the natural heritage offering and its related benefits, such as education and 
awareness of biodiversity, conservation, protection of wildlife, etc. 

 
· Maintaining the amenity value of NPWS sites through appropriate investment is not only beneficial to 

the enjoyment and appreciation  of the sites for tourists and other amenity users but is also a key driver 
in educating such visitors in the fields of natural heritage, biodiversity, conservation, wildlife protection 
and enforcement.  Visitors to well-presented sites are likely to share with family and friends the 
benefits and learnings of their engagement with the natural heritage offering, thus further spreading 
awareness and knowledge of the importance of protection and conservation of nature. 

 
· Accordingly, we believe that our Department (at a policy level) and our agencies Fáilte Ireland and 

Sport Ireland (at an operational level) can both assist with and benefit from delivery on NPWS’ strategic 
objectives. 

 
· The Department understands that both Fáilte Ireland and Sport Ireland will each, separately, be making 

their own direct submission to the NPWS Review process and we would recommend further bilateral 
engagement/stakeholder consultation interviews as appropriate. 

 
Tourism Divisions – Additional Observations 
· The quality of our natural heritage is one of Ireland’s key assets, where the effective protection and 

presentation of this offering is of critical importance across various national policy objectives – including 
tourism.  Our national tourism policy and related strategic plans, the recent rural development policy 
and, indeed, the current programme for Government all recognise how a well-preserved, well-
presented, accessible and sustainably-managed natural heritage and outdoor activity offering can be 
leveraged for maximum employment and economic benefit across the country. 

 
· The current Programme for Government has identified the importance of developing and strengthening 

Ireland’s image as an outdoor activity holiday destination for both the domestic and international 



markets.  The recently launched Rural Development Policy 2021-2025 – Our Rural Future calls out 
tourism as being integral to the national recovery from COVID-19 and in supporting job creation – 
particularly through the utilisation and promotion of our heritage sites, especially those in rural areas.  

 
· Later this year, this Department intends to start work on the development of a new national tourism 

policy that will mainstream sustainability from an environmental, social and economic perspective.  The 
role of the NPWS in conserving, protecting and managing our built and natural heritage assets will be of 
critical importance in regard to our new policy focus on sustainability. 

 
· A Tourism Recovery Taskforce, tasked with preparing recommendations on how best the Irish tourism 

sector can adapt and recover in a changed tourism environment as a result of the COVID-19 crisis, 
presented its Tourism Recovery Plan 2020-2023 to Minister Martin last October.  In the context of the 
NPWS Review, although these will require cross-Government action for their delivery, you will be 
particularly interested to note the following recommendations regarding the management of Ireland’s 
state owned natural, cultural and heritage assets: 

- The management, operation, development and promotion of culture and heritage assets within the 
state is complex, with many custodian agencies, state bodies and Government agencies. The TRT 
recommends the establishment of a co-ordination body to oversee a consistent approach to the 
investment in and operation, management and marketing of Ireland’s state owned natural, cultural 
and heritage assets.  

- Focus Government investment in tourism capital projects on improving product quality and 
innovation, and the development and enhancement of cultural and heritage experiences to attract a 
wide range of visitors to Ireland. 

 
· Fáilte Ireland, as the National Tourism Development Authority with operational responsibility for 

tourism development, engages directly with the NPWS through their strategic partnership.  In this 
regard, we acknowledge the very productive collaborations that have led to such milestones as the 
development of a Tourism Interpretive Masterplan (Experiencing the Wild Heart of Ireland) for the six 
National Parks and Coole Park Nature Reserve, as well as ongoing work in terms of capital investment, 
branding, public access and sustaining the amenity value of the National Parks and Nature Reserves. 
 

Sports Policy and National Sports Campus Division – Additional Observations 
· The National Sports Policy sets a target of increasing participation in sport and physical activity from 

43% in 2017 to 50% by 2027 (shorter term target for 2022 is 47%) so that a significantly higher 
proportion of Irish children and adults from all sectors of society are regularly involved in all forms of 
active and social participation in sport.  A significant proportion of this will be in the form of individual 
exercise especially that which will take place outdoors.  To achieve that it is important that people have 
access to our national parks and outdoor spaces.  Allowing recreational access and encouraging 
sporting activities in these spaces can also help to foster an appreciation and love of the outdoors, 
conservation and of course sport. 

 
· The NPWS is a key stakeholder in the development and upkeep of the National Database of Sport & 

Recreation Amenities that is under development by Sport Ireland.  The NPWS should endeavour to 
make any datasets it maintains available for use in the database. 

 
· Sport Ireland is the statutory body with responsibility for the development of sport.  Sport Ireland, 

through its Outdoors Unit, is focused on supporting and promoting participation in all forms of outdoor 
sport in Ireland and supporting the sustainable development of this sector in Irish sport.  This involves 
working with a wide range of national and local partners to develop outdoor recreation infrastructure 
and create opportunities for people to participate in outdoor sports in Ireland.  Outdoor sports includes 
all sport and physical activity that can be undertaken in natural outdoor settings and includes 
recreational walking, cycling, water sports and land based adventure sports.  
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The Emerald Project is a proposed 1GW floating wind farm off the south coast of Ireland in the Celtic 

Sea, developed by Simply Blue Energy Kinsale (SBEK), a partnership between Simply Blue Energy and 

Shell. 

With the government’s target of 5GW of offshore wind energy by 2030, combined with the 22GW of 

offshore wind over 25 projects in the national pipeline, NPWS can expect a disproportionately large 

increase in demand for their resources in the offshore area over the coming months, years, and 

decades. These projects are both large-scale and complex and will each require individual consultation 

and consideration from NPWS over multiple steps throughout the consenting process and must not be 

underestimated. 

SBEK consider it imperative that a dedicated marine division be set up within the NPWS to provide 

specific guidance and expertise on proposals related to the marine space. This division should work 

closely with the Marine Institute and other relevant statutory bodies to ensure applications are dealt 

with efficiently and in an appropriate manner. It is equally important that expertise is sought in 

offshore renewable energy developments to ensure that NPWS can provide proportionate and 

appropriate advice based on International best-practice and experience from countries with mature 

offshore renewable industries. 

As a prescribed body, NPWS will be required to provide expert advice and guidance for these offshore 

projects at the EIA Scoping and application determination stages along with pre-application 

observations and advice to applicants throughout these processes. Historical funding cuts have left 

NPWS under resourced and it is now critical that they are provided with the tools and resources to 

meet, not just the current requirements for project consenting, but future requirements also. 

While building the human resources in this area, it is also important to address gaps in the 

development and monitoring of data for our Natura 2000 sites to ensure that adequate guidelines can 

be developed and maintained while strategic plans can be progressed on a more macro scale. 

These resources are urgently required to prevent delays in the planning and consenting processes of 

projects that are trying to help the government reach its 2030 targets as set out in the Climate Action 

Plan and reinforced in the Climate Action and Low Carbon Development (Amendment) Bill 2021 

published this week. It is further recommended that statutory consultation timelines be introduced to 

provide more certainly to developers and make these legislated targets more achievable. 

The target of 30% of Irish waters to be designated as MPAs by 2030 (up from 2.13% now) will put 

significant additional pressure on resources with requirements to designate, monitor and manage 
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these sites under the Natura 2000 framework. We suggest that this responsibility be placed elsewhere 

to avoid overburdening NPWS resources. 

Upskilling and resourcing for offshore renewables must take place at a time when significant build out 

of onshore wind is also expected. The Irish Government has set a target of 8.2 GW of onshore wind by 

2030, from a current capacity of circa. 4.3 GW. Resourcing in this area will also be crucial, and one 

cannot be sacrificed for the other. 

Reduction of risk is vital to the successful development of large infrastructure projects and consenting 

risk is a major element within this. De-risking the consenting process will be an important component 

of all projects seeking to help the government reach its renewable energy targets, both in the near and 

longer term. For this to happen, consenting authorities must work with both developers and wider 

stakeholders to clarify and standardise the relevant processes and requirements in areas such as 

environmental surveying, cumulative environmental impact assessment, and environmental 

consultation to name but a few. The approach of the NPWS towards each of these areas must be 

consistent and adequately clarified for all relevant parties. This is particularly true in the marine space 

where guidance on environmental consenting requirements is often vague, lacking specific detail, and 

subjective. We propose a detailed and robust set of environmental guidelines be drawn up for both 

onshore and offshore renewable energy developments to provide this clarity. As a priority action, SBEK 

would like to see the Guidance Documents for Offshore Renewable Energy Developers refined and 

updated with more specific and detailed requirements, ideally by the end this year. 

In the UK’s Offshore Wind Sector Deal announced in 2019 and designed to promote the 

environmentally sustainable development of offshore wind projects in British waters, the Crown Estate 

were tasked with “bringing together all relevant parties (including Statutory Nature Conservation 

Bodies) to develop a common understanding and take coordinated actions to address challenges” 

related to impacts on the marine and onshore environment*. A similar approach is required in Ireland 

with the NPWS taking a lead on creating this common understanding and developing a consistent 

approach. 

Increased clarity on environmental requirements and obligations will also benefit the consenting 

authorities such as NPWS, in the longer term, by reducing the need for detailed project specific queries 

and responses while providing a strong footing for conflict resolution between stakeholders should 

issues arise. 

The NPWS are formally mandated to present scientific evidence on Ireland’s natural heritage. Basing 

this evidence on the full range of available data and making this publicly available would benefit all 

stakeholders. Compilation of data from consenting authorities, environmental NGOs, semi-state 

bodies, private developers, other government departments, in one central system, overseen by the 

National Biodiversity Data Centre in partnership with NPWS and the Marine Institute would provide 

for a more efficient and effective resource. This centralised database will help identify data gaps and 
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allow for more robust assessments while assisting the NPWS in its enforcement and monitoring 

activities.  

Similarly, there is a lack of data on the efficacy of mitigation measures employed as part of 

development design / construction. A centralised data resource could assist in building evidence-based 

knowledge in this area. 

Additionally, we understand that a digital tool (marineplan.ie) is being developed as part of the NMPF 

and that the aim is this tool will be used in maritime area decisions and to link objectives and policies 

and supporting maps that relate to a given decision. It is essential that NPWS are effectively resourced 

so their relevant datasets can be incorporated, maintained and updated within this portal. 

• The next 3-5 years is referred to in Terms of Reference. We would recommend that the

resourcing issue is addressed earlier in order to prepare for the pipeline of projects.

• Blanket targets in designated areas may miss the targeted improvements needed in some

areas, and unnecessarily increase costs in others. Therefore, we would recommend tailored

impact assessment and study-based approach areas to help build sustainable projects.

• We recommend engaging directly with counterparts in UK to; avoid reinventing process, find

best practice and learn from their experience.

Ruairi Hand 

Email: ruairi.hand@simplybluegroup.com 

Phone: [personal information removed]

Clodagh McGrath 

Email: clodagh.mcgrath@simplybluegroup.com 

Phone:  [personal information removed]

 *[link removed]
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Executive Summary 
Energia welcomes the opportunity to make a submission in relation to the review of 
the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS). 

The NPWS play a vital role in monitoring, understanding and protecting biodiversity in 
Ireland. The dedicated expert staff within NPWS face significant challenges in 
performing these essential roles given the persistent underfunding of the service. 

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 
will play a key role in helping to address Ireland’s Climate and Biodiversity Emergency. 

NPWS play an important role in the planning process by providing expert advice and 
guidance to consenting authorities. Under the new Maritime Area Planning Bill, 
offshore wind energy developments will fall under the remit of An Bord Pleanála and 
as a statutory prescribed body to the board, NPWS will be tasked with providing expert 
advice and guidance to the Board at both the EIA scoping stage and the application 
determination stage. In addition to statutory consultations from consenting authorities, 
NPWS also have a role in provide pre-application observations and advice to 
prospective applicants. 

According to the latest Wind Energy Ireland (WEI) offshore developer survey, there 
are a significant number of offshore wind projects in various stages of development on 
the south and east coasts. Many of these will be hoping to contribute to the Irish 
Government’s 2030 target of 5 GW and will be carrying out survey work and submitting 
applications in the coming months and years. 

NPWS is already heavily under resourced and particularly in the marine area. Given 
the large volume of offshore wind energy projects in the near term and the future 
growth and expansion of the industry in the coming decades, significant additional 
resources are required urgently. It is critical that these additional marine focused 
resources have expertise in offshore renewable energy developments to ensure that 
NPWS can provide proportionate and appropriate advice and guidance based on 
International best-practice and experience from countries with mature offshore 
renewable industries. 
In addition to human resources, it is essential that sufficient financial resources are 
dedicated to the collection of scientific data to assist in the designation and on-going 
monitoring of Natura 2000 sites and to address any regional scale ‘data gaps’ identified 
by NPWS in relation to development applications which are beyond the scale and 
scope of individual projects. It is equally important that a robust set of environmental 
guidelines are developed for offshore renewable energy developments to provide 
clarity on environmental consenting requirements. 
These additional resources are required urgently in order to prevent any delays and 
bottlenecks in the pre-application and planning processes for offshore renewable 
energy projects. This is critical to ensure Ireland meet’s our 2030 targets under the 
Climate Action Plan and to addressing the Biodiversity emergency.  
In addition to this response, Energia endorses the views contained in the Wind Energy 
Ireland (WEI) submission and looks forward to working with NPWS on the exciting and 
significant opportunity to decarbonise our energy system that offshore wind presents 
for Ireland.  
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Professor Jane Stout, Independent Chair of the Review 
Dr Mícheál Ó Cinnéide, Deputy Chair 
reviewofnpws21@gmail.com 

16 April 2021 

RE: Review of the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) 

Dear Professor Stout and Dr Ó Cinnéide, 

The Environmental Pillar welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Review of the 

National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS). This review is opportune, given the perilous state of many 

habitats and species in Ireland as highlighted by the NPWS 2019 report1 which found that 85% of 

habitats are in Unfavourable status and 46% are showing declining trends. Furthermore, 30% of 

species assessed are in the Unfavourable status and 17% show declining trends. This ecological crisis 

was recognised by the declaration of a biodiversity and climate emergency by the Dail in 2019. In 

addition, the shared experience of COVID-19 over the past year has focused greater attention on the 

importance to human health and wellbeing of access to nature. Thus the importance of the National 

Parks and Wildlife Service as custodian of our natural heritage and manager of essential local and 

national amenities cannot be overstated. The Pillar has a number of observations to make for the 

review. 

Governance and Role: 

Responding to the twin biodiversity and climate emergencies requires a robust, whole of Government, 

cross-sectoral approach. However, while biodiversity and climate action should not be siloed, 

coherent policy-making and implementation also needs dedicated and consistent ministerial 

responsibility and accountability. As outlined in the review document, the NPWS has been moved a 

1 NPWS (2019). The Status of EU Protected Habitats and Species in Ireland 

http://www.environmentalpillar.ie/
mailto:reviewofnpws21@gmail.com


number of times between departments over the past 24 years. Given the role of the NPWS as manager 

of Ireland’s national and international legal nature conservation responsibilities, such a cavalier 

approach to the governance of the service does not reflect well on successive governments. In 

addition, compared to independent agencies such as the EPA, the NPWS does not have the autonomy 

to develop its own direction. A number of the member organisations of the Pillar have called for the 

NPWS to be made an independent state agency, one with its own board who could set the direction 

of the organisation and whose responsibilities in implementing conservation measures and 

enforcement could be more clearly defined and indeed expanded. As an independent state-owned 

agency the NPWS would be in a position take more active role in public policy making and debate, 

bringing its expertise to Government departments, committees and to the Oireachtas as expert 

stakeholders, as the EPA currently does.  

The Pillar believes there is merit in examining the proposal to make the NPWS an independent state-

owned agency.  

Funding: 

If Ireland is to be serious about addressing the ecological emergencies discussed above, at the very 

least, those public bodies which are directly responsible for nature conservation must be adequately 

equipped and resourced to address the challenges they face. As highlighted in the review document, 

NPWS suffered a serious decline in funding following the financial crisis, and 83% reduction in capital 

spending and a 57% reduction in current spending between 2008 and 2020. The Pillar welcomes the 

increase in funding in 2021 however, it notes that taking into account this increase, the NPWS is still 

a total of 38% down on 2008 funding.  

Highlighted in the review document is the decrease in capital investment in the NPWS since 2008 of 

70%; this represents a significant loss in investment in our national parks and nature protection at a 

time of ecological crisis. According to the terms of reference, the review must consider the 

“development and presentation of our National Parks, Nature Reserves and restored peatlands, 

including their amenity use”, capital investment in these areas must be increased significantly to meet 

the ambition stated. The restoration of peatlands, in particular need significant capital investment if 

Ireland is to meet both its biodiversity and climate obligations. 

The loss in current expenditure over this period will have had an impact on staffing levels, which are 

wholly inadequate to the challenges that face the service in the fulfilment of its mandate “to conserve, 

protect, manage and present our built and natural heritage”. Wildlife crimes are reported to be on the 

increase2 and yet there has been a shockingly low level of prosecutions.3 For the NPWS to address this 

rising level of wildlife crimes (through investigation and enforcement), its needs to be adequately 

resources, with sufficient number of rangers across the country. 

Finally, the review document highlights how the bulk of biodiversity funding is allocated to DAFM 

schemes (80% between 2010-2015) with only 10% being allocated to the NPWS. The proportion of 

state spending allocated to the NPWS is inadequate to allow the service meet the challenges of the 

biodiversity and climate crises. 

2 [link removed]
3 IWT Submission to the Review of the NPWS (2021), [link removed] 

https://greennews.ie/rise-deer-killing-ireland/
https://iwt.ie/iwt-submission-npws-review/#_ftn3


 The Pillar recommends that the NPWS receive a significant capital increase for conservation and 

park development and an increase in multi-annual current spending to facilitate staffing levels and 

resources required for the NPWS to play “play an effective role in delivering its overall mandate and 

enforcement role in the protection of wildlife”4 

Relationship to other bodies: 

The NPWS has an important role to play in conservation and nature education. A properly resourced 
service would be able to expand its work with bodies such as local authorities, to provide education 
and training on conservation and nature friendly practices such as high nature value land management 
and use of pesticides etc. An adequately funded Community Liaison Section to advance local 
community partnerships and awareness via biodiversity training for community groups and local 
projects would facilitate important capacity building at the community and local level. Educating and 
empowering local groups and communities through knowledge and training to become the protectors 
and conservators of their own biodiversity is line with the Rio Declaration on the Environment (1992): 
Principle 10. 

The Pillar recommends as the NPWS remit include a properly resourced education and training 

function and Community Liaison Section which will work with other public bodies such as local 

authorities and with community and local groups to provide education, guidance and best practice 

in nature conservation and capacity building.  

Yours sincerely, 

_____________ 

Karen Ciesielski 

Coordinator, Environmental Pillar 

4 NPWS Review Document and Programme for Government 2020 
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Professor Jane Stout, Chair 

Dr Mícheál Ó Cinnéide, Co-Chair 

c/o Secretariat to the Review of the NPWS 2021 

National Parks & Wildlife Service 

90 King Street North 

Dublin 7 

D07 N7CV 

Via email:  reviewofnpws21@gmail.com 

29 March 2021 

My ref: EPAC0421/lett 

RE:  Strategic Review of the National Parks and Wildlife Service 

Dear Professor Stout and Dr Ó Cinnéide 

The Environmental Protection Agency welcomes the opportunity to provide an input to the 

strategic review of the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS).  The NPWS is an important 

stakeholder of the EPA, with whom we cooperate and coordinate on a number of common 

work areas in the interest of protecting the environment in Ireland.     

State Of the Environment Report (SOER) 2020 

The EPA publishes State of the Environment Reports every four years, most recently in 

November 2020. There was a specific chapter on Nature in the report and we acknowledge the 

key role and expertise of the NPWS in contributing to this chapter as well as to the nature 

aspects of the sectoral chapters.  

The overall findings of the report were: 

 that the quality of Irelands environment is not what it should be; environmental

indicators are going in the wrong direction across many areas and that the outlook is

not optimistic unless we accelerate the implementation of solutions across all sectors

and society.

 Climate and biodiversity are two of the key challenges that Ireland urgently needs to

address.

 An investment in the environment is also an investment in our health.

Office of the Director General 

Headquarters, PO Box 3000 

Johnstown Castle Estate 

County Wexford, Ireland 

Y35 W821 

T:  +353 539160600 

F: +353 53 9160699 

E:    info@epa.ie 

W:  [link removed]

mailto:reviewofnpws21@gmail.com
mailto:info@epa.ie
http://www.epa.ie/
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The SOER2020 also highlighted that now is the time for an overarching environmental policy 

position for Ireland - to be clear on our ambition to protect Ireland’s environment in the short, 

medium and long-term and on our commitment to live up to the image of a Clean Green Island. 

A policy position would provide a national vision that all government departments, agencies, 

businesses, communities and individuals can sign up to, to play their part in protecting our 

environment. 

The key messages from the SOER2020 Nature Chapter (pp 155) are: 

 Ireland needs to prioritise actions to protect nature. The challenges facing key species

should be the alarm calls needed nationally to focus on the transformative changes

required in how we value and protect nature. More engagement on nature protection

across stakeholder groups is needed, together with a review of governance, with

solutions fast-tracked at policy and regulatory levels to protect habitats and halt

biodiversity loss.

 The challenges involved in protecting Ireland’s habitats and species are now more

serious than ever and need urgent action. But nature can bounce back under the right

conditions. Implementing national biodiversity policies, such as the National Biodiversity

Action Plan, requires an increased level of collaboration and coordination across

multiple sectors and the whole of society. This can also give rise to indirect co-benefits

for other sectors and environmental issues such as climate change and water quality.

 Education, monitoring and citizen science initiatives are vital steps in protecting

biodiversity. To promote more proactive and widespread engagement we need to

continue to systematically survey habitats and species, track threats from invasive

species and develop collaborative projects between scientists, farming sectors and the

public. Regulatory aspects also need to be in place, with conservation plans for the

management of Natura 2000 areas.

In the context of the Marine Environment, a key SOER2020 message (pp442) is: 

 As an island nation with an extensive marine area, Ireland needs to ensure that robust

governance and legal frameworks are in place to protect the marine environment.

The Conclusions of SOER2020 (pp427) observed in its summary assessment on Nature that 

‘deteriorating trends dominate, especially for EU protected habitats’.  As regards the future 

outlook the SOER2020 stated (pp427) that Ireland is ‘largely not on track to meet policy 

objectives.  

The SOER 2020 (pp440) noted that to achieve the transformative change required to bend the 

curve of biodiversity loss, Ireland could learn from the conclusions of the recent report of the 

Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) 

where it recommended five interventions or levers (IPBES, 2019), viz; incentives and capacity-

building; cross-sectoral cooperation; pre-emptive action; decision-making in the context of 
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resilience and uncertainty, and; environmental law and implementation.   A number of these 

‘levers’ are governance and implementation related and may be a valuable framing for aspects 

of the NPWS Review.   

In addition, the European Commission has highlighted in its 2019 Environmental 

Implementation Review (EIR)1, that Ireland has to: complete the Natura 2000 designation 

process for both terrestrial and marine environments; and, put in place clearly defined 

conservation objectives and the necessary conservation measures so that they may meet their 

objective of maintaining or restoring species and habitats of community interest to a 

favourable conservation status across their natural range. 

The EPA notes that there is a significant role for the NPWS in addressing the challenges 

identified in the SOER2020 and the EU EIR2019.  It is important that as part of the Review of 

the NPWS and specifically the task to “appraise of the current NPWS 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”, that the Committee consider and 

evaluate how best to address the challenges identified. 

General Matters of EPA Engagement with NPWS 

The EPA, in carrying out its various functions collaborates and interacts with the NPWS across a 

number of environmental areas and for multiple reasons (e.g. Water Framework Directive, EU 

Nature Directives, research activities).  These engagements are summarised in Table 1 below. 

We note that an operational MOU exists between the NPWS and EPA and that this has 

functioned adequately.  We recognise that following the Review there may be an opportunity 

for further engagement via this process.  We also acknowledge the role NPWS are playing in 

relation to the closure and rehabilitation of former Bord na Mona peat harvesting sites, which 

are regulated by the EPA. 

Enforcement collaboration would be further enhanced through active participation of NPWS in 

the National Enforcement Network (NIECE).  In addition, a replacement NPWS nomination for 

the EPA led national Dumping at Sea advisory committee remains outstanding.   

In recognising the skills and experiences required for nature protection and the complex legal 

landscape,  we would ask that the NPWS develop a direct outreach and awareness service 

(education and training) to assist maintain knowledge and competency within partner Agencies 

and local authorities responsible for aspects of nature protection and assessment. 

1 [link removed]

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eir/pdf/report_ie_en.pdf
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TABLE 1:  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 

Nature Governance in Ireland 

In the majority of cases the EPA, in protecting the ‘environment’, also acts to protect nature 

through managing emissions to Air (including Noise and odour), Water, Land, and radiological, 

and as noted above, the EPA role in protecting Ireland’s environment brings it in regular 

contact with the NPWS.   

The national governance landscape for heritage assets is complex.  The NPWS is but one 

agency/body that has a specified nature protection, conservation and wildlife education role, 

with others including Inland Fisheries, the Heritage Council, the Marine Institute, Waterways 

Ireland, National Museum of Ireland, OPW, Local Authorities and the Dept Agriculture Food 

and the Marine.  The EPA through discharge of its environmental protection functions has a 

supporting role too.  There are also very large NGOs such as Birdwatch Ireland which is an 

independent conservation organisation working on species and habitat creation, research, 

education and advocacy, and who also operate their own network of nature reserves.  Lastly, it 

is worth noting that there is a very significant citizen interest, and ‘citizen science’ engagement, 

in our natural environment that has to be reflected in any ‘governance’ discussion.  Such 

citizens, acting as individuals, communities or landowners, are hugely important in delivering 
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and assuring local nature protection initiatives.  There is currently no national forum for 

coordination of respective functions, knowledge needs, and activities.  

We believe that an important aspect of the Review will be to map and assess this complex 

governance landscape and make recommendations for an NPWS led national knowledge 

exchange and collaborative forum for nature protection and conservation bodies.  

Research 

The EPA operates a statutorily mandated environmental research programme that has a broad 

scope covering the delivery of policy and implementation relevant research across climate, 

water, air quality, radiation, chemicals, waste, circular economy, behaviour change, 

environment & health, and emissions impact.  There are intersections and co-benefits for 

nature protection aspects, however we recognise that this is not sufficient as regards focus or 

investment.   

There is no one body in Ireland leading-out on coordinating 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 (including partnership co-

funding) needs.   

National Biodiversity Data Centre 

The National Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC) is the national centre for the collection, collation, 

management, analysis and dissemination of data on Ireland’s biological diversity. In order to 

conserve Ireland’s biodiversity it is necessary to document what biodiversity we have, 

understand how it is distributed across the island of Ireland and its marine waters, track how it 

is changing over time, and communicate the importance of conserving biodiversity.  Addressing 

these knowledge gaps and building the scientific evidence base to help its conservation is 

central to the work of the NBDC.  

Education, monitoring and citizen science initiatives are vital steps in protecting the 

environment and biodiversity. To promote more proactive and widespread engagement we 

need to continue to systematically survey habitats and species, track threats from invasive 

species and develop collaborative projects between scientists, farming sectors and the public.  

These are core roles currently fulfilled by the National Biodiversity Data Centre.   

The skills, knowledge and longitudinal biodiversity data residing in the NBDC are a critical 

national asset and this needs to be secured into the long term as part of the state’s permanent 

nature governance infrastructure.  The current periodically ‘procured’ private enterprise model 

(Compass Infomatics) for such a core national asset is too precarious to assure the essential 

continuity.  We strongly recommend the full integration of the National Biodiversity Data 

Centre into the scientific enterprise of the NPWS. 
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Regulatory Processes 

EPA staff in the licensing and enforcement areas find that access to actionable information 

from NPWS is weak (e.g. habitat maps for Natura sites, critical loads and critical levels specified 

for protected sites), and when submissions are received from NPWS they can often be very 

generic and thus lacking any site, or action, specificity necessary for the regulatory (assessment 

and conditioning) processes.   There are also challenges in getting NPWS input on regulatory 

matters not associated with designated protection sites e.g. Environmental Liability Directive 

incidents which impact on features outside designated sites. It would be extremely beneficial if 

the NPWS provided nature protection assessment and input to decision making processes in 

national regulatory processes such as operated by the EPA (e.g. facility and activity consents, 

incidents).   In addition, in order to support environmental decision making, the EPA would ask 

that the NPWS makes available in web/GIS format maps and searchable resources and the key 

emissions assessment support information on site-specific critical loads and critical levels for 

protected areas.  

Water Framework Directive (WFD) 

There is an intimate relationship between many national SACs and SPAs and water quality – i.e. 

there is a vital water dependency.  There is an opportunity for strengthened and formalised 

engagement between the NPWS and EPA with regard to the WFD and that this could include 

input into the characterisation of pressures, input to developing monitoring protocols, and 

improved harmonisation in the approach to monitoring.   Given the dependency of many 

national SACs and SPAs on water quality and quantity, it would be important for NPWS to 

become an active member of the National Water Framework Directive Governance structures. 

Land Cover and Data Sharing 

The NPWS chair the national landcover mapping steering committee, which is an important 

function to provide independent oversight to the OSI national landcover mapping project.  

Active management of this project including regular meetings of the steering committee and 

progress reports from the OSI are key to successful delivery for all stakeholders. 

Sustainable land-use means doing the “right thing in the right place”.   Ireland is not sustainably 

managing our land-use: some land-use types and associated land management activities are 

having negative impacts on trends in water quality, biodiversity, greenhouse gas emissions and 

air quality.  Using and valuing land according to the multiple benefits sustainable land-use 

provides to human health and the environment can support sectoral development while at the 

same time provide for greater protection of our environment and better social and economic 

outcomes.   NPWS hold important data relevant to the Water Framework Directive register of 

protected areas and Article 17 habitats directive reports. It can be difficult to get access to 

NPWS data.  Completion and availability of site-specific data on Special Areas of Conservation 
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and more granular habitat maps would be of enormous help not only to landcover mapping but 

also to catchment management processes.   

Dedicated NPWS resources to facilitate data sharing and to deliver site-specific data for 

protected habitats would greatly assist the landcover mapping activity (as well as EPA 

regulatory and Water Framework Directive activities), which in turn would facilitate better 

assessment of local and regional nature protection issues.   

In Conclusion 

The EPA recognises the critical role that the NPWS plays in nature conservation and biodiversity 

protection and we look forward to its continued engagement with EPA in the protection of the 

environment in Ireland.   We welcome this Review and hope that you find our submission of 

assistance in your work and we would be happy to meet with you to discuss any aspect of this 

in more detail.  

Yours sincerely 

______________________ 

Laura Burke 

Director General 



 
 
 

FACE Ireland. (Federation of Associations for Hunting and Conservation in the EU & Ireland.) 

 

 
Att: 
Jane Stout       Date: 28thMarch 2021 
Micheal O Cinneide 
 

 
On behalf of the above Federation we welcome the opportunity to submit our observations and 
suggestions to this review of the NPWS. You may or may not be aware that we represent 12 Hunting 
and Shooting Associations in Ireland like the Irish Hawking Club, Foot Harriers, Irish Master of Fox 
Hounds, Irish Master of Harriers,Irish Coursing Club, Irish Deer Society, Wild Deer Society, National 
Association of Regional Game Councils, Irish Federation of Working Terriers and the Ward Union. We 
are also  affiliated to FACE EU, who are the representative body  of over 7 million hunters right across 
Europe. Some may have made individual submissions on behalf of their association or indeed as a 
private citizen.  
 
We intend to just briefly outline where we have come from with the NPWS and where we would like 
to see it going as per your own instructions to keep it to the two pages.  
 
To be fair the NPWS was an after taught in most Governments minds after an election and someone 
got the job of trying to make room for it in whatever department that seemed to need an add on. A 
budget was then allocated and they were sent off to get on with it. This was grossly unfair on several 
fronts and most lightly responsible for the position we find ourselves in today with such a mess of 
biodiversity, loss of habitat, dwindling numbers  of plants and animals and birds that were once 
common sights across our landscape. Couple this with poor decision making within the NPWS and you 
have a right recipe for a disastrous which of course we all know is now ever looming on our doorsteps.  
 
The depth of ineptitude among some departments is actually frightening when one considers what is 
at stake. A prime example of this was highlighted recently when we became aware of a substantially  
funded project by one department into the activity of a species of wildlife and when we sought 
information from the NPWS on this particular project  they had not a clue what was going on,(or at 
least that is what we were told) despite the very same project being almost complete. To the ordinary 
person in the street this type of  incompetence would result in someone being discharged of their 
duties or at the very least have their position evaluated.  
 
If nature and wildlife are to rebound we need to seriously look at who best to look after such a remit 
and where best to put such a department. It needs to be driven from the ground up and not top 
heavy with people with little or no knowledge of what is required to address the problems that are 
facing our environment.  Birds and Wildlife have a very common need insofar as the need a  habitat 
that can supply food, roosting and shelter. That coupled with suitable protection and management. It 
is our belief that can best be found in a new permanent section within the Department of Agriculture, 
Food & Marine.  
 
 
Cont:/ 
 



 
 
 
 
In the past the NPWS would suggest being changed from one department to another after each 
election impacted on its performance. We do not disagree with this assertion. Therefore by 
recommending that it be permanently  put into the Department of Agriculture that will ensure 
consistency in personnel involved  and ensure a smooth transition of projects and works being done. 
We would however recommend that the portfolio be amended so as this new NPWS would only be 
involved in matters of Nature & Wildlife and the Marine. It needs to be re-branded as such.  The build 
Heritage and management of commercial National Parks should be  transferred to the likes of the 
Office of Public Works as part of their remit. They already do a lot of work in this area. 
 
Its new name could be “ ”(NWM). As part of the remit of this new section 
within DAFM we would suggest that a council similar to what we had in the “Wildlife Advisory 
Council” some years ago and made up of approximately 12 people representing the major Bona Fide 
Stakeholders in the management of wildlife in Ireland. Their job would be to discuss, agree and advise 
the department on matters relating to the Wildlife Act of 1976 and its implementation and 
interpretation. To keep up to date and advise with all matters pertaining to wildlife emanating from 
Europe. This way you are ensuring inclusiveness, transparency and collective  governance which can 
only be good for the core subject which is addressing our Wildlife & Biodiversity crisis in Ireland and 
the proper management of nature and wildlife in agreement with all interested stakeholders. 
 
When you consider nature and its habitat, you immediately vision land, hills, bogs,rivers,lakes,woods 
and fields. Like it or not the vast amount of this is controlled in Ireland by farmers and landowners. 
They are by an large controlled by the DAFM in their core business of land usage, livestock records 
and grants and farm payments. That is thee most important argument for putting our new NWM 
section into this department. All of the key stakeholders will be at the one table within the one 
building and know exactly what needs to be done, how it is to be done and no more of this ridiculous 
situation of “The right foot not knowing what the left foot is doing”. Of course we are available for a 
much more in-depth discussion around this and we can add many more examples as to why it can not 
remain as it is and certainly cannot be considered to be put out on its own as a separate identity.  
Their past history would make this a step to far for several of the key stakeholders.  
 
If we are to move forward we have to learn from the mistakes that we know happened. The NPWS 
had to admit in the recent past that it was working to close with certain NGO`s in Ireland while 
ignoring others. This can not be allowed to continue and while it promised at the time to rectify that 
situation, it has only continued to exacerbate this problem to the point of almost total exclusion. This 
will not be accepted and should be a serious consideration of the review process and form part of the 
decision in determining the outcome of the future of this department.  
 
As a Federation representing Hunting & Shooting association and federations on the island of Ireland 
and  beyond we are of course always available to help and play our part in whatever way we can and 
to discuss with you any matters arising around this review. 
 
 
Kind Regards, 
John Butler 
Hon. Secretary FACE Ireland.  
Ph. [personal information removed]  
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Fáilte Ireland welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the review of the National Parks & 

Wildlife Service.  

Overview 

As the National Tourism Development agency, Fáilte Ireland assists the Irish tourism industry in 

developing high quality products and services for domestic and overseas visitors.  Much of this effort 

relates to the development of skills and expertise within the industry and facilitating them to develop, 

promote and deliver quality visitor experiences to key consumer segments.  Key to success is the 

development and re-positioning of Ireland’s tourism asset base so that it directly mirrors the needs 

states and motivations of the best potential consumer segments in our key source travel markets.  

Ireland’s natural & built heritage and culture is an important element of our tourism offering, 

consistently scoring in the top three motivations amongst our consumer segments in their decision 

to travel here.  

National Parks are internationally recognised and valued brands with global reach and one which 

many countries use to actively market themselves.  The Oxford dictionary defines a National Park as 

“an area of countryside, or occasionally sea or fresh water, protected by the state for the enjoyment 

of the general public or the preservation of wildlife”.  The International Union for Conservation & 

Nature (IUCN) defines National Parks “as large natural or near natural areas set aside to protect large 

scale ecological processes along with the complement of species and eco systems characteristic of the 

area, which also provide a foundation for environmentally and culturally compatible spiritual, 

scientific, educational, recreational and visitor opportunities”.  Ireland’s National Parks are all IUCN 

Category II National Parks with a focus on conservation, protection, education and recreation in an 

environmentally and culturally sustainable manner.   

Earlier in 2021, TripAdvisor announced the first ever Travellers Choice Best of the Best Awards for 

National Parks in Europe.  3 of the Top 10 awards including the #1 award went to National Parks in the 

United Kingdom1 all with similar IUCN designations to Ireland’s Parks.  None of Ireland’s six National 

Parks featured on this list. This offers a real opportunity for Ireland’s National Parks. 

The presence of a National Park in a region is a great asset and can be an important factor in 

influencing a visitors’ decision to come to an area.  Ireland’s unspoilt landscapes are an integral part 

of the country’s identity and tourism economy  and have the potential to be promoted as world class 

visitor experiences.  Ireland’s National Parks are at the very heart of what visitors expect to enjoy 

during their holiday in Ireland as they provide opportunities for visitors to access, enjoy and learn 

about our beautiful landscapes and natural heritage.  With appropriate investment, Ireland’s National 

Parks have the potential to become world class visitor experiences and form an integral component 

of the Irish holiday experience. 

 

This submission is laid in two sections: 

(i) Context, Interdependencies of Tourism & Heritage and Strategic Partnership 

(ii) Response to Key Questions in Review Guidelines 

 

 
1 There are 15 IUCN National Parks in the United Kingdom – 10 in England, 3 in Wales and 2 in Scotland. 



 

 

PART I:  Context, Interdependencies & Strategic Partnership 

Context  

There is growing demand internationally for outdoor activities and recreation tourism, in “order to get 

away from it all” and spend time outdoors and in engaging with nature and landscapes.    

In recent years the tourism dimension of Ireland’s National Parks & Nature Reserves has been 

recognised and these sites are core assets that play a very important role in Ireland’s tourism industry.  

The appeal of natural heritage and cultural assets found in our National Parks has the potential if 

developed in an appropriate manner to act as a key motivator for tourism and related economic 

activity in the rural and peripheral geographies in which the sites are located.  Tourism is one of the 

few economic sectors in Ireland that has the potential to significantly benefit the more remote rural 

areas of Ireland.  Prior to Covid 19, tourism had consistently registered increases in the numbers 

employed in Ireland’s remoter areas and has the potential to contribute to greater regional balance 

and to create economic activity in rural areas. 

Fáilte Ireland’s strategy 2018-2022, calls out the ambition for Ireland to be recognised internationally 

as a world class outdoor destination.  More recently, during the ongoing Covid 19 pandemic the 

outdoors has played a significant role in both local recreation and domestic tourism.  In the post Covid 

world, it is expected that outdoor and nature experiences will be highly sought after and will form a 

significant component of Ireland’s tourism offering.  Our National Parks and Nature Reserves will have 

a key role to play in delivering world class outdoor and nature experiences for both domestic & 

international tourists. 

Policy Context 

People, Place and Policy – Growing Tourism to 2025 

The Government’s Tourism Policy Statement – “People, Place and Policy – Growing Tourism to 2025” 

articulates the Government ambition to have a vibrant, attractive tourism sector that makes a 

significant contribution to employment across the country; is economically, socially and 

environmentally sustainable; helps promote a positive image of Ireland overseas, and is a sector in 

which people want to work. 

• The effective protection and presentation of our natural and built heritage requires various bodies 

at central and local government levels to place tourism as a priority consideration in formulating 

their own strategies. 

• The contribution of both the OPW and the NPWS to tourism is highly significant. Both work closely 

with Fáilte Ireland on matters concerning the presentation of natural and built heritage to visitors. 

Optimising these assets for the benefit of visitors, particularly overseas visitors, requires an on-

going and effective relationship between the OPW, NPWS and the tourism agencies. 

• The formulation of policies, strategies and plans by public bodies with a role in relation to natural 

and built heritage will give consideration to the contribution that sustainable tourism can make 

to the protection of heritage assets. 

The Tourism Action Plan 2019-2021  

The Tourism Action Plan specifically relates to ongoing collaboration and partnership between Fáilte 

Ireland and the NPWS to optimise their assets for the benefit of tourism.  



 

 

• Fáilte Ireland will continue to work with other state agencies such as the OPW and NPWS, through 

strategic partnership agreements, to optimise their assets for the benefit of tourists and maximise 

the potential contribution of their respective work programmes to the development of the 

tourism sector. 

The Programme for Government 2020 – Our Shared Future 

The current Programme for Government has identified the need to develop and strengthen Ireland’s 

image as an outdoor activity holiday destination to the domestic and international markets.   

Tourism Recovery Plan 2020-2023 

• Establish a co-ordination body to oversee a consistent approach to the investment in and 

operation, management and marketing of Ireland’s state owned natural, cultural and heritage 

assets.  

• As part of the development of the proposed National Outdoor Recreation Strategy Government 

should introduce new measures to facilitate access to public and private lands.  

Rural Development Policy 2021-2025 “Our Rural Future”  

The recently launched Rural Development Policy calls out tourism as being integral to the national 

recovery from Covid 19 and in supporting job creation through the utilisation and promotion of our 

heritage sites particularly in rural areas. 

• Our UNESCO Geoparks and Geoheritage sites and National Parks, provide a blueprint for further 

development of tourism offerings in rural areas. 

• Develop a Dark Skies Strategy for Ireland, with a focus on the opportunities it can create 

for rural communities and employment creation. 

Protected Areas & Sensitive Landscapes 

Nature based tourism is a large and growing component of international tourism.  Protected areas 

worldwide attract 8 billion visitors annually and are estimated to contribute in the region of $600 

billion annually to local economies2.   

Protected areas have a pivotal role to play, not only to ensure that nature is protected for the future, 

but also for people to experience and be educated about nature.  Recreation can be a major ecosystem 

service and can contribute to conservation and wildlife protection, by providing a funding stream 

(Schagner et al, 2016). However, recreation has to be balanced with the importance of protecting 

biodiversity and it is well recognised that poorly managed high footfall can potentially have an impact 

on habitats important for wildlife.  

Research undertaken across 11 protected sites in Norway’s Alpine North Environmental Zone shows 

that site level management tends to confine visitors to established routes thereby minimizing the 

proliferation of visitor impacts in protected areas.  Marked trails and visitor parking resulted in less 

dispersion of visitors outside of these areas.3  In the case of the Hohe Tauern National Park in Austria, 

 
2 Balmford A, Green JMH, Anderson M, Beresford J, Huang C, Naidoo R, et al. (2015) Walk on the Wild Side: Estimating the Global 

Magnitude of Visits to Protected Areas. PLoS Biol 13(2): e1002074. doi:10.1371/journal.pbio.1002074 

 
3 Role of site management in influencing visitor use along trails in multiple alpine protected areas in Norway, Journal of Outdoor 

Recreation & Tourism, Volume 22, June 2018. 

 



 

 

“the approach of the Park is to encourage visitation in certain areas (hotspots) by provision of very 

good services and hiking on well-managed, long-established trails, so as to remove the likelihood of 

visitors wandering into fragile and sensitive areas. Staff have found that without a trail, people wander 

in all directions, but if there is a clear and unmistakable path, nearly all stick to it.”4 

In 2017, Fáilte Ireland conducted consumer research5 to evaluate and rank the appeal of a wide range 

of holiday experiences that would be compelling for international visitors.  A total of 94 concepts were 

tested across 5 markets.  Nature based concepts tested very highly with the Ireland’s National Parks 

concept ranked in the Top 10.  In particular, the National Parks concept was ranked highly for GB & 

German visitors, with other nature-based concepts most notably Walking & Hiking ranking highly 

across all core markets.   

 

Interdependencies of Tourism & Natural Heritage 

For the purposes of this submission, Fáilte Ireland has identified a number of key enablers of how 

tourism and the NPWS can align and collaborate to deliver economic and social benefits to rural 

Ireland while simultaneously ensuring the ongoing conservation and management of our natural 

assets and protected areas. 

1. Tourism as a Key Economic Driver at National, Regional and Local Level 

2. Synergies between Natural Heritage and Tourism  

3. Access to Ireland’s Natural Heritage  

 

 

1. Tourism as a Key Economic Engine at National, Regional & Local Level 

 

• A flourishing tourism industry is vital for Ireland’s economic well-being and future growth. It also 

shapes our image and attractiveness as a great place to live, work and invest. On a global scale the 

tourism sector has huge potential for Ireland.  The UNWTO estimates that worldwide international 

tourist arrivals (overnight visitors) increased 6% to 1.4 billion in 2018, clearly above the 3.7% 

growth registered in the global economy.  The growth of tourism in recent years confirms that the 

sector is today one of the most powerful drivers of economic growth and development (UNWTO, 

2019).   

 

• Expenditure by tourists visiting Ireland was estimated to be worth €5.6billion in 2019.  Total 

tourism expenditure in 2019 was estimated to be €9.5billion with the tourism industry accounted 

for 3.9% of all tax revenue. 

 

• In 2019, it is estimated (past Fáilte Ireland surveys of businesses and CAO data) that tourism 

supports sector supports 260,000 jobs.  In many rural and peripheral counties where Ireland’s 

National Parks are located tourism accounts for up to 20% of all jobs.  Every €1M of tourist 

expenditure helps to support 27 tourism jobs.  Every 1,000 tourists that visits Ireland supports the 

creation of 20 jobs in the tourism industry. 

 

 
4 European Models of Good Practice in Protected Areas Hugh Synge, 2004 
5 Kantar Millward Brown - Tourism Innovation Screener  



 

 

• Ireland’s natural heritage provides wide community benefits but also brings a real value and 

economic dividend to many parts of Ireland where otherwise no economic activity would be 

viable.  

 

• Ireland’s National Parks and Nature Reserves are part of the economic engine that drives local 

economies due to visitors coming to the areas requiring accommodation and other facilities. The 

Parks and Reserves showcase some of Ireland’s most beautiful landscapes and provide visitors 

with quality opportunities for being active in nature.   

 

• Ireland has seen solid recent growth in outdoor recreation with the number of visitors 

walking/hiking growing exponentially since 2012.  In 2019, just under 4 million overseas tourists 

participated in walking/hiking as part of their Ireland holiday experience while 46% of domestic 

holidaymakers participated in walking/ hiking as part of their holiday experience.   

 

The table below shows the potential economic and social gains from sustainably increasing visitor 
numbers to Ireland’s collection of National Parks. 
 
Growth Scenarios & Economic Return 
 

% Increase in Visitor Numbers 25% 50% 100% 

Local Economic Revenue €54.8M €109.5M €219.0M 

Local Job Creation 1,478 2,957 5,913 

Exchequer Return (Tax Take) €12.6M €25.2M €50.4M 

Assumptions: 

• Baseline of 3 million annual visits (as per TIMP) 

• 50:50 mix between Domestic & Overseas Visitors 

• Typical Spend Per Day Values 
  
 
2. Synergies between Natural Heritage & Tourism 

• Across the world the development of National Parks has been a proven tool for place-making, 

transforming once declining regional communities into areas of vibrant economic activity.  This is 

achieved by creating distinctiveness and establishing a uniqueness of place through the utilisation 

of natural assets and the maximisation of potential. 

 

• The development of strong linkages between our National Parks and Nature Reserves and 

neighbouring communities will ensure that socio economic benefits will accrue to host 

communities. 

 

3. Access to Ireland’s Natural Heritage 

• Fáilte Ireland’s research continually shows that a key motivator for international visitors to choose 

Ireland as a holiday destination is to experience our landscape, our heritage and our culture and 

access to these is imperative to support a vibrant and thriving tourism sector.  

 

• Latest international trends indicate that today’s visitors want much more than passive 

engagement – they want to connect with the place, its culture and, most of all, with its people. 

Rather than just be passive consumers, they want to experience it all, to immerse themselves in 

dramatic and wild landscape and be surprised by nature and the uniqueness of our natural 



 

 

heritage, wildlife, flora & fauna which can be found in abundance in our National Parks & Nature 

Reserves.   

 

• In 2019, 96% of overseas holidaymakers to Ireland were satisfied with our beautiful scenery, while 

91% expressed high levels of satisfaction with our natural unspoilt environment. 6 

 

• Ireland’s state lands offer significant opportunities for visitors to engage with our natural 

landscapes.  To this end, Fáilte Ireland has developed a number of strategic partnerships with state 

landowners to enhance the visitor experience through the upgrade of existing experiences and 

trails, the development of new nature-based visitor experiences in line with international best 

practice and consumer needs and the establishment of improved and enhanced visitor 

management measures to mitigate against negative impacts on our natural landscapes.  

 

 

Strategic Partnership btw Fáilte Ireland and the NPWS 

• Fáilte Ireland’s tourism investment strategy “Tourism Development & Innovation: A Strategy for 

Investment 2016-2022” identifies strategic partnerships with key state bodies with responsibility 

& custodianship of the states key natural and built assets as having a strategic role to play in 

tourism with untapped potential to unlock access to the countryside and water, and historic 

cultural assets. 

 

• In 2016, Fáilte Ireland established a Strategic Partnership7 with the National Parks & Wildlife 

Service (NPWS) under delegated authority from the Minister for Culture, Heritage & Gaeltacht 

with the over- arching objective of improving the quality and scale of the visitor experience to 

allow Ireland’s National Parks compete internationally as a compelling world class visitor 

experience while maintaining a balance between conservation and recreation. The Partnership 

agreement with NPWS is for the period of the investment strategy 2016-2022.  To date, 

investment of €4.5M has been awarded to 4 projects under the Partnership.   

 

• Prior to the establishment of the Strategic Partnership, the Fáilte Ireland Authority awarded 

€5.2M towards the restoration of Killarney House and Gardens as the visitor hub and gateway for 

Killarney National Park. 

 

• Key to the scope of the Partnership Agreement is enhancing the visitor experience and the 

development and promotion of the trails network for the purpose of increasing sustainable 

tourism through Public Amenity Access.  An additional objective of the Partnership is to leverage 

the collective value of the network of the National Parks as a whole, in particular along the Wild 

Atlantic Way where five of the six Parks are located.   

 

• At the outset of the Partnership a number of immediate challenges were identified in particular 

congestion and poor visitor management at many Parks as well as a lack of a unique proposition 

for the individual Parks.  A number of projects were awarded investment grant aid under the 

Partnership to identify solutions to address these challenges. 

 
6 Fáilte Ireland’s Tourism Experience Port Survey 2019 
7 As part of Fáilte Ireland’s Tourism Investment Strategy 2016-2022, a number of strategic partnerships were developed with State Bodies 
that have a significant role to play in tourism. 



 

 

1. Tourism Interpretative Masterplan 

The development of a Tourism Interpretation Masterplan to put in place a framework to deliver world 

class sustainable visitor experiences at the six National Parks & Coole Park Nature Reserve.  The 

Masterplan “Experiencing the Wild Heart of Ireland” was completed and launched in 2018 and sets 

out a framework to guide the sustainable development of enhanced visitor experiences and visitor 

facilities across the network of National Parks and at Coole Park Nature Reserve.   

The delivery of the Masterplan requires capital investment in the region of €100M - €120M across 

the six National Parks & Coole Park for new visitor centres, new and upgraded trail developments, 

new and enhanced recreation interventions, arts in the park education initiatives and the design and 

implementation of new branding and signage schemes.  

 

The plan conservatively estimates that the six National Parks & Coole Park Nature Reserve require 

341.5 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 if the Tourism Interpretative 

Masterplan.    

Project Status:  The Masterplan was launched in 2018 and formed the basis of a successful RRDF 

application in 2019.  This funding has kick started the implementation of the Masterplan. 

 

2. Connemara National Park   

A feasibility study was commissioned to explore linkages to Kylemore Abbey, to identify additional 

access points to the Park and new trail developments to spread the visitor load away from the 

honeypot trails at Letterfrack.   

In 2018, the Fáilte Ireland Authority awarded investment of €1.9M to develop a new trail (The Lime 

Kiln Trail) and access point to Connemara National Park at Mweelin.  The project also includes new 

visitor facilities (car parking, toilets and a play area at the Mweelin site in addition to the upgrade and 

enhancement of trails at the Letterfrack).  

Project Status:   Planning permission for this projected was granted by Galway County Council on 

March 26th, 2021. 

Next Steps:  Progress the project to detailed design and construction. 

 

3. Wild Nephin National Park 

A scoping study to explore cycle & walking linages from the Western Way to Wild Nephin National 

Park was commissioned.  The study identified a 56km cycling and walking trail linking the Wild Atlantic 

Way in the South at Newport to the Wild Atlantic Way at Ballycastle in North Mayo on the Ceide Coast.  

The project was awarded €2.1M investment by the Fáilte Ireland Authority in 2018.   

Project Status:  The project has encountered lengthy delays owing to land ownership difficulties. A 

number of reroute options are being considered but have been delayed due to the Covid 19 

restrictions. 

 

4. Glenveagh National Park 



 

 

 

Under the Partnership a Visitor Experience and Management Plan was commissioned to identify 

solutions to address congestion at peak times, improve the trail network to spread visitors around the 

Park and encourage more outdoor and nature seekers and improve the visitor experience and visitor 

management at the Castle. 

 

Project Status:  The Visitor Experience & Management Plan has been completed and the SEA is 

currently at public consultation stage.  The final report is due in April 2021. 

Next Steps:  Planning permission to be lodged for Phase 1 in Q2, 2021.  It is proposed that a joint 

application will be made to a future RRDF Category 1 call to deliver Phase 1 of this project. 

 

5. Wicklow Mountains National Park  

The partnership identified the need for the provision of a re-alignment and re-routing of trails in the 

Wicklow Mountains National Park to spread the visitor load across the Park and reduce congestion 

in Glendalough & Laragh. 

Project Status:  Given the ongoing challenges with traffic congestion on the approach to Glendalough 

and parking challenges in Glendalough itself, coupled with safety & security challenges in the existing 

car park facilities, it was agreed to commission a holistic Masterplan before addressing individual 

problems. Fáilte Ireland in collaboration with the NPWS, OPW, National Monuments and Wicklow 

County Council commissioned a Visitor Experience & Orientation Masterplan for Glendalough and 

Wicklow Mountains National Park.  This project is currently in development with the Masterplan due 

for completion in Q3, 2021.   

Next Steps:  This Masterplan will inform future capital investment in visitor experiences and visitor 

management for Glendalough and the Wicklow Mountains National Park. 

 

6. Rural Regeneration & Development Fund 

 

• Fáilte Ireland co-created an application with the NPWS to the inaugural call under the Rural 

Regeneration & Development Fund in 2018.  The objective of the application was to secure 

funding to kick start the delivery of the Tourism Interpretative Masterplan. The application was 

successful and a total of €7,175,000 was awarded across Category 1 & Category 2 to deliver 30 

projects across the portfolio of National Parks and Nature Reserves.   Fáilte Ireland is an equal 

funding partner with the NPWS on these investments.   

 

RRDF Category 1 Projects 

A total of 18 projects across both National Parks and Nature Reserves were awarded Category 1 

funding.  In addition to trail upgrades and visitor enhancements at key sites the following projects 

were specifically called out in the TIMP. 

The provision of electric buses at Glenveagh National Park 

Project Status: The electric buses are in situ and available for use when Covid 19 restrictions are 

relaxed and it is appropriate 



 

 

The installation of Visitor Counters across all Parks and some Nature Reserves 

Project Status: Visitor Counters have been installed across all Parks and in a number of Nature 

Reserves.  This will provide relevant and timely information to support better Visitor Management. 

New Branding & Signage (including interpretation and way finding) for all Parks.  

Project Status: New contemporary Brand Guidelines and Toolkit have been developed for all National 

Parks and new Welcome signs will be in situ for the 2021 season (subject to Covid 19 restrictions being 

relaxed). This will be followed by the roll out of the Way Finding and new Interpretation. 

 

RRDF Category 2 Projects 

11 projects were awarded Category 2 funding to undertake feasibility studies and designs for a number 

of new and upgraded Visitor Centres, new trails developments and new visitor experiences.  Key 

projects identified in the TIMP include: 

Visitor Centre designs for Connemara, Wicklow & Coole Park 

Project Status: The Connemara & Wicklow Visitor Centre projects are on hold pending the approval 

of planning permission for the new trail development at Connemara NP and the outcome and 

recommendation from the Visitor Experience and Orientation Masterplan for Glendalough. 

Feasibility Study for properties in Corofin, Co Clare (Burren National Park) 

Project Status: This project formed the basis of a joint tender with Clare County Council and is 

currently going through the tender process to procure consultants to undertake this work.   

Dark Skies Planetarium & Observatory Design at Wild Nephin 

Project Status: A lot of preliminary work has been undertaken including optimal site location(s) and 

scope of requirements for the buildings.  Project ready to go to design stage later in 2021.   

 

Part II:  Response to Key Questions posed in the Review Guidelines 

The guidelines for submissions to the review has requested observations under the below headings: 

1. The current Role, Remit, Constraints & Performance of the NPWS 

2. Recommendations on the Future Role, Mandate & Remit of the NPWS 

 

1.1 Current Role & Remit of the NPWS 
 

• National Parks are an internationally recognised and valuable brand which consumers understand 

and are seen as places where visitors can enjoy direct and free access to the landscape.  

 

• Fáilte Ireland acknowledges and recognises the role and excellent work of the NPWS in the 

conservation and preservation of our natural landscapes which positively contributes to the 

appeal of Ireland as a tourist destination.  The conservation and preservation of our protected 



 

 

landscapes contributes significantly to Ireland’s appeal as a destination with ‘beautiful scenery’ 

and a ‘natural & unspoilt environment’. 

 

• Ireland has an enviable resource with 6 IUCN Category II National Parks and a portfolio of 80 

Nature Reserves spread across the country.  However, the resourcing of the NPWS over the last 

decade has challenged the optimal management of these natural heritage resources to realise 

their economic and societal potential. 

 

• The Terms of Reference for this review clearly calls out the mandate of the National Parks & 

Wildlife Service to “preserve, protect and present our Natural Heritage.”  In particular, Fáilte 

Ireland welcomes that the review stipulates for “not only nature conservation and enforcement 

of wildlife legislation, but also in terms of development and presentation of our National Parks, 

Nature Reserves and restored peatlands, including their amenity use”. 

 

1.2 Future Role, Remit & Mandate of the NPWS 
 

• Our world class National Parks are capable of delivering more than nature conservation and 

habitat protection.  They have all the raw materials and with the appropriate interventions and 

investment have the potential to become not only world class visitor experiences but economic 

engines for rural Ireland whilst still ensuring that our natural heritage is protected and 

safeguarded for future generations. 

 

• Tourism infrastructure has a key role to play in safeguarding protected areas in regulating visitor 

numbers, streamlining visitors, informing and educating visitors to behave in an appropriate way 

and to raise their awareness and understanding of natural heritage. The review needs to give due 

consideration to striking a balance between the current mandate of “conserve, protect & manage” 

our natural heritage and amplify the “present” element of natural heritage to be more explicit in 

terms of the role of sustainable tourism and local recreation and the associated positive economic 

and societal benefits as a support to local communities, regional economic development and 

sustainable employment. 

 

• The IUCN definition of a National Park specifically includes reference to the inclusion of 

“recreational and visitor opportunities”.  A heightened focus on recreation and visitor 

opportunities to support economic activity in local communities and towns and the associated 

societal benefits to rural Ireland needs to be specifically and explicitly included in the future remit 

and mandate of the NPWS.   

 

2.1 Current Constraints & Performance of the NPWS 

• Visitors arriving at Ireland’s National Parks can experience the most wonderful landscape and 

nature but are not always guaranteed to have the National Park experience they may already be 

familiar with from their own country or other travels.  

 

• The equivocal recognition of local recreation and tourism in the role and remit of the NPWS has 

been a   barrier to securing the necessary resources to support the Parks & Nature Reserves deliver 

world class visitor experiences and realise the economic and social contribution of tourism to the 



 

 

host communities.  As a result, the quantity, variety, and investment in the visitor experience at 

Ireland’s National Parks lags behind our competitors and other best in class destinations.  

 

• The “present” component of the NPWS current mandate does not widely translate to be inclusive 

of tourism and this ambiguity is one of the barriers to date in enhancing the visitor experience and 

offering in our National Parks & Nature Reserves.  

 

• 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 & Nature Reserves.  

 

• The low level of awareness of Ireland’s National Parks in the international tourism market also 

needs to be combated.  At present the National Parks are state assets where tourism potential is 

not being fully realised.  The recommendations of the Tourism Recovery Taskforce call for greater 

sales and marketing support for our heritage and cultural assets.  

 

2.2 Future Opportunities & Performance of the NPWS 

 The Outdoors is playing a key role in the health and wellbeing of people throughout the world during 

the current Covid 19 pandemic.  Early evidence suggests that new habits are being formed and that 

engagement in outdoor activity will be a key part of our lives in the post Covid 19 world.  When 

domestic & international travel resumes, visitors will be looking to avoid traditionally congested and 

overcrowded destinations and will seek out a more balanced and rewarding holiday experience. 

Ireland has an opportunity to take advantage of our natural assets and rural settlements if we make 

the necessary improvements and enhancements to our product offering.  

• If Ireland’s National Parks and Nature Reserves are to offer credible & compelling visitor 

experiences and be able to compete internationally with their counterparts in the US, UK & 

Mainland Europe, this review provides an opportunity for appropriate investment in resources 

both financial and human to be made available to realise this ambition.  

 

• It is the view of Fáilte Ireland that the recommendations of the 2010 Grant Thornton report 

should be revisited under this review: 

(i) the enactment of a National Parks & Wildlife Act to consolidate and strengthen the legal 

mandate of the NPWS in conservation and protection under the EU Directive and in Irish law.  

We believe this should be broadened to specifically and explicitly include the presentation of 

our natural assets for recreation and tourism.  

 

(ii) the provision of a dedicated CEO & board/senior management team with expertise across 

all areas including recreation, visitor management and commercialisation in addition to 

conservation, environmental and biodiversity expertise who would provide direction through 

a strategic plan and business plan linked to multi annual resourcing of defined programmes.   

 

• The accelerated implementation of the Tourism Interpretation Masterplan to step change the 

visitor experience across our National Parks to deliver new sustainable visitor experiences and 

strengthen Ireland’s image and appeal as an outdoor activity holiday destination to domestic and 

international markets.  A commitment to capital investment in the region of €100M and 341.5 full 



 

 

time equivalent staff is required to effect this change which will in turn contribute to Ireland’s 

recovery from Covid 19 and in supporting vibrant communities and job creation in rural areas. 

 

• Fáilte Ireland continues to support the recommendation from the TIMP that each National Park 

requires an up-to-date National Park Management Plan which in addition to addressing the 

conservation and protective mandate of the NPWS also includes individual park specific Visitor 

Management Plans.  These Visitor Management Plans will establish the carrying capacity of each 

site and the framework to deliver unique visitor experiences in each Park.   

 

• Develop the Parks in a manner that continues to build and strengthen linkages to support vibrant 

communities and towns in the hinterland of the Parks and Nature Reserves to ensure that socio 

economic benefits accrue to host communities. 

 

• The development of sustainable visitor experiences and best practice visitor management at 

Ireland’s National Parks & Nature Reserves can make a positive contribution to Ireland attaining 

it’s targets under the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 while simultaneously raising the 

awareness and education of our protected landscapes, wildlife, flora & fauna. 

 

• The ability of the National Parks and Wildlife Service to retain local income generated from 

premium visitor experiences to be reinvested back into the ongoing maintenance and upkeep of 

the Parks & Nature Reserves. 

 

Conclusion 

It is the view of Fáilte Ireland that the future success of Ireland’s National Parks & Nature Reserves 

delivering on the targets outlined in the EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030 and realising their economic 

and social contribution to rural Ireland is contingent on due consideration being given to the 

recommendations outlined in this submission. 

With a growing global international market for outdoor recreation and nature-based visitor 

experiences, there is a real opportunity for Ireland’s National Parks and Nature Reserves to play a 

significant role in Ireland’s recovery from Covid 19.  This review is very timely and provides an 

opportunity for the necessary structures and resources to be made available to the National Parks & 

Wildlife Service to ensure the necessary and appropriate preservation and conservation of our 

protected landscapes & biodiversity and the development of a portfolio of internationally compelling 

sustainable visitor experiences that will support the Government’s vision for vibrant & thriving rural 

communities and position Ireland as a best in class outdoor activity destination.  
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In response to the government announcement of a review of the National Parks and Wildlife Service, 
Fórsa has conducted a survey of our members in NPWS in order the better understand the issues and 
challenges that they face in their workplace. We have used the insight gleaned from the survey 
responses to put together a number of recommendations to the review committee. 

Fórsa welcomes this review and believes that it has the scope to address many of the key concerns of 
our members. Ensuring that the NPWS organisation has the appropriate strategic direction, 
management and resourcing will be key to building an organisation that is attractive to serving and 
future staff. The work of the NPWS has never been more important than it is right now. Ensuring that 
Ireland has an organisation that effectively equips and appropriately recognises its staff will be of 
paramount importance. 

Furthermore, the strategic positioning of the NPWS within the Civil Service landscape should not be 
underrated. In order for NPWS to be best able to secure the resourcing it needs to be the most 
effective that it can be, it needs stability. 

In this document, we outline summaries of the responses of our members on a number of key 
organisational themes. 

Fórsa would welcome an opportunity to meet with the review committee.  

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Governance and Management 

· Defined, unified NPWS corporate management structure required 
· Organisational leadership should have representation of organisational 

specialisations/professions as appropriate 
· Organisational management should have clear resource advocacy lines within the civil service 

landscape 
· NPWS should have appropriate resourcing in the form of funding and staffing 
· Appropriate communications channels should be defined to ensure that there is a consistency 

of information both within the organisation and between the organisation and the media. 
· Given the nature and specialisms involved in the work of the NPWS, an excellent IT 

infrastructure should be developed and maintained 
· Staffing levels and responsibilities should reflect work expectations 
· An NPWS identity needs to be forged in the public mind beyond the role in National Parks 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

Structure 

· Structure at present does not reflect need. The requirement for management oversight and 
appropriate decision making is not reflected in the number of managers currently employed 
nor in the management structure 

· Clear lines of demarcation are needed between the different areas within NPWS so that 
responsibility for an issue is always understood 

· Regional coordination of approaches required 
· Deputy Regional Manager (DRM) layer should be reintroduced to relieve the pressure on the 

layers immediately below and above where the DRM grade used to sit. The work is still there 
even though the grade is not. 

· Clear career progression opportunities absolutely required to retain and motivate staffing. 
This is particularly important given the specialisms that staff have developed.  

· Commitment needs to be given to ensuring that, as a general principal, vacancies are filled on 
a speedy and consistent basis 

· Formalised union/management  engagement for a required (with due regard to the 
Conciliation and Arbitration Scheme) 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

Departmental Goals 

Comments from members in relation to the following Department goal: 

“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." 
 

· Too broad for a single organisation 
· Not possible to achieve properly with current resourcing levels and structure 

 
Generally, it was felt that this Department goal will require refinement for every Heritage area 
including NPWS. We recommend that each area have its own goal in future strategy statements to 
allow for specific focus and targeted resourcing. 
 
 
 
  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Strategic placement within the Civil Service 
 

· Resourcing will continue to be an issue if NPWS continues to be moved between government 
Departments. 

· Stability will be key in order to allow the NPWS organisation build and maintain key 
relationships with line department/Department of Public Expenditure and Reform 

· Successful stable yet quasi-independent Civil Service models should be considered. In 
particular, the Department of Justice is the line department for a number of high profile 
bodies, including: 

o Forensic Science Ireland 
o The Probation Services 
o Health and Safety Authority 

 
The alignment of different areas within Heritage should be thoughtfully considered and modelled for 
best outcomes. It should also be noted that other closely associated areas will have an interest in how 
this develops for NPWS. 

 
  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conservation Ranger 
 
There are a number of roles that have significantly outgrown the relationship to their original pay 
structure. While an industrial relations matter, it is absolutely of paramount importance that the grade 
of Conservation Ranger have a review of the duties of the grade undertaken. Without such a review, 
there will be future implications for recruitment, retention and, on a very basic level, for the 
appropriateness of assigning work to the grade. This is an urgent issue that will need addressing as a 
priority and a recommendation in relation to the most appropriate manner in which such a review 
could take place will be of benefit to the organisation as a whole. 
 
 

Supplementary to our recent discussion, Fórsa notes that it may be appropriate to consider the 
structure of the Conservation Ranger grade.  

The name itself may need to be looked at as it dates from a time when the ranger role was 
predominantly about Wildlife Act enforcement. While that element still exists, it does not reflect the 
specialised nature of the additional duties that have attached to the role since then, including work 
on development applications, conservation designations, enforcement roles emanating from 
national and EU legislation, managing state property, conducting ecological/scientific studies, 
mapping, etc.  

Consideration could therefore be given to turning these roles into what are known as Professional 
and Technical roles within the Civil Service. This would certainly reflect the fact that education 
specialisms are de facto needed in the role and most rangers have a third level qualification, with 
significant numbers having MAs or PhDs.  

Organisations with comparable remits have developed these specialist grades, including Agricultural 
Inspectors, Forest Service Inspectors and Fisheries Officers for example.  

While there may be industrial relations implications to this, it should preclude consideration of the 
matter.  

 

  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
There is a need for a modern, progressive country such as Ireland to make sure that it is doing 
everything it can to ensure that our environment is protected. While members in the NPWS are doing 
all that they can to deliver on this, the current resourcing and structures are preventing them from 
being as effective as they can be. 
 
In order to right this, there is an opportunity to make chances to ensure that NPWS has a coherent 
corporate management and a coherent single voice. 
 
NPWS needs to be strategically positioned within the Civil Service to ensure that it can enjoy the same 
successes that organisations with similar national remits are able to pursue by virtue of their stability. 
Stability allows them to properly advocate for appropriate resources within the Civil Service landscape.  
 
It goes without saying, but a respected workforce is a productive workforce. NPWS staff require an 
appropriate management structure to allow for joined up thinking, appropriate decision making, 
consistency of approach and career progression.  
 
Appropriate resourcing is required to ensure that workloads are also appropriate. 
 
Finally, a review of the nature of the work of the Conservation Ranger as it is today should be 
conducted to ensure that it is appropriate. 
 
 

 

 



 

                                                              

NPWS Service review 02-04-21 

Some points we would like to raise re the National Parks Wildlife Service Review  

1. We would like to see all positions filled at manager and ranger level.  

2. Care of our city environmental areas taking seriously and not just the focus on farming or 

protected areas. For e.g., in the past if we have asked NPWS rangers sometimes for help we have 

been informed it is under city council district and they only have power in protected areas, this 

should not be the case , rangers should be available for all areas where biodiversity is under 

destruction or species being harmed and have the power to act. 

3. Increase in protection for Annex 1 /high biodiversity areas outside of protected areas  and more 

oversight and studies , which will push the argument forward for increased level of protection. 

High biodiversity areas outside of SAC/SPA/NHA do not have the required conservation designation 

for their protection sometimes only classed as open space/park land. 

3 Every district should operate on the same rules and carry out thorough investigations when issues 

arise. 

4. An independent department for Biodiversity and Climate change  which does not have to answer 

to a parent dept such as housing etc… All depts should be answerable tot this dept to ensure 

biodiversity loss and climate change are given the emergency status they require. These issues are 

even more important than the COVID Pandemic as they effect the future of all life on earth. 

5.County/city councils should have ecologists within planning depts , they could feed in  from NPWS 

like heritage officers from Heritage Council and they should have authority to stop development 

which has adverse effects or contravenes policies. Their input should be clearly seen and published 

on planning applications along with heritage depts or other depts which input into them. 

Consistent biodiversity policies , planning should not be granted in protected area or high 

biodiversity if the NPWS decrees it against biodiversity policies and the power for the NPWS to 

intercede where planning has been given incorrectly and not in line with city/county dev plan 

policies or with National Policy. 

More interaction with council on planning always so no derogation of habitats is conceded. 

Mandatory notification to NPWS on all planning applications . 



6. Political decisions should not be allowed to interfere with good science or economic value 

should not be prioritised over destruction of biodiversity in a biodiversity crisis., NPWS need 

to have power to do their job efficiently and with impact. 

 

7.Hedge and Habitat destruction should have on the spot fines if done out of season or 

without adequate permission or under current regulations  whether it is an 

agency/organisation of the state or individual .Increased penalties for repeat offenders. 

  

8. All depts should adhere to the most modern scientific information and outdated practices 

should cease , i.e., river clearance and follow best example from other areas which have used 

green infrastructure and uphill planting to slow the flow of rivers. Flood plains should be 

encouraged to lessen the impact on built up areas where economical costs are much higher 

and impact more people. Any engineering projects that allow negative impact on the future of 

biodiversity habitats and species should be outlawed. 

 

9.Results based payments should be increased in farming which aids and increases 

biodiversity habitats. Complete overhaul of systems that are awarded without a result-based 

system.  

 

10. Users of land who destroy by fires out of season or without permission to light controlled 

fires during permitted season should be prosecuted and fined , payments should be stopped to 

discourage this practice. Land clearance by fires should be discouraged only under guidance 

by fire service where it is a threat to human life. .  

 

11 Higher fines and prosecution for persecution of wildlife such as Birds of  Prey. 

 

12. Mitigation should only be used as a last resource and protection of biodiversity should 

always be the criteria for NPWS in protecting our habitats.  

 

 

 

Your Sincerely  

Caroline Stanley  

Friends of Merlin Woods  

Galway  



National Parks and Wildlife Services Review 
Submission Dublin West Green Party 

We were disappointed that the Program for Government (PfG) only committed to “...review  
the  remit,  status  and funding  of  the  National  Parks  and  Wildlife  Service  (NPWS)..". 
The under-resourcing and structural issues which have inhibited the NPWS from delivering 
on its mandate are well documented and long-discussed, for example in The Grant Thornton 
Report "Organisational Review of the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS)" from 
2010 and in the Green Party's own “Protection of Nature Policy”. 

Completion of a review 1 year after the formation of Government, and TORs which envisage 
a ".. prioritised Action Plan to implement these measures over 3-5 years" feels like much too 
relaxed a pace given the Biodiversity Emergency that we face.   

Suggestion 1 - Timeline: Set a much more ambitious timetable for completion of the action 
plan that emerges. Major transformation programs in industry are on 12-18 month timelines. 

Suggestion 2 – Independent Footing: The lack of executive leadership, and independent 
voice, was called out in the 2010 report. The “Moderate Change Option” in that report called 
for appointment of a full time CEO. On the option of making the NPWS an independent 
agency, the report says “we cannot identify a convincing case that the Agency option would 
provide the NPWS with any concrete benefits over and above those of a well managed unit 
within the DoEHLG…we believe that the Agency option might be considered, at a later date”. 
Our observations on this are: 

● The time for “moderate change” is long passed given our biodiversity emergency
● There are no grounds for having confidence that the NPWS can be a “a well

managed unit within” a government department into the future. Past governments
have de-funded the NPWS, and shunted it around different departments. It would be
naïve to think that future governments will not do the same.

Therefore the requirement to give the NPWS an independent footing seems clear. The 
existing Green Party policy document proposes that we “..integrate the work of the NPWS 
with that of the Environmental Protection Agency”. If this approach can short-cut some of the 
complexities and overhead of creating a new agency, then this seems like a good idea. 

Suggestion 3 – Funding: We suggest that an objective mechanism is put in place to 
determine the funding level of the NPWS into the future (so that funding cannot be slashed 
by future governments). This could be via a benchmarking mechanism with peer 
organisations in other countries (e.g. US Parks Service has $4bn budget in a country of 
~330 million people. Equivalent ~$60m per annum for Ireland should be the floor). 

Suggestion 4 - Advocacy / Education / Outreach – raising the profile of nature and the 
biodiversity crises in the public consciousness, including through the media. Enabling 
citizens to directly experience and learn about nature. Driving programs of education and 
awareness across society e.g. politicians, business leaders, industry groups, students. 
Community initiatives are doing small conservation/restoration projects in their local 
areas/workplaces around the country. With the right focus and resources, NPWS could take 
a lead in templating and scaling out these initiatives nationally. 



Suggestion 5 – Nature Reserve Expansion: (1) There are small farms for sale all over 
Ireland at relatively low cost (see illustrative link [link removed] to 33 acres of what looks
like very ecologically valuable land near Lough Corrib for €200K). We suggest that a fund be 
created to enable the NPWS to acquire holdings like this to create a patchwork of nature 
reserves. Increasing the size of our national parks can also have the benefit of increasing 
biodiversity (which is among the lowest in Europe) and our forestry cover. Funding 
mechanisms beyond direct government support can be explored, e.g. crowd-funding, sale of 
carbon credit certs [link removed], European Investment Bank [link removed] support. (2)
The “Coillte Nature” construct seems to overlap with what the NPWS should be doing. 
Coillte is the largest land owner in the state with ~450K hectares. Obviously Coillte is an 
independent company but we suggest we explore a way to bring their unviable holdings 
under the remit of the body best placed to do nature restoration (NPWS)   

Suggestion 6 - Wildlife Crime Unit: Wildlife crime is considered one of the largest area of 
criminal activity in the world (after only drug trafficking, counterfeiting and human trafficking). 
The establishment of a dedicated wildlife crime unit as proposed by Minister Noonan in 2020 
would be key to protecting Ireland's birds and wildlife. 

Suggestion 7 – Community: There is a huge community of people in Ireland who love 
nature and want to contribute - the eNGOs are small and don’t have the resources to do 
things at scale. Local Authorities across Ireland facilitate and empower communities such as 
environmental groups and Tidy Towns groups through the Pride of Place Network. The 
NPWS should look for ways to harness this community, e.g. teams of volunteers to clear 
rhododendron from National Parks. 

Suggestion 8 – Measuring Success: We suggest that KPIs be established for the NPWS 
that focus everyone’s mind on the important stuff. Success should be countable and 
observable on the ground – it is measured in hectares, and number of species, and volume 
of biomass, and increasing numbers of plants, trees, microbes, fungi, insects, animals, birds, 
fish, etc.  We are aware that the NPWS is way behind on creating management plans for 
Parks/SAC’s. Catching up on this backlog is important, but we should have an institutional 
culture where the value of any activity is questioned if it is going to result in nothing more 
than a piece of paper. 

Suggestion 9 - Sharing Expertise Across Government: There is large existing funding 
flowing through Dept of Ag specifically targeting Biodiversity, e.g. GLAS scheme (c. 100M), 
M12 Natura 2000 payments (c.40M). It's well documented that these are not delivering the 
intended biodiversity results on the ground. Since this is the single biggest tranche of 
biodiversity related funding in the budget, we think the review should consider what role the 
NPWS might be able to play in deploying expertise to improve the performance of these 
programs (e.g. defining criteria, auditing outcomes). 

Suggestion 10 – Profile / Brand: In some countries, the National Parks Service is a much 
respected, even treasured institution, such as US Parks Service. Custodians of national 
treasures like Yellowstone and Yosemite. In Ireland, sadly, the NPWS barely exists in the 
public awareness and our National Parks tend to (in writers opinion) be very poor in 
biodiversity and over-run with commercial sheep farming and/or uncontrolled deer 
populations and/or Rhododendron. Can we not aspire to something better? At least one 
flagship National Park that we can all cherish, managed by a recognisable and respected 
independent agency.  



About Us  

The Limerick branch of the Green Party is a group that covers the city and county of 
Limerick. We welcome this consultation on the National Parks and Wildlife Service, and we 
look forward to the redevelopment of this body as a vital tool in the ability of the 
government to tackle the biodiversity crisis that Ireland is experiencing. The Programme for 
Government committed to “review the remit, status, and funding of the NPWS” and we are 
happy to see this commitment adhered to via this consultation.  

We have structured our submission around the questions asked by the survey, that is, our 
views on the role, remit, constraints, and performance of the NPWS as it is, and our 
recommendations on the future role, mandate, and remit of the NPWS as it will be.  

Comment on the Current Role, Remit, Constraints, and Performance of the NPWS As Is  

The NPWS is the state’s chief body charged with safeguarding Ireland’s biodiversity. It is 
Ireland’s only ‘nature conservation agency’. It is responsible for implementing the National 
Biodiversity Action Plan, enforcing the Wildlife Act, and managing protected areas. It is also 
intended as a cross-cutting body which advises government departments on their policy 
impacts in these areas, and it is also expected of the NPWS that it encourages education 
among the general population in these areas. This is a large brief.  

The NPWS is not currently structured in a way that can manage these responsibilities 
effectively. It is not currently structured as a single body or agency. There is no leader of 
the entity that is the NPWS, apart from the Minister within the Department of Housing, 
Local Government, and Heritage. It is unable to function as an independent watchdog, and 
is subject to the political needs of any particular administration.  

The NPWS is not funded in a way that it can currently carry out these responsibilities. The 
state body which is responsible for tackling our biodiversity crisis receives less funding than 
greyhound racing.  

The NPWS is severely understaffed. It is not able to carry out monitoring of Special Areas of 
Conservation (SAC), nor is it able to enforce legislation when they are destroyed. In many 
cases the NPWS does not have the functionality to even be aware of when an SAC has 
been interfered with.  

The NPWS has no presence in media discourse. There are no spokespeople, and no 
participation in the national media conversation about these vitally important issues.  

The NPWS does not have a wide enough remit to tackle the true scale of the biodiversity 
crisis in Ireland. There are too few SACs. Habitat degradation is happening on a much 
wider scale than can be addressed within their current remit.  

Our Recommendations on the Future Role, Mandate, and Remit of the NPWS  

An analysis of funding requirements needs to be carried out before the NPWS is allocated 
funding; this has not been done to date and the budget needs to be informed by evidence 
and best practice.  

The NPWS should be an independent agency, with a remit for independent oversight, and a 
leadership structure that reflects that.  



The NPWS should be a visible agency, with active participation in media conversations 
about these issues, and with visible presence in SACs and ‘on the ground’ around the 
country via appropriate branding. The NPWS website and social media should be a source 
of information and education for the public, as well as being a repository for articles on best 
practice and guidelines.  

The NPWS should be treated as a cross-cutting body within the structure of government 
departments, where it can be a source of consultation and expertise, and can inform 
decisions made in other areas of legislation. Outside of central government, the NPWS 
should engage with local authorities, and with other state agencies such as An Bord 
Pleanála, specifically in relation to habitat monitoring and planning decisions.  

The NPWS should be empowered with enforcement legislation, and have a unit within it to 
address this specific role.  

The geographical remit of the NPWS should be widened to encompass more than current 
SACs or SPAs. Habitat degradation is happening across many different types of landscape, 
and this needs to be acknowledged and addressed. This should go hand in hand with the 
expansion of the SAC and SPA list to many more areas of natural heritage, giving them 
legal status and protection.  

Ends  

 



Green Party Research Group: Summary Submission on NPWS review 

March 2021 
 

 

The review of the NPWs include stakeholder consultation which requests input in the following 
format. 

· your views on the role, remit, constraints and performance of NPWS (As Is) 
· Recommendations on the future role, mandate and remit of NPWS (To be). 

The following views and recommendations flow from a considered analysis of two member experts  
of the Green Party Policy Group on Biodiversity and the Protection of Nature. This summary should 
be read in conjunction with the two documents prepared and signed by Dr Declan Doogue and Dr 
Lorraine Benson. 

 

1. Structure of the NPWS is not commensurate with the task of protecting nature in 
Ireland.  

 

Recommendation: The NPWS should be established as an independent Agency. Its is currently a 
reporting Division in a government Department. The NPWS must be independent in the exercise of its 
functions without interference. 

 

2. Staffing is inadequate 
 

Recommendation: The numbers, expertise and renumeration of staff should be brought into line with 
best international practice  

 

3. Legal Powers are inadequate 
 

Recommendation: Powers of enforcement should be upgraded and specified in law and an 
enforcement unit established within the new Agency  

 

4. Responsibilities are narrow and cannot achieve good outcomes for the environment 
 

Recommendation: the focus on SACs and SPAs is necessary but not sufficient to protect the loss of 
habitats and species in Ireland. Responsibilities should be expanded to address habitat degradation. 

 



 

 

5. Legal protection of national parks and NHA do not exist 
 

Recommendation: New primary or secondary legislation should be introduced to give national parks 
and National Heritage Areas legal status and protection 

 

6. NPWs is invisible as a voice for Nature 
 

Recommendation: The new NPWS Agency should be empowered to speak for nature similar to the 
State’s Chief Scientific Advisor 

 

7. NPWS is invisible as an advocate for nature in planning matters at Local Authority and 
APB level 

 

Recommendation: NPWS should have the authority and the duty to engage with Local Authorities and 
An Bord Pleanala on planning matters 

 

8. The roles and responsibilities of the NPWS and other Agencies (e.g. EPA, Inland 
Fisheries, Local Authorities, Government Departments and semi-state bodies) in 
response to the stated biodiversity emergency is confusing and lacks  coherence 

 

Recommendation: In parallel to the establishment of the new independent Agency, a White Paper 
should be published by Government indicating the ambition and direction of policy on the 
environment.  

 

9. Location and status of historic data such as Flora Protection Orders is not clear 
 

Recommendation: NPWS should work with Local Authorities to ensure that data on habitats and 
species are maintained and available in the context of planning decisions and county and local 
development plans.  

 

10. The NPWS website is obtuse 
 

Recommendation:  Upgrade the NPWS website to make it more accessible 

 

Ends 



NPWS Consultation  

Submission  
 

 

Lorraine Benson 

Introduction 

 

1. From the United Nations1 to private Insurance Companies2, the impact and cost of 
biodiversity loss has been calculated with disturbing predictions, results and analysis. 
In September this year, at the United Nations Summit on Biodiversity, world leaders 
pledged to make bold environmental actions a central focus of the post pandemic 
economic recovery.  

 

2. In Ireland compliance with EU legislation on Habitats and Birds and the enforcement 
of the legislation to protect habitats species has been chronically weak, under 
resourced and underfunded. Furthermore, the failure to manage our river basins 
under the Water Framework Directive has resulted in a serial decline in the high status 
we once had for our rivers, lakes and estuaries.   Quite clearly, our institutions and 
agencies charged with responsibility for our environment are not delivering on our 
environmental objectives. To understand why this is so we examine policy coherence, 
performance and capacity.   
 

 

Programme for Government 

3. The Green Party has long pushed for strong and concrete action for Biodiversity across 
a range of areas.   One of the 10 Pillars of Irelands Programme for Government 2020, 
is the Green New Deal and the actions and elements on Natural Heritage and 
Biodiversity are as follows ; 

  

• Progress the establishment of a Citizens’ Assembly on Biodiversity.  

• Promote biodiversity initiatives across primary, postprimary and third-level sectors, and 
ensure that schools, colleges, and universities across the country play an active role in 
providing areas to promote biodiversity.  

                                                           
1 [link removed] 
2 [link removed] 



• 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 

• Ensure that all local authorities have a sufficient number of biodiversity and heritage officers 
among their staff complement.  

• Support biodiversity data collection. (the National Biodiversity Data Centre3) 

 • Publish a new National Pollinator Plan and encourage public bodies to promote and protect 
biodiversity. 

 • Review the protection (including enforcement of relevant legislation) of our natural 
heritage, including hedgerows, native woodland, and wetlands. 

 • Develop a new National Invasive Species Management Plan.  

• Coordinate the actions in the Programme for Government regarding peatlands to maximise 
the benefits for biodiversity. 

 • Introduce policies on supports for urban biodiversity and tree planting. 

 • Encourage and support local authorities to reduce the use of pesticides in public areas.  

• Continue to implement the third National Biodiversity Action Plan 2017-2021 and build on 
the commitments made at the first National Biodiversity Conference.  

• Support local nature groups and local authorities to work in partnership on local biodiversity 
projects. 

 • Continue to raise awareness of biodiversity through initiatives like the Annual Biodiversity 
Awards Scheme 

• Build on the success of the UNESCO Dublin Bay Biosphere and achieve further UNESCO 
designations for Irish sites, including the Lough Allen region.  

• Appoint Education Liaison Officers in each of our National Parks to work with schools across 
the country, to promote the importance of biodiversity and the natural world, and to involve 
pupils in the work that goes on in our National Parks. 

 

 

Policy coherence and enforcement 

4.  The actions outlined in the programme for Government represent a start: there are 
many more inter-linking policies, agencies and actions that have a critical bearing on 
our environment. These include water, peatlands, agriculture, energy and other 
utilities, planning, infrastructure, housing, commercial and industrial development. 
There are systemic weakness in how we protect the environment in Ireland: absence 
of coherence and joint purpose is evident in the absence of environmental regulation 

                                                           
3 [link removed] 



and planning control. To address this now in the context of the NPWS review process 
we recommend that the review report should; 

 

· map out the cross-cutting mandated and interactions between the  NPWS, 
EPA, Local Authorities,  Government Departments,  Gardai, Irish Water, 
Coillte, Bord na Mona, NBDC, An Taisce and other NGOs in order to identify 
the gaps and failings in policy coherence. 

· Return the enforcement role in the protection of wildlife to the NPWS. 
Currently the NPWS has no powers to enforce the legislation for which it is 
responsible. 

· Examine the adequacy of legislation to protect the environment over and 
above the requirements under EU legislation.  It is remarkable that our 
National Parks have no status under law and therefore no framework for 
their protection 
 

 

Policy performance – why are we failing 

5. A growing body of scientific research has shown4  that half of the planet must be kept 
in a natural state to address the dual crises of climate change and biodiversity loss, 
with an interim goal of a minimum of 30 per cent protection by 2030. In January 2021 
Ireland joined a new coalition at the One Planet Summit with a commitment to 
designate 30% of our territory for conservation and biodiversity. The EU has backed 
up this target with its EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030.5  

 

6. The CSO (Central Statistics Office) report, Environmental Indicators 2020, states that 
Ireland has the third lowest proportion of total land area in the EU28 designated as 
terrestrial Special Protected Areas under the EU Birds Directive, and the eight lowest 
proportion of total land area designated as terrestrial Special Areas of Conservation 
under the EU Habitats Directive, at 6.1% and 13.1% respectively. The 30% target will 
not be reached without the creation of new habitats such as national parks.  
 
 

7. Ireland’s legislative framework is the same or similar to that of other EU countries. EU 
legislation and the European Court of Justice is the guarantor and final abitur for the 
protection of the environment. Where Ireland differs from other EU countries is in the 
structure, resourcing and mandate of the organisations charged with implementing 
and enforcing the legislation.  

                                                           
4 [link removed] 
5 [link removed] 



 

8. The legislative framework, structure and mandate of the organisations and agencies 
charged with managing and rebuilding biodiversity in Ireland are critically important 
for the effective delivery of their services.  It is therefore important to critically 
evaluate the effectiveness of our institutional infrastructure in protecting the 
environment and for the delivery of the biodiversity mandate.  
 
· We recommend that the review should list and document Ireland performance 

over past 20 years on key environmental metrics (water quality, habitats, 
species, ) and discuss why have we failed. 

· The review should recommend that a White Paper on the Protection of the 
Environment should be drafted in 2021 anchored on a firm statement for policy 
coherence and enforcement of legislation.  

 

Policy Capacity - Structure 

9. In 2010, an organisational review of the NPWS conducted on behalf of the Department 
( by Grant Thornton) concluded that the organisation should have a CEO and a 
substantial increase in staffing.  This report was not acted on.  Instead the NPWS 
suffered further reductions in its staffing complement and funding.  We believe that 
an independent organisation with a CEO, a Board of Directors and Directorates 
responsible for compliance, enforcement, conservation, research and advocacy would 
more effectively serve the objectives or protecting the environment.  What we are 
clearly lacking is a Voice for Nature.  According the international re-insurance firm 
Swiss Re, over half (55%) of global GDP, equal to USD 41.7 trillion 1, is dependent on 
high-functioning biodiversity and ecosystem services.  Valuing nature is no just longer 
“nice to have” ; it is vital to our economy and the health of our people.  For this reason 
it is important that the NPWS CEO should be renumerated and have a status similar 
to Ireland’s major commercial  semi- state bodies. 
 
We therefore recommend that the review should  

· revisit the 2010 review and examine international examples of good practice 
including per capita funding and governance structures for agencies with a 
remit similar to the NPWS.  

· draft outline legislation to establish a new Agency independent of the 
Minister/ Department and answerable to the Oireachtas and structured to 
deliver a strong voice for nature.  

 Lorraine Benson 

Ends. 

 

 



2 April 2021 

NPWS, and its role in Arresting the Decline of the Native Flora and its Habitats. 

 

Declan Doogue. 

   

Preamble 

 

The following comments are formulated in the context of the recent precipitous decline in the 
quality and extent of semi-natural habit and its included species, in the Republic of Ireland.  Our 
state is willing to support, in words, various initiatives relating to the protection of global diversity.  
However Irish naturalists with long memories and in-depth familiarity with the body of historical 
biogeographical evidence, can attest to the floristic consequences of the conversion of sites of 
former high nature value to areas of intensive fodder production for livestock, for conifer 
afforestation and urban/suburban developments.  This spatial assignment has been achieved by 
many large-scale landscape transformations, usually promoted and conducted at the behest of state 
agencies.   Although legal and financial instruments have been enacted under various environmental 
schemes, the reality is that NPWS has been unable to prevent this degree of habitat destruction, 
nationally or locally.  The traditional factors driving this decline are well rehearsed (intensification of 
agricultural production, pollution, eutrophication, drainage and grant-harvesting).  To these must 
now be added factors such as the promotion of tidy towns initiatives, the sowing of so-called wild 
flower seed mixtures in public areas, and other populist initiatives driven by private interests 
exploiting the current atmosphere of good feeling towards nature.   Whether these media-driven 
initiatives have any scientific validity requires close scrutiny, as does the funding sources propelling 
these actions.  

 

These processes converge to create a new type of urban-based nature appreciation of species that 
are well adapted to the urban environment but which is anything but indicative of the character and 
interest of the natural environment and its included components.  The proliferation of ill-directed 
funding streams, the willingness of those who avail of these supports, coupled with enthusiasm and 
goodwill  on the part of well-intentioned members of the general public to engage with nature on 
these contrived terms, has resulted in a down-graded vision of true natural habitats and an 
appreciation of the complexity of the factors necessary to maintain their naturally-occurring suite of 
characteristic species.  In their confluence, these processes currently contribute to the development 
of a cultural acceptance of cosmetic wildlife gardening masquerading as meaningful actions which 
only serve to obfuscate the geographical and ecological significance of the occurrence of rare species 
in their natural habitats.   

 

Increasing urbanisation and sub-urbanisation has resulted in a profound disconnect between the 
general public and the habitats which formerly supported most of our rare and biogeographically 
significant species.  It could be safely argued that the vast majority of Irish people have never 
encountered species on the Flora Protection Order (FPO) list and are unacquainted with the dynamic 
interactions between these key species and their habitats.  Maintaining the in-situ conservation 



status of these rare species is not easy.  The (very) easy alternative option is to maintain common 
unthreatened colourful short-lived species in ex-situ situations.  In the case of genuinely rare species 
with very strictly-defined habitat requirements, maintaining them in an ex-situ situation has some 
merit, even though their parent sites may be degraded to the extent that the unusual growth 
conditions which they require will never return.  Rare species are rare because the habitat 
conditions which they require are themselves rare.   

 

The scientific staff and the field force of NPWS are well aware of these issues.  Whether their 
experience, knowledge, insights and commitment are respected and reciprocated by senior NPWS 
management and their direct government superiors and advisors within the public service is another 
matter.  Whatever the case may be, it calls into question whether the usual excuses (lack of 
funding), problems (lack of legal powers) and administrative constraints (lack of political sympathy) 
are valid.  If the appropriate political permissions and encouragement are lacking, then individual 
expert scientists within the service are rendered unable to function effectively. There is a profound 
difference between doing the job and getting the job done. This dichotomy of intent and 
achievement requires further examination at government policy level.  On one hand there are the 
usual governmental expressions of good intent, which manifest at a financial level with various 
strings of funding for largely symbolic gestures.  On the other hand there are few successful actions 
relating to the protection of  FPO species and their habitats, despite the advice of the scientific staff 
of NPWS.  

 

Irrespective of whichever arguments are invoked, there is considerable scope to deploy more 
effectively the efforts of NPWS within its existing legal and financial framework.  Ultimately, the 
effectiveness of any suite of actions can be judged by outcome.  If the target species/habitats (the 
rare and challenged ones) can be shown to have benefited by some intervention then these actions 
need to be examined in order generate similar successes elsewhere.  If they have not succeeded, 
that too must be considered as part of the learning process.  The Wildlife Act has existed since 1976.  
This interval is more than sufficient to have learned what is worth learning in the interim. 

 

The conservation-minded public is well aware that the capacity of NPWS has been greatly 
constrained by the reduction of funding, with consequent repercussions on the effectiveness of the 
service to discharge its conservation remit.  This failure, particularly in relation to the protection of 
species (and their supporting habitats) listed under the Flora Protection Order, is very evident.  The 
many official outputs, relating mainly to the SAC network, are concerned with addressing the value 
of Irish sites in a European context.  At this stage some adjustment is necessary to consider Irish sites 
in an Irish context.  Although these two perspectives are related in some circumstances, they are not 
necessarily conceptually sympatric. The scheme of restrained reportage adopted has the advantage 
of forestalling legal action and subsequent embarrassment against the Republic of Ireland, but does 
nothing to protect the undesignated sites and FPO species living beyond the Natura 2000 network. 

 

I outline a number of circumstances in which actions can be put in place by NPWS without undue 
difficulty or cost implications.  These ultimately entail a re-direction of effort, using the 



administrative resources of the state, coupled with the intelligence of the Irish people to protect the 
remnants of our natural environment.   

 

 

 

 

Issue 1. 

 

The non-transfer, at a formal executive level of data held by NPWS relating to the occurrence of FPO 
species to the relevant planning authorities.   

 

The consequence of this inaction is that relevant site information relating to the species listed in the 
Flora Protection Orders remains unincorporated into County Development Plans, Local Area Plans 
etc.  The extent and value of the data holdings at Local Authority (LA) level and the capacity of the 
local authorities to introduce this material into the county and local development plans can be 
ascertained initially by establishing the exact nature of the present-day information holdings relating 
to FPO species within each LA and ascertaining by direct inspection and interview the capacity of 
each authority to retrieve and access this information either through GIS information transfer or 
direct inspection of the relevant documentary communications by NPWS from the pre-digital era, 
and/or by consideration of properly archived submissions from independent experts. (It appears that 
significant paper copies of maps and other material of archival importance is often scrapped by 
individuals within LAs).  

 

Once this has been ascertained, the position can be assessed and be partly rectified by posting 
formal notarised paper copies of the relevant material as held by NPWS and its consultancies to the 
Chief Planning Officer of each Local Authority.  This action does not require advanced integrated GIS 
systems whose use and purposeful application is demonstrably not a priority in many parts of the 
planning process.  Instead the matter can be addressed using paper maps and digital images, 
initially, and installing an appropriate flagging system which becomes activated when a planning 
application is received at LA level.  This can then progress to a dialogue between the planner and the 
applicant and lead to a meaningful involvement and purposeful engagement by NPWS where this is 
clearly necessary.  Why these data and associated reports, many of which were created many 
decades ago by contracted ecologists, have not been forwarded to the appropriate parties remains a 
mystery.  The Archaeological Survey of Ireland adopted a similar method forty years ago when its 
sites of interest were clearly indicated on the 6” :1 :mile maps of the time.  The suspicion endures 
that these ecological reports and related and relevant materials have not been conveyed to the 
appropriate officers within the Local Authorities and for subsequent inclusion in instruments such as 
County development Plans, for reasons other than administrative inefficiency. 

 

Issue 2 



 

The non-transfer, at executive level, of significant data held by NPWS relating to the occurrence of 
Flora Protection Order species to their own staff members.   

 

The immediate consequence of this failure to act effectively is that the NPWS field force, composed 
mainly of highly motivated conservation rangers, is not appraised of the whereabouts of key legally-
protected species.  Instead many are engaged in unimportant exercises, monitoring species that are 
not endangered and/or performing monitoring exercises from which relevant supportive remedial 
actions will not result. More disturbingly, it appears that conservation rangers are not empowered 
or permitted to lodge planning objections at local level.  It is reported that these objections must 
progress through a head office management system.  As a result, in the time-frame available (usually 
5 weeks) meaningful preventative actions are effectively forestalled.  An individual with a 
mechanical digger can cause a significant wetland and its intimately associated wetland species, to 
be drained in a matter of days.   When acts of this nature come to the notice of the local ranger, in 
relation to legally protected elements (sites or species) an immediate and effective response by 
NPWS at local level is necessary, by injunction or otherwise.   

 

Issue 3 

 

Engagement with the NGO sector on planning matters 

 

It is often the case that NPWS scientific staff and the field force find themselves under pressure or 
attack from concerned NGOs and independent researchers, usually within the context of planning 
applications.  In this situation and when alerted, NPWS is in a strong position to request further 
information when the relevant planning application is under consideration.  This gives NPWS staff 
the opportunity to examine the application in greater detail, particularly in relation to its impact on 
FPO species and designated sites. More importantly, it gives NPWS the opportunity to examine the 
competence of the various ecological consultants and the ethical character of the companies which 
employ them indirectly as part of the EIA process.  It also provides opportunity for NPWS to engage 
formally or otherwise with NGOs and/or local and national experts.  The on-going non-appearance of 
NPWS scientific staff at oral hearings of An Bord Pleanala (ABP) and the scarcity of meaningful 
submissions even in the course of routine planning applications ensure that the level of official 
endorsement and supportive commentary from NPWS to the genuine submissions, objections and 
observations by knowledgeable experts, is not forthcoming or withheld.   

 

Consequently the applicant developers and their hired commercial consultants achieve a clear run 
through the statutory planning process, knowing that in most cases the objections of local 
campaigners (working out of their own meagre resources) will remain unsupported or ignored.  
Supportive actions of this nature by NPWS need not be expensive or resource-intensive, since the 
main field research can be conducted by local objectors.  What appears to be lacking is mobilised 
capacity on  



the part of NPWS to support genuine altruistic conservationists and willingness to place its 
considerable legal and technical resources at the disposal of those who are immediately concerned 
with and are in a position to take the appropriate initiatives to compel  the planning process operate 
as it is intended to.  The same reservations apply to other aspects of planning – for example where 
significant vigorous NPWS intervention (not just mild observation or muted comment) is required in 
situations where licences are required by various authorities to address matters such as 
afforestation or drainage and other significant actions affecting the conservation status of high 
quality natural habitat.  In these circumstances preliminary ecological statements (often tokenistic) 
may have been prepared by the applicant/developer but remain unchallenged by NPWS.   

  

The immediate lack is of a clear mechanism where members of the public, NGOs and others can 
convey rapidly and effectively their concerns, insights, objections, alerts and submissions on any 
given issue, such as a planning application, to the appropriate NPWS field officers and Head Officer.  
A situation currently exists where individuals and NGO activists can be prevented from entering onto 
sites (by physical or legal barrier) when attempting to ascertain the competence and veracity of the 
ecological reports provided as part of the planning application in indicating the true nature of the 
site and contextualise its significance in a broader landscape setting.  This, in effect, creates a 
situation where the applicant/developer can control the flow of information, unchallenged at pre-
planning level.  However, NPWS staff, working in conjunction with genuine conservationists, can use 
the authority of their office to attend and gain access to such sites, and inter alia interact with local 
interests.  

 

A more disturbing contingency concerns situations where individual independent researchers who 
alert NPWS to certain infringements of the FPO are subjected to legal action as a result of the 
disclosure of identity information by NPWS to the aggrieved applicant.  This circumstance requires 
the creation of a legally-binding form of indemnity to protect the notifying party from civil action by 
such developers. 

 

Issue 4 

 

Information Technology and the difficulty in using the NPWS web sites.  

 

Good quality verifiable data is an essential pre-requisite for any successful conservation initiative.  
The considerable body of distributional data, particularly of the Irish flora, has in part been secured, 
but much knowledge and basic records for rare and threatened species remains untapped and 
consequently un-deployed. 

An immediate necessity is to establish where the officially statutorily accepted “top copy” of the 
data set resides, who validates the contents and how it to be disseminated.  This requires dealing 
directly with the local county experts such as the BSBI vice-county recorders who constitute the 
backbone and driving force of botanical recording in Ireland.  By extending the spirit of this, and by 
organising on a properly constituted basis, it should be possible to obtain competent commentary 
on various planning applications by the appropriate local recorders and national experts.  This is not 



the case and the manner in which NPWS head office management relates to submissions from local 
experts falls far short of its expressed conservation remit. 

 

 

Even if members of the general public can navigate to the appropriate point, the information is 
presented in such a geographically imprecise manner that it is unusable at any critical level.  It is 
possible, for a small number of well-informed people, to access some of these data at a finer level of 
resolution, but most of the significant content (as distinct from lists of species names couched in the 
language of administrative ecologists) is in effect, unavailable. One of the persistent limitations of 
the present system relates to the on-going practice of assigning topographically correct but 
unfamiliar names to designated sites. This obfuscation impacts when members of the general public 
and others attempt to locate information/content relating to sites with well-known names (see 
Bruse Hill, Cavan or Kilmichael Point, Wicklow).  By providing and displaying supplementary place 
names, as the are depicted on the Discovery Series of Ordnance Survey maps, this difficulty can be 
circumvented to some extent.  Although local persons will be familiar with local names, this will not 
apply to visitors who will not know the local names.  Either way, a clear simple information pathway 
(visual an otherwise)  is necessary that will enable the general public and others to report both to 
the local ranger and head office on any incidents of importance (transgressions of the Wildlife Act, 
occurrence reports of rare species) which may come to their attention. 

 

 

At present, successful proactive engagement with the general public and the body of genuinely 
involved biological recorders is minimal.  It would be far better if NPWS and those concerned with 
the protection of habitat and endangered species (NGOs and expert individuals) should operate in 
constructive tandem.  It is often overlooked that the overwhelming body of biogeographical data 
relating to the distribution of flora in Ireland has been and continues to be contributed by members 
of the general public, - often national experts operating in a pro-bono capacity.  These individuals 
have been operating in the belief that the results of their private and privately-funded expertise and  
research will result in enhanced conservation action.  The validity of this contention remains to be 
ascertained and is the subject of a separate investigation.   These occurrence and distribution data 
form the backdrop against which the significance of the presence of any individual species can be 
evaluated and acted upon – either by inclusion in the prevailing version of the FPO or by providing 
contextual material indicating the presence or condition of significant habitat types.   The ongoing 
failure to acknowledge the historical provenance of the data included within the Natura 2000 listings 
and the failure to display in a prominent manner the most significant elements in each site report 
makes it difficult for biological recorders and concerned local naturalists to deploy the content 
constructively.  

 

Indeed, conservationists have difficulty in understanding the position adopted by NPWS in relation 
to the mobilisation of the experience and in-depth knowledge of the national experts, who mostly 
now operate in a pro-bono capacity.   The current model, in which private tendering companies are 
contracted to garner and harvest data and prepare reports on behalf of NPWS is both expensive and 
bypasses the expertise available at local level and held by Irish botanists with an intimate on-going 



familiarity with many sites..  One of the ironies of this adopted model is that sub-contracted persons 
(ecologists), engaged by these pro-development companies frequently contact local experts for data 
and insights which they themselves are demonstrably unable to generate.  There is a convenient 
symmetry here, where the applicant/developer can submit a planning application in the comfortable 
knowledge that the Local Authority does not have sufficient in-house expertise to interrogate the 
submission and set it against the corrections provided by the objectors and furthermore is unwilling 
or unable to procure expert perspectives from local naturalists.  Even where these discussions occur, 
however informally, they are usually at the behest of dedicated LA officers, but not those with 
sufficient executive powers to make a difference.  The outcome of this is that local conservationists 
are unable to engage at a meaningful level with the relevant executive planners, and their concerns 
are not endorsed or strengthened by vigorous support from NPWS Head Office.  There is a need 
here to establish priorities.  Many objections are ether vexatious or NIMBYist, generated by parties 
who are motivated by concerns other than the protection of habitat and rare species, though 
sometimes the interests of all parties are shared.   

 

 

 

 

Issue 5  

 

The Inventory of sites 

 

The inventory, selection and designation of Natura 2000 sites recognised the importance of these 
areas within the European context.  Many other sites of comparable character, though smaller, were 
never included in the initial selection.  These include pNHAs, but many other sites exist, however 
precariously, containing significant species of rare flora, and are as yet not included in any official 
register.  The pNHA sites continue to be degraded and many no longer enjoy favourable 
conservation status.  As a result many other previously unacknowledged sites (at any level) now 
need to be promoted since the initial sites are lost or have slipped to unfavourable conservation 
status level. 

 

The content of the reports for many of the designated SAC sites and the site reports for others need 
constructive input from local botanical recorders.  These accounts are formulated in the context of a 
very structured administrative system of reportage and fail to convey the deeper content, context 
and importance of the sites.  To address this matter it is desirable to interact with the relevant local 
experts rather than using contracted ecologists who are required to report on other matters relating 
to formal site diagnosis.  While the state is required to prepare these reports to a particular formula 
to ensure compatibility with similar output of other member states, there is a compelling need to 
prepare individual site reports, written in a non-formulaic manner, intelligible to concerned and 
interested members of the general public.  Such productions could include sections dealing with the 
rarer species on each site, detailing the biogeographical and ecological significance of  the 
occurrence of the included species and the significance of each site in broader contexts.  These 



accounts could also include explanations of aspects of habitat management and contain instructions 
on how to access further content and activate protection measures (contact e-mails, phone 
numbers) when required. 

 

An ongoing related matter concerns the wider dependence  by NPWS on private companies to 
prepare ecological reports on various issues when the knowledge and skill sets already reside within 
the greater NPWS community and/or the national experts.  This creates a distance between the 
body of official knowledge, separate from the data procured by contracted ecologists and very 
distinct from the body of historical knowledge and current content held by (usually) the BSBI county 
recorder. As a result, a discontinuity of responsibility prevails for the competent diagnosis and 
prognosis of conservation-related matters for each site.  It would be far more effective if NPWS 
could see a way to engage on a parity-of -esteem basis with the national and local experts with 
agreed objectives and scheduled delivery of real-world conservation actions.  Otherwise the current 
wave of goodwill towards the protection of the natural environment will be squandered as existing 
sites continue to deteriorate. In the meantime for many genuine conservationists the knowledge 
that their expertise and commitment is to be put to good purpose is sufficient reward. 

 

 

 

 

 

Issue 6 

 

The failure of NPWS to interact supportively when objections are lodged by other expert parties to 
state bodies, by indicating the veracity of the matters raised by these third parties.  

 

This is particularly the case in relation to decisions of Local Authorities and An Bord Pleanala, where 
the capacity of these bodies is evidently deficient in matters of habitat conservation.  More 
blatantly, the same deficiency prevails in addressing and challenging the actions, positions and 
promotions of other governmental or public-funded bodies such as Teagasc, the Department of  
Agriculture, the Department of Finance, and the various quasi-environmental schemes funded 
and/or operated by these and other bodies.  There are very generous funding streams in place to 
encourage low-level and largely cosmetic exercises in agri-environmental projects with very low 
expectations and little prospect of enduring meaningful outcome.  The real losses, through habitat 
degradation, dewatering, eutrophication, and the cleansing of urban habitats are not acknowledged.  
Instead of this, engagement, where it happens, usually revolves around the designated sites.  These 
supportive actions do not address the issue of loss of habitat for rare species in their equally-rare 
habitats, but instead engender a belief that these actions provide appropriate and meaningful 
recompense for wide-scale profound habitat destruction. There is little point in funding the 
protection of species that are not threatened.   

 



 

However the real stumbling-block, at least within Ireland, is the manner in which An Bord Pleanala 
arrives at its decisions on matters relating to habitat and species protection.  Naturalists are working, 
mainly in a voluntary capacity, to prepare appeals to APB.  This is even more the case recently in 
view of the “fast track” mechanism which is increasingly deployed in areas which lack formal 
designation but which contain species of considerable interest and rarity.   NPWS needs to ascertain 
the competence of the ecologist(s) working within the ABP as well as to gain insights into the in-
house culture of this body in relation to matters relating to legally-protected habitats and species, 
and to then use its powers to query and challenge the decisions of the board.  It might also procure 
legal opinion for the benefit of the general public, to encourage the use of the planning appeals 
system to ascertain whether the EIA/EIS components of the developer/applicant’s submissions and 
those of the objectors are valid.   In extreme instances of failure by ABP to resolve issues correctly, 
there may be a case where NPWS might take ABP to task at an extra-Ireland level, in terms of its 
decision making, particularly in relation to Nature 2000 sites.  This measure would require 
considerable support from Irish naturalists and environmentalists, but if not remedied soon there 
will be very little remaining to protect in the Irish landscape. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Issue 7 

 

SACs/ Natura 2000 sites 

 

The various directives and transpositions into Irish law have concentrated discussion on the status 
and qualifying interest of individual sites as part of the Natura 2000 initiative.  Instruments such as 
Appropriate Assessment exist, but their meaningful deployment and competent interpretation by 
the various planning authorities is seldom subjected to scrutiny.  Instead the applicant/developer, 
through its hired ecologists, puts forward a case based on content supplied by NPWS, usually where 
the ecologist and/or planner enters a declaration in which they contend that the proposed 
development will have a negligible impact on the designated sites.  NPWS is in an ideal position to 
contradict their contentions, in view of the fact that NPWS itself is the author of the materials made 
available to the applicant. This creates a situation where the applicant/developer and its hired 
ecologist in effect becomes judge and jury secure in the comfortable knowledge that NPWS will 



usually not intervene – even though the basic framework of knowledge is already in place. There is a 
familiar outcome- usually where the ecologist emphasises the low conservation significance of the 
site (on the basis that it not designated) and then proceeds to set the subsequent discussion in 
relation to the (usually unaffected) AA sites, but ignoring the immediate effects of the proposed 
development on the footprint of the site and/or on the consequences of the development on the 
immediate hinterland.  Many pages of planning applications are composed mainly of downloads 
from publicly-available NPWS files.  Individual objectors, presented with this material may be 
impressed initially, but those who know enough usually know better. 

 

 

First Steps 

 

The above comments are intended to raise some of the issues of which I have direct experience.  I 
propose that a review of the cost of maintaining NPWS (salaries, operating costs, contracted 
expertise) to ascertain how much actual protective and sustainable benefit has accrued, particularly 
in view of the condition and conservation of the appropriate qualifying interests, be conducted.  
While funding may be an issue, there is the separate matter of whether the efforts of the scientific 
staff of NPWS and the network of conservation rangers are being put to good purpose.  This requires 
a dialogue between The State and those in a position to make useful comment. 

 

As a first step and in order to assess the effectiveness of NPWS, I suggest that a supervisory body of 
the main Irish biological recorders, working in a pro bono capacity, be established to overview the 
effectiveness of the NPWS in its present condition and to communicate the benefits of its knowledge 
and experience to the relevant statutory authorities (not only NPWS).  Such a body would operate in 
an advisory capacity but would have access to all relevant documents and digital content relating to 
habitat protection within the NPWS sphere of operation. 

 

 

 

 



 

   Groundwork  
C/O Trevor Halpin 

[personal information removed] 
 

 

Introduction 

This submission is offered on behalf of Groundwork Conservation Volunteers, a volunteer body who 
in the period from 1981 to 2009 worked closely with NPWS on the removal of invasive 
Rhododendron ponticum from the Western Oakwoods of Killarney National Park (KNP) and 
maintaining these woods in ‘clear’ status. 

“Groundwork (a voluntary conservation organisation) workcamps have been very successful in dealing with 
rhododendron. Their clearly defined strategies and extremely well co-ordinated work programme has resulted 

in a significant proportion of the formerly infested oakwoods in the Park being maintained free of 
rhododendron. Most of this work has been carried out in the more inaccessible woodlands on the western side 

of the National Park.” 

From Killarney National Park Management Plan 2005 – 2009 

From 2010 to 2014 Groundwork submitted proposals for continuing the maintenance of the 
Western Oakwoods clear of flowering rhododendron; these were not accepted by NPWS.   These 
woods have now reverted to infested status (as defined in Irish Wildlife Manual No.33) with a 
resulting deterioration of the Annex 1 habitat.  Since workcamps ended in 2009 we have had 
ongoing engagement with NPWS including extensive evidence of deterioration of the Annex I habitat 
which is the subject of an open complaint to the European Commission CHAP(2017) 2563. 

Our most recent report on this deterioration, which includes a comprehensive compilation of 
evidence over the period 2013 to 2019, can be viewed at the following link:  

[link removed] 

Our submission will focus on those key areas where we have direct experience of the structure, 
resourcing and management of NPWS.  While most of our direct experience relates to the 
management and conservation status of Killarney National Park, our observations have more 
widespread relevance to the overall structure and management of our country’s National Parks and 
to NPWS as a whole. 

 

Management Structure and Scientific Oversight 

All of our National Parks in Ireland are designated under the IUCN Guidelines as Category II National 
Parks “designated to protect the ecological integrity of one or more ecosystems for present and 
future generations”. IUCN guidelines state that for National Parks “Ownership and management 
should normally be by the highest competent authority of the nation having jurisdiction over it”.  

One of the main issues with the structure of NPWS is that while there are many highly competent 
scientific staff within the organisation who are equipped with the knowledge and experience to 
manage our natural parks for the protection of biodiversity, these staff are not involved in key 
management decisions and quite often appear to be unaware of when or how decisions have been 



reached.  It seems that the qualified and competent NPWS scientists are producing guidelines and 
documents on nature conservation that are then abandoned or never implemented by the civil 
servants actually making the decisions.  Some examples of this lack of scientific oversight within the 
organisation are as follows: 

· Key conservation strategies published in the Killarney National Plan 2005 to 2009 including a 
schedule of sections of the Western Oakwoods due to receive Rhododendron maintenance 
by Groundwork were abandoned by KNP management with no apparent consultation or 
scientific rationale. Having spoken to both scientific staff and managers, no justification for 
this action has been given. 

· Many of the strategies for Rhododendron management published by NPWS in Irish Wildlife 
Manual No. 33 (2008), in particular the adherence to systematic clearance and a zero 
tolerance approach to rhododendron, were abandoned in KNP in favour of unscientific, and 
constantly changing, new management approaches much of which never underwent 
scientific trial. This is despite NPWS scientists continuing to recommend the Irish Wildlife 
Manual as the recommended approach to Rhododendron management. Again, no 
justification for this action has been given. 

· When detailed evidence of a deterioration of the Annex I habitat was presented by 
Groundwork, NPWS management failed to address the evidence but simply resorted to 
blanket denials in the media, in the Dáil and to the European Commission.  Individual 
members of NPWS Scientific staff including NPWS Head of Science & Biodiversity Dr Ciaran 
O’Keeffe and NPWS Reginal Ecologist Dr Jervis Good have stated on the record that they do 
not dispute the evidence and that the present management system is not working.  The 
evidence of deterioration has been corroborated by independent scientists, yet the official 
NPWS position remains that Rhododendron is being successfully managed in KNP. 

The inclusion of the phrase “development and presentation of our National Parks, Nature Reserves 
and restored peatlands, including their amenity use” in the terms of reference of the review is 
worrying as it is abundantly evident in Killarney that the development, presentation and amenity use 
has to date been given a far higher priority than nature conservation and this trend needs to be 
reversed rather than reinforced. 

“Natural heritage cannot be appreciated by future generations unless it is effectively conserved in the 
meantime. Therefore, if any conflict arises between different objectives, nature conservation will be 

treated as the over-riding one under this plan.” 

From Killarney National Park Management Plan 2005 – 2009 

 

Budgets and Financial Accountability 

There is no doubt that NPWS is chronically underfunded and that the aim of conserving and 
protecting our natural heritage can only be properly achieved if this aim is taken seriously by 
government and that the body tasked with achieving it is properly funded. However, an increase in 
funding will achieve nothing if the serious structural and management issues within the organisation 
are not tackled first.   

Our experience with financial matters within NPWS is restricted to Rhododendron management in 
Killarney National Park, but it should be noted that with all of the budget cuts to NPWS in recent 
years, the Rhododendron budget in KNP has actually increased as has the level of Rhododendron 



infestation in the Western Oakwoods. Also given the lack of structure and accountability evident 
from our dealings with NPWS management it seems unlikely that the following examples of poor 
judgement with regard to the allocation of funds are isolated incidents: 

· With all of the cuts in NPWS funding in recent years, the Rhododendron budget in Killarney 
National Park has actually increased. Despite this increase in funding, the area that can be 
classified as clear of Rhododendron has gone from c.350 Ha in 2006 to zero. 

· Over the course of 29 years Groundwork volunteers cleared and maintained c. 350 Ha of the 
infested Oakwoods of KNP. By 2006 c.350 Ha of the previously infested Western Oakwoods 
of KNP were being maintained completely free of flowering Rhododendron. Groundwork 
worked autonomously to a high standard and produced detailed work plans, maps and 
reports for submission to NPWS. Up to 2005, NPWS management were extremely satisfied 
with the effectiveness of the work. As the volunteers were led at all times by experienced 
trained leaders there was no need for direct supervision of volunteers by park staff. The cost 
to NPWS of feeding, transporting and housing these volunteers was a maximum of €20,000 
per annum. Had this work been allowed to continue, these c.350 Ha, including some of the 
most difficult and inaccessible areas of the park, could have been maintained free of 
flowering Rhododendron with an average of 6 weeks of workcamps per year and a cost of 
€40 per hectare. From 2010 on NPWS refused to allow these volunteers to continue the 
maintenance of the western woods with the result that the woods have reverted to infested 
status.  

· Since Groundwork left the park, other volunteers have worked on Rhododendron clearance 
under supervision of park staff and a dedicated Rhododendron manager employed under 
contract to NPWS.  The estimated cost for this maintenance was given by NPWS as €500,000 
which works out as a cost of €250 per hectare for the 2000 Ha they claim are under “active 
management” (a meaningless term with no scientific rationale) and currently 0 Ha are being 
maintained free of flowering Rhododendron. 

“Any area that has not been systematically checked within the last 10 years cannot be classified as clear of 
rhododendron” 

From Irish Wildlife Manual No 33 

Conclusion 

As this submission and our answers to the Stakeholder survey are necessarily brief, we have not 
been able to add evidence of any of our assertions, but we have on file our own maps, reports and 
correspondence with NPWS as well as extensive information obtained under AIE legislation, and we 
would be happy to share any of this information with the Chairs of the Review in order to back up 
our statements and assist with identifying some of the “structural, resource based or other” issues 
which need to be addressed. 

 

 



Sladagh, 

Fethard, 

Co Tipperary 

Submission from Hedgerows Ireland to National Parks and Wildlife Service Review. 

Professor Jane Stout, 

Trinity College, 

Dublin 2 

25th March 2021     

 

Dear Professor Stout, 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to submit our views and experiences to this important review. 

 

Hedgerows Ireland (previously ‘Save our Hedgerows’) is a relatively new environmental campaign 
group which came about in response to the unnecessary removal of many kilometres of native 
hedgerow by Irish Rail in Tipperary. On behalf of our group I corresponded with you on this matter in 
January 2020 in relation to IR’s failure to comply with the All Ireland Pollinator Plan. 

In view of the failure of Irish Rail to carry out any environmental screening before removing 
hedgerows we made repeated written representations to the NPWS on the matter. Our emails were 
either unanswered, or, after a number of reminders dealt with in a wholly unsatisfactory fashion. 
When an NPWS Ranger finally investigated the matter we were not furnished with a copy of his 
report. We were finally offered a verbal apology by the Divisional Manager, Southern Region for the 
manner in which our complaint was dealt with in February of this year at a virtual meeting attended 
by Minister Malcolm Noonan. As yet, no acknowledgement of the requirement to carry out a 
screening assessment prior to removing many kilometres  of hedgerow has been made and the matter 
of Irish Rail’s hedgerow removal policy when replacing fencing remains unresolved so far as 
Hedgerows Ireland is concerned. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Our group has a national reach and since its inception our members have been in receipt of many 
messages from the public which relate to the NPWS. We have also received information directly from 
NPWS staff, typically frontline, who have conveyed information to us confidentially. Key themes 
which have emerged are the following: 

· Lack of Ranger staff, and failure to replace vacancies when they arise. 

· As a result poor morale and ‘burnout’. 



· Currently there are no Rangers in Tipperary North and South, Waterford and, North Cork, 
West and North Kerry astounding and disgraceful situation which has already contributed to 
unfettered environmental destruction in these counties in recent weeks especially. We have 
informed Minister Malcolm Noonan of this. 

· Lack of support for Rangers by middle and higher management. 

· Allegations of investigations failing to reach conviction stage due to either lack of support by 
management or more active intervention allowing alleged perpetrators to escape punishment. 

 

Our own interest in the welfare of hedgerows has led to the ‘discovery’ that there is no specific legal 
protection for hedgerow corridors. The Wildlife Act 1976 confers indirect protection only in the 
nesting season, and as noted above, this is greatly constrained by NPWS staffing and management 
issues. Nor is the situation helped by lack of legal clarity around such terms as ‘uncultivated land’ and 
‘the ordinary course’ of agriculture and forestry. In addition, the penalties attracted by hedgerow 
removal convictions are derisory. 

A further concern is that EIA submissions to the DAFM under ‘restructuring’ applications are almost 
100% approved by officials in Johnstown Castle, and that NPWS involvement in these ‘decisions’ is 
ad hoc and rarely occurs due primarily to a lack of referrals from DAFM.   

The result of all the above is that net hedgerow removal in Ireland continues apace despite the known 
biodiversity and climate benefits of these precious resources. Truly a disgrace. 

Hedgerows Ireland have had recent meetings in February of this year with Ministers of State Malcolm 
Noonan and Pippa Hackett on the matters of hedgerow protection and incentivisation. We have made 
a number of recommendations to the Ministers. These include the following extract: 

 

· New legislation in the form of an amendment to the Wildlife Act is 
urgently required to specifically protect hedgerows. This to be drafted so 
as to be clear and enforceable. We propose that this would make the 
destruction of all hedgerows above 50m an offence unless approved by 
the NPWS. 

·  All applications to DAFM for restructuring work under the EIA 
(Agriculture) Regulations to come under NPWS scrutiny prior to 
approval. Clear criteria for hedgerow removal vs retention to be drawn 
up. Consideration of local landscape and biodiversity to be included in all 
cases. Current regulations which include permission to remove up to 
500m of hedgerow without screening and up to 4km of hedgerow without 
automatic EIA to be scrapped with revised lower limits and criteria 
adopted. 

·  A properly staffed, managed and resourced NPWS with a full 
complement of field rangers and ecologists. (recent funding announcement 
welcomed by our group.) 



· Currently Section 70 of Roads Act is not consistent with Birds Directive and needs 
review. NPWS to engage with the relevant Government Department to ensure 
this review takes place.  

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------  

 

Recommendations for NPWS Review: 

 

1. Our group would like to see urgent action to address NPWS management dysfunction and 
resource/ staffing shortfalls. However we would emphasize that without system change, 
proper accountability and the replacement of underperforming managers, the enhanced 
resourcing and creation/filling of District Conservation Officer posts, while an essential 
matter in its own right, will have limited impact. 

2. In the interim, while awaiting the results of this Review, Hedgerows Ireland are requesting 
that robust measures are implemented with immediate effect to safeguard our natural heritage. 

 Our group is currently receiving very credible reports from around the country that alleged 
breaches of the Wildlife Act and other legislation are on the increase and that this is directly 
due to the lack of District Conservation Officers allied to an unpreparedness by the Gardai to 
exercise their role under Section 72 of the Act to investigate reports from the public.We are 
strongly recommending that NPWS staff from other departments be deployed to cover 
vacancies during this period, and that official guidance, and where necessary training is 
provided to Gardai to remind them of their role in such cases. The public should be given 
clear advice in this regard also so that the ‘zero tolerance’ policy towards wildlife crime 
recently advertised by the Minister of State becomes a reality. 

3. We also recommend that two Garda officers per district are nominated to be liaison officers 
with the public and with their NPWS counterparts in relation to the investigation and 
prosecution of breaches of relevant wildlife legislation. These officers should receive 
additional training in the application of the Wildlife Act/other relevant legislation. Such a 
development would provide necessary support for District Conservation Officers in the 
discharge of their often challenging duties. 

 

Issues such as a single environmental entity (Department of Environment) whereby the NPWS would 
combine with the Environmental Protection Agency or other State body are beyond the scope of this 
document but may merit consideration as part of the Review. 

 

 

 



In our view, the main criteria of success for a State wildlife protection service whatever its format will 
be: 

· Accessibility 

· Responsiveness 

· Accountability 

 

In summary, we believe that the public has lost confidence in the Service as currently configured and 
resourced. Too often we are hearing “If we complain, nothing happens.” 

That is a very serious indictment at a time of both renewed public interest in the environment but also 
catastrophic challenges to climate and biodiversity. 

We wish you well with the  Review and would be happy to provide any further information you may 
require. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Dr Alan Moore, 

Secretary, Hedgerows Ireland. 
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National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) Review 2021 

An Chomhairle Oidhreachta 

The Heritage Council  

 

Introduction 

 The Heritage Council welcomes the invitation to participate in this review and welcomes the 

extensive public engagement process.  

 

Since the formation of the Heritage Council in 1995, real, close bonds and partnerships have been 

forged between the Heritage Council and National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS). There are 

deep organisational connections and on occasion staff have moved between both organisations. 

The Heritage Council is very cognisant of the vital role that the NPWS performs in the protection 

of heritage and is supportive of a constructive review which will support the consolidation of the 

authority, organisational structure and day to day work of the NPWS as it responds to complex 

contemporary challenges and demands of natural heritage protection and awareness.  

 

Unlike the NPWS, the Heritage Council has no statutory function under the Wildlife Acts or other 

legislation pertaining to natural heritage. The Heritage Council has a function, under the Heritage 

Act, 1995, (amended 2018), to increase awareness of heritage and has a function to provide 

policy advice to the Minister for Heritage and to the Government.   

 

Structure 

This submission is structured as follows:  

1.0 The role and responsibility of the NPWS 

2.0 General Comments 

3.0 Summary 
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1.0 The role and responsibility of the NPWS 

1.1 The NPWS publicly declares its functions as:  

· To secure the conservation of a representative range of ecosystems to maintain 

and enhance populations of flora and fauna in Ireland. 

· To designate and advise on the protection of habitats and species identified for 

nature conservation. 

· To make the necessary arrangements for the implementation of National and EU 

legislation and policies for nature conservation and biodiversity including the EU 

Habitats and Birds Directives and for the ratification and implementation of the 

range of international conventions and agreements relating to the natural 

heritage. 

· 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. 

1.2. To secure the conservation of a representative range of ecosystems to maintain and 

enhance populations of flora and fauna in Ireland. These functions best represented the 

public understanding of the role of the NPWS and that of the many agencies that interact 

with it on a regular basis. These are broad ranging functions which cuts across various 

units within the NPWS (Field staff, Policy & Research) and are deeply embedded in the 

Wildlife Acts dating back to 1976.  These are broad ranging objectives and achieving their 

implementation requires significant and sustained support and resourcing to be effective.   

Recommendation 1 

The NPWS inabilities to fully fulfil these functions are evident. The absence of appropriate 

support and resourcing has been expressed as the evidence of the State’s shortcomings 

in this regard. This is outlined in the most recent Article 17 report1 completed in 2019. 

                                                           
1&2 NPWS (2019). The Status of EU Protected Habitats and Species in Ireland. Vol 1 Summary Overview. Unpublished NPWS 
Report. 
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The findings published in this report confirm the validity and the need to review how the 

State protects natural heritage assets. There is a clear need to increase the support and 

resourcing provided by the State for the NPWS to fulfil its functions in this regard.  

Most of Ireland’s terrestrial habitats are closely embedded in Ireland’s agricultural 

landscape and although Irish agricultural systems have rapidly advanced to meet EU 

demand for cheap food, this has been at the expense of, rather than in harmony with our 

natural habitats and species. This is again best identified in the Article 17 summary report2 

findings, “Percentage of habitats impacted by pressure/threat category (combined 

Medium and High importance pressures/threats).”  

The Heritage Council has over many years successfully worked at local and community 

levels with social enterprises and locally based groups to understand how we can best 

support heritage protection. The knowledge, expertise and commitment of locally based 

owners and stewards of our heritage are key to protecting vulnerable natural heritage 

assets.  For example, the work of the Farming for Nature Technical Group (FFNTG) as 

informed by the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and the Marine (DAFM) EIP with 

input from the NPWS agriculture officers’ points to new collaborative methods to deliver 

new approaches to policies. This approach sets out to develop sustainable agricultural 

methods and ensure the healing of natural habitats which have been damaged through 

invasive approaches to farming. 

Recommendation 2 

It is proposed by the Heritage Council that strengthening the authority and leadership 

role of the NPWS in the design and implementation of policies around major land use 

programmes and that the NPWS works increasingly within collaborative frameworks, 

such as the FFNTG example cited above, will greatly enhance the protection of sensitive 

                                                           
2 NPWS (2019). The Status of EU Protected Habitats and Species in Ireland. Vol 1 Summary Overview. Unpublished NPWS 
Report. 
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habitats and species. This will also support the NPWS in fulfilling its declared functions in 

this regard.  

1.2.2 To designate and advise on the protection of habitats and species identified for 

nature conservation. This implementation of this function has two expressions: 

· When an individual issue is identified and requires resolution by a conservation 

ranger, for example, the ranger may need to provide advice on an incident such 

as a bat roost in a private house or support the application on deer hunting licence 

etc. 

· Larger strategic and policy issues, for example responses to local authority 

submissions on restrictions associated with wind farm proposals etc. 

 

This review allows an opportunity to review the role of regional field staff/conservation 

rangers. The staff work on ground and are aware of local issues and vulnerabilities of sites 

and habitats. The primary function of the field staff is to implement the Wildlife Act. There 

is the potential to expand the role of field staff and use their expert scientific skills and 

knowledge to monitor biodiversity issues and practices and to consider how their 

expertise and local knowledge can benefit heritage protection outside State property in 

collaboration with other partners such as local authorities.   

 

Currently, five local authorities (out of a total of 32) employ biodiversity officers. It is likely 

that the impact of the requirement to implement the climate action legislation as well as 

local climate adaptation strategies will require that local authorities increase their staff to 

include ecologists and biodiversity officers.  The skills of locally based NPWS field staff will 

complement other professionals and ensure that natural heritage is more fully supported 

than is currently the case.  
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The Heritage Council’s experience of working with local authority partners through the 

establishment of the network of local heritage officers provides a useful example of 

collaborative practices which serve to protect heritage in localities.  

 

The huge task that the NPWS plays in implementing the EU's Habitats Directive requires 

appropriate resourcing to conduct research and develop policy. This work cannot be done 

isolation. It requires a unified idea of "heritage" in the landscape - built and natural 

environments in an integrated culture of conservation. The work requires coordination 

with private owners, civil society partners, NGOs, local authorities and agencies such as 

the EPA, Heritage Council etc. However, without sufficient authority, mandate and 

independence the NPWS will be unable to do this work.   

 

Recommendation 3 

It is recommended that this review provides the opportunity to explore increased 

strategic collaboration between the NPWS and Local Authorities through the Local 

Government Management Agency. This could then cascade down to local level and 

support both agencies in protecting heritage.  It is acknowledged that local authorities 

have suffered greatly from a lack of in-house expertise and understanding of ecosystem 

services and needs this has caused difficulties for local authorities and at times resulted 

in threats of EU fines.  

 

Recommendation 4 

It is recommended that the NPWS is structured as an independent entity, either as a 

statutory body or an agency within a Government department. This independence is 

essential to ensure that the NPWS has the authority to provide expert opinions and advice 

which is now essential given the context of our climate crisis. Natural heritage requires a 

body which provides opinions based on scientific evidence and which adheres to 

established research ethics and is separate from the political process. The NPWS’s role as 
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a regulator in monitoring the implementation of legislation requires the independence, 

power and authority that autonomy will bring.    

 

Like many other public service bodies, a newly formed agency would have the flexibility 

to continue existing (CITIES, Zoo Regulations, funding arrangements for NBDC etc) its 

project work with other agencies such as the EPA, DAFM, OPW, Heritage Council etc 

through Memoranda of Understanding and other governance measures which facilitate 

collaboration and partnership.  

 

An independent agency will provide an increased public profile for natural heritage and 

would be a public endorsement of the Government’s commitment to its protection. It 

could also be a new focus for public and citizen engagement and engage younger people’s 

commitment to environmental advocacy.   

 

1.2.3 To make the necessary arrangements for the implementation of National and EU 

legislation and policies for nature conservation and biodiversity including the EU 

Habitats and Birds Directives, and for the ratification and implementation of the range 

of international Conventions and Agreements relating to the natural heritage. Some of 

the comments associated with this function can be found in the other sections referenced 

under other designations (NHA/NNR etc.) or our vision for NPWS research and policy 

being addressed by the creation of a stand-alone agency, (outlined in Recommendation 

4 above). The designation process and its history in Ireland is difficult and we now face 

some deep-set historical anger by a range of stakeholders from farmers to fisherfolk to 

turbary right holders.  

Recommendation 5 

This review presents an opportunity to start over with these stakeholders, to better listen, 

work with and partner with these citizens, NGOs and interested groups without the 

loaded politics that can be linked to any Government department in such circumstances. 
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It is recommended that the new entity that will comprise the existing NPWS engages with 

communications experts to develop a comprehensive public engagement and 

communications strategy. Ireland’s 6th National Report to the Convention on Biological 

Diversity3, demonstrates that much work needs to be done to address the biodiversity 

challenges we need to make if we are to halt species loss and potentially economic 

meltdown of farming and fisheries traditional base. Securing the support of stakeholders 

requires relationship building, management and care. This can only be achieved through 

the development of public engagement and communications strategy.  

1.2.4 To manage, maintain and develop State-owned National Parks and Nature 

Reserves. The manifestation of this ambition is complex. The range of designations from 

early State National Nature Reserves (NNRs), Wildfowl Sanctuary, Refuges for Fauna, 

Biosphere Reserves through to National Parks and finally to pNHAs, NHAs, cSAC, pcSACs, 

and the Natura2000 network is challenging for the professional, let alone the wider 

public. This system must be simplified if the application is to be successful.   

Recommendation 6 

It is recommended that primary legislation is enacted to simplify these designations, 

abolish those without function and to support those in need of authority. Appropriate 

legal provision is required to protect the many National Nature Reserves and National 

Parks and resolve any anomalies such as the case of National Parks, cannot even provide 

a public map to show their extent for seemingly fear of misinterpretation. The Heritage 

Council understands the rationale behind such approaches to site management but 

cannot stand behind the justification offered. 

1.2.5 To promote awareness of natural heritage and biodiversity issues through 

education, outreach to schools and engaging with stakeholders. Generally, NPWS 

                                                           
3 DCHG 2019. Ireland’s 6th National Report to the Convention on Biological Diversity. Department of Culture, Heritage & the 
Gaeltacht.  
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educational frontline services are naturally centred at NPWS properties, National Parks 

and significant Natural Nature Reserves.  

The Heritage Council is aware that these centres offer an off-site service, as resources 

allow. Historically, many posts associated with education at NPWS properties are 

casual/seasonal in nature and some sites are only open seasonally due to resource 

allocation. It has been observed that some sites did not follow the local need and school 

requirements, for example, guiding at a raised bog site may not be available due to 

summer contracts, or wildfowl site requirements did not always match the bird usage at 

a site as posts offered tend to be allocated around summer vacation period. Experience 

elsewhere indicates that professional formulated and well-resourced educational and 

outreach programmes are hugely important in instilling heritage values in children and 

young people.  

Recommendation 7 

It is recommended that this review offers an opportunity to highlight the potential that 

exists in this arena for the NPWS to develop its existing education and outreach 

programmes and grow their strengths. The Europarc Junior Ranger Programme provides 

an excellent example of a successful programme which encourages invaluable youth 

advocacy and awareness.  

2.0 General Comments:  

2.1 The Heritage Council recognise that we are now facing enormous challenges, these 

have the capability to change not just our environment but global systems, potentially 

tragically if system change does not address identified crisis. The National Parks and 

Wildlife Service have worked arduously, since the early days of 1976 based in the Forest 

and Wildlife Service offices in Bray, through to today where there has just been an 

announcement of a potential twinning agreement between Killarney National Park and 

Glacier National Park (US) to attempt to effect positive changes and many notable 

successes have been achieved. Our ambition now, however, needs to reflect the global 
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response needed to address climate change and the threats that it has hinted at, but also 

biodiversity loss at a rate not seen since the last ice-age. The State simply must respond 

both urgently and in kind and the Heritage Council urges all available resources to be 

made available to achieve this. 

2.2 The call for appropriate resources must be heeded, no matter which direction the 

NPWS follows, the support of additional regional and scientific staff is crucial and these 

too will need to be supported by administration staff and the equipment needed to 

service these specialised staff. 

2.3 Within the Natura 2000 offshore network are a range of inshore Natura2000 sites that 

fall under the responsibility of NPWS, many of these sites are listed as regional sites to be 

monitored and reported upon by regional staff, who do not have the necessary 

specialised staff and equipment to carry out such specialised work. To monitor these 

designated sites with any degree of authority is resource heavy and as a result they may 

remain un-surveyed for several years, effectively paper tigers. Ireland is now seeking to 

implement a new suit of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)4, while by no means all 

Natura2000 sites will amount to the target of 30% of Irish waters, a new systematic 

approach is required to ensure that these sites are conserved, protected, and monitored 

with confidence. It is the opinion of the Heritage Council that the NPWS is not set up to 

effectively fulfil its mandate with offshore marine sites as structured currently.  

Furthermore, it is suggested by the Heritage Council that Ireland’s six National Parks 

should be augmented with a small number of Marine National Parks, located along our 

internationally renowned Wild Atlantic Way, thus displaying our pride, and understanding 

of the importance of such sites to sea, as we do on land. The Heritage Council does not 

see these Marine National Parks holding a designation that would imply any impediment 

to sustainable fishing methods. 

                                                           
4 Expanding Ireland’s Marine Protected Area Network: A Report by the Marine Protected Area Advisory Group for the 
Department of Housing, Local Government & Heritage Oct 2020. 
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2.4 It is relevant to note here that the NPWS is equipped with specialist staff who have 

expert skills and knowledge. Reviewing the organisational structure provides an 

opportunity to examine whether or not the existing staffing structures are fit for purpose 

for an ambitious, modern progressive organisation. Securing an innovative future for the 

NPWS requires reviewing the not only the staffing structures but the organisational 

culture and the attributes of that culture as defined by the career structure for staff at all 

levels within the organisation. Retaining good staff and nurturing their development 

requires the establishment of a career path and opportunities for their professional 

growth and development.   

2.5 Since the establishment of the first Wildlife Officers in 1977/8, the only requirement 

to hold the post is a clean driver’s licence and a keen interest in wildlife.  The starting 

salary for rangers is c€24,000.00. As outlined above, the profile and grading of all staff 

requires review and revision.    

2.6 It is suggested that the NPWS works on developing a unified visual identity for staff 

working in the field. Specifically, the development of a uniform for staff working with the 

pubic communicates the professionalism and authority of organisations and in turns 

demands respect and trust from the public. This small change would facilitate staff in 

fulfilling their roles and nurture a culture of respect for the staff in the administration of 

their responsibilities.  

Summary  

The Heritage Council acknowledge and appreciate the work the NPWS have performed, at times 

under immense pressure and with limited resources, over many years. The Heritage Council 

believes that the time has arrived to respond to the national and international challenges that 

we face today and to respond with the level of ambition and scale requires new thinking and new 

approaches.  

The stated purpose of the review is:  
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 
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NPWS to meet its operational objectives. The formal mandate of the National Parks 
and Wildlife Service is to preserve, protect and present our Natural Heritage. 

This submission proposes the NPWS would best fulfil its legislative and scientific functions if it 
were reconstituted as: 

o An independent statutory body 
or 

o An independent agency within a government department 
 
Key recommendations are as follows: 
 

· That the NPWS be resourced (funding and staffing) adequately to fulfil its current 
mandate and also to meet future challenges that will emerge from required responses to 
climate change and its impact on natural heritage.  

 
· That the NPWS adopt a collaborative and flexible working model to strengthen its 

engagements with partners across Government departments, public service agencies and 
local authorities and thus preserve vulnerable heritage on the ground. Such 
collaborations can be underpinned by Memorandum of Understanding and other 
agreements as appropriate.  

 
· Engagement with civil society, NGOs and citizens should be strengthened through 

increased public and citizen engagement is recommended. 
 

· In anticipation of a newly formed entity, it is recommended that a detailed organisational 
review is conducted with a focus on staffing structures, roles and grading coupled with 
the development of a strategic workforce plan. A review of organisational culture is also 
suggested.  

 
The Heritage Council works closely with colleagues in NPWS. We greatly value their expertise, 
support, collegiality and friendship. We hope that this review will provide exciting opportunities 
for the future development of the organisation. We look forward to the wider discussion and the 
findings that this process will deliver.  
 

END 



THE HUNTING ASSOCIATION 

OF IRELAND 

Dear Professor Stout & Dr 6 Cinneide, 

The Hunting Association of Ireland (HAI), an association comprising six registered groups who 
hunt with hounds (listed within the footer of this document) and with a footprint in almost every 
parish on the entire island of Ireland, are pleased to take the opportunity to reply to the 
questionnaire regarding the NPWS. The HAI is an affiliate body to Horse Sport Ireland (HSI). 

Hunt clubs nurture and maintain hunt covers which have a positive impact on biodiversity on an 
area, offering valuable habitats to our flora and fauna, which otherwise may not be present in an 
ever- changing landscape through urban encroachment, infrastructure development and 
evolving agriculture and forestry practices. Our members are from a broad spectrum of 
backgrounds from professional, academia, farming, forestry and public service and as such 
have a expansive knowledge of our environment and we have the ability to articulate this 
through a formalised structure of information and data gathering. 

The point we make above is that we are a very strong representative body for those involved in 
country pursuits with unique access and insights to our nations land and wildlife and we believe 
that we must be included as a key stakeholder in your consultation and review process and 
furthermore believe that we can add significant value to the ongoing operations of NPWS in 
whatever format it takes in the future. Our activities may be contrary to the beliefs of some of 
your other named stakeholders however we understand that there is an overall shared 
objective, that is to protect and preserve our natural environment. As an association and a key 
stakeholder we are committed to working with all stakeholders to maintain and grow lrelands 
unique and bio-diverse environment. 

As per your document we have structured the following points to align with your objectives for your 

review: 

A. Evaluate the key obligations, strategic objectives and mandate of the NPWS and, in this
context, carry out an assessment of NPWS in terms of its effectiveness in delivering on
its mandate and identify any obstacles therein.

NPWS has a key obligation to protect the natural flora and fauna of Ireland. This mandate is to 
be delivered through consultation with all relevant parties. The HAI, as an All- Ireland 
representative body, recognised by Horse Sport Ireland and the Department of Agriculture, 
feels that the lack of consultation on these matters is a key obstacle to the NPWS effectively 
fulfilling this mandates, an obstacle readily overcome, as we are very wil/ing to engage in the 
process if we are invited to do so. 

Mob: [personal information removed] Email: hunting@hai.ie Web: [link removed] 

Associated Bodies: The Irish Foot Harriers Association, The Irish Masters of Harriers Association, The Irish Masters of Foxhounds Association, 
The Irish Masters of Minkhounds Association, The Irish Masters of Beagles Association and The Ward Union Staghounds. 



THE HUNTING ASSOCIATION 
OF IRELAND 

B. Identify and evaluate NPWS capacity to meet existing and emerging demands, including
but not limited to budget, staffing level, training/skillsets and competencies.

Looking at the personnel listed on your website, we note that the range of staff is weighted 
heavily towards administration, education and the scientific side of your organisation. There is a 
significant existing and potential demand for the practical and reliable knowledge of HAI 
personnel of the local landscape, fauna and habitats. Our representatives have a highly 
developed skillset and competency in this regard which, we feel, could be of great assistance to 
Conservation Rangers, amongst others. 

c. Review the effectiveness of existing Governance status, reporting relationships and
staffing structures and their fit with the challenges of the coming decade.

In our opinion that the NPWS' governance would be more effective if it included stakeholders 
like the HAI and other rural groups, as their current omission would appear to be counter
intuitive. From our reading of your website, it appears that the vast majority of your 
communication and reporting is conducted through an online format or through the local 
Conservation Ranger. As a rural based organisation, it is our experience that a large proportion 
of people do not engage with the online format, and it is our belief that we could lend assistance 
to the Conservation Ranger in disseminating this vital local information to relevant parties. 

D. Examine the effectiveness of the NPWS' enforcement role in the protection of wildlife
and habitats.

Where licences are required, all efforts should be made to ensure that a fast, effective and 
user-friendly process is in place, to avoid all unnecessary delays. Adherence to this policy would 
improve your effectiveness in this area 

While the NPWS current role is primarily advisory, where individuals and/or groups seek to 
prevent or interfere with those who are lawfully undertaking allowed activities, we believe the 
NPWS should be in a position to restrict these persons, or at the very leas , liaise with law 
enforcement 

E. Assess the appropriate resourcing balance between the presentational responsibilities
of NPWS and its nature conservation obligations and how best these connected
functions can be delivered.

Mob: [personal information removed] Email: hunting@hai.ie Web: [link removed]

Associated Bodies: The Irish Foot Harriers Association, The Irish Masters of Harriers Association, The Irish Masters of Foxhounds Association, 
The Irish Masters of Minkhounds Association, The Irish Masters of Beagles Association and The Ward Union Staghounds. 
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Whilst acknowledging the need to resource the presentational responsibilities of the NPWS, it 
should no, t in our opinion, be primarily an organisation that manages our national parks and/or 
gathers data on flora and fauna, but rather is proactively managing our countryside and 
habitats. This responsibility requires people on the ground engaging with local communities and 
stakeholders and developing, not just national policies, but local policies that can have short to 
medium impact on the local biodiversity. There is such a disparate range of challenges that we 
believe the inclusion of stakeholders in the decision -making process to be a vital factor in 
delivering success. Once again, we feel that the HAI is well-placed to contribute constructively 
in thi,s 

F. Evaluate the funding and staffing requirements to enable successful outcomes at (a) to
(e). Following the above, recommend options for an efficient and effective NPWS to
provide public sector leadership on nature conservation, and to deliver on its wide range
of functions.

Q. 18 of your online Stakeholder Survey presents 6 options for the future organisational
structure of the NPWS. The HAI are of the opinion that the structure should remain a function of
government whether it be in the Heritage Division as presently aligned, or perhaps, more
logically to us, sit under a broadened 'Department of Agriculture, Marine and Nature'.

We hope our submission is a beneficial contribution to your review process. We wish you the 
very best of luck with the work that is being undertaken and see it as hugely important. We look 
forward to hearing from you in the near- future and make ourselves available for further 
consultation. 

Yours sincerely, 
Oliver Russell 
Chairman HAI Date 2nd April 2021 

Mob: [personal information removed] Email: hunting@hai.ie Web: [link removed] 

Associated Bodies: The Irish Foot Harriers Association, The Irish Masters of Harriers Association, The Irish Masters of Foxhounds Association, 
The Irish Masters of Minkhounds Association, The Irish Masters of Beagles Association and The Ward Union Staghounds. 



 

                                                                                                                                                 
THE FAMILY FARM ORGANISATION 

John Feely House, 

Dublin Road, 

Limerick, 

Ireland, V94 KX38. 

Tel: +353 (0)61 314677 
Email: info@icmsa.ie 

Web: [link removed] 
6 April 2021. 
 
 
National Parks & Wildlife Service, 
90 King Street North, 
Dublin 7, 
D07 N7CV. 
 
Re: Review of NPWS 
 
 
Dear Mr O Cinnéide  

Following on from our meeting on the review of the NPWS, ICMSA wishes to summarise the 
main points discussed at the meeting.   The discussion centred around three questions: 

1. Our connections with NPWS. 
2. The strengths and weaknesses of the current NPWS set-up. 
3. Going forward, what opportunities are there for change? 

 

ICMSA have been involved from the beginning with the Designated Areas Policy with 
representation on the Designated Areas Monitoring Committee and on the Appeals Board.   We 
have over the years had many interactions with different personnel within the NPWS. From 
our experience, ICMSA believes that the main areas of concern that we feel should be 
considered for this review are: 

1. Communication: 
ICMSA believes a new approach to communication and improvements to the way 
NPWS interact with landowners is essential to moving forward.   Changing the 
relationship between landowners and NPWS is necessary if the mindset towards 
designation is to improve.   Access to information is key to this and ICMSA feel 
additional liaison officers should be made available for landowners to give accessible 



and tailored advice to landowners.   In addition, a landowners’ land should not be 
designated until that landowner has been notified of the proposed designation and a 
visit from the relevant NPWS official explaining the full implications of same takes 
place.   These implications should also be sent in writing to the landowner outlining the 
short, medium and long-term implications of a designation and procedures in relation 
to same.   The responsibility of properly communicating with landowners in a manner 
that they understand and are informed rests with the NPWS and it should not be just a 
means to tick a box.    
 
NPWS should also engage in proactive campaigns with farmers in relation to 
biodiversity issues and not always take the approach of being the enforcer of regulation. 
 
In addition, the implications of designations and flexibilities should be properly and 
clearly communicated to other state agencies such as planning authorities. 
 

2. Compensation 
While the NPWS has acknowledged the burden that designations have on landowners, 
it has completely failed to put in place adequate compensation arrangements in terms 
of the capital value of the land and the potential income loss from land use change.   In 
addition, designation requires additional administration requirements such as 
environmental impact statements, appropriate assessments which are required of 
farmers within a specific radius, as well as the additional burden caused by actions 
requiring consent.   The full extent of the burden placed on farmers is not acknowledged 
and shows a complete lack of respect for farmers and their land.   The current structure 
of NPWS was raised during the meeting, NPWS needs a strong structure to allow the 
Department to have the power to acquire the level of funding that is required to properly 
implement a successful designated areas policy.   Proper funding is essential, respect 
for the losses suffered by farmers is required and the Government cannot continue to 
designate land on the “cheap”. 
 

The historic treatment of farmers in relation to designating land was an approach that resulted 
in a negative relationship between farmers and the NPWS.   A decision was made to implement 
the EU Habitats and Birds Directives and farmers bared the brunt of the cost.   Not only that 
but NPWS failed to inform all impacted landowners claiming that they were unable to find the 
landowner.    For those landowners that were notified and were made aware of the designation, 
the full extent of the regulations were not communicated until the time for appealing the 
designation had passed.   ICMSA believes that this is an unacceptable attitude towards 
landowners and needs to be the assessed going forward.   A positive attitude and approach has 
been proven to work in other areas like ASSAP which has 90% farmer engagement.   NPWS 
is seen as adversarial to farmers and does not engage in positive campaigns with farmers.   This 
needs to be evaluated and rectified going forward if farmer support for designated areas is to 
be secured. 
 
 
Your sincerely, 
 
 
________________ 
Pat McCormack, 
President. 
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Preamble and Caveat: 

The opportunity to make a written submission to the review of the NPWS at this juncture is 
most welcome. The views expressed here are mine as Environmental Law Officer of the Irish 
Environmental Network, IEN the coalition of national eNGOs. They are informed by the 
perspective of that remit – the protection of nature through the proper implementation and 
framework of environmental law, and further to the specific most welcome invitation from Dr 
Ó Cinnéide, as Deputy Chair to the review to make a submission reflecting that role and my 
wider experience, including during the review of the EPA. 

They views expressed here should not be taken as the views of the IEN, or those of its 
members, while of course they may be shared in whole or in part. These comments should 
be taken as supplementary to those expressed in an oral interview with Dr Ó Cinnéide  on 
April 8th 2021, where in particular, recommendations were discussed. 

I would be happy to clarify any of the following and apologise for the rather hasty and less 
than optimal presentation of these comments, owing to an excess of demands on me as one 
resource with a broad range of files at national, EU and UNECE and UN level. 
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Introduction: 

While there is an undoubted urgency to make progress with the review, the imperatives of 
getting the outcomes of this process right are critical for. This is if the necessary level of:  

a) transformation in one of the key elements of the architecture for nature protection
in Ireland, the NPWS the service with responsibility for nature protection, and

b) associated complementary initiatives,

are all to be effectively specified and realised. 

Additionally, all involved in the review, including eNGO activists as part of that same 
architecture, have a collective duty to those individuals within the NPWS who are dedicated 
to delivering for nature as their personal priority, and whose future will be impacted by this 
review. We simply cannot afford to fail here.   

Therefore as the review develops, and information on the comparative study of nature 
protection agencies becomes available, and/or conclusions, potential proposals or other 
checkpoints in the review emerge – further opportunities to engage and reflect would be 
most welcome. Indeed I wish to recommend: 

 Further consultative checkpoints are included as an essential part of the review
process, with key stakeholders particularly.

The need for a strategic outcome & results based approach to the 
review: 

The Programme for Government, (PfG), set out a commitment to:  “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”. Putting to one side the grave omission of habitats, in the above, it is that strategic 

outcome and focus on the effectiveness of the protection that informs the considerations 

of this submission, through a purposive systems analysis, and I hope informs the review. 

In short the starting point for the solution must be - the problem: nature in Ireland is not 

protected, and deteriorating at an alarming rate. It is not intended to rehearse here the 

evidence on that deterioration, as it is a well documented1, 2, 3. But the approach here is to 

1 [link removed]
2 While this NPWS 2019 report required under Art 17 of the Habitats Directive [link removed] is concerned 
only with protected habitats and species – it’s findings are significant given the issues even where nature 

should have the benefit of strong legal protection and frameworks  
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focus on the problem, nature is in a state, why is that? Who, and what contributes to that 

positively and negatively? Thus I wish to prompt a focus on a holistic architecture needed to 

transform that, and to evaluate then the extent to which the NPWS is currently positioned, 

structured and supported, and to identify some possible considerations not just for the 

changes needed but for the programme of transformation, and indeed the need to manage 

for nature in the intervening period. This can’t be just a knee jerk, gut informed reaction. 

 The review of the NPWS needs to be outcome focused – where the required

outcome is more effective structures and systems necessary to support nature

conservation, restoration and protection.

We also can’t risk being overly focused on creating a Rolls Royce, while letting nature 

continue to decline in the interim, leaving our challenge even more uphill than it currently 

already is. So: 

 Low hanging fruit with important implications for nature protection need to be

seized now, as part of a transition to a transformation which must start now.

This submission identifies some of these.

In the context of the limitations of this submission – the analysis here will necessarily be 

limited. But as a senior management consultant, my over-arching recommendation is to: 

 Pursue a holistic systems based approach to the analysis in this review, and a

strategic outcome and results based focus for the recommendations

This means to focus on: 

Strategic Outcome/Result required: Nature in a sustainable and good state of 

conservation. 

A “BTOPPEFT” systems analysis: 

• Business – the effective protection, restoration and conservation of nature

• Technology – the information technology systems and other

technologies used to support the Business.

3 See Annex II* for graphics from the EEA’s Dashboard [link removed] on the status of Ireland’s protected 

species and habitats and the important distillation of the key pressures: Agriculture, IAS, 

Development,Extraction, Forestry, 
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• Organisation – all the actors involved and how they interact and don’t,

the gaps, the conflicts, the dysfunctional aspects.

• People – there needs to be a granularity to the review to consider

objectively and fairly the match/mismatch on matters such as requisite

management, organisational and scientific and technical, communications,

inter-personal and other skills; attitudes; experience etc of those who are

engaged.

• Processes – the exchanges and interfaces and data involved

• External interfaces – the external actors and/or structures

• Factors (external primarily) eg climate change, new EU policy shifts,

Covid, Brexit – and in this context the political influences brought to bear

• Transition risk management

This could be done at multiple levels internally and externally. 

Additionally, and perhaps even essentially it needs to be done also for the entity of concern 

– nature, and to really actively consider the governance and environmental decision-making

systems impacting on different elements of the environment and the interactions –

somewhat analogous to an Article 3 EIA Directive Assessment, albeit at a systems level. This

would serve to highlight some interesting fragmentation and disconnects in our current

model and approach to nature. For example consider how variably we treat water. It is

undoubtedly an element of the environment – listed as such in conventions and EU

Directives.  Is it nature? It is undoubtedly a habitat. But only certain designated sites are

effectively treated as such currently and fall within the NPWS remit. Other aspects and its

Good Ecological Status under the EU Water Framework Directive fall within the remit of the

EPA. Other more resource and utilitarian focused aspects fall within the water section of Dept

HLGH, including a whole range of EU based regulations on drinking and waste water etc.

However the animals & other habitats depending on it probably do consider it nature even

where we don’t and that’s an issue for them, and that needs to change if the state of nature

is to change. Forests is another very contentious example.

But my capacity is limited here, and I can only offer now some input on some highlevel 

summary insights based on a quick BTOPPEFT system view, but I wish to prompt the need to 

consider the wider analysis and rethink needed.  
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In short we need to ensure the NPWS is not seen as the focal and end point. The changes 

recommended and the additional resources need to be deployed purposively for nature, not 

for the perpetuation of any organisational construct. We must avoid reinforcing and 

bolstering dysfunctional aspects of the current architecture. I wish to highlight these as 

specific recommendations: 

 The changes recommended and the additional resources need to be deployed

purposively for nature, not for the perpetuation of any organisational construct.

 We must avoid reinforcing and bolstering dysfunctional aspects of the current

architecture.

This approach will identify matters which some may consider fall outside the scope of this 

review. I would dispute that. If the focus of this exercise is limited to changes to one element 

of the architecture, a body such as the NPWS, the strategic focus in the PfG will not be 

realised. The Minister will need to also engage to drive a holistic range of complementary 

initiatives, and work with his Government colleagues and a range of actors to deliver on the 

underlying strategic commitment in the PfG. This elephant can be eaten a bite at a time, 

particularly if: Civil society and the eNGO sector is engaged and mobilised to support the 

Minister. 

 Civil society and the eNGO sector must be engaged and mobilised to support

the Minister.
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System Context: 

The systems architecture impacting on nature is highly complex.  Given a surfeit of demands, 

it is regrettably not possible in the context of my capacity on this submission to highlight all 

the flows and interfaces associated with impacts, both positive and negative, on nature, in 

the highlevel system context attempted below in the limited time available. There are thus 

undoubtedly gaps, errors and omissions in the representation, and these have been 

compounded by the lack of clarity on Department re-organisations and functions and the 

serious inadequacies of the Gov.ie website in communicating to the public the functions and 

organisations of Departments – despite obligations under the Aarhus Convention, Article 5 

and 6 in particular. However, it more than suffices for the purpose of illustrating the position 

of the NPWS in the architecture, and with the accompanying narrative below, it hopefully 

serves to highlight: 

a) consideration for the multiplicity and complexity of the interfaces and flows, which

need to inform the considerations in this review, and

b) the extent of resourcing requirement for an effective nature protection and

conservation body, capable of

• Delivering on that, and

• Providing a timely and effective interface with other sectors, business and eNGO

stakeholders and the wider public.
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System Context: Some Highlevel Observations and Conclusions: 

The following observations are made bearing in mind there is not one entity or flow as part 

of that image that isn’t there for a reason – namely that I see it have a direct and/or indirect 

impact on nature. The comments flow from considering the BTOPPEFT analysis format – and 

therefore touch on Business, Technology, Organisation, People, Process, External actors, 

Factors ( external and internal) and Transition Risk Management – without explicitly referring 

to same. 

1. The system context highlights starkly a structural issue in the positioning of NPWS in the

overall architecture of actors and flows impacting on nature positively and negatively,

and the consequential implications for its ability to influence.

2. The NPWS is subject to a changing politically influenced hierarchy, where it sits in the

current Departmental structure. It has been subject to being moved across numerous

departments with consequential obvious destabilising effects.

3. The NPWS is on a par and arguably beneath many of the actors and functions it needs to

be able to influence and enforce against and govern and/or at least exercise fully a remit

as an agent for nature protection
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4. There is no such overall remit prescribed in law to assist it exercise an authority and remit

– compared to for example the Environmental Protection Agency, EPA – albeit those

provisions could be improved.

 Consideration needs to be given to establishing an independent, well resourced

agency with responsibility for Nature Conservation and Protection, with a powerful

legislative remit, including the ability to hold Departments to account, including

any Ministerial Department to which it is related, and to obligate it to pursue legal

recourse where necessary. ( exact formulation needs further consideration). The

construct of any Board and associated advisory bodies will need careful calculation

if the senior staff are not to become accountable to themselves, but also if an

external Board is decided upon – it also needs to be able to be held accountable.

The potential for augmenting and/or reconstituting such an agency or function in

the context of the EPA might be considered. However, given the EPA is a licensing

authority against which the Nature Conservation and Protection Agency might

need to act – this is possibly not feasible, and the EPA model is itself not optimally

configured, nor is its operation without issue, albeit it makes a very important

contribution in many areas to environmental protection.

The EPA’s increased voice as an advocate and as a critique on Government policy

and implementation failures is most welcome.  There could be benefits given the

organisational maturity of the EPA, but also potentially some challenges.

 Specific consideration would be needed to ensure the National Parks remains

firmly as publicly owned land, maintained and managed in the interests of nature

conservation and restoration as a primary objective.

5. While certain offences are prescribed in law against which it could pursue enforcement, I

am unaware of an instance in the last 6-10 years when the NPWS pursued Judicially

Review on any consent granted by any Minister or Department or Local Authority, or

prosecuted them for an offence and breach of nature law. In fact a search of the Courts
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database4 yielded one result for the High Court where the Minister with responsibility for 

Heritage was the applicant against an individual5, and none for the NPWS. 

6. In my personal view, the scars and organisational memory of what happened to its

predecessor Dúchas is evident in the NPWS culture today – albeit there are those in the

service who are undaunted in their pursuit and efforts to protect nature.

7. How the events relating to Dúchas are reflected in Wikipedia is worth noting in any move

to review and reform, and there are critical transitional risks which will need to be

managed, beyond the tenure of this current administration.

8. There are serious concerns regarding the deference to facilitate certain activities and the

delay in action elsewhere – for example, the experience of the applications for the

consent for filming Star Wars on Skellig Michael in 2015 in particular. After months of

contentious co-ordination around the application,  there was self-evident co-ordination

around the timing of submitting of the application and the granting of a consent, and

then serious issue even with what was put in the public domain and the timing of that,

which served to compromise any opportunity for effective environmental democracy and

oversight of that decision and any meaningful ability to exercise access to justice rights in

respect of the protection and interests on such an important UNESCO world heritage and

Natura 2000 site.

9. It is critically important that cultural dysfunctions do not taint any new construct or re-

organisation.

4 [link removed] 
 5 Neutral Citation Number: [2009] IEHC 226  (Minister for the Environment Heritage and Local Government -v- 

Leneghan & anor) 
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 Given the potential for the Government to fall mid any transition and

transformation, and to be succeeded by an even more hostile administration to

environmental protection than we are seeing currently, the staging of the

transition and interim planning will need to be meticulously considered. Robustly

resourcing any restructuring efforts, including specification of legislation would

mitigate against the risks with a protracted approach. However, at time of writing

even the adequacy of resourcing and support for the current review team is of

concern.

 It is necessary also to ensure nature protection and conservation is addressed in the

immediate and intervening period, including with improved resourcing. However,

to ensure this does not serve to reinforce problematic patterns, it needs to be

accompanied by an immediate and rigorous focus on personal accountability and

transparency around decisions and issue management, and some level of external

oversight might assist in this regard.

 Specific consideration will be needed to ensure any cultural dysfunction does not

taint any new construct or re-organisation.

10. The breath of interfaces structural interfaces and volume of decisions and information

flows the NPWS is and ideally should be involved in – is truly staggering, and is probably

un-paralleled, and is in stark contrast to its resources. This has consequential implications

for the information systems and resources needed within an agent for nature protection.

Some sense of the scale of interfaces is touched on below – and it dwarfs that of the EPA

– yet the internal organisational structures, resourcing, independence and legislative

frameworks are materially different.

To get some sense of scale consider for example:

The potential interfaces just with DAFM

• In respect of the formulation and of environmental components to Common

Agricultural Policies and Schemes and other Agri Schemes, and oversight of their

implementation and support on reporting
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• Input into Forestry Licencing of which there were over 8000 afforestation and over

4000 felling licence applications in 2019,  not to mention forest road licences and

forestry programmes and schemes

• Input into Aquaculture Licensing Appropriate Assessments and Licensing Decisions

• Wildlife Licensing

• Disease control

In the context of HLGH and planning –

• There are the over 31 Local Authorities and An Bord Pleanála to interface with in

respect of planning consents*;

• Wildlife derogation licences and reporting6,

• Further interfaces associated with conservation and heritage officer initiatives at LA

level for eg on Biodiversity Action Plans etc, and in relation to water and waste and

parks functions, and climate adaptation plans

• Transboundary impact assessment screenings and consultations

• Foreshore consents

The above Departments and the effect of their remit on nature protections warrant very 

particular consideration in light of the very telling analysis on pressures and threats even just 

on protected areas – as highlighted by the European Environment Agency’s Dashboad based 

on the Article 17 Habitats Directive reports. In summary, agriculture, development, invasive 

alien species, the extractive sector, and forestry feature heavily: 

6 The opacity of the system is deeply problematic. 
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** Note the full screen/ summary is not reflected in the screen image below – but most of the key detail is reflected  here) 
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Annex III – provides further graphical statistical insight into dysfunctional distribution of 

CAP payments in respect of not incentivising nature protection, and reinforcing the 

unfortunate dysfunctional perception that Natura 2000 designation and protected 

habitats and species even outside the network are a blight, instead of the blessing they 

should be in terms of payments for nature conservation. 

The CAP payments and other financial measures, including the NRRP of some €753 

million ( due for submission on April 30th 2021) could be in part leveraged to make 

species and habitats protections them a blessing not a blight to landowners, and to 

stimulate green labour and skills development across the environmental sector, and 

reinforce a green recovery. 

Other interfaces: 

• To DECC – in respect of natural resources & energy licensing and consent regimes

• The Department of Transport and NRA, and Local Authorities in respect of road and

highway maintenance,

• Dept of Justice and An Garda Síochana in respect of breaches of nature law

constituting an offence.

In relation to external agencies there are the various EPA licencing regimes on waste and 

water etc, in addition to input at various different levels into plans and programmes such 

as the River Basin Management Plans, and other bodies such as Irish Water etc. 

This is but a flavour of Departmental, Public Authority Agency interfaces. 
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Then there are also the further duties and interfaces one could expect an agent for 

nature protection to be involved with as a more internal function, associated with 

supporting the effective and localised transposition and implementation of a large body 

of international conventions and species and habitats protected under them (see Annex 

I), and of course the EU Environmental acquis. That requires not only implementation of 

specific conservation regimes such as the Natura 2000 network, and wider protections for 

Birds and systems of strict protection for certain species listed under Annex IVa of the 

Habitats Directive7 duties to enforce, but also assessment, monitoring and reporting 

requirements, and response to infringements and certain judgments driving legislative 

and policy changes here, but also often complex remediation programmes eg bogs and 

complex substitute consent related remedial assessments and remediations – for 

example on DerryBrien Windfarm, Quarries etc. 

Then there are the practical issues of regional management for nature, including the 

management of the national parks and wider monitoring enforcement, and the 

experience of this is highly variable. It is significant how buried national protections, such 

as SAAO, AOB,TPO, pNHA and NHA are on the NPWS website. 

 More explicit remits in respect of priorities for nature protection and

conservation, accountability and oversight, and transparency of the issues

flow and decisions are key areas for immediate focus even in a transitionary

context.  This arguable should not be just at regional level but throughout

the organisation.

 The Minister as part of the review should be seeking to bring forward and

prioritise actions which can limit further damage to nature, and contribute

to the strategic outcome, and stimulate the transition and cultural shift,

7 Includes all cetaceans, bats, otters, natterjack toads, Kerry slug, the leatherback Turtle, kemp’s 
ridley turtle, loggerhead turtle, hawksbill turtle and plants: killarney fern, the Slender Naiad, Yellow 
Marsh Saxifrage. 
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including by engaging to remove dysfunctional incentives in the CAP and 

related national schemes and plans. 

11. The scale of interface for the NPWS also highlights the need to share the burden and

obligation of nature protection more widely – in essence to mainstream it with a “Deal

for Nature” – more specifically targeted than a more abstract “Green Deal” and to

respond to the challenge of the EU Biodiversity Strategies. This is undoubtedly the more

complex transformation as it would necessitate cultural change, but also political will and

commitment to deploy resources to martial that change. However one only has to look

to and hear first hand about the remarkable transition effected across numerous DGs in

the European Commission consequent on the relatively new European Green Deal

Agenda to know how quickly such a change can be effected, but vigilance remains

necessary.

12. Further pressure and demand consequent on other external effects and factors, also

needs to be considered even where the remits do not fall directly under the Minister – as

under  Article 11(1) of the Wildlife Act 2000, he is legally obligated as follows:

“It shall be a function of the Minister to secure the conservation of wildlife and to promote

the conservation of biological diversity.” 

This clearly means the Minister has to be able to enforce non-compliance with 

environmental legislation, and indeed has an explicit duty to do so. It is notable and 

ironic in the context to reflect the current Minister’s delegated powers appear to strip 

him of any power to prosecute an offence under the natural Heritage legislation he is 

delegated powers on, see SI 747/2020 [link removed].

 The Minister must address that legal duty under Art 11(1) of the Wildlife

Act, as he is effectively obligated to mitigate against matters outside of his

remit, impacting on nature, by i.a. exercising his voice to engage, exercising

the powers which he does have, particularly in respect of correcting

inadequate and/or flawed provisions in Statutory Instruments, more rigour

in licencing under his control, improving the focus on personal



18 

accountability within the service and the drive for effective engagement in 

environmental decision-making, all with immediate effect. 

 Provide clarity on how and why the Minister’s delegated powers strip him of

any entitlement to prosecute an offence under the nature legislation he is

delegated authority on.

13. Additionally in terms of the systems context view, already now and into the future

further and increased pressures arise on nature and service potentially consequent on

external factors such as:

• Covid-19 - because there is less passive oversight and inspections, and more

particularly because of the effects on the economy there is likely to be

increased political pressures to facilitate development and activity at any cost;

• Brexit - which brings increased risk for nature given unlawful dumping, cross-

boundary pollution both increasing direct and indirect impacts on species and

habitats and associated risks of Invasive Allien Species and Pathogens;

• Climate Change - and in particular pressure and opportunities associated with

adaptation strategies; and increased conservation pressures for some species

and habitats being impacted by climate change already.

14. Additional considerations in respect of the important external influence of the EU

Environmental Acquis are noted here:

• Additional pressures arise consequent on obligations in respect of the

Maritime Spatial Planning Directive both in terms of engaging in the Maritime

Spatial Plan, and Maritime Spatial Planning

• The already long outstanding issue of the implementation Marine Protected

Areas required specifically under the Marine Strategy Framework Directive,

and essential for a compliant implementation of the Maritime Spatial Planning

Directive.

• The massive expansion of offshore renewable envisaged in the Marine

environment and the inevitable consultation requirements

• New pressure for Marine Biodiversity including species which under EU law

are accorded the highest level of protection possible* and which Ireland

currently is failing to implement effectively.
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• The need to respond to outstanding failures to designate Natura 2000 sites 

adequately in the Marine Environment which we understand is of concern to 

the EU Commission.

• Responding to the Commission’s action to refer Ireland to the CJEU [link 

removed] on the failure to designate and implement the conservation and 

management framework required for Natura 2000 SACs8, which was self 

evidently the situation at the time of the reasoned opinion.

15. The development and specification of Ireland’s solution to respond to the new CAP is

a key opportunity if leveraged properly, given Agriculture has been identified as a

major pressure for protected habitats and species.   I understand it from historical

patterns the may possibly only one resource engaged in this major activity, and they

need to be supported in leading and contributing to this important exercise – and the

resources involved in assessing the SEA and AA’s and ex-ante evaluation for the CAP

strategic plans and associated schemes, and the deeply controversial AgriFood 2030

strategy also need to be supported, particularly in respect of highlighting issues for

nature consequent on the approaches proposed. This will also involve evaluation of

the previous CAP and food strategies. Similarly engagement in the new Forestry

programme as well as mitigating against the disastrous perpetuation of the existing

forestry model with current felling and replanting needs to be mitigated against with

strong engagement by the NPWS.

 The transitional programme needs to recognise the need to support key

risks/opportunities for nature protection associated in particular with the

new CAP, new Agri-Food strategy and current Forestry licencing and new

Forestry Programme, and Marine Planning and associated expansion of

activity and development in Marine, and Brexit.

8 154 SCIs (out of 423) have not yet been designated as SACs in the Atlantic biogeographical region,
although the relevant deadline expired in December 2014. Site-specific conservation objectives have 
not been established for 87 sites, and the necessary conservation measures have not been 
established at any of the 423 sites. As the Irish authorities did not sufficiently address these concerns 
following a reasoned opinion, the Commission has decided to refer Ireland to the Court of Justice of 
the EU. The situation at the time of the reasoned opinion is what the Court will focus on. 
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16. Specific recommendations are included in the final section in respect of the need for

the Minister to exercise what powers he does have to protect biodiversity in

accordance with his legal duty under s.11 of the Wildlife Act 1976, to mitigate against

his limited remit in respect of certain matters, particularly in the marine and other

sectors.

17. On the technological front – considering the extent to which the NPWS is and should

be consulted – it has the potential to be a central repository for a huge amount of

activity and development which would be an invaluable asset if managed properly in

terms of cumulative impact assessment, and also monitoring and enforcement

requirements. This is in addition to the need to provide better access to the

underlying data and analysis it does for example for the Art 17 Habitats Directive

reports, and other meta data sources it holds. Species Action Plans and Threat

Response Plans were specified by the NPWS as part of a very inadequate and

unsatisfactory response to case c-183/05 given Ireland’s failure to implement  a

system of strict protection for species listed under Annex IVa of the Habitats

Directive. There are some important and valuable actions detailed in these

documents – but there are no links no updates and no tracking of what are effectively

programmes of actions to implement a system of strict protection. Neither is there

any evident evaluation of their efficacy or status. In many instances there is not even

evidence of promised actions having been undertaken, or where the responsibility for

them lies. In other instances – some of the actions are partly dysfunctional and

contrary to the protections intended, and/or are poorly implemented.  Additionally,

the system for determining wildlife licences and various derogation licences are

entirely non-transparent, and fail to provide for public participation. There are a

whole range of legal issues associated with this lack of transparency including failures

under the Aarhus Convention, and certain EU law issues also.

18. There is also a lack of clarity on how integrated and well maintained and leveraged is

the data it does maintain – particularly in respect of the Natura 2000 network. The

files on the Natura 2000 network – used to be available in Ely place in paper files. I

fear they may only exist as paper files – and are thus highly vulnerable to damage

and/or loss of important maps and notes detailing the sites and the location of
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certain species and habitats and the really important information used to drive the 

designation process. 

 The analysis of and specification of appropriate information management for a

nature protection agency – quite apart from supporting technological solutions,

must be prioritised as part of the review and transition risk management

programme.

 An inventory of the information held by the NPWS should be developed as

priority if it doesn’t already exist.

 Clarity and transparency should be provided on how it tracks key programmes

such as species action plans and threat response plans.

 Even a small element of the National Recovery and Resilience Programme of

€853 could provide for an important kick start to improved information

management, and to facilitate access to the invaluable repository of

information the NPWS hold, and to secure the safety of some of the

irreplaceable Natura 2000 records and information it hold, which at the same

time providing an important stimulus to the labour market and re-enforcing the

greenness of the recovery package, and providing for support for eNGOs to

engage in the work to identify information and data sets that could have really

significant value in assisting in the quality of environmental decision-making

and the participation in that.

It is against that systems context backdrop and some highlight level BTOPPEFT related 

commentary – that we need to drop a level of granularity into the “O” of organisation of the 

NPWS itself, and to evaluate how fit for purpose that is in terms of Governance, Oversight, 

structural efficiencies, leverage and consolidation of expertise for example on enforcement, 

leverage, spawning and nurturing of truly independent scientific research, internal and 

external networks etc etc. and of course culturally. When you are resourced as poorly as the 

NPWS has undoubtedly been it may seem harsh to be in anyway critical as in fairness there 

are some extraordinary resources within the service. 

From an external perspective there appears to be disconnects and a failure to structure 

optimally, particularly to leverage efficiencies and consolidate the benefit of expertise and to 



deploy like a SWAT team or as shared centre of excellence and advice and oversight for 

regional structures. It is also unclear how the demands and requirements between 

particularly the Designations, Legislation and Scientific Units flow and the rationale behind 

the divisions reflected in the NPWS own organisation depictions reflected below9. 

I am at this juncture hesitant to make any particular recommendation in relation to the 

hierarchy and structure, given some deficit in my information. However I will make some 

observations in respect of my remit from which conclusions might be drawn on the 

effectiveness of the structure in resolving issues impacting on nature, and in particular how 

the NPWS has not leveraged legislative frameworks, and the contributions of successive 

Ministers: 

• The Birds and Habitats Directive, the corner stones of EU Nature Law Protection, are

primarily transposed by S.I. No. 473/2011 - European Union (Environmental Impact

Assessment and Habitats) Regulations 2011.

• They are not available to the public even in an unofficial consolidated form.

9 Sourced: [link removed] 22 
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• They have been minimally changed save for to manage appropriate referencing of

new Acts in other sectors or bodies – eg Minerals and DDA.

• Some changes were effected to exempt certain projects from certain assessments

and I will refrain from commenting here on that.

• SI 355/2015 did effect a number of changes, but theses were largely of a technical

nature.

• Despite concerns over a number of transposition issues, and multiple developments

and clarifications pertaining to the Birds and Habitats Directives, they have not been

updated to address these.

• Nor have  issues of conflict in the Wildlife Act for example in respect of derogations

under s.40(2)  on the destruction of vegetation and burning  restrictions brought

clearly into line with Article 5 and 9 of the Birds Directive, and Article 6(3) and 12-16

of the Habitats Directive.

• Interesting these problematic derogations were actually expanded upon when s.40(2)

of the Wildlife Act was expanded, by a deeply controversial amendment under the

Heritage Act 2018. It also acted to provide power to erode via regulation the already

weak protections afforded for hedgerows, ditches and scrub etc under s.40 on from

Mar 31st to August 31st  for a de minimis window in the nesting season. The further

changes allowed the Minister effectively override the limited protections. Two

successive Ministers, Heather Humphreys and Josepha Maddigan promoted this

agenda publicly in this regard, over a number of years between the end of 2014 to

2018 with the enactment of the legislation to secure these changes, with the support

of senior actors in the service. This was despite the changes being contrary to the

Direction of travel needed by Ireland to respond to an outstanding judgment against

in case c-418/04, particularly in respect of protections for birds in the wider

countryside.

It is notable that despite what would be significant to examine extraordinary man-

hours expended in the service – and an attempt to leverage the provisions by

Minister Madigan right through to Feb 2019 when she consulted on regulations to

authorise burning, the deeply controversial provisions were thankfully entirely

unsuccessful and never leveraged. The Minister draft SI  occasioned a very thoroughly

considered, powerful and legally informed consultation response from eNGOs in Feb
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clause, and no order to extend it having been leveraged in time. The extent of energy 

which was necessitated to fight this campaign over some 4+ years (end 2014 to Feb 

2019) is one of saddest reflections I have of the dysfunctional focus on nature 

protection to which the NPWS as a service has been bent, in particular it would seem 

through a political agenda. 

While clearly under the Constitution Art 15(1) the power to make legislation is vested solely 

and exclusively in the Oireachtas, under the European Communities Act 1976, a Minister may 

effect changes and introduce via Statutory Instrument mandatory requirements to comply 

with EU law. Yet number CJEU judgements  ( eg c-243/15, c-323/17, and indirectly c-461/13 

etc ) even over recent years have not triggered changes which lie within the simple scope of 

a Ministers pen, and which would improve nature protection. Whereas, in stark contrast, the 

whole focus of the Oireachtas was bent to moving deeply problematic primary legislation as 

highlighted above in the Heritage Act 2018, with inadequate protections for waterways and 

management of IAS additionally implemented as a consequence. 

Deficiencies and/or conflicts in transposition still remain unaddressed, now 9 months into to 

the current administration, and some 7 months after the transfer of delegated powers to the 

Minister HLGH in September 2020, under SI 339/2020 [link removed] and some 4 months after these were 

transferred to Minister Noonan under SI 747/2020 [link removed]. However, of particular concern is the 

apparent carve out of in respect of the power to prosecute an offence under the list of 

natural heritage and other powers delegated to him. Thus stripping the Minister of 

enforcement powers. This raises the most serious concern in relation to the appetite of the 

administration to deliver on an NPWS review which truly empowers nature conservation and 

protection. 

The NPWS Guidance for authorities on Appropriate Assessment have not been updated 

since 201010 . This is notwithstanding the potential ambiguity therein and the need to fully 

reflect c-323/17 for example in respect of explicitly excluding mitigation in screening. This is 

the assessment required to ensure the protection of our Natura 2000 network, in respect of 

any plan or project or activity which may impact the site as specified in Article 6(3) of the 

10 [link removed] 24 
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Habitats Directive. Further issues in respect of controversies over the 15% tolerance for 

impacts …** expand w.r.t examples of sectoral consents ** 

A number of easy legislative fixes and the need for corrective communications ( eg even 

NPWS circulars would help as an interim measure) were flagged at a recent bilateral with the 

NPWS and the Commission and stakeholders as part of an EIR review. It would be interesting 

to understand what has been presented to the Minister in relation to same. Needless to say 

any opportunity to engage to assist the Minister as part of the work in responding to the 

review in that regard would be most welcomed. 

 Progress as a priority, consolidation of statutory instruments relevant to Nature

Protection, index outstanding transposition issues, and flaws within the existing

implementation of EU Nature Law, ( The Birds and Habitats Directives in

particular), identify changes needed consequent on clarifications from the EU

Court of Justice on The Birds and Habitats Directives, and update the

regulations, and provide for a new consolidated version.

 Progress as a priority engagement to support the necessary research and

specification of marine protected areas required under Article 13(4) of the EU

Marine Strategy Framework Directive.



26 

 Engage to conduct a parallel review of the implementation of the

Environmental Crime Directive, and the Environmental Liability Directive in

Ireland and the Wildlife Act. 1976, to ensure there is a fit for purpose legislative

system in place to enforce nature law and to provide for dissuasive penalties.

 Develop a training programme and materials for public authorities and An

Garda Síochana, and the wider public on the protections afforded to nature.

CJEU open judgments: 

Case c-418/04 [link removed] judgment on 13 Dec 2007 – still unresolved. 

Programme of measures to respond to the judgment in c-418/04 [link removed] last updated in 
2017.

Significant issues are still outstanding in respect of resolutions needed for 

certain bird species eg Hen Harrier, Aquaculture Licensing and Appropriate 

Assessment, and protections for birds in the wider countryside. 

Related issues escalated to the NPWS and EC in respect of an arbitrary 15% 

tolerance on adverse impacts to Natura 2000 sites and also on the effect of 

s.19A(4) of the Fisheries Amendment Act 1997 which is operated to effectively

permits unregulated operation of aquaculture even in Natura 2000 sites, over

periods of years, indeed decades in some cases.

Both serve to undermine any meaningful progress in respect of Irelands 

compliance with Article 6(3) HD,, albeit technicalities on the scope of the 

judgment may arise. 

It is notable that a number of these issues involve DAFM. 

c-183/05 [link removed] – closed but serious concerns escalated to the EC in respect 

of the efficacy of the response and its implementation, particularly in respect of 

cetaceans, and also basic transposition issues highlighted on the day the 2011 

regulations were shared at a meeting with eNGOs in ELY place and still remain 

unresolved.
11 At least this is the only version I can find published on the NPWS website and in the public domain. 
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Case C-215/06 [link removed] from July 2008, second complaint relating to the failure to 
conduct 
EIA on the Derrybrien Windfarm, the subject of a now infamous bogslide in 2003 

Following sustained failure to respond to the 2008 judgment – the Commission 

brought Ireland back to Court in case c-261/18 [link removed], judgment 12 Nov 2019. The 

Advocate General is his opinion in paragraph 63  [link removed] described Irelands approach and 

failure to resolving the case as akin to a game of snakes and ladders. At time of 

writing the lump sum penalty of €5 million and daily fines imposed of €15,000 run to 

€12,845,000 and counting. The Community moreover, have not a resolution to the 

outstanding assessment and remediation – practically two decades on, on a 

development which the CJEU considered to be fully within the control of the state to 

resolve, para 91 refers. 

Case C-188/08 [link removed] in relation to the management of domestic wastewater treatment 

systems, resulted in a further escalation to the CJEU 
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Infringements / actions being pursued against Ireland by the EU 
Commission: 

Annex IV provides a list of active infringements against Ireland as of 16 April 2021 

Significant infringements very particularly under the full of the NPWS would be in relation to: 

• The failures to designate SACs, and in respect of Art 6 failure to implement

conservation objectives and management frameworks required.

• Failure to implement penalties associated with the control of the spread of IAS (

There may be some element of joint remit and implementation on this, but clarity

on responsibilities and an effective construct needs to be put in place.

• Peat EIA and THM – intersecting with HLGH on planning and water.

A number of other infringements relating to water albeit not within the remit of the NPWS 

clearly have a bearing and impact on nature and the efficacy of legislative protection and the 

adequacy or otherwise of implementation – eg in respect to failures in Urban Waste Water 

Treatment, WFD etc. 

Ireland’s delayed and inadequate transposition of the EIA Directive is of serious concern. It 

one of the most fundamental legislation governing consents on projects likely to have a 

significant effect on the environment. It is effected in Ireland on a sectoral basis and thus fall 

within the remit of other Departments potentially to resolve, but with the knock on 

consequences for nature however, and the risk of failures to adequately apply the Directive 

and protections it envisages for a whole range of environmental factors, including 

biodiversity. Therefore I additionally recommend: 

 Robust engagement to proactively and progressively address infringement

actions and pilots initiated by the EU Commission, and outstanding judgments

from the EU Court of Justice.
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The way forward 

A number of recommendations have already been flagged. However these additional 

suggestions are made in the context of this strategic outcome analysis and the role that 

effective implementation of environmental law can play in this programme of change. 

This is only a partial and somewhat indicative results chain – but it is intended to shows 

the review triggering a whole range of initiatives (lighter blue boxes) leading to interim 

outcomes  (green ovals) and ultimately contributing to the strategic outcome and result 

sought. Not all the initiatives, nor the relationships or intermediate outcomes are reflected. 

But some of the key themes are. Had time and capacity permitted – a cross –referencing of 

the recommendations herein would have been more clearly aligned and the initiatives and a 

full inventory and programme would be specified. But it will hopefully assist to show some of 

the fundamental transformations sought, and the contributions intended. 

Figure 2: Indicative but partial Results Chain of strategic outcomes sought from the 
review 
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 Implement all the strategic initiatives identified in Figure 2 and a programme to

manage the progress toward the intended results in a complementary holistic

programme for effective nature protection.

A key metric for the performance of a nature protection agency must be the performance on 

those habitats and species which are protected. 

The European Environment Agency’s, EEA dashboards12 generated on the back of the Art 17 

Habitats Directive Data reports tell an interesting story. The image below reflecting little or 

no positive developments over the reporting period 2013-2018, and when compared with 

the previous period of 2007-2012, and indeed some degradation: 

Further telling dashboard summaries are included in Annex III, including ones showing the 

main pressures and threats, and the extent of unknowns of some key habitat areas – marine 

in particular. 

Conservation and or Restoration management Programes 

12 [link removed]
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The following initiatives and recommendations are therefore also proposed: 

 Valid Site specific conservation objectives need to be identified with associated

conservation measures and management plans for Natura 2000 sites. These

need to be ambitious and progressive, and actively and transparently managed

and reported against.

 Conservation management programmes (including for outside the Natura 2000

network)  need to be specified for all habitats and species for whom Habitats

Directive Article 17 reports indicate Good or Favourable Status

 Restoration management programmes (including for outside the Natura 2000

network) )  need to be specified for all habitats and species for whom Habitats

Directive Article 17 reports indicate Unknown, Bar or Un-Favourable Status

 Targeted research and evaluation  and consequentially appropriate

management programmes (including for outside the Natura 2000 network) )

need to be specified for all habitats and species for whom Habitats Directive

Article 17 reports indicate Unknown Status

 Further resourcing  needs to be provided to also address significant deficits in

SAC and SPA designations, ( some sites do not adequately protect foraging

areas needed  to sustain the species for which the site is designated and indeed

to also protect and sustain necessary levels of prey species), additionally then

resources are needed to support the specification and implementation of

associated management frameworks for those sites, and also resources are

needed to provide for wider nature protection. (In the past focus on the Natura

2000 network was used to justify prioritisation over national protections, where

in actual fact – both were inadequately provided for.)

 Progress is needed to advancement proposed Natural Heritage Areas, (pNHAs)

to fully designated Natural Heritage Areas, (NHAs). This is needed not just peat

sites & a review needs to be instituted to improve legal protection for pNHAs

and NHAs, and to provide for implement such protections.

 More robust and proactive approach to use of legislative provisions to protect

spaces for nature using i.a. pNHA, NHA designations, and Special Amenity Area

Orders and Nature Reserve provisions under s.15 of the Wildlife Act
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 Fundamental improvements are needed to address issues in the Birds and

Habitats Regulations SI 477/2011 and to also make it more accessible, and in

the Wildlife Act for a number of native species and their habitats not

adequately protected under EU law.

 Engage in outreach to civil society and provide communications and guidance

to assist civil society in nature protection.

 Engage across Departments to provide for better training of Public Authorities,

and agencies and bodies associated with Departments on nature protection.

 Clarify and escalate appropriately issues arising from the  carve-out on

enforcement authority, and other functions whereby the Minister of State with

responsibility for Natural Heritage has not been delegated certain powers.

 Engage to develop a positive and mutually reinforcing relationship between

local and national eNGOs and the new body charged with Nature Protection.

 Engage and mobilise with farmers outside of the Unions, and directly with

landowners to incentivise nature protection and effective leverage of the CAP –

so that Natura 2000 designation as a blessing not a blight.

 Develop networks and synergies to amplify oversight and detection of breaches

of nature law impacting on nature – eg EPA, An Garda Síochana, The Defence

Forces, including in particular the Naval Service, the Air Corp. It is essential to

leverage the Defence Forces to assist in monitoring and enforcement – to

address Brexit risks and marine risks in particular.

Serious issues in Marine Protection: 

Brief reference is included here to the submission made as ELO, IEN and Irish Whale and 

Dolphin Group’s (IWDG’s) submission to the Commission on the Defence Forces, CoDF. This 

highlighted the opportunities to draw on the Defence Forces, and the Naval Service in 

particular in respect of Marine Protection, especially in respect of cetaceans. This is not just 

given the current inadequacies and issues in the implementation of what should be the 

strictest level of protection, but also their extraordinary carbon sequestration potential, their 

role in oxygen production and critical role in planetary health, and in particular their role in 
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the maintenance of overall marine health and marine biodiversity, and the importance of 

Irish waters for them. 

The inadequacy of protections implemented in our waters can be sadly highlighted by the 

population significant fatalities for Cuiviers beaked whales witnessed in 2018. These were set 

out in detail in the IWDF submission to the CoDF review, which I engaged with IWDG  on: 

“Since 2008 there have been four mass standings of beaked whales and other species, 

originating probably from within the Irish EEZ. If we examine data presented by Dr Andrew 

Brownlow at the WMMC 2019 in Barcelona we can see that one species was particularly 

impacted, with over 60 Cuvier’s beaked whale stranded in multiple locations in Scotland and 

Ireland. The source of the dead animals was shown by Dr Brownlow to be likely North West 

off the Irish coast within the Irish EEZ in early to mid July, 2018 (see Figure 1). 

This compares with an area with some of the largest number of sightings of Cuvier’s in the 

Observe programme run by the state (Rogan et al 2018). If we take the findings of Peltier et 

al (2012) that 8% of animals that die at sea, end up being found stranded on the shore, then 

the death of some 60+ Cuvier’s beaked whales represents the death in reality of probably 

some 750+ animals from the Irish population. If we then refer to the Article 17 reports of the 

government (NPWS, 2019) we have a maximum population of 1,221 Cuvier’s beaked whales 

in Irish waters. Losing over 750 represents a population loss of over 60%. The cause of this 

biodiversity loss is linked to a sudden event, with loss of other species as well. Natural 

causes have been excluded by Dr Andrew Brownlow as a cause. The only plausible 

explanation for such events is typically mid-frequency naval sonar.” 

 Specifically address deficiencies in the guidelines for anthropogenic sound in

marine waters, and the consent frameworks required in marine waters to

properly implement Habitats Directive Art 12-16.

 Specifically address deficiencies in the implementation of Habitats Directive Art

12 – 16

 Provide for a transparent regime for decisions on  Habitats Directive Article 16

Derogations, and for public participation and access to justice on such decisions

in accordance with the Aarhus Convention.
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 Engage with An Garda Síochana, the EPA and other key stakeholders to

establish an effective  wildlife crime unit and rapid response mechanism.

 Leverage and focus of New EU Commission advice on Environmental Liability

Directive, particularly in respect of Natura 2000.

 Review and evaluation of the adequacy of Ireland’s implementation of the

Conventions listed under Annex 1.

Overall recommendation: 

 Need for a programmatic approach to the change, and transitional risk

management, in addition to establishing and resourcing an organisation which

is fit for purpose.

Thank-you for the consideration of this submission and the accommodations made in 

respect of its hasty and imperfect formulation. 
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Annex 1: List of particularly relevant international law 
conventions 

“OSPAR Convention” The Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment of the 
North-East Atlantic  [link removed]

Especially as Waterfowl Habitat is an international treaty for the conservation and 
sustainable use of wetlands [link removed].[2] It is also known as the Convention on 
Wetlands. It is named after the city of Ramsar in Iran, where the convention was signed in 
1971. “RAMSAR Convention” - Ramsar Convention on Wetlands of International 
Importance 

“UNCLOS” United Nations Convention Law of the Sea, here [link removed]

“UNECE Aarhus Convention”, The UNECE Convention on Access to Information, Public 
Participation in Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters was 
adopted on 25th June 1998, text here [link removed]

“UNECE Espoo Convention” - UNECE Espoo on Environmental Impact Assessment in 
a Transboundary Context, text here [link removed]

Convention on Biological Diversity, text here [link removed]
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Annex II EEA National summary dashboards - Habitats Directive – 
Art.17 

 Dashboards – selected for Ireland only, as published Dec 2019. 

Proportion of assessments in each category of conservation status compared 
across reporting period 2007-2012 versus 2013-2018 [link removed]
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Proportion of habitats in good, bad or unknown status 
– note how significantly “unknown” coastal habitats are:

Main pressures and threats [link removed] * I can’t copy the full screen – but most of the detail is here) 
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Annex III The Dysfunctional issues with the distribution of CAP 
payments: Graphical Statistical Analysis 

The following diagrams graphically illustrate the dysfunctional distribution of CAP payments in the 
context of environmental services and supporting smaller farmers and High Nature Value areas. 

Data derived from CAP beneficiaries database ([link removed])

; accessed Jan-18 

Farmer numbers derived from the CSO farm census 2010 

Analysis generously acknowledged to Dr. Alex Copland, when at  Birdwatch Ireland 
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Annex IV: Infringements: 

Records relating to each infringement is grouped into colour blocks – with the latest actions 

highlighted within the block in bold and red, to clarify the current status. 
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Annex V: Summary of Recommendations made: 

Note: These should be considered in the context in which they were made above. I would welcome 
the opportunity to clarify them further as appropriate. 

 Further consultative checkpoints are included as an essential part of the review
process, with key stakeholders particularly.

 Pursue a holistic systems based approach to the analysis in this review, and a
strategic outcome and results based focus for the recommendations

 The review of the NPWS needs to be outcome focused – where the required outcome
is more effective structures and systems necessary to support nature conservation,
restoration and protection.

 Low hanging fruit with important implications for nature protection need to be seized

now, as part of a transition to a transformation which must start now. This submission

identifies some of these.

 The changes recommended and the additional resources need to be deployed

purposively for nature, not for the perpetuation of any organisational construct.

 We must avoid reinforcing and bolstering dysfunctional aspects of the current

architecture.

 Civil society and the eNGO sector must be engaged and mobilised to support the

Minister.

 Consideration needs to be given to establishing an independent, well resourced

agency with responsibility for Nature Conservation and Protection, with a powerful

legislative remit, including the ability to hold Departments to account, including any

Ministerial Department to which it is related, and to obligate it to pursue legal

recourse where necessary. ( exact formulation needs further consideration). The

construct of any Board and associated advisory bodies will need careful calculation if

the senior staff are not to become accountable to themselves, but also if an external

Board is decided upon – it also needs to be able to be held accountable.  The

potential for augmenting and/or reconstituting such an agency or function in the

context of the EPA might be considered. However, given the EPA is a licensing

authority against which the Nature Conservation and Protection Agency might need

to act – this is possibly not feasible, and the EPA model is itself not optimally

configured, nor is its operation without issue, albeit it makes a very important

contribution in many areas to environmental protection. The EPA’s increased voice as
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an advocate and as a critique on Government policy and implementation failures is 

most welcome.  There could be benefits given the organisational maturity of the EPA, 

but also potentially some challenges. 

 Specific consideration would be needed to ensure the National Parks remains firmly

as publicly owned land, maintained and managed in the interests of nature

conservation and restoration as a primary objective.

 Given the potential for the Government to fall mid any transition and transformation,

and to be succeeded by an even more hostile administration to environmental

protection than we are seeing currently, the staging of the transition and interim

planning will need to be meticulously considered. Robustly resourcing any

restructuring efforts, including specification of legislation would mitigate against the

risks with a protracted approach. However, at time of writing even the adequacy of

resourcing and support for the current review team is of concern.

 It is necessary also to ensure nature protection and conservation is addressed in the

immediate and intervening period, including with improved resourcing. However, to

ensure this does not serve to reinforce problematic patterns, it needs to be

accompanied by an immediate and rigorous focus on personal accountability and

transparency around decisions and issue management, and some level of external

oversight might assist in this regard.

 Specific consideration will be needed to ensure any cultural dysfunction does not

taint any new construct or re-organisation.

 More explicit remits in respect of priorities for nature protection and conservation,

accountability and oversight, and transparency of the issues flow and decisions are

key areas for immediate focus even in a transitionary context.  This arguable should

not be just at regional level but throughout the organisation.

 The Minister as part of the review should be seeking to bring forward and

prioritise actions which can limit further damage to nature, and contribute to the

strategic outcome, and stimulate the transition and cultural shift, including by

engaging to remove dysfunctional incentives in the CAP and related national

schemes and plans.

 The Minister must address that legal duty under Art 11(1) of the Wildlife Act, as

he is effectively obligated to mitigate against matters outside of his remit,
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impacting on nature, by i.a. exercising his voice to engage, exercising the powers 

which he does have, particularly in respect of correcting inadequate and/or 

flawed provisions in Statutory Instruments, more rigour in licencing under his 

control, improving the focus on personal accountability within the service and the 

drive for effective engagement in environmental decision-making, all with 

immediate effect. 

 Provide clarity on how and why the Minister’s delegated powers strip him of any

entitlement to prosecute an offence under the nature legislation he is delegated

authority on.

 The transitional programme needs to recognise the need to support key

risks/opportunities for nature protection associated in particular with the new

CAP, new Agri-Food strategy and current Forestry licencing and new Forestry

Programme, and Marine Planning and associated expansion of activity and

development in Marine, and Brexit.

 The analysis of and specification of appropriate information management for a

nature protection agency – quite apart from supporting technological solutions,

must be prioritised as part of the review and transition risk management

programme.

 An inventory of the information held by the NPWS should be developed as

priority if it doesn’t already exist.

 Clarity and transparency should be provided on how it tracks key programmes

such as species action plans and threat response plans.

 Even a small element of the National Recovery and Resilience Programme of €853

could provide for an important kick start to improved information management,

and to facilitate access to the invaluable repository of information the NPWS

hold, and to secure the safety of some of the irreplaceable Natura 2000 records

and information it hold, which at the same time providing an important stimulus

to the labour market and re-enforcing the greenness of the recovery package,

and providing for support for eNGOs to engage in the work to identify

information and data sets that could have really significant value in assisting in

the quality of environmental decision-making and the participation in that.
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 Progress as a priority, consolidation of statutory instruments relevant to Nature

Protection, index outstanding transposition issues, and flaws within the existing

implementation of EU Nature Law, ( The Birds and Habitats Directives in

particular), identify changes needed consequent on clarifications from the EU

Court of Justice on The Birds and Habitats Directives, and update the regulations,

and provide for a new consolidated version.

 Progress as a priority engagement to support the necessary research and

specification of marine protected areas required under Article 13(4) of the EU

Marine Strategy Framework Directive.

 Engage to conduct a parallel review of the implementation of the Environmental

Crime Directive, and the Environmental Liability Directive in Ireland and the

Wildlife Act. 1976, to ensure there is a fit for purpose legislative system in place to

enforce nature law and to provide for dissuasive penalties.

 Develop a training programme and materials for public authorities and An Garda

Síochana, and the wider public on the protections afforded to nature.

 Robust engagement to proactively and progressively address infringement

actions and pilots initiated by the EU Commission, and outstanding judgments

from the EU Court of Justice.

 Implement all the strategic initiatives identified in Figure 2 and a programme to

manage the progress toward the intended results in a complementary holistic

programme for effective nature protection.

 Valid Site specific conservation objectives need to be identified with associated

conservation measures and management plans for Natura 2000 sites. These need to

be ambitious and progressive, and actively and transparently managed and reported

against.

 Conservation management programmes (including for outside the Natura 2000

network)  need to be specified for all habitats and species for whom Habitats

Directive Article 17 reports indicate Good or Favourable Status

 Restoration management programmes (including for outside the Natura 2000

network) )  need to be specified for all habitats and species for whom Habitats

Directive Article 17 reports indicate Unknown, Bar or Un-Favourable Status
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 Targeted research and evaluation  and consequentially appropriate  management

programmes (including for outside the Natura 2000 network) )  need to be specified

for all habitats and species for whom Habitats Directive Article 17 reports indicate

Unknown Status

 Further resourcing  needs to be provided to also address significant deficits in SAC

and SPA designations, ( some sites do not adequately protect foraging areas needed

to sustain the species for which the site is designated and indeed to also protect and

sustain necessary levels of prey species), additionally then resources are needed to

support the specification and implementation of associated management frameworks

for those sites, and also resources are needed to provide for wider nature protection.

(In the past focus on the Natura 2000 network was used to justify prioritisation over

national protections, where in actual fact – both were inadequately provided for.)

 Progress is needed to advancement proposed Natural Heritage Areas, (pNHAs) to

fully designated Natural Heritage Areas, (NHAs). This is needed not just peat sites & a

review needs to be instituted to improve legal protection for pNHAs and NHAs, and

to provide for implement such protections.

 More robust and proactive approach to use of legislative provisions to protect spaces

for nature using i.a. pNHA, NHA designations, and Special Amenity Area Orders and

Nature Reserve provisions under s.15 of the Wildlife Act

 Fundamental improvements are needed to address issues in the Birds and Habitats

Regulations SI 477/2011 and to also make it more accessible, and in the Wildlife Act

for a number of native species and their habitats not adequately protected under EU

law.

 Engage in outreach to civil society and provide communications and guidance to

assist civil society in nature protection.

 Engage across Departments to provide for better training of Public Authorities, and

agencies and bodies associated with Departments on nature protection.

 Clarify and escalate appropriately issues arising from the  carve-out on enforcement

authority, and other functions whereby the Minister of State with responsibility for

Natural Heritage has not been delegated certain powers.

 Engage to develop a positive and mutually reinforcing relationship between local and

national eNGOs and the new body charged with Nature Protection.
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 Engage and mobilise with farmers outside of the Unions, and directly with

landowners to incentivise nature protection and effective leverage of the CAP – so

that Natura 2000 designation as a blessing not a blight.

 Develop networks and synergies to amplify oversight and detection of breaches of

nature law impacting on nature – eg EPA, An Garda Síochana, The Defence Forces,

including in particular the Naval Service, the Air Corp. It is essential to leverage the

Defence Forces to assist in monitoring and enforcement – to address Brexit risks and

marine risks in particular.

 Specifically address deficiencies in the guidelines for anthropogenic sound in marine

waters, and the consent frameworks required in marine waters to properly implement

Habitats Directive Art 12-16.

 Specifically address deficiencies in the implementation of Habitats Directive Art 12 –

16

Provide for a transparent regime for decisions on  Habitats Directive Article 16

Derogations, and for public participation and access to justice on such decisions in

accordance with the Aarhus Convention.

 Review the adequacy of the Service Level Agreement with the Defence Forces to

assist in nature protection and in monitoring and data gathering and in enforcement

of environmental crime

 Engage with An Garda Síochana, the EPA and other key stakeholders to establish an

effective  wildlife crime unit and rapid response mechanism.

 Leverage and focus of New EU Commission advice on Environmental Liability

Directive, particularly in respect of Natura 2000.

 Review and evaluation of the adequacy of Ireland’s implementation of the

Conventions listed under Annex 1.

 Need for a programmatic approach to the change, and transitional risk

management, in addition to establishing and resourcing an organisation which

is fit for purpose.



 

April 2021 

IFA Submission Re: Review of the National Parks & Wildlife Service (NPWS) 

The IFA is Ireland’s largest farming representative organisation, representing Irish farmers, foresters 
and aquaculture producers at home and in Europe, lobbying and campaigning for improved conditions 
and incomes for farm families. We also provide representation, support and advice to members on an 
individual basis. 

As such IFA has had interaction with NPWS involving various levels of the organisation relating to a 
number of areas concerning IFA members. 

The NPWS has a very important role and is responsible for very important work, in particular its role 
in relation to the EU Biodiversity Strategy, the Natura 2000 Network and National Biodiversity Action 
Plan 2017-2021. These EU and National priorities together with Climate Actions targets, the EU Green 
Deal and NPWS’ role in promoting sustainable development/planning will place increasing demands 
on NPWS resources.  

Currently, Ireland is not performing well in its responsibility in relation to protection and 
preservation of Natura 2000 sites, SACs, SPAs, due to poor implementation of policy. There appears 
to be a systematic culture of poor management within NPWS with no accountability for the lack of 
urgency to implement agreed policy. For example, the Hen Harrier Threat Response Plan - Forestry 
in Hen Harrier areas have been sterilised since 2011, pending the implementation of a Hen Harrier 
Threat Response Plan. This situation is untenable as it is depriving farmers of the opportunity to use 
their land to the best potential, and has seriously devalued the property. 

The experience of IFA interactions with NPWS, can be summarised by a general lack of meaningful 
consultation and engagement with farmers/landowners/licenced operators in relation to 
designated land, peat restoration, deer-hunting licencing (Section 42), forestry and aquaculture 
licencing issues. There is now a very important need for progressive engagement between 
farmers/landowners/licenced operators and NPWS, in regard to how we manage our land and meet 
biodiversity and climate targets. 

13.6% of the land is designated as either SAC or SPA, impacting around 35,000 farmers. Restrictions 
placed on farmers/landowners impose additional costs e.g. apply for permission to carry out certain 
actions, changes to land use options in some areas, devaluation of property and leads to income 
loss. There is a need for proper consideration for landowners property rights such as valuation/land 
use. An independent arbitration scheme should be introduced to determine the loss of value or 
impact on business.  

There is a real need for effective engagement and stakeholder consultation with NPWS, particularly 
in relation of Programme of Measures (POM’s) arising from legal rulings that effect landowners & 
licensed operators, of which NPWS are responsible for implementing.  

Open infringement proceedings, such as European Court of Justice Judgement C418/04 (Birds Case) 
and European Commission Infringement 2010/2161 (Peatland Case), whose management requires 
significant resources need to be properly resourced. 
For example, the Birds case (ECJ ruling C418/04) adverse ruling against Ireland, on implementation of 
the Birds and Habitats Directive, effectively stalled the aquaculture licencing system in Ireland until 
such time as Appropriate Assessments could be carried out regarding aquaculture licence applications 
in Natura 2000 sites. This stagnated any sustainable development of Irish aquaculture, as the licencing 
system could not function without baseline assessment data in order to make licence considerations 
on Natura 2000 sites.  
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The movement of the NPWS between government departments has had considerable impact on the 
functioning of NPWS, and its resources, in the past two decades. The fact that the NPWS is neither 
a State agency nor an independent body, means that oversight and governance ultimately lies with 
the Minister of the relevant Dept in which NPWS resides. There is not an appropriate organisational 
structure appointed to manage NPWS. This can make decision-making and action/sanction of 
actions much more complicated for both NPWS and stakeholders, such as landowners, alike. As 
NPWS regularly moves between Depts. the responsible Minister also changes regularly, making it 
difficult for NPWS staff and stakeholders alike to develop working relationships with Dept. officials 
and at times may not facilitate efficient decision making. 
 
NPWS should be retained as an organisation, but with more autonomy and a clearly defined, 
independent structure, but without an independent legal personality (e.g. Executive Agency, like 
Met Éireann, Central Statistics Office etc.) This organisational structure would be most appropriate 
for the delivery and implementation of the NPWS mandate in the future. 

Future priorities for the NPWS should include: 

1. Sufficient resources for NPWS to carry out the important role they are responsible for Re: 

enforcement and implementation of relevant legislation and policy in a timely manner 

2. Effective communication, engagement and decision making including relevant stakeholders Re: 

enforcement and implementation. 

3. Make available sufficient resources to allow for efficient streamlined systems to facilitate 

decision makers. 

4. Training courses for landowners/licenced operators of Natura 2000 sites so that they are aware 

of their responsibility in relation to protecting and preserving such sites and in order to facilitate 

better working relationships between NPWS and Stakeholders. 
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Professor Jane Stout, 

Chairperson,  

National Parks & Wildlife Service Review. 

Via E-mail. 

1st April 2021 

Re: Observations from Inland Fisheries Ireland 

Dear Professor Stout, 

I am writing to you in connection with the review being undertaken by yourself and Dr Mícheál Ó Cinnéide, 

of the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) and specifically its remit, status and funding.  

In the first instance Inland Fisheries Ireland (IFI) welcomes the opportunity to provide an input into this review 

process, as we believe that a strengthened and re-structured wildlife service will benefit the work of IFI 

specifically, and Ireland generally. We also recognise the critical importance of biodiversity in 

underpinning Irelands natural capital.  

The comments from IFI are borne from the experience of staff in their dealings with the NPWS over many 

years, and also from IFI’s own experience as a State Agency subject to many of the same pressures as the 

NPWS in the last decade. As you will appreciate in this regard, we do not have a direct and explicit 

knowledge of the specific inner workings nor governance structures of the NPWS but rather a more general 

view of its operations. For that reason please excuse any assumptions contained in this submission that are 

not factual. 

Remit  

As outlined in the Terms of Reference letter IFI understands the remit of the NPWS to include, inter alia; 

• Direct responsibility for 87,000ha of National Parks, Nature Reserves and other conservational and

recreational properties.

• The conservation of a range of habitats and species identified under European and National law

and a range of international conventions.

• Role in the assessment of planning applications and other applications which may impact on the

natural environment.

Thus, it would appear that the NPWS have three distinct strands of operation, two of which are focused 

externally, in the field, and the third is centred around licensing and planning.  

Further examination of the structure of the NPWS identifies that it has both a central and regional structure 

and the regional management is responsible for;  

• Implementation and enforcement of the Wildlife Acts 1976-2000, the Whale Fisheries Acts and the

Regulations which bring the Habitats and Birds Directives into force.

• Management of the state-owned Nature Reserves and National Parks.

• Advice to planning and other consent authorities on the impacts of development applications

and plans on biodiversity.

• Participation in research and survey projects by collecting data within their areas.

• Provision of an education and advisory service to the public.



IFI understand that the NPWS also have statutory responsibility for invasive species including aquatic 

invasive species (AIS), and this has been a source of much interaction between our two organisations in 

recent years. This culminated in the development of a Memo for Government which sought to transfer the 

specific statutory responsibility and funding for aquatic invasive species management   to IFI. This is 

reflected in the 2017 to 2021 National Biodiversity Action Plan. Unfortunately, as yet this has not progressed 

to completion.  IFI would be anxious to pursue this issue particularly in view of the activities IFI are currently 

engaged in. This observation relates in particular to  Lough Corrib and other freshwater ecosystems where 

aquatic invasive species have become established.  

The 2017 to 2020 Biodiversity Action Plan itself needs to be reviewed and in particular section 4.4. Ireland 

is failing to enhance measures for eradication and control of invasive species. There is no coherent 

approach to this. Equally, Target 5 of the EU Biodiversity Strategy needs to be considered. Target 5 states 

that Ireland needs to combat invasive alien species by 2020, invasive alien species and their pathways 

are identified and prioritised, priority species are controlled or eradicated, and pathways are managed 

to prevent the introduction and establishment of new invasive alien species’. 

IFI as the fisheries agency is responsible for the management of fish, fish habitats and angling and it 

currently does not have direct statutory responsibility and underpinning legislation for the management of 

aquatic invasive species. Despite this, IFI has developed much of the policy for aquatic invasive species 

in Ireland and has been leading the Lagarosiphon major removal programme in Lough Corrib. IFI also took 

a lead role in the identification and quantification of Asian Clam (Corbicula fluminea) on the River 

Shannon in Lanesborough.  

IFI understands that the NPWS parent department, the Department of Housing, Local Government 

and Heritage have assisted in funding the management and identification of invasive species, including 

aquatic invasive species at the National Biodiversity Data Centre. While IFI recognise the importance of, 

and support, having a well-funded National Biodiversity Data Centre, there is we believe, a need for an 

agency to be responsible for ensuring proactive management of these invasive species and currently this 

does not appear to be available in the current structure of the NPWS. We appreciate that the National 

Biodiversity Data Centre is not controlled by the NPWS but resources must be strategically directed in 

removing and managing invasive species and not just documenting their presence and impacts on 

ecosystems as a whole. 

Despite having statutory responsibility for the management of aquatic invasive species the NPWS does not 

appear to have the capability or capacity  to be able to deliver on this element of its remit. It may be the 

case that the aforementioned Memo to Government should be prioritised as a matter of urgency. It is 

critical that IFI identifies the need to manage invasive species both terrestrial and aquatic as it impacts on 

the fish species that we are statutory mandated to protect. We need a coordinated strategic approach 

to this problem nationally, and one that is underpinned by legislation so that resources can be channelled 

to the correct areas within agencies. 

IFI understand the current review of the NPWS to be a form of strategic review of the organisation, and in 

any such review two fundamental questions could be asked, (i) the strategic question – ‘are we doing the 

right things’ and (ii) the operational question - ‘are we doing things right’.  
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The former question plays into the ‘remit’ of the NPWS and it is IFI’s view that having a wide remit without 

having the appropriate support and resources to carry it out adequately effectively hobbles the 

organisation and can lead to sub-optimal outcomes.    

If these questions are applied to the topic of invasive species the NPWS are indeed doing things right in 

terms of working with and supporting the National Biodiversity Data Centre to record and report on 

invasive species, but it must be clear and unambiguous as to what Agency / Organisation/s have the 

specific remit for the management, control, eradication of both invasive aquatic and terrestrial flora and 

fauna.  

IFI have stepped into the breach in respect of aquatic invasive flora in certain instances but such an 

arrangement has no legal basis at present.  Equally it is very difficult to justify directing resources within IFI 

to address a function that we are not legally responsible for. 

IFI believes the remit of the NPWS is broad and challenging and can be satisfactorily executed only if 

appropriate support and resources are provided, which they are not at the current time. IFI welcomes the 

recent proposed injection of additional staff and resources into the NPWS but is concerned that this may  

be only to address a specific problem, it is clear that any such investment would be best done against a 

new improved structure. 

Status 

As identified in the TOR document the NPWS has been assigned to a number of different Departments 

over the last 24 years additionally and critically the TOR’s have described the NPWS as being “neither an 

agency nor an independent body”. IFI believes this has fundamentally impacted on the effectiveness of 

the organisation in delivering its mandate. In addition to being moved across a range of Departments, 

and being starved of sufficient funding, the governance basis of the organisation is also unclear.  

The role of agencies is fundamentally different to that of a Central Government line Department, primarily 

because they have a greater degree of flexibility in the delivery of their mandate. Often, they can respond 

quicker to and pivot towards opportunities, and critically they can do things which may be beyond the 

scope of Government Departments. 

Looking at the current functions of the NPWS they are broken down into three distinct areas; 

• management of the national parks and reserves,

• nature conservation and the enforcement of the wildlife acts, and

• planning and licensing.

IFI have significant interaction with NPWS personnel in two of the three functions, planning and licensing, 

and nature conservation and enforcement. Our interaction with the NPWS on national parks and reserves 

would be more limited – but IFI would have a specific interest in this area too as it overlaps with the aim of 

IFI to development access to angling etc.  

While interactions between IFI and individual staff members are good there is a need for a better working 

arrangement between the two organisations as so many of our areas of responsibility are so similar and 

overlapping. Officers attached to IFI have on many occasions discovered unauthorised works close to  
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Margaritifera populations. Both IFI and the NPWS need more formal and robust protocols for dealing with 

such situations. IFI believe that a significant opportunity is being missed here to protect biodiversity. 

IFI recognises the difficult role the NPWS has to play in nature conservation and in many cases IFI finds itself 

in similar situations with regard to fisheries matters. Clearly many of the issues are the same and the 

stakeholders the same. There are frequent occasions when a Fisheries Officer and a Wildlife Ranger arrive 

to the same venue to ensure the integrity of the native biodiversity from two slightly different perspectives 

– this level of overlap is unsustainable from a central Government perspective and consideration must be 
given at this stage to a single Fisheries and Wildlife Agency. Equally, IFI fishery officers have available to 
them significant information relating to persons suspected of illegally shooting deer. IFI and NPWS need to 
formulate robust protocols in line with data protection rules to share this information.

In addition, IFI believes the NPWS could benefit from changing their approach to a more enabling one 

which may ultimately yield greater collateral benefit for nature conservation and buy-in from stakeholders. 

One of the critical aspects of organisational effectiveness is having both the capabilities and capacity to 

be able to deliver on its remit. Given the significant reductions in funding suffered by the NPWS, IFI believe 

the focus of the organisation has moved towards desk-based licensing and planning and ‘firefighting’ the 

wide range of EU infringement cases. In such circumstances it is unsurprising that the focus of the NPWS 

appears to be on enforcing wildlife and environmental regulation on primarily State actors through the 

planning and licensing avenue.   

IFI believe the operational and enforcement role of the NPWS is generally weak at deterring wildlife crime. 

Figures indicate that there have been 164 prosecutions under the Wildlife Acts since 2012. IFI believe that 

such an enforcement role would be better delivered by a statutory agency with specific enforcement 

powers rather than by a division within the Civil Service. In order to have a strong enforcement role the  

structure must be very tight and have a clear hierarchical responsibility insulated from outside influence. 

A regime similar to that operated in IFI would result in prosecutions getting to court efficiently and 

effectively. It is also important that such a role is accompanied by clearly structured training for all 

enforcement staff to ensure consistent delivery.  

This comment is not to be interpreted as a slight on the dedicated group of Wildlife Rangers, who are 

amongst the hardest working and most dedicated State employees, but rather a reflection on the 

availability and deployment of resources within the NPWS and the organisational culture and focus.  

The operating environment has become more dangerous in recent years and the risks officers face on the 

ground have heightened in certain areas. In this regard it is more important than ever to have appropriate 

numbers of suitably trained and equipped staff to undertake this type of work, and that they can operate 

in appropriately sized teams. IFI is conscious that Wildlife Rangers normally work alone and it is clear that 

in certain instances such an arrangement may not be appropriate. IFI officers seldom work on their own 

for safety and continuity of evidence reasons. It is also important to recognise that this enforcement role 

is ‘not for everybody’ and certain staff members are neither suitable for, nor enjoy, this type of work.   

In addition, as IFI field staff have a key role in the implementation of the habitats directive it is vital that 

these staff are appropriately mandated under S.I. 477 so that Ireland in general can better enforce the 

regulations.  
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Having considered the operations of the NPWS, IFI believe there is merit in reviewing the organisational 

structure and moving some elements of the current NPWS into a defined agency structure and retaining 

some in the Department as a line Division. Two of the three operating strands of the NPWS, the national 

parks and reserves and the nature conservation and enforcement structures should be established as a 

separate agency external to the Department, and the licensing and planning functions should be 

retained within the Department.  

There would be significant merit and potential cost efficiencies in merging elements of IFI with elements of 

the NPWS and this review must be the ideal opportunity for such a merge to be considered.  

• The role of the park / wildlife ranger and that of the Fisheries Officer have considerable overlap.

• That Both agencies have an enforcement role and the prosecution role too could be merged.

• Both agencies have a role in licensing certain activities and this too could be merged.

• Both agencies have a scientific remit and this too could merge to forma much strengthened and

aligned approach to the implementation of the Habitats and Birds Directive and the Water

Framework Directive.

Any such changes would need to be brought forward as part of Government policy but the structures 

adopted in other countries would suggest that these areas of responsibility are frequently paired from  

Funding  

As an organisation which derives the significant proportion of its funding from the Exchequer, IFI believe it 

is not realistic nor credible to expect the NPWS to be able to deliver on its broad mandate in an effective 

manner when it has had its funding allocation reduced by 71%. The recent announcement of significant 

additional funding and staff as articulated at the ‘Nature Bilateral Dialogue’ with the E.U. is a welcome 

development but is seen as principally being related to need to complete all the designation of sites and 

setting of conservation limits for such sites. These are issues that have been ‘long fingered’ for many years 

due to lack of resources. IFI are extremely aware that there remain numerous infringement cases against 

Ireland many of which, it would appear, are not as a consequence of anything that the NPWS did but 

more due to activities of private individuals or companies or organisations that have had an impact on 

protected habitats or species. The NPWS or its new constitution needs to be in a position to address these 

is a timely and effective manner. A dedicated section addressing such issues is vital. This will also need to 

be appropriately resourced from a technological and professional perspective. 

It is imperative that IFI now stresses the need and desire to work closely with NPWS to protect wildlife and 

biodiversity for future generations. IFI sees this review as a timely opportunity to further strengthen 

relationships and protocols with a view to protecting our shared natural resources on behalf of the public. 

As CEO of IFI I would welcome the opportunity to discuss these comments further with yourself and the 

review group if an opportunity exists to do that.  

Yours sincerely, 

________________________ 

Mr Francis O Donnell  

Chief Executive Officer 
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35 Years taking action for Bogs and Wildlife

RE: National Parks and Wildlife Service Review 2021

Dear National Parks & Wildlife Service,

The Irish Peatland Conservation Council (IPCC) campaign and raise awareness for the protection of a representative sample

and the sustainable use of Irish Peatlands. 82% of Ireland’s original resource of peatland habitat has been lost to industrial

and domestic peat extraction, afforestation, land reclamation and development (Foss, O’Connell, Crushell, 2001). The recent

report published by National Parks & Wildlife Service entitled The Status of E.U Habitats & Species in Ireland 2019 has

reported Raised Bogs and Blanket Bogs to have an overall status of “Bad” and decreasing. The two main Fen habitat types

are also “Bad” and “Unfavourable” (NPWS, 2019). The report highlights that Ireland’s habitat and species management has

been too little and this review is an opportunity to highlight this.

Thank you for providing the Irish Peatland Conservation Council with the opportunity to make comments on the review of

the National Parks and Wildlife Service. We would first like to recognise the important work that the National Parks and

Wildlife Service does in terms of habitat and biodiversity protection for Irish people, which is an essential service.

Given the opportunity that this review provides the Irish Peatland Conservation Council are raising concerns that we would

like the National Parks and Wildlife Service to take on-board which would increase the effectiveness of Ireland’s 

biodiversity and habitat management.

Governing

The National Parks and Wildlife Service, as a government body, has been moved around Government Departments, making

the public unsure as to where the body sits in government and the position of the department. Finding a permanent place for

the National Parks and Wildlife service within government or as an independent state body would allow a constant for 

biodiversity, habitat and people.

The Irish Peatland Conservation Council welcomed the announcement of an extra €95.5m in the budget, an increase of 51%

from 2020 for the operations of the National Parks and Wildlife Service. If the National Parks and Wildlife Service are to

achieve their objectives of nature conservation of both habitat and species they need to be properly financed and resourced. 

The National Parks and Wildlife Service have been completely understaffed, evident by the difficulties in contacting

Conservation Rangers who are spread too thin. To effectively manage Ireland’s biodiversity resources there needs to be

more boots on the ground building bridges with the community and publicising the National Parks and Wildlife Service to

the wider communities. For this network of Conservation Rangers on the ground to effectively complete their roles they

need to be in contact with the public. Contact details for the National Parks and Wildlife Service Conservation Rangers

needs to be publicised to enable communication between members of the public and the National Parks and Wildlife Service

in regards to wildlife crime, habitat management and biodiversity. Currently we are only provided with regional contacts

which has not been effective. Finances need to be made available for restoration on land owned by other stakeholders and

used to restore confidence in the National Parks and Wildlife Service. Bridges need to be built allowing the NPWS to gain

access to sites not owned by the state so that they can undertake whole site restoration, not partial restoration. IPCC would

like to see a team of negotiators on the ground working with communities so that real site restoration can be undertaken.

The challenges that have been observed from a financial and personnel point of view has led to very slow roll-out of actions

in regards to peatland management. The Irish Peatland Conservation Council have listed the actions below which are over-

due in terms of Ireland’s peatland management and which could be solved with increased funding, increased staff and a 

permanent home in government or state.

Raised Bogs

NHA Network:- The results of the NHA Raised Bog Review has led to a proposed reconfiguration of the NHA Raised Bog
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Network in 2014. This needs to be finalized and the list of raised bog sites published so that they can be protected through legislation and planning

from the threat of drainage, peat harvesting and burning. The raised bog designation process needs to be completed if effective management is to

be realised. Bord na Móna has sites awaiting SAC and NHA designation so that we can reach our conservation targets for active raised bog habitat.

These sites need to be publically announced and officially protected. The Irish Peatland Conservation Council have been awaiting the publication

of the raised bog reconfiguration since this review in 2014 and the rate of these designations is causing further degradation to the peatland habitat

which is considered by the National Parks and Wildlife Service as the most threatened habitat.

Fens

IPCC understand that the National Parks and Wildlife Service has extensive data in a database created by Dr Peter Foss and that further data on

these wetland types is provided by Wetland Surveys Ireland who have undertaken several surveys of wetlands on a county by county basis. These

sources provide information on the location and distribution of fen habitat in Ireland. This is most certainly a step forward in the task of 

designating a representative sample of fen. This data needs to be ground truthed with a full “boots on ground” national fen survey. There is very

little information on the geographic variety of Ireland’s unique fen types and this needs to be confronted with actual terrestrial observations and

mapping so that Ireland can meet the reporting requirements of the European Union on Habitats designated under legislation. IPCC regard this

work as a top priority.

Climate Change

Peatlands are considered the largest store of terrestrial carbon and as such a nationwide land-use and habitat mapping system needs to be 

developed and made publically available to inform policy development, planning decisions and management actions in relation to climate change

and peatlands. 

Less than 1% of Irish peatland habitat is considered actively growing. A one billion euro (€1,000,000,000) cost has been proposed as the budget

needed to complete restoration of Ireland’s peatlands and protect the carbon stored in various habitats (Shane Regan, pers.comm, NPWS). IPCC

need to see a 20 year Action Plan to help combat climate change. An over-seeing group needs to be established to direct and coordinate the 

programme. IPCC estimate that it will take a minimum of 200 years to restore Ireland’s peatlands at the current rate of action and funding. This is

not sustainable as the sites will be extinct over this period. Therefore the restoration budget needs to be multiplied 10 fold to achieve protection

within the next 20 years. If we are to see widespread restoration of functioning peatland habitats, a carbon-credit system which will allow private

corporations and individuals to fund peatland restoration must be developed so the peatland restoration funding stream is continuous and 

maintained. This is of high priority and would be a source of funding for the National Parks and Wildlife Service which has been under-funded for

many years. 

A change in the narrative of peatlands in Ireland needs to be addressed. A network of demonstration sites on best practice restoration and 

rehabilitation must be established and documented. This would also feed into the development of a new storyline in education regarding peatlands

and climate change which needs to be implemented across all curricula, in conjunction with a strong public awareness campaign. This can be

achieved with proper staffing in the National Parks and Wildlife Service.

There needs to be the establishment of long-term green-house gas and dissolved organic carbon monitoring projects on the full spectrum of 

peatland habitat condition types including intact peatland sites to sites with only thin layers of peat. This is needed to report on the successes of

restoration and rehabilitation regarding green house gas reductions.An annual target needs to be set in terms of peatland restoration and funding

streams which would quantify the greenhouse gas emissions and the biodiversity enhanced. This is necessary for the development of a road-map

and reaching the set targets.

Blanket Bogs

There are a number of issues still holding Ireland back from effective protection of blanket bog habitat. 

Assessment:- There is still no real information on the condition and integrity of the peat and peat forming function of blanket bog.  It is also 

necessary to determine what actually is “Active” blanket bog and whether the same ecotypes used on raised bog can be applied to blanket bog. In

terms of protecting the biodiversity, ecology and carbon resources of blanket bog this needs to be tackled with extensive studies as we cannot be

sure what efforts need to be done to halt any degradation occurring. A collaboration with Scottish Natural Heritage on blanket bog assessment

methods might be useful as this country is actively managing and monitoring their extensive blanket bog resource.

Management:- There are questions that need to be answered regarding effective management of blanket bog. There is still no consensus on

whether grazing is a problem and what levels are acceptable. The Irish Peatland Conservation Council interpretation of the grazing guidelines

which are available on the NPWS website suggest that 1 ewe/ha/yr is the maximum limit (1 ewe=0.15LU) for blanket bog and wet heath habitats.

The Scottish Agricultural College reports that 0.06LU/ha/yr should be the limit. The grazing limits need to be investigated further and reports

made public to show why Ireland has twice the stocking density recommended. If found to be too high - the limits need to cut back to adhere to the

precautionary principle. The Conservation Objectives for these sites also need to be finalized and presented to public/landowners and farmers with

effective dialogue, 

involvement and sufficient compensation. Regardless of what level of stocking is proposed, we feel strongly that the whole issue of grazing on

peatlands and the effectiveness of measures taken to date need to be evaluated to check that they are compatible with the sustainable management

of blanket bog resources. 

Conservation Targets:- There is currently no national conservation target for active blanket bog in Ireland as there is for active raised bog. This

points to a lack of understanding on behalf of the National Parks and Wildlife Service on what constitutes active blanket bog. Research and 

modelling in this area to provide a national conservation target is outstanding and should be prioritised. 

Conclusion

In 2019 the Irish government declared a climate and biodiversity emergency making Ireland one of the first countries to officially recognise the 

climate and biodiversity crisis facing our communities. From 2021 to 2030 the United Nations, of which Ireland is a member, declared this decade

for ecosystem restoration. Nationally at home the Irish Government has signed the Low Carbon (amendments) Bill setting a target for Ireland to be

climate neutral by 2050. The Government must recognise that to achieve their obligations for climate and biodiversity the National Parks and

Wildlife Service needs to be financed and have staff to achieve their objectives of nature conservation and biodiversity for the people of Ireland.

https://www.fas.scot/downloads/tn686-conservation-grazing-semi-natural-habitats/
https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/files/Terms_and_Conditions_Document_Final_version%2014_10_15.pdf


The Irish Peatland Conservation Council thank you for your time. 

Yours faithfully,

Tristram Whyte B.Sc (Hons) Freshwater Biology

Conservation Policy & Fundraising Officer - IPCC
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March 31 2021 

 

Att: Professor Jane Stout, Chair of the NPWS Review.       

Sender: Irish Coursing Club  

           Address: Davis Road, Clonmel, Co. Tipperary. 

           Email: dj.histon@sportingpress.ie 

 

 

Dear Professor Stout, 

Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission as part of the NPWS Review process. 

Introduction 

I am the CEO of the Irish Coursing Club (ICC), an organisation established in 1916, that was 

reconstituted under the Greyhound Industry Act 1958 (GIA 1958).  Under the GIA 1958, the 

ICC is responsible, inter alia, for the regulation and promotion of coursing and the licencing 

of its affiliate club network located throughout the four provinces of Ireland.1 

 
1 90 Clubs. 
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Background 

The ICC activities include the regulated netting and coursing of hares.  The activities of the 

ICC are legally recognised under the Wildlife Act 1976-2018, the Open Seasons Order 2005 

and the Animal Health & Welfare Act 2013. 

The Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage is empowered under s 32 and s 34 

of the Wildlife Act 1976 to issue an annual licence to net and tag hares with conditions 

attached.   

The NPWS Rangers attend coursing events on behalf of the Minister to supervise the host 

club’s adherence to the licence conditions.2 In addition to the NPWS Ranger(s) supervision, 

the Department of Agriculture Veterinary Officers provide a monitoring role at coursing events 

in terms of hare and greyhound welfare. 

The following is the ICC submission and please note that it relates to the activity of regulated 

coursing and ancillary matters only and is set out as per template provided. 

 

Section 1 

Q1: Your views on the role, remit, constraints and performance of NPWS (As Is) 
 
Issue No. 1 (role and constraint issues): NPWS Ranger attendance at coursing meetings varies 
from: no attendance or up to three rangers attending an individual meeting for a two or three -
day event, typically held over a weekend which potentially raises efficiency issues.  
 
Issue No. 2 (performance issue): Professional Relationship: Lack of standard operating 
procedure outlining how rangers and club members should engage.  There is no guidance or 
set of protocols on how licence conditions are to be supervised by NPWS ranger(s) in 
attendance at a coursing event.  The ICC produced a code of conduct that promoted a consistent 
approach to be implemented across all clubs in 2010 to deal with ranger/club relations but this 
has not been adopted to date.   
 
 

 
2 Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage. 
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Issue No 3 (performance issue): Coursing meeting Report Forms consist of NPWS and ICC 
report forms that collect similar information but due to different lay-out and the framing of 
questions, it leads to confusion and mis-interpretation by third parties.  
 
Issue No 4 (performance issue): Submission of ICC report forms and receipt of NPWS report 

forms are not harmonised: The content and submission timeline of ICC reports to NPWS is 
specified in the licence conditions as signed by the Minister.  There is no guidance as to when 
NPWS ranger reports are available to the ICC. This time delay is not conducive to resolving 
anomalies in the reports due to issues such as lapse of time and memory recall. 
 
Issue No 5 (role, constraint & performance issues): Illegal Hunting of the Irish hare:  This 
unlawful activity is in contravention of current legislation and the powers of prosecution rest 
with the NPWS and/or the Gardaí.3   
This is a serious pervasive illegal act perpetrated by gangs with packs of unmuzzled lurcher 
type dogs, with the express purpose of killing the hare.  It occurs on a 12- month basis at any 
time of the day or night.  It is not uncommon for other crimes to be committed during or after 
this activity, such as: trespass to property, trespass to the person, serious assault, theft and as 
part of covert surveillance operations on property.  The NPWS agreed a memorandum of 
understanding with the ISPCA in terms of dealing with dogs used in this activity.   The NPWS 
and the Gardaí are empowered to prosecute any breaches of the Wildlife Act 1976, Opens 
Seasons Order 2005 and the Animal Health & Welfare Act 2013. 
 

Issue No 6 (performance and constraint issues): Lack of formal structure with NPWS as the 

lead to discuss matters related to conservation strategies and wildlife issues in general with 
common stakeholders.   
 
Issue No 7 (performance and constraint issues): No facilitator style mechanism, where a 
decision of the Minister and/or NPWS is in dispute (no independent third-party 
oversight/involvement as a matter of appropriate governance). 
 
Issue No 8 (performance, role, remit and constraint issues): Lack of expertise in virus 
identification, including the monitoring, management, research in the wildlife population and 
in the development of mitigation strategies. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Wildlife Act 1976, Open Seasons Order 2005 and Animal Health & Welfare Act 2013. 
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Section 2 

 

Q2 Recommendations on the future role, mandate and remit of NPWS (To be). 
 
Proposal No 1: Given ranger workload is extensive and resources are limited, a more efficient 
allocation of ranger time as to their attendance at coursing events should be considered based 
on cost/benefit analysis. The ICC can assist if required by enhanced reporting mechanism.  This 
is a matter for regional managers to consider and ICC will provide assistance if considered 
appropriate. 
Proposal No 2: The formulation of a standard operating procedure for NPWS staff, ICC 
officials and club engagement to ensure a consistent and professional approach at all times.  
This will ensure the roles and responsibilities of personnel from all representatives is clearly 
understood and ensure a durable relationship. 
 
Proposal No 3: The adoption of a harmonised report form to ensure consistency of objective 
information recorded and its objective interpretation when examined by third parties.  A draft 
form is available and currently with NPWS.  The harmonised form was agreed at the 
Department of Agriculture Coursing Monitoring Committee (comprising DAFM, NPWS and 
ICC representatives).  
 
Proposal No 4: The concurrent exchange of ICC and NPWS report forms.  This will identify 
issues or discrepancies in proximity to the event, thereby assisting in resolving issues 
expeditiously. 
 
Proposal No 5: Multi-Agency approach to be considered in dealing with illegal hunting 
consistent with other jurisdictions (England and Scotland in particular). Implement a structure 
that connects the Gardaí, NPWS and DAFM, given legislative roles of each body.  NGOs such 
as the ICC, IFA4 and NARGC5 can be involved given the knowledge/expertise of their 
members.  Laws of trespass could be re-examined and the introduction of additional laws to be 
considered, for example: make it an offence for a lurcher dog to be loose in a field without a 
muzzle (this would complement other laws associated with illegal hunting).  This will build on 
the work of the NPWS and the Gardaí and create greater synergies by adopting a more cohesive 
and aligned approach.  The ICC has recently launched an illegal hunting reporting tool on its 
website to assist in the reporting of illegal hunting that will assist the NPWS and the Gardaí. 
 
Proposal No 6: The establishment of a Wildlife Consultative Forum that would promote 
engagement with wildlife stakeholders and the NPWS.  This would assist in identifying issues 
on the ground and build relations between the Department and stakeholders and shape 
strategies. 
 
 

 
4 Irish Farmers Association. 
5 National Association of Regional Game Councils. 
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Proposal No 7: The establishment of a referral body/ person to bring a facilitator style process 
to resolve issues that may arise between ICC and NPWS.  This would be akin to an appeal 
process and permit both parties to put their case within an objective setting, while exhibiting 
good corporate governance principles.  
 
Proposal No 8: The expertise of the Department of Agriculture veterinary and laboratory 
division to be the lead on matters of wildlife virus detection, monitoring, management, research 
and in the development of mitigation measures.  DAFM is the competent authority on such 
matters and should inform decisions of the NPWS on all related virus matters in terms of their 
specific functions.6 
 
End. 
 

 

 
6 DAFM report virus detections to World Organisation for Animal Health (OIE). 
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1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1: This response follows an invitation issued on March 8th, 2021 to the Irish Deer 
Commission (IDC) by Dr Micheál O Cinnéide on behalf of the Minister of State for Heritage 
and Electoral Reform, Malcolm Noonan TD, and Independent Chairperson Prof. Jane Stout 
regarding a review and consultation of the remit, status and funding of the National Parks 
and Wildlife Service (NPWS), to ensure that it plays an effective role in delivering its overall 
mandate and enforcement role in the protection of flora and fauna.  

1.2: IDC is a respected NGO with membership drawn from all deer management sectors - 

licensed deer hunters, both professional and part-time, academic including our scientific 

advisor Dr Ruth Carden, landowner and forestry interests. IDC is an active lobby group and 

registered under Lobbying Act 2015. IDC has a close working relationship with stakeholder 

groups including IFA, Coillte Teo, An Garda Síochána and NPWS. IDC have become the first 

port of call for regional and national media on deer related matters. IDC host a busy 

schedule of online events and courses with the aim of promoting and encouraging efforts to 

improve the management and conservation of our wild deer. 

2: OVERVIEW OF DEER MANAGEMENT IN IRELAND 

2.1: Deer are a protected species under our Wildlife Acts and an important part of our 

natural heritage with deer present in Ireland since Neolithic times. Deer numbers at 

sustainable levels are an asset both economic, visual, and sporting, however where deer 

numbers become excessive, they can have negative impacts on land objectives such as 

farming, forestry, and the wider ecosystem. In the absence of a natural predator, it falls on 

licensed deer hunters to manage their numbers.  

2.2: Data supplied to IDC by the National Parks & Wildlife Service (NPWS) show 5,838 deer 

hunting licences were issued by the Wildlife Licensing Unit under Section 29 of the Wildlife 

Acts in the 12-month period up to February 28th, 2020. The number of licences continues to 

grow annually due to an increase in the popularity of deer hunting.  Over the last 10 years 

the number of licences has grown by 56% or 257% since 1999/2000. This level of continued 

growth creates service and administrative issues for both NPWS and customers. On March 

30th, 2021 IDC made a submission to Minister of State, Malcolm Noonan, TD regarding the 

current legislative and administration arrangements for deer licensing in Ireland.   

2.3: Additional data provided by NPWS show 44,381 deer were culled by licensed deer 

hunters in the 12-month period up to February 28th, 2020. Similar data shows an increase of 

42% in the number of deer culled over the last 10 years or 380% since 1999/2000. It is 

important to note this data is based on annual hunter cull returns which is not 

independently verified, however hunter cull returns require the applicant to sign a 

declaration of accuracy.  
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2.4: Despite claims of growing deer populations, in the absence of national and verified deer 

density data, the true deer population is unknown in Ireland. In the absence of data, the 

current levels of annual deer culling maybe appropriate, require additional culling or have 

negative consequences for the future conservation status of our wild deer. Anecdotal 

evidence from those involved in deer management would suggest a small number of 

localised areas have excessive deer numbers, where in most areas’ deer are being managed 

at a sustainable level. County Wicklow accounted for 36% of national cull in the 12-month 

period up February 28th, 2020, with five counties accounting for 75% of the national annual 

deer cull. 

Conclusions that the increasing deer cull returns are linked to an increasing deer population 

should be avoided as data shows the increase in deer culled has a direct corelation to the 

increase in the number of hunting licences, with the average remaining at 7/8 deer culled 

per hunter, per season, since 2004. Often expanding deer range (the area where deer are 

present) is confused with deer density (the number of deer).  

Landowners who suffer genuine crop damage from deer can apply for a permit under 

Section 42 of the Wildlife Acts to cull deer outside the open hunting season (September 1st 

to February 28th) data shows less than 0.25% of landowners have a requirement for such a 

permit suggesting deer conflict or high deer densities are the exception. 

There is no open season for Red deer in Co Kerry due to their national conservation 

importance. While deer densities appear excessive within Killarney National Park, outside 

the Park it would appear Red deer numbers are low to sustainable. A conservation threat 

remains from Sika/ Red deer Hybrids in the West Cork area, and non-native Red deer in Co 

Limerick. 

2.5: While progress has been made in recent years deer management knowledge among all 

stakeholder groups is low, often leading to arbitrary and misinformed claims about deer and 

their management. There has been increased pressure from farming organisation aimed at 

NPWS and Department of Agriculture, Food, and the Marine (DAFM), while well founded 

this approach can lead to misinformed and poor deer management practices along with 

animal welfare issues. DAFM is a key stakeholder, but should refrain from deer conservation 

and management issues, to avoid an obvious conflict of interest.  
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3. NPWS AND IDC ENGAGEMENT

3.1 IDC engage with NPWS on an ongoing basis under the following headings: 

• Wildlife Crime

• Wildlife Licensing

• Education and training

• Deer Management

• Media

3.2 Wildlife Crime – NPWS, along with other government agencies and NGO’s, support our 

awareness campaign – “Keep Deer Poaching in Sight”, with the NPWS logo forming part of 

the campaign promotion material. (See Appendix A)  

IDC also operate a Wildlife Crime reporting facility for members where suspected incidents 

of the illegal killing of wild deer (deer poaching) can be reported. Reports which meet a 

criterion are escalated to An Garda Siochana 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. We regularly hear of frustration from Conservation Rangers of not 

been able to protect wildlife against criminals due to restrictions imposed by Divisional 

Management, lack of resources, restrictions within the Wildlife Acts or workload due to 

non-conservation work such as planning applications. The recent announcement of a 

dedicated Wildlife Crime unit in NPWS is to be welcomed and we await its implementation, 

coupled with resources, policy, strategy, and governance. 

3.3 Wildlife Licensing – deer management is a licensed activity under section 29 of the 

Wildlife Acts. The Wildlife Licensing unit of NPWS issued 5,838 deer hunting licences in the 

12-month period up to February 28th, 2020. Interest in deer management has grown

significantly (257%) since 1999 and the number of licences issued each year continues to

increase by circa 6% annually, this combined with Covid-19 restrictions created service

issues and backlogs during the 2020/21 open deer season. IDC have a positive and

constructive working relationship with the Wildlife Licensing Unit staff and recently held a

meeting with NPWS management with suggestions on how to improve administrative

arrangements for our members.

On March 30th, 2021 IDC made a submission to Minister of State, Malcolm Noonan, TD 

regarding the current legislative and administration arrangements for deer licensing in 

Ireland.   
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3.4 Education and Training – IDC hold regular training and educational events for our 

members focusing on best practice deer management and related activities. Our events 

include activities in National Parks. Local Park management and conservation rangers have 

always been supportive and accommodating of these activities. 

Mandatory certification for first time deer hunting licence applicants is a welcome 

development, and something IDC have been to the fore in supporting. Unfortunately, due to 

Covid-19 restrictions this requirement has been delayed.  

On October 24th/ 25th, 2020 the third National Wildlife Crime Conference [link removed] 
took place online due to Covid-19 restrictions. IDC were part of the organising group and 

received positive support from NPWS. 

3.5 Deer Management – the management of wild deer in Ireland is an emotive topic and 

often can lead to entrenched and polarised opinions, with NPWS on the receiving end of 

continuous pressure from interest groups, in particular farming interests who perceive deer 

as a pest or vector of disease. Instead of engagement and clarification, NPWS increasingly 

“stick their head in the sand” on this issue which creates a vacuum of misinformation and 

the increased involvement of the much larger and influential Department of Agriculture, 

Food, and the Marine, this has been detrimental for deer conservation and management. 

The management of deer is the responsibility of the landowner or the owner of the sporting 

rights, this includes our six National Parks where deer management is the responsibility of 

NPWS. A basic requirement of deer management is a plan or a deer management plan, 

where the deer population is known by sex, age and species combined with local habitat 

and land use factors a cull plan is devised. Under a recent Freedom of Information Request, 

we were informed only one of our National Parks (Glenveagh, Co Donegal) has a deer 

management plan. This shocking statistic highlights the lack of priority, and deer 

management knowledge within NPWS. This situation has continuously deteriorated since 

2008 due to a recruitment freeze, lack of resources and succession planning. 

Renowned deer management academic and international advisor Professor Rory Putman 

recently stated regarding the current deer management position in Ireland, “it is crucial the 

management decisions are well-founded, not simply arbitrary, seat-of-the pants as a result 

of political and landowner pressure” such interference has become the norm in recent 

years. 
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3.6 Media – IDC is the first port of call for regional, national, and international media 

queries on deer related matters in Ireland. Poor external communication and engagement 

by NPWS with stakeholders can often lead to opposing views, or unnecessary corrections in 

the media that could be avoided by open and regular engagement and communication. 

4. Observations on NPWS current role and performance

As an agency whose remit and mandate are enforcement, protection, and conservation of 
flora and fauna we believe NPWS is not fit for purpose in its current form, this is not due to 
the individuals who make up NPWS but because of long standing organisational and funding 
shortcomings.  

For example, a comparable agency is Scottish Natural Heritage with annual government 
funding of €63.4 million (2019) in comparison to NPWS with annual funding of €28.8 million 
(2021) such under funding has been detrimental to NPWS and its work. 

The key challenges we experience when working with NPWS are: 

• Lack of government funding.

• Lack of dedicated resources.

• Poor succession management.

• Focus on non-conservation and protection duties.

• No clear identity or focus due to regular movement of NPWS between Government
Departments.

• Poor stakeholder engagement.

• Unable to attract the required number of skilled and professional staff due to
current pay scales.

• Poor primary legislation.

• Outdated process, reactive and lack of vision.

5. NPWS future Role and Structure

From an IDC and service user perspective, NPWS should be: 

• Enforcers, implementors and educators of legislation that protects our flora and
fauna.

• As an organisation linked to the Department of the Environment, but with more
autonomy and a clearly defined, independent structure, but without an
independent legal status.

• As an organisation linked to the Department of the Environment, NPWS would be
part of every local authority and county development plan, embedded into the
local community and have an input into the education and enforcement of
relevant flora and fauna legislation and EU Directives.

• An organisation that leads, embraces, feedback and engagement with all
stakeholder groups.
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• Government funding and staffing levels need to be significantly increased to
appropriate levels, with specialist units and divisions adequately resourced.

• All our National Parks have an appropriate deer management plan, and
adequately resources to undertake selective, gradual, and evidence-based deer
management.

• All services provided by NPWS to service users are current and available online.

• While deer management is the responsibility of the landowner or sporting rights
owners, NPWS in conjunction with stakeholder groups should take the lead on
education and enforcement.

Irish Deer Commission 

Website & Membership: [link removed]

Membership Queries: membership@irishdeercommission.ie 

General & Media Queries: info@irishdeercommission.ie 

Deer Poaching (members only): deerpoachingreports@irishdeercommission.ie 

Appendix A – 

• IDC, NPWS campaign poster – “Keep Deer Poaching in Sight”.

• Wildlife Crime Information Page and Reporting Option [link removed]
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Irish Hawking Club 

Dear Dr. O' Cinneide, 

The Irish Hawking Club welcomes the review of the NPWS and we are fully aware of 
the challenges that face Ireland in our Biodiversity Emergency. To this end, we offer 
our wholehearted support.   

  
Conservation of biological diversity is one of our most daunting challenges that can only 
be met through interdisciplinary support, stakeholder engagement and multi-
department and organisation cooperation. 
  



 
10th April 2021 

Re: Review of the National Parks & Wildlife Service 
 
For the Attention of: 
Chair of the Review, Professor Jane Stout 
Deputy Chair, Dr Mícheál Ó Cinnéide 
 
Dear Prof Stout and Dr O’Cinneide, 
 
I write to you in my capacity as Chairman of the Irish Masters of Foxhounds 
Association (IMFHA).  Our Association is a founder member of both the Hunting 
Association of Ireland and FACE Ireland (Federation of Associations for Hunting and 
Conservation in the EU and Ireland).  Although we are an integral part of these two 
larger organisations, we are uniquely the oldest field sports body, founded in 1859, 
and we are also a 32-county organisation.  Our Association represents over forty-one 
packs of hounds that have been specifically bred over centuries for foxhunting.  We 
maintain a detailed register of member hunt, their elected officials, Hunt employee 
and the defined territory or hunt country over which they hunt.  Our member hunts 
adhere to a strict code of conduct and to the Constitution and Rules of the Association.   
 
The vast majority of our senior members are landowners and many, including 
myself, are full-time farmers.  As custodians of the countryside we have a deep 
personal interest in biodiversity, habitat preservation, the preservation of the natural 
habitats of our native insects, birds and mammals.  It will interest you to know that 
many register Hunt Clubs – unlike other field sports organisations in this 
jurisdiction – actually own ancient fox coverts and of course many of our members 
own large estates and farms that accommodate miles of hedgerows, thousands of old 
gorse fox coverts, and ancient woodlands, bogs and forestry that we maintain 
specifically for the pursuit of our sport.  
 
Like other field sports bodies in Ireland, we have been both frustrated and alarmed 
by the significant and growing number of Government departments, regulatory 
authorities and NGOs that an Association like ours must deal with.  We find that not 
only is our sport – foxhunting – greatly misunderstood thanks to the tabloid media 
and animal rights activists, but the unseen work carried out by registered Hunt 
Clubs and our landowning members in preserving wildlife habitats is unseen, taken 
for granted and not understood.  Simply, if you ban foxhunting why would we as 
farmers and landowners maintain the ancient fox coverts, bogs and forestry?  Why 



shouldn’t we make the land productive?  We maintain these wild bits of our land 
because we hunt.  
 
I strongly believe that by involving landowners and farmers that are hunting men 
and women and who are substantially contributing to Ireland’s biodiversity within 
the scope of your review that you will get a unique perspective from sound, 
dedicated country people with a deep appreciation and love of the land, its habitats 
and its inhabitants.  I believe, when you reflect on the submissions that you will 
receive in relation to your Review, that there will be much criticism of Government 
departments and NGOs for their lack of knowledge of the countryside, the lack of 
competencies in some specialist areas and the poor value for money return on past 
State funding.   
 
We are not intending to be over critical of the past performances (we see little value 
in that) but rather we would be of the view that politicians, civil servants and public 
servants must learn from the mistakes of the past and properly and appropriately 
plan for the future. If the “formal mandate of the National Parks and Wildlife Service is to 
preserve, protect and present our Natural Heritage”, then surely it is only right and 
proper that your Review, charged with a focus on stakeholder engagement, should 
consult with and meet a delegation from an Association, an Association that has a 
long history of co-operating with Government departments and that comprises 
significant landowners who are both hunters and conservationists, and therefore 
preservationists of a large part of the island of Ireland. 
 
I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
With kind regards 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 
________________ 
David Lalor, Chairman, IMFHA 
M: [personal information removed] 
E: dlalor@imfha.ie 
 
Sonia J. Purcell, Office Administrator 
M: [personal information removed] 
E: spurcell@imfha.ie 
 
[link removed] 
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Introduction 
Irish Rural Link (IRL) is the national network of rural community groups, representing 

over 600 groups and thousands of individuals committed to socially, environmentally 

and economically sustainable rural communities.  

We welcome the opportunity to make an input into the review of the National Parks and 

Wildlife Services (NPWS) and make recommendations on how it can be improved to 

meet the necessary requirements as we transition to a greener society.  

IRL has worked closely with the NPWS over the past number of years; the Habitats 

Directive, Peatland Council and most recently through appointment of a part-time 

Development Officer for the Community Wetlands Forum (CWF) – a special interest 

group established in 2013 under the umbrella of IRL.  We see the value of the NPWS as 

the Responsible Body for the implementation of the EU’s Natura Directives, and through 

the valuable engagement between some NPWS staff at national and local level and 

community members of the CWF. We see this community engagement as pivotal to the 

continued protection of biodiversity, the ecosystems they constitute and the services 

provided by these ecosystems.   

However, we have concerns regarding the budget for the NPWS, the recognition of the 

NPWS by other Government Departments and the constant moving of the NPWS 

between Departments.  We believe that these factors have impeded the work of the 

NPWS in delivering on the actions outlined in the National Biodiversity Action Plan 2017-

2021. 

Recommendations 

The following are some recommendations IRL would like considered as part of the 

review of the NPWS. 

1. Budget Allocation

As outlined in the supporting document, the budget for NPWS was significantly cut 

between 2008 and 2015 following the financial crisis.  Although, this has increased and 

€29 million was allocated to the unit for 2021, it is still far short of its Budget before the 

financial crisis. Given that the State recently declared a ‘Biodiversity and Climate Crisis’; 

the budget must not only be fully restored to 2008 levels but go beyond this so adequate 

resources are made available to implement strategies and action plans, support 

communities in developing local projects and for NPWS to play a greater role in a green 

transition. 

We welcome the fact that there was an increase in Budget 2021 of €14m to enable the 

restoration of up to 2,500 ha of protected raised bogs across the midlands, along with 

the larger commitment of enhanced rehabilitation funding of Bord na Móna land.  The 

addition of 250 farms to the NPWS Farm Plan scheme is also welcomed, as the results-
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based nature of this scheme have demonstrated tangible results that far exceed those of 

existing broad-and-shallow agri-environment schemes such as GLAS.    

The Peatland Engagement Fund has supported some CWF members, but again we 

would like to see the funding allocated to this scheme increased, to ensure ongoing 

engagement with communities is maintained and that restoration of peatlands and 

other wetlands is community led.   

Although hiring restrictions likely curtail the ability to expand capacity within the 

NPWS, the Dept. of Public Expenditure and Reform should be informed of the cost-

savings of increasing NPWS staff level, remit and budget allocation. These savings will 

most immediately manifest through the reduced ‘cost of compliance’ of the EU’s Natura 

Directives, but also in our national climate ambitions and the fines soon to be imposed. 

At present, the State is fined significant sums annually for insufficient action towards 

various environmental obligations, responsibility for which lies with an under-

resourced NPWS. 

2. Review of the 3rd National Biodiversity Action Plan 2017 – 2021

It is very concerning that many of the actions in the current National Biodiversity Action 

Plan will not be met.  Given the cut in the budget over the past number of years, this is 

not surprising.  Also, when the plan was written biodiversity was not high on the 

Government’s agenda. 

IRL would recommend that the actions within the current National Biodiversity Action 

Plan are reviewed with greater scrutiny to ensure that future targeted actions are 

SMART in nature (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, Time-bound).  At present, 

very few of the 119 targeted actions are SMART, resulting in poor performance and 

inefficient delivery.  This should feed into a new Action Plan or Roadmap for 

biodiversity.  

We would also recommend that a public consultation takes place on the development of 

a new Biodiversity Action Plan or Roadmap. This consultation should include 

workshops – online, in person (when restrictions allow) or a blend of both.  The Covid-

19 pandemic has generated greater appreciation and value for nature and biodiversity, 

as both an amenity and something it is our duty to protect.  This would be a good time 

to develop a new strategy/policy.  It also needs to be a Cross-Government and cross-

party document.  

3. Engagement with Communities

As mentioned, the NPWS engage with the CWF to a limited degree, allowing engagement 

with communities at a local level.  We would recommend that this is continued and 

developed further to provide a platform where local representatives are available to 

provide advice to local community groups who are working on projects for restoration 

and conservation of local wetlands.  

IRL welcome the Peatland Engagement Scheme and that the funding for this scheme 

increased in 2020.  We would recommend that this scheme continues to be adequately 
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funded and that the application for community groups remains simple, with volunteer 

hours accepted as in-kind match funding.  

4. Engagement with Private Turf-cutters

Private turf-cutters need to be engaged with properly.  IRL are aware that landowners 

are informed in writing of SAC notifications but more engagement is required with 

those who use the land to cut turf for heating, to supplement the emergent supports to 

transition to alternative energy sources.   

5. Strategic collaboration with Dept. Agriculture, Food and the Marine

More collaboration is urgently needed between NPWS and Department of Agriculture, 

Food and Marine to provide supports for leaving the land to protect biodiversity. 

Although not within its remit, the vast majority of biodiversity expenditure in Ireland is 

spent through DAFM, a department whose primary remit is agricultural productivity. 

This has been predominantly spent on schemes that have been widely shown to be 

ineffective at protecting biodiversity in an agriculture landscape.  The expertise of 

NPWS should be utilised more here, with greater opportunities provided for inter-

departmental training and capacity sharing, and the adoption of the highly successful 

suite of results-based payments schemes developed by the NPWS and its partners. At 

present, the NPWS often directs funding to DAFM, to fulfil its biodiversity remit, owing 

to lack of capacity within NPWS and a remit which does not formally extend into the 

wider countryside.  

6. Recognition of NPWS

The NPWS has been under the remit of a various number of Government Departments 

and Government Ministers over the past 25 years.  Under the review, IRL would 

recommend that it remain within the one Department or that it avoids future re-shuffles 

by becoming a separate entity entirely. We understand that the name of Government 

Departments can change over time but the NPWS has moved too often.  This can send a 

message to both staff within the NPWS and the general public that the unit is of less 

importance to other Government agencies.  

Better recognition of NPWS is needed by all of Government Departments but especially 

those departments where their work is more relevant such as; Department of 

Environment, Climate and Communications; Department of Agriculture, Food and 

Marine, Department of Rural and Community Development and Department of Tourism, 

Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht & Sport.  The NPWS must be more aligned and a key stakeholder 

in the new Climate Action Plan which is currently out for public consultation.  IRL 

believe the NPWS have a more prominent role to play in ‘Our Rural Future: Rural 

Development Policy 2021 -2025’.  They are only explicitly named as a stakeholder in one 

action – Action 40: “Develop a Dark Skies Strategy for Ireland with a focus on the 

opportunities it can create for rural communities.”  There is scope for NPWS to be 

involved in a lot more of the actions outlined in the policy.  
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Irish Rural Link the Organisation 

Irish Rural Link (IRL), formed in 1991, is a national network of organisations and individuals 

campaigning for sustainable rural development in Ireland and Europe. IRL, a non-profit 

organisation, has grown significantly since its inception and now directly represents over 600 

community groups with a combined membership of 25,000. 

The network provides a structure through which rural groups and individuals, representing 

disadvantaged rural communities, can articulate their common needs and priorities, share their 

experiences and present their case to policy-makers at local, national and European Level. 

Irish Rural Link is the only group represented at the national social partnership talks solely 

representing rural communities’ interests. 

Irish Rural Link’s aims are: 

- To articulate and facilitate the voices of rural communities in local, regional,

national and European policy arenas, especially those experiencing poverty, social

exclusion and the challenge of change in the 21st century.

- To promote local and community development in rural communities in order to

strengthen and build the capacity of rural community groups to act as primary

movers through practical assistance and advice.

- To research, critique and disseminate policies relating to rural communities

including issues such as sustainability, social exclusion, equality and poverty

- To facilitate cross-border networking between rural communities

‘Our vision is of vibrant, inclusive and sustainable rural communities that 

contribute to an equitable and just society’ 

‘Our mission is to influence and inform local, regional, national and 

European development policies and programmes in favour of rural 

communities especially those who are marginalised as a result of poverty 

and social exclusion in rural areas.’ 
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Ryan Wilson-Parr (Honorary Secretary) 
Irish Raptor Study Group 
c/o [personal information removed] 

secretary@irsg.ie 

John Fitzgerald 
Principal Officer 
National Parks & Wildlife Service 
90 King Street North 
Dublin 7 
D07 N7CV 
John.Fitzgerald@housing.gov.ie 
 
cc’ 
Minister Malcolm Noonan 
Minister of State at the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage 
MOS@housing.gov.ie 
malcolm.noonan@oireachtas.ie 
 
cc’   
Dr Micheál Ó Cinneide 
Reviewofnpws2021@gmail.com 
 
cc’ 
Prof Jane Stout 
Jane.stout@tcd.ie 
 
Date:  2nd April 2021 
Subject:  Taking young Raptors from the wild 
 
A Chara, 
 
On the 12th September 2013, the IRSG submitted a consultation response to a Review of Annual Peregrine 

Falcon Taking issued by National Parks & Wildlife Service in regard to the taking of wild Peregrine Falcon 

for falconry related activities as ‘judicious use’ as per Article 9.1c of the Birds Directive.  

IRSG have tried to re-establish dialogue with the Department since May 2016 on the Peregrine Take Review. 

In November 2016, IRSG met with Gerry Leckey of the NPWS Licensing Unit at Ely Place to discuss IRSG 

concerns that the Department is in contravention of the European Commission (Birds & Natural Habitats) 

Regulations 2011 when issuing a Section 41 licence under the Wildlife Acts 1976-2012 for the wild taking of a 

Peregrine Falcon, when there are other satisfactory solutions. 
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From that meeting it was established that no progress on the Peregrine Falcon Taking Review 

had been made since the initial Consultation Request in 2013. The Department had no legal 

position on ‘judicious use’. Despite no legal position or clarification, the Department continues to issue 

Section 41 licences for wild taking of Peregrine Falcon. The Department did intend to reconvene the Review. 

IRSG presented an overview of the points raised in our consultation response submitted in 2013 and 

strongly suggested that a moratorium on wild take is in the Departments best interests until the review is 

progressed. We were advised NPWS would make a decision on whether to implement a moratorium before 

Winter Break 2016. IRSG did not receive confirmation of a decision.  

 

The group contacted John Fitzgerald in January 2017 to clarify if: a moratorium was now in effect on the 

taking of Peregrine Falcon from the wild; when the Peregrine Falcon Taking Review was reconvening; who 

in NPWS would form the review group; and, a timeframe for its completion. An email response on the 16th 

January stated “we will revert to you on these matters”. There has been no correspondence from the 

Department since. NPWS have continued to issue licences for the take of Peregrines from the wild for the 

purposes of falconry. 

In relation to the taking of wild Peregrines for falconry and whether this constitutes “judicious use” under 

Article 9.1c, the IRSG believe that the basis for the continued take of Peregrines from the wild does not 

constitute “judicious use” with one exception, the use of rehabilitated injured wild-bred Peregrines for 

captive breeding and/or falconry.  

7 ½ years later from the initial consultation on a review, we are no further forward and again as we enter 

another breeding season, the IRSG are being made aware of Peregrine sites being scoped out by falconers 

looking to secure young wild birds through the lottery derogation system administered by the Department, 

in our opinion, in breach of the Birds Directive. 

Clearly the NPWS are of the view that the take of raptor chicks from the wild does constitute “judicious 

use”. We would request the IRSG are provided with the legal rationale for this position. If judicious 

use is supported by the Departments legal advice, the IRSG would expect that the following is progressed in 

the interests of bird welfare and transparency: 

• DNA testing should be carried out on all wild taken raptors and a data base started. This could be 

funded by an increase in the falconer’s licence fee. A DNA data base started for all raptors kept in 

captivity. This would eliminate any ring tampering and make illegal trade more difficult. 

• Only trained NPWS staff should source and remove the chicks – this would reduce the requirement 

for searching for nests and associated disturbance. Currently, in IRSG opinion, the lack of training 

and awareness of certain NPWS staff has resulted in licences being granted to handlers that do not 

have sufficient experience. The IRSG would like a moratorium on the granting of licencing for 

falconry purposes until specific training is provided to all NPWS staff who are processing or 

involved in falconry licences. 

• Make explicit that single chicks are only removed from sites with not less than broods of three (as 

is currently the case). 
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• The taken bird should be swabbed for DNA material by NPWS staff and a DNA profile 

of the individual prepared. Afterwards the individual should be made available, on 

request, for routine DNA testing for comparative purposes by NPWS.  

• Taken birds should immediately be fitted with a tamper proof ring. 

• The lottery should be restricted to 3 birds taken each year, one per division. This is to reduce the 

burden on staff in any one division as currently there is an uneven geographical distribution of the 

taking licences. The Irish Hawking Club only has 30-40 people who keep Peregrines and the 

removal of more than three birds per year to maintain their activity is completely unnecessary.  

Such a proposal would strongly suggest that the birds were being removed for non- Irish falconry 

purposes including trade. 

• The taken birds should be non-transferable and not available for trade. There is a real concern that 

birds taken under the licence are ending up in commercial falconry centres and maybe be sold 

and/or exported illegally. Any previous ‘wild take’ Falconer who has collected a Peregrine and is 

found to no longer hold that bird, on a random NPWS visit, would be liable to a fine, if they had not 

informed NPWS of its loss or death. 

• The IRSG would expect to see improvements on data protection and data policy: IRSG and IRSG 

members provide data on Peregrine sites for bona-fide survey and monitoring. NPWS need to 

reassure the Irish raptor fieldworkers that their nest site data is fully exempt under Freedom of 

Information requests from the Irish Hawking Club, the Irish Homing Union and other third parties. 

We have sought that Raptors are included on the sensitive species list on NPWS data policy. IRSG 

have been trying since 2018 to progress this with the NPWS Head of Ecological Assessment Gerry 

Clabby and have been ignored despite legitimate concerns about confidentiality of protected species 

information as part of the public participation process and Access to information on the 

Environment (AIE) Regulations. We will write to the Minister on this separate issue. 

• Improved licencing standards: IRSG members are only granted licences to visit Peregrine nests and 

ring Peregrines under very restrictive conditions (dedicated scientific studies) despite the apparent 

conservation objective involved. Such visits appear to be treated differently that those governing 

other stakeholder groups (falconers, nest photography).  

IRSG considers the take of other wild Raptors for falconry or other use such as captive breeding should be 

reviewed. IRSG are of the opinion that the current system and regulation around falconry licencing is not fit 

for purpose and undermines the welfare of the birds. The current system allows any member of the public 

to be eligible for a falconry licence with a simple recommendation from a current licence holder. 

High husbandry standards and emotional well-being are essential for captive Raptor welfare. This includes 

species specific environmental enrichment and mental stimulation. IRSG are very concerned that licences 

are currently being issued without any understanding of: 

• The history of the bird: For instance, was this previously a display or used as a hunting bird; kept 

in an aviary or tethered; parent reared, social imprint, food imprint or creche reared.  

• The species requirements: Hawks, Falcons, Eagles all have different needs. Housing, training and 

handling is different for all species.   
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• The history of the licence holder: Have they any experience with birds of prey; 

experience in dealing with issues that may arise from previous handlers; a safe 

environment to fly the bird. Some birds of prey can be potentially dangerous especially imprints. 

These are important things to consider, especially when granting licences. The licencing system needs to be 

changed and there are Committee representatives and Members of the IRSG that can offer help with 

training on keeping birds of prey. 

The IRSG strongly believes the following changes, controls and conditions should be put in place before 

such licences are granted: 

• All species of the order Strigiformes should be licenced under the NPWS licencing regulations. Owls 

are being bred and sold without any licencing and being kept in inadequate conditions. Barn owls 

are being bred and released without any regulation. This can have an impact on existing territories 

of Barn owls and Long-eared owls. Strigiformes are listed under CITES. The IRSG would like the 

NPWS to clarify why Strigiformes are not required to be licenced in Ireland and vis-à-vis receive 

the protection that CITES listing provides. 

• The taking of Kestrels should be prohibited. As a species of conservation concern in Ireland the 

Kestrel is undergoing short to long term national population decline.

• The scheme not be expanded to include species currently not licensed for taking for instance (eg. 

Common Buzzard, Merlin etc). 

• The wild take of Sparrowhawk, albeit a species widespread in Ireland, needs to be monitored 

closely particularly in light of the absent appropriate regulation in regard to licensees. We would 

consider that there are sufficient captive Raptor being bred to sustain the falconry trade and 

demand. 

• Unlicensed and unregistered non-native species pose a huge threat to native fauna and can be 

found for sale on many websites. Species like the Eurasian Eagle owl are one of the largest and 

most powerful species of owl in the world with talons able to exert hundreds of pounds of 

pressure. These can be bought for as little as €200 with no licence no experience needed. These 

birds are often kept in unsuitable conditions, by people who have no knowledge of their 

requirements or even the understanding of how an imprinted owl, which a lot of them are, can be 

a danger to the handler. 

 
The IRSG hope that on the consideration of the issues raised above, that the Minister and the Principal 
Officer John Fitzgerald to impose a moratorium on the taking of Raptors from the wild until Peregrine Wild 
Take Review has been completed and that the necessary steps to address the deficiencies in the current 
licensing system have been addressed. 
 
 
The aim of this letter is not to undermine the work done by staff on the ground but to highlight the flaws in 
the licencing system. The licencing structure needs to change. More training given to staff with a better 
understanding of falconry and captive held raptors. We hope you will see from this letter and its signatories 
that this licencing system affects a large portion of our wildlife.  
 
We would appreciate acknowledgement of this letter from all the recipients’ thank you for listening. 
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Yours sincerely, 

Jamie Bailey 
_______________ 

Jamie Bailey 
Committee Member 
On behalf of the Irish Raptor Study Group 
 
 

 
_______________ 
Ryan Wilson-Parr 
Honorary Secretary 
Irish Raptor Study Group 
 
 

 

Susan Kerwin 
Licensed Wildlife Rehabilitator 
Bat Rehabilitation Ireland 
Licensed Falconer 

 

Bev Truss RVN DipCABT 

Licensed Wildlife Rehabilitator 
The Hogsprickle Care and Rehabilitation 
 
 

 
John Carrig  

The Barn Owl Project 

 
 
 

END 
 
 
The Irish Raptor Study Group (IRSG) carries out monitoring and research on Raptors and Owl (Birds of Prey) 
distributions, abundance and demography that are of great value for conservation management, species protection, 
planning advice and a range of issues concerned with environmental policy and ecological science 
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Joint Irish Timber Growers Association / PEFC Ireland submission 
on Review of NPWS 2021 

27th May 2021 

The Irish Timber Growers Association (ITGA) was established in 1977 and is the national 
representative body of private woodland owners in Ireland. The membership of the Association 
mirrors the wide range of different timber growers in the country and current membership 
includes farm forest owners, forestry co-operative members, private woodland estates, forestry 
investors and forestry pension funds. This wide range of membership allows the Association 
to take a broad view of the industry and issues facing the sector. 

PEFC Ireland is the National Governing Body of the PEFC Council in Ireland. Formed in 
2008, PEFC Ireland administers the PEFC Council's schemes and initiatives in Ireland, and 
promotes sustainable forest management and the use of credibly certified timber and wood-
based products. Two thirds of the global certified forest area is certified as being sustainably 
managed in accordance with PEFC-endorsed national certification standards. Nearly 30% of 
all industrial roundwood worldwide is now sourced from certified forests.  

Currently certification to PEFC, FSC, or both, standards is the only globally recognised method 
of ensuring that the wood and wood based products we consume originate in responsibly and 
sustainably managed forests. This is important given that wood and wood based products have 
been, and continue to be, fundamental to mankind's survival, not to mention development. No 
other material has shaped human history to the extent that wood has. Current FAO forecasts 
predict that global demand for wood fibre will treble between now and 2050, therefore the 
pressures on the world's forests are set to increase considerably. 

The Irish Timber Growers Association and PEFC Ireland welcome the opportunity to make 
this submission to the Chair of the NPWS Review, Professor Jane Stout, and the Deputy Chair, 
Dr Mícheál Ó Cinnéide.  

This submission will focus on the role of NPWS in engaging with woodland owners on 
afforestation and forest management in designated areas in general and particularly in relation 
to forest certification within a workable timeframe. 
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NPWS’ Role in Engaging with the Forest Sector 

Approximately half of the Irish forest estate is made up of private forests, the majority of which 
were planted in the past three decades. Some 70% of these private forests were established 
through Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM) forest grant aid, involving 
an approval process which included pre-inspections by DAFM forestry inspectors and then 
subsequent follow up inspections prior to receiving the final instalments of these grants. Most 
of the private woodland owners are small woodland owners (the average private grant-aided 
forest is 8.6 Ha. See DAFM Forestry Statistics Ireland 2020), mainly farmers, who make up 
the local communities, referred to in the Terms of Reference of the NPWS Review: 

“To conserve, protect, manage and present our built and natural heritage for its 

intrinsic value and as an inspiration to creativity and environmental appreciation as 

well as a support to local communities, regional economic development and 

sustainable employment.” 

The private forest estate contributes to the local,  regional and national economy. According to 
DAFM statistics, farmers account for 81% of private forests established between 1980 and 
2019. While half of the forest land in Ireland is owned by one owner, Coillte, the other half is 
in private ownership and made up of over 23,000 individual owners. 

The fact that forestry in Ireland has expanded to the current forest cover of 11% is thanks to 
these often small woodland owners, who are now the custodians of half of the Irish forest estate. 

Despite forestry's contribution to biodiversity, flood control, air quality, wellness and 
particularly climate change mitigation, woodland owners do not receive remuneration for 
supplying these public goods to society. 

There is a misperception that these private forests are not practicing sustainable forest 
management and are not protecting the environment or contributing to biodiversity. Research 
has shown otherwise, as is outlined in the COFORD Forestry 2030 Paper ‘Irish Forests and 
Biodiversity’1, ‘In Ireland, plantation forests have been established to replace the native 
forests that were cleared over the centuries. Plantation forests compare favourably with many 
other intensive land-uses in terms of the biodiversity they support, especially when they replace 
degraded forest or when they are established on deforested land.’ Also, ‘Forest management 
plans afford us the opportunity to enhance biodiversity in our forests.’ 
‘Afforestation allows for forest expansion, and plantations contribute to biodiversity within 
landscapes through habitat supplementation or complementation, connectivity and buffering 
effects. Plantations can maintain or create wildlife corridors enhancing connectivity between 
areas of native ecosystems. Even relatively small forest fragments facilitate biodiversity 
conservation in human-dominated environments.’  

The DAFM IFORIS Internet system, used by registered foresters in Ireland as a forest 
management planning tool, contains mapping layers, including NPWS referral layers. There is 
an expectation that when a forest, located in one of these referral areas, requires active 
sustainable forest management, this is done in agreement with NPWS. This is generally through 
the DAFM licencing systems that requires submission of detailed Forest Management Plans 

1

[link removed]
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and maps which are referred to NPWS as part of the licencing process. Active and timely 
engagement of NPWS with this licencing process is therefore crucial. 

Sustainable Forest Management needs to be undertaken within a national and European legal 
and environmental framework and forest owners and forest managers take this responsibility 
seriously in their forest management planning to ensure that forest operations have no negative 
impact on protected species, water quality, biodiversity and the environment in general. 

NPWS has an important role to play in engaging with the private forestry sector to ensure 
that these private woodlands are managed in a way that contributes to the sector’s 
environmental, social and economic sustainability. 

In a recent presentation to Nature Unit of DG Environment of the European Commission, ITGA 
reiterated that there is now an urgent need for improved interaction and communication by 
NPWS with Woodland Owners and the Sector. 

The Role of NPWS in relation to Forest Certification 

In the last decade or so, two international Forest Certification Schemes, PEFC and FSC, have 
become more established in Ireland.  

Almost 450,000 Ha of forestry in Ireland is currently certified to either, or both, of these 
standards. 

Forest Certification is a voluntary process whereby a forest owner decides to submit their forest 
to be audited by an independent accredited certification body against an agreed forest 
management standard. PEFC and FSC are both recognised international forest certification 
standards, which specify compliance of forest management with a range of principles, 
including legal requirements, social and environmental safeguards, high conservation values, 
health & safety, workers’ rights, etc. 

Two national forest certification standards were drafted and endorsed in 2011 and 2012, 
respectively: 

• PEFC Irish Forest Certification Standard (Endorsed 2011 and Revised 2014) 
[link removed]

• FSC Irish Forest Stewardship Standard
FSC-STD-IRL-012012- Irish Forest Stewardship Standard-EN 
[link removed]

Both of the above certification standards have assigned a critical role to NPWS, as the Statutory 
Agency, to engage with forest owners, wishing to achieve international forest certification, on 
the management of certified forests in designated areas, through the licencing process as 
outlined previously or directly where required. 
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The below Requirement 6.1.1. is an example of the requirement for ‘Documented evidence of 
consultation with statutory agencies’ taken from the current PEFC Irish Forest Certification 
Standard. 
 

 
 
There are similar references in Requirement 2.1.3; 3.1.1 and 5.1.7 of the PEFC Irish Forest 
Certification Standard. 
 
The FSC Ireland Standard has similar requirements, such as Indicator 6.2.4 below, where 
references are made to NPWS’ role as nature conservation authority. 
 
Indicator 6.2.4  
Areas designated as, or adjacent to, Special Areas for Conservation, Special Protection Areas, Ramsar 
Sites, Nature Reserves and/or proposed/Natural Heritage Areas shall be managed in accordance with 
plans agreed with nature conservation authorities, and these shall be marked on the habitat map (6.1.1) 
and all operational maps.  
 
An auditor seeking verification of compliance with the standard, will therefore be looking for 
evidence of engagement with NPWS on the forest management of forests that are within or in 
close proximity of a designated area, through the licencing process as outlined previously or 
directly where required. 
 
NPWS Responsibility in designation of conservation sites & certification implications  
 
In 1995, NPWS published 630 proposed NHAs or pNHAs, as referenced on their website: 
 
In addition, there are 630 proposed NHAs (pNHAs), which were published on a non-statutory basis in 1995, but 
have not since been statutorily proposed or designated. These sites are of significance for wildlife and habitats. 
Some of the pNHAs are tiny, such as a roosting place for rare bats. Others are large  - a woodland or a lake, for 
example. The pNHAs cover approximately 65,000ha and designation will proceed on a phased basis over the 
coming years.   
 
Prior to statutory designation, pNHAs are subject to limited protection… 
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The FSC Ireland Standard makes references to these areas that were given pNHA status,as 
follows: 
 

 
The majority of these pNHAs sites still have the ‘proposed’ status, few have since been 
upgraded to designated status. The non-statutory element and the limited protection of the 
pNHA designation, as defined by NPWS, suggests that the conservation value of these forests 
has yet to be determined. By engaging with the review of national certification standards (see 
below), NPWS could clarify such matters to the sector. 
 
 
Challenges as outlined in the Mackinnon Report in relation to NPWS 
 
ITGA would also like to raise the point that, in relation to NPWS, the DAFM commissioned 
2019 Mackinnon Report, Review of Approval Processes for Afforestation in Ireland, identified 
a number of significant challenges for the forestry sector and the aforementioned forestry 
licencing process.  
 
Specifically, some of the recommendations of this report include; 
 

• Revise MOUs with NPWS and NMS. 
• Ensure all State Bodies play their part in implementing the Strategy. 

 
In relation to NPWS, the above referenced Mackinnon Report, Review of Approval Processes 
for Afforestation in Ireland, in section 59, states: 
 
‘Clear guidance should be developed as a priority and as the joint responsibility of the 
Department, NPWS and the Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment 
as many participants in the Review perceived tensions between increasing the area of 
woodland to help address the challenges of climate change and the protection of habitats and 
species.’ 
 
In section 60, the report continues: 
 
‘The consultation process with PBs must be streamlined. It is not clear why NPWS should be 
given twice as long to respond as other Bodies. These timescales for PB consultation should 
be aligned. There are Memoranda of Understanding/Protocols with NPW (2012) and NMS 
(2004) in relation to referrals. These should be revised and updated by end March 2020 with 
a view to streamlining current processes. Consultation with the other Bodies should be 
reviewed thereafter with priority given to the arrangements with those local authorities with 
the highest workload responding to licensing applications.’ 
 
 
  

Proposed NHA (pNHA) sites and Annex 1 habitats (Habitats Directive) occurring outside of designated 
areas shall also be considered HCVF    . 
 
(     Once the NHA process has been completed for woodland areas, the completed list of NHA woodland 
sites will be included as HCV3.) 
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NPWS’ Role in Forest Certification Standard Setting and Standard Revision 
 
International Forest Certification standards are regularly revised and updated and a periodic 
review is therefore required of the national standards, which are based on these international 
standards. Both the PEFC and FSC Irish forest certification standards are currently being, or 
due to be, reviewed. 
 
The review of the PEFC Irish Forest Certification Standard is currently underway and a 
Technical Working Group (TWG) comprising of representatives of various stakeholder groups 
are currently in the process of finalising a draft revised standard to go to Public Consultation 
later this Summer.  
 
NPWS was invited to participate in this revision process and to date no response has been 
received from NPWS in this regard, which constrains the process, given the crucial role 
assigned to NPWS in both standards. It is hoped that NPWS will participate in the upcoming 
stakeholder consultation of the Revised PEFC Irish Forest Certification Standard when this 
gets underway. 
 
 
The Irish Timber Growers Association (ITGA) through its work and various information and 
representation initiatives is committed to supporting the sector and its critical role in the 
sustainable economic, environmental and social development of rural Ireland. ITGA is actively 
supporting and promoting forestry's contribution to the State and recognises the significant 
importance of developing and implementing a comprehensive and robust national forest 
strategy that underpins our national Climate change and Biodiversity aims. 
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Review to Renew – NDP Consultation 
Submission by the Irish Tourism Industry Confederation 

April 1st 2021 

The Irish Tourism Industry Confederation (ITIC) is the representative group for tourism and hospitality 
businesses throughout the country. Tourism is Ireland’s largest indigenous industry and biggest 
regional employer. In 2019 the sector – including domestic market and international tourists – was 
worth €9.2 billion and it employed 265,000 people. 75% of the tourism economy is made up of 
international visitation making tourism a significant export sector. 

The world has changed dramatically over the last 12 months with the impact of the Covid-19 
pandemic. All evidence points to the fact that the tourism industry has been hardest hit by the 
pandemic and is going to have a very slow road to recovery. At a major virtual conference on 
February 10th (see [link removed]) ITIC launched a revival plan for the sector which set out 27 
clear policy recommendations needed – this plan can be accessed here: [link removed].

One of the key policy recommendations is to ensure that whole of Government and all state 
agencies play a proactive and positive role within a tourism context. To that end ITIC welcomes the 
opportunity to input into the review of the remit, status and funding of the National Parks and 
Wildlife Service (NPWS). 

NPWS manages Ireland’s nature conservation responsibilities under national and European law 
and international commitments. Its mandate is to protect, preserve and present our natural 
heritage and this is a key role and responsibility.  

ITIC are keen to point out that the recreational / leisure / tourism aspect of national parks appears 

absent in the Review Terms of Reference. ITIC believes leisure activities are at the core of a national 

park’s identity and these activities can co-exist with a national park’s biodiversity goals when 

managed correctly.  

ITIC suggest that the 2018 report “Experiencing the Wild Heart of Ireland”, prepared by Fáilte Ireland 

in conjunction with NPWS, become part of the tourism masterplan for the country’s national parks. 

This report was commissioned as NPWS was aiming to enhance the tourism experience at 

Ireland’s national parks at this time. The principles of sensitive design and authentic recreational 

experiences found in this report should be integrated into any future vision for the NPWS. 

In addition, ITIC recommends that the NPWS provide a transparent process by which new 

recreational activities can be permitted within national parks. This could be facilitated by a 

recreational or leisure unit within the Service that will provide guidance support to recreational 

proposals within national parks that do not compromise the conservation goals of the national 

parks. 

Working closely with local communities, industry and other key stakeholders the National Park and 

Wildlife Services can enhance and improve Ireland’s sustainable tourism experience for the benefit 

of the domestic market and international visitors alike.  

NPWS has suffered significant budget cuts in recent times and despite this have still managed 

to protect and preserve the habitats and ecosystems so valuable to the country’s parklands. 

However a 
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repercussion of the budget cuts has been a lack of new national park management plans and this 

needs to be addressed to deliver the full potential of NPWS for the benefit of local communities and 

regional economic development.  

Further enquiries Eoghan O’Mara Walsh, CEO of ITIC, eoghan@itic.ie 
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BACKGROUND  

 
The ITOA is the representative Association for the Inbound Tour Operating sector in Ireland.  

ITOA has 32 members and prior to COVID handled well over 705,000 incoming visitors in 

2019. Members offer a comprehensive range of services and packaged holiday programs for 

group and individual holiday makers and promotable business tourism visitors working with 

over 4,000 global travel trade partners.  Essential to Irelands attractiveness and competitive 

edge are its natural heritage and green, clean environment.  Irelands National Parks are vital 

components of our offering within which are also some of the most important build heritage 

sites whose income and revenue are dependent on international visitors and tourism  

The ITOA recognizes the importance of protecting Irelands Natural and Build heritage for 

future generations both Irish and International to enjoy and explore in a managed and 

sustainable manner.  We also recognize the role that NPWS play in maintaining the large 

natural and near natural areas under its remit and believe that a collaborative approach to 

working with local communities, tourism state agencies and the tourism sector is critical to 

building a sustainable future that benefit local and the wider national economy.   

A balanced approach between the protection of natural areas and recreational uses with in our 

national parks therefore forms the basis of our submission.   

 

NPWS Operational Objectives 

The NPSW’s operational objectives are: 

“To conserve, protect, manage and present our built and natural heritage for its intrinsic value 
and as an inspiration to creativity and environmental appreciation as well as a support to local 
communities, regional economic development and sustainable employment.” 

NPWS has suffered significant budget cuts in recent years.  The service has done an excellent 
job on the conservation, protection and management of habitats and ecosystem integrity in 
across its’ Parks.  However, a repercussion of such budget cuts has been the absence of a new 
generation of national park management plans.  

We believe the lack of an existing management plan has hindered NPWS’s operational 
objective of providing support to the local community and regional economic development. 

In the absence of a management plan staff do not have the support of a management framework 
by which they can approve or reject new recreational initiatives proposed. This is reflected by 
the fact that overall, recreational uses for many of the national parks critical for tourism and 
local communities have been halted at the uses that were in existence when the previous 
management plan expired in 2009. 



The development of a new set of management plans for national parks will provide clarity to 
both local communities and NPWS staff as to what activities are acceptable with a national 
park. 

• We recommend the NPWS to roll out a new generation of national park management plans 
to provide clarity on recreational uses within national parks. 

• We recommend the NPWS realign its vision for national parks with that of the IUCN to 
provide a foundation for amenity uses. 

• We recommend the NPWS incorporate the principles of sensitive design and authentic 
recreational experiences in any future vision for the NPWS. 

NPWS Recreational Unit 

As outlined earlier, recreational goals can and should coexist with biodiversity goals in a future 
vision for national parks. To achieve this, recreational priorities must have a seat at the NPWS 
table.  

Currently, the NPWS appears to discourage any new activities from taking place in their 
national parks. This may be partially due to the lack of a National Park Management Plans, but 
it may also be due to a lack of emphasis on recreational values in NPWS vision and actions in 
recent years. Without a clear set of guidelines, local communities have struggled to obtain 
approval for new recreational initiatives that provide new innovation for next generation 
tourism. The experience of applying for such approvals is overly onerous with low impact 
events such as guided nature walks being scrutinised to a level that would dissuade most 
potential operators. 

A transparent, efficient recreational approvals process would provide clarity to local operators 
who are contemplating such activities. Applications in such a process should be assessed by a 
recreational unit within NPWS that would harness the amenity values of our national parks 
without compromising their conservation goals. 

• We recommend the NPWS provide a transparent process by which new recreational 
activities can be permitted within national parks.  

• We recommend the NPWS establish a Recreational Unit within the Service that will 
provide guidance support to recreational proposals within national parks that do not 
compromise the conservation goals of the national parks. 

 

NPWS, Tourism and Local Communities 

Local communities, particularly in areas where tourism underpins local economies such as  
Mayo, Donegal, Wicklow and Killarney must have a voice and a partnership approach with 
NPWS.  The interdependency between both parties is critical to achieving the balance required 
to the benefit of all.  We believe good examples of this exist such as that in Killarney where 
both Killarney Chamber of Tourism & Commerce and Trustees of Muckross House offer a 
blueprint for how recreational activities can be pursued in a national park without 
compromising conservation goals.  

The Muckross Traditional Farms, a TMH and NPWS initiative, has been a successful addition 
to the KNP and complements the visitor experience to KNP without having a negative effect 



on the park’s environment. Major inroads have been achieved over the years with the 
development of the visitor experience in the House, the development of crafts, retail, and the 
restaurant.  

Further in the past, it was the TMH that approached the department to restore Muckross House 
and reopen to the public in 1964 after a prolonged closure of the house. It is now one of the top 
visitor attractions in Ireland.   

Such relationships have functioned extremely well for decades but we understand that there are 
signs of weakness in recent years. These collaborative relationships should be encouraged and 
enabled to flourish so that the full tourism potential can be recognized and enhance the State 
working with the local community and tourism successfully. 

Such joint initiatives have been hugely successful and generated significant revenue for the 
NPWS in the past. Ideally the revenue generated from these activities should be ringfenced for 
future re-investment in those tourism elements within NPWS.  

NPWS should seek to enhance its working relationship with Failte Ireland, Irelands Tourism 
Development Authority.   A collaborative approach to developing strategies that support both 
organisations and sectoral goals will realise benefits to regional economies and communities.  

• We recommend the NPWS increases its focus on supporting local communities and tourism 
as stated in the operational objectives. 

• To ensure the appropriate resource balance in NPWS, we recommend the NPWS strengthen 
its relationship with Failte Ireland to realise funding for tourism product development and 
NPWS should secure a proportion of the revenue generated in tourism activities for 
reinvestment in such products. 

In Conclusion 

We would like to see the 2018 report “Experiencing the Wild Heart of Ireland”, prepared by 
Failte Ireland in conjunction with NPWS as part of the tourism masterplan for the country’s 
national parks. Centred to this is that the NPWS realign its vision for national parks with that 
of the IUCN to provide a foundation for amenity uses and that the NPWS incorporate the 
principles of sensitive design and authentic recreational experiences in any future vision for the 
NPWS. 

A new generation of national park management plans would greatly assist and provide clarity 
on recreational uses within national parks and provide a transparent process by which new 
recreational activities can be permitted within national parks.  

The establishment of a Recreational Unit within the Service would provide guidance support 
to recreational proposals and ensure that events and activities do not compromise the 
conservation goals of the national parks. Increased focus on supporting local communities 
through engagement and education as stated in current NPWS operational objectives would be 
welcomed.  
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NPWS 

Email: reviewofnpws21@gmail.com 

6 April 2021 

Re: Public Consultation: National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) 

Dear Jane 

The IWDG welcomes the opportunity to comment on the NPWS’s role and future structures. The 

NPWS are an essential agency responsible for wildlife protection and conservation in Ireland and it is 

essential that they are effective. The structure of the NPWS is important to deliver its obligations. 

NPWS needs, with political support, to steer away from conducting the bare minimum amount of 

work to fulfill their EU obligations (and often failing even to achieve this) and embrace the huge 

responsibility to Ireland, its wildlife, habitats and people that their role entails.  

Now is an excellent time to review and support the NPWS as people in Ireland are re-connecting 

with nature and it will be a politically smart move to demonstrate a real commitment to nature 

conservation. Biodiversity obligations need to be ingrained into all government departments and in 

the near future landowners with high nature conservation value habitats will be seeking more to 

avail of funding supports. 

As a marine based organisation, we will limit our observations to the marine sector and as it effects 

whales, dolphins and habitats. The NPWS are severely under-resourced for marine conservation 

with only 3-4 dedicated staff and poor baseline data.  We would prefer to see a strengthened marine 

section within NPWS than seeing these obligations being transferred to other agencies such as the 

Marine Institute or BIM etc, with signs that this is already happening. Building relationships based on 

respect and a shared responsibility with the NGO sector would also benefit both sectors. Currently 

the relationship is poor and there appears to be very little point in engaging with NPWS over real 

marine conservation issues.  

IWDG have already responded to the online questionnaire regarding NPWS structures and here we 

identify some important issues which we feel the NPWS should consider. The NPWS has seen a 

reduction in funding over the last number of years, while clearly increased funding is required to 

meet increasing demands from the EU, increased human pressures on the environment and 

especially the marine environment. The reduced funding has decreased resourcing, manpower and 

expertise, resulting in further eroding the value of NPWS expert opinion and advice to government. 

mailto:reviewofnpws21@gmail.com
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Monitoring 

There are several areas in the marine environment where NPWS monitoring and measures taken are 

inadequate to ensure the conservation of marine species and habitats, resulting in biodiversity 

decline and reduced ability of marine habitats to deal with anthropogenic pressures, including 

climate change. The NPWS does not have the ability to adequately monitor the Irish marine area for 

acoustic pressures, with a marine area some 10 times the size of Ireland and no acoustic monitoring 

across large swathes of the Irish EEZ particularly along the western shelf. 

Deep diving species, and beaked whales in particular, are especially vulnerable to noise pollution 

and there have been four mass stranding events involving beaked whales as well as other species 

since 2008. It is believed that these are almost certainly linked to naval sonar exercises. The 2018 

event alone resulted in over 60 Cuvier’s beaked whales stranded in Ireland and Scotland but all 

deaths were tracked back to an area off the NW slopes west of the Mayo coast (see figure 12), an 

area known to be important habitat for beaked whales (Berrow et al. 2018; Breen 2020). The NPWS 

(2019) estimated that a maximum population of 1,221 Cuvier’s beaked whales occur in Irish waters. 

If we accept that only a small percentage e.g. c8% of animals that die at sea are found washed 

ashore (Peltier et al, 2012), then these mass mortality events represent the loss of a significant 

proportion of the population of Cuvier’s beaked whales. Yet NPWS (2019) Article 17 reports 

recorded the Cuvier’s beaked whale population as having favourable conservation status despite this 

loss in 2018 and additional Unusual Mortality Events in 1994, 2008, 2014 and 2020.  

It is now widely acknowledged that beaked whales (Simonis et al. 2020) and blue whales (Goldbogen 

et al, 2013) are sensitive to mid-frequency naval sonar. Wenveen et al. (2019) found that beaked 

whales can react to mid-frequency naval sonar at 117–126 dB re 1 mPa. It is claimed that naval sonar 

can retain an intensity of 140dB as far as 300 miles from the source (Slocum, 2009) and if true this 

would have a severe impact on many species along the western shelf edge. The NPWS need to 

recognize this issue and, with the other Government Departments, seek dialogue with foreign navies 

operating active sonar within the Irish EEZ, to ensure that their actions do not breach the Habitats 

Directive. These activities are often exercises that can be planned in space and time so as to lessen  

their impacts and indeed many navies have a code of practice that should not allow them to behave 

in a manner that might precipitate cetacean mortality events. The IWDG believe that there is a 

strong argument that no use of military active sonar should be permitted within the Irish Whale and 

Dolphin Sanctuary which encompasses the entirety of the Irish EEZ. 



3 

Figure 12: Likely source of stranded Cuvier’s beaked whales, 2018  

(as modeled by Andrew Dale of the Scottish Association of Marine Science) 

We lack the evidence that these mass strandings were caused by naval sonar because we lack the 

means to record and report on the use of mid-frequency active sonar within the Irish EEZ. The 

reporting in 2019 Article 17 reports of Cuvier’s beaked whale as having a favourable conservation 

status indicates a severe lack of awareness or expertise on the part of those tasked with completing 

the Article 17 reports.  The protection of Ireland’s marine biodiversity needs to be taken seriously 

and where there is a lack of expertise within NPWS to complete accurate conservation assessments 

of protected marine species and habitats, such work should be tendered out to organisations with 

the appropriate expertise. To do otherwise presents a false picture of a healthy species population 

or habitat, that is in reality severely impacted and in need of remedial action. In short we require a 

greater deal of honesty from the NPWS as to their available expertise and greater willingness to 
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consult more widely on the management and conservation assessment of protected marine species 

and habitats.  

Marine Protected Areas 

The NPWS is responsible for ensuring the implementation of the EU Habitats Directive in Ireland and 

as such under Article 6 is required to take appropriate steps to avoid “deterioration of natural 

habitats and species” and under Article 12 must “ensure no deliberate disturbance of species, 

particularly during breeding, resting, migration”. 

To date MPAs (Marine Protected Areas), which in Ireland are represented by Special Areas of 

Conservation (SAC) or candidate SACs (cSACs), lack site specific management plans and largely lack 

any form of meaningful protection above that applicable to the surrounding non-designated marine 

areas. There is a lack of ambition to restore degraded habitats in any SACs and recent reviews have 

highlighted the ongoing destruction and degradation of habitats within Irish MPAs (IWT 2020). 

Commercial fishing, including bottom trawling is currently permitted in all Marine SACs despite 

having been identified as a major driver of habitat loss in benthic habitats of the Irish shelf. Currently 

a paltry 2.3% of the Irish marine area is currently designated as MPAs, and the target designation of 

30% of Ireland’s sea area by 2030 is unlikely to be met without a dramatic change of approach to the 

conservation management of Ireland’s marine area. Cetaceans are highly mobile species, but they 

tend to occur in areas with favourable habitat for breeding and feeding. It is important that MPAs 

are established with active and ambitious management and protective measures that prohibit or 

largely limit negative impacts and with effective monitoring of species conservation status and 

human impacts. 

In 2013 an NPWS protected area for deep diving cetaceans, within which seismic survey effort was 

prohibited, was established along the western shelf edge for deep-diving species (see figure 2). This 

protected area resulted from recommendations of the Irish Offshore Strategic Environmental 

Assessment process. Whilst adherence to this protected area was required as part of seismic survey 

licenses granted in 2013 and 2014, this requirement was subsequently dropped without discussion 

or explanation. The impacts and conservation concerns raised under the IOSEA process have still not 

been addressed and indeed subsequent research by GMIT, IWDG and UCC (Berrow et al. 2018; 

Rogan et al. 2018, Breen et al. 2020) has provided significant additional evidence that the habitats 

covered by the 2013 NPWS protected area are of significant importance to beaked whales and 

baleen whales in an Irish and European context, the IWDG would like to see this protected area 

immediately re-established.  
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Figure 2. NPWS Mitigation area for deep diving cetaceans 

NPWS (2014) Mitigation Guidelines to Reduce Disturbance 

The NPWS (2014) Guidance to Manage the Risk to Marine Mammals from Man-made Sound Sources 

in Irish Waters has been widely implemented by industry in Ireland. There is a need to review and 

update these mitigation guidelines and to apply best practice in all offshore industry operations. The 

current practice of allowing seismic operators to shoot continuously during line turns, largely to 

avoid the requirement for shut down in periods of poor visibility, should be urgently reviewed as it is 

directly leading to increased unnecessary noise pollution in Irish marine habitats, including critically 

important migratory, breeding and foraging habitats for whale species. That this is being allowed 

continue is of serious concern, differs from international best practice, and is arguably in 

contravention of the EU Habitats Directive.  



6 

The lack of any shutdown requirement when animals enter within identified injury (mitigation) zones 

is also of serious concern, differs from international best practice, and is arguably in contravention of 

Article 12 of the Habitats Directive.  

The issue of effective mitigation for marine mammals during nighttime operations and periods of 

poor visibility also needs to be addressed to ensure compliance with the NPWS Guidance to Manage 

the Risk to Marine Mammals from Man-made Sound Sources in Irish Waters. 

There is also little evidence that Marine Mammal Observer reports generated to prove compliance 

with the NPWS Guidance to Manage the Risk to Marine Mammals from Man-made Sound Sources in 

Irish Waters are checked by regulators meaning adherence to the guidelines, which is a condition of 

many acoustic survey licenses in Irish waters, is not being adequately enforced.  

Offshore Renewable Energy 

Ireland is going to see substantial development in offshore wind energy developments in the coming 

years. While IWDG welcomes the recent development of the NMPF we are concerned at the 

absence of a coordinated and planned approach to the development of offshore wind farms, with no 

coordinated approach apparent in their planning, development, or environmental impact 

assessment. We continue to stress that MPAs should be assessed and designated prior to the 

designation of marine areas for industry. The IWDG recommends a change in policy with regard to 

environmental assessment and mitigation for wind energy developments and adherence to 

international best practice (IWDG, 2020) and our requirements under EU and international treaties 

to which Ireland is a party.  

The NPWS urgently needs to develop guidelines for environmental assessment to ensure a 

standardized approach, assisting in the assessment of cumulative and residual effects. It would be 

very prudent to learn from experience elsewhere in Europe and provide a clear pathway to the 

industry for assessment, risk analysis and mitigation and ongoing monitoring required for offshore 

renewable energy.  

Marine Tourism 

Marine Tourism in Ireland is on the increase and particularly in the southwest of the country. Many 

operators target protected species such as common dolphins, humpback whales, minke whales and 

seal haul out sites. These operators often operate within SACs where marine mammals are a 

qualifying species. The NPWS needs to monitor the growth of marine tourism and its impacts on 

protected cetacean species. Through working with other agencies, NPWS need to ensure adherence 
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to the Marine Notice 15 (2005) which should be promoted by the Marine Survey Office during 

inspections of commercial operators. Additionally they should promote and finance an education 

programme on the approach to be taken when encountering protected species, with education 

displays at launching areas, marinas, and in relevant publications and fund a training scheme for all 

passenger license vessels engaged in marine tourism.  

Commercial Fishing 

The IWDG Cetacean Stranding Scheme, which is part-funded by the NPWS, has recorded an 

increasing number of stranded cetaceans each year particularly along the south and west coasts. 

This coincides with periods where large numbers of pelagic trawlers are active off the same 

coastline. The effect of bycatch must continue to be assessed and monitoring of pelagic trawlers in 

the Irish EEZ is necessary to determine the potential impact these are having on Ireland’s 

biodiversity. Post-mortem examination of stranded animals will provide information on causes of 

death. Drift modelling of stranded animals would assist in identifying the areas where most 

interactions occur.  

Benthic trawling, which moderately or severely impacts most of the seabed of the Irish Continental 

shelf is highly destructive to benthic habitats and releases large amounts of CO2 (Sala et al. 2021). 

The IWDG would like to see the phasing out of bottom trawling in Irish waters and the designation of 

30% of the Irish EEZ as highly protected MPAs. This would bring benefits to the fishing industry, 

cetaceans, the marine habitat and indeed humanity as a whole.  

Non-quota ‘forage fish’ species such as sprat and sandeels form important food for cetaceans, 

seabirds and commercial fish species. The IWDG has recorded major and significant changes in the 

occurrence of baleen whales in inshore waters off Irish south and southwest coasts which appear to 

be linked to recent changes in the availability of forage fish off these coasts. The exploitation of 

forage fish must be strictly controlled in order to protect important foraging areas for baleen whales 

in Irish waters and the ecosystems on which they depend. The IWDG would additionally like to see 

the implementation of REMS (Remote Electronic Monitoring Systems) in SACs to ensure fishing 

practices are monitored effectively in protected habitats. 

Summary 

There is a need for greater monitoring to meet targets or make a realistic attempt to achieve targets 

set by Good Environmental Status (GES) descriptors. In order to speak authoritatively on underwater 

noise there must first be an attempt to measure and record underwater noise in all areas of the 

offshore. In order to ensure biodiversity is maintained there must first be a reliable baseline 

followed by subsequent surveying. Such data once gathered can be used to reliably inform Article 17 
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reporting and GES reporting. The same data can be used to inform identification and delineation of 

marine protected areas, which should be required prior to any industrial development offshore. 

In short, there is a long way for the NPWS to go in order to effectively monitor and contribute in a 

meaningful way to the conservation or Ireland’s marine habitats and biodiversity. Effective reform of 

the NPWS will require additional funding, staff and expertise, but also a sea change in the approach 

of the NPWS to marine species and habitat conservation. It will also require far more effective 

collaboration and consultation between different government departments, and between NPWS 

and NGOs, to ensure the sustainable use of marine resources, and the effective protection of marine 

species and habitats. 
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Review of the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) 

Dear Prof Stout and Dr Ó Cinnéide, 

The Irish Wildlife Trust (IWT) is a national, charitable, membership-based 
organisation which was established in 1979. Our goal is to raise awareness of our 
natural heritage and its benefits to people. We would like to make a submission for 
your consideration at part of the review of the NPWS. 

Background 

Ireland (and indeed the world in general) is in the midst of a two-pronged ecological 
emergency comprising a biodiversity crisis and a climate crisis. This was formally 
recognised by the Dáil in May of 2019. While the climate crisis is at least 
acknowledged in the public sphere, the biodiversity crisis is less well known.  

Nevertheless, biodiversity is vanishing from across our land and sea at an 
unprecedented rate. Evidence for this can be found in a series of ‘red list’ reports from 
the NPWS which have found that across all groups of species analysed an average of 
one third of our native plants and animals are threatened with extinction or ‘near 
threatened’. A number of species are either already extinct or their disappearance is 
imminent, such as the curlew, the angel shark and the freshwater pearl mussel.  

The extinction crisis represents a haemorrhaging of our nation’s heritage as well as 
undermining some of our most important commercial sectors, most notably fishing, 
agriculture, tourism and forestry. It comes to the detriment of our physical and mental 
well-being, something that has become evident during the Covid-19 crisis, with 
limited access and/or poor quality natural spaces within people’s 5km. 

There is nothing inevitable or predetermined about the collapse of nature; it is a result 
of high-level policy decisions made by successive governments in the absence of any 
meaningful public debate.  



This was recently highlighted by the Biodiversity Forum1 which concluded that “The 
biggest transgressor of environmental law in Ireland is the State. Non-compliance is 
rife at all levels of society, from Government non-compliance with EU laws down to 
local wildlife crime by individuals.”  

It is also notable that key commercial sectors are not in compliance with 
environmental law, including fishing, forestry, peat extraction and agriculture. 

Ireland has a mountain to climb if we are to restore healthy ecosystems and wildlife 
populations. The review of the NPWS is central to this task. In fact, it is our view that 
addressing the multiple environmental crises we face is not possible without a fully-
functioning, forward-looking and properly resourced nature conservation agency.  

Some background and current situation 

The NPWS, as it stands, has many fine people, frequently highly qualified, and who 
are willing to go above and beyond their duties to protect nature. However, it must be 
recognised that it is failing in even its basic duties as defined in the Terms of 
Reference document: 

To conserve, protect, manage and present our built and natural heritage for its 
intrinsic value and as an inspiration to creativity and environmental appreciation as 
well as a support to local communities, regional economic development and 
sustainable employment 

1. Responsibilities

In July 2010 Grant Thornton auditors conducted an ‘organisational review’ of the 
NPWS2. It noted that  

The current structure whereby the NPWS is managed on a day-to-day basis by three 
Principal Officers, with part time involvement from an Assistant Secretary from 
within the Department, does not provide a sufficient top level management for an 
organisation with as important a role and scale of resources as the NPWS. 

And that: 

There are views that within the current structure there is scope to avoid 
accountability within management who may be more inclined to pass decisions up or 
down the line rather than using their own initiative and taking the responsibility 

It recommended that a single Chief Executive Officer be appointed to overcome this, 
however this has not been acted on. The lack of a leadership role for the NPWS has 
led to drift, a lack of direction or purpose and an avoidance of responsibility.  

1 [link removed]
2 Grant Thornton. Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government Organisational 
Review of the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS). July 2010. 



The Grant Thornton report highlighted then how Ireland was failing to implement key 
EU directives and failing to produce the required research and management measures 
for important wildlife sites as well as wildlife in the wider countryside.  

To this day, it is not clear what responsibility the NPWS has in designing and 
implementing conservation measures for habitats and species in Ireland. Lead 
responsibility for some of the principle EU directives falls within different 
departments but there is always a degree of overlap (e.g. between the Water 
Framework Directive and the Habitats Directive) and the lack of clear lines of 
responsibility for certain tasks is contributing to the loss of biodiversity.  

In an instance where a wildlife crime may have occurred, e.g. where a Special Area of 
Conservation has been damaged, it is not clear what – if any – power the NPWS has 
to investigate, prosecute or enforce restoration measures. This is especially the case 
where another arm of the State has been responsible for the damage. 

2. Resourcing

The most recent figures available indicate that the NPWS was in receipt of just over 
€13 million in 2019. For comparison purposes, and perhaps reflecting the priority 
given to our natural heritage over other interests, the Greyhound Racing Bord 
received €16 million of public money in 2017 while Horse Racing Ireland got its 
hands on a massive €64 million. Indeed the funding to NPWS is dwarfed by the 
nearly €41 million given to An Bord Bia, the agency which markets Irish food and 
drink throughout the world as ‘green’ and ‘sustainable’.  

The poor resourcing of the NPWS is well documented. It suffered a 70% budget cut in 
non-staff costs after the economic crash and consequently, a lost decade in terms of 
addressing our biodiversity crisis. Despite some (welcome) restoration of this budget 
in 2020 it is likely that significant additional investment will be required.  

Key scientific posts have remained unfilled while whole counties have gone without a 
dedicated wildlife ranger, in some cases for years. Funding for research projects 
which has been made available has typically been outsourced to consultants, resulting 
in an erosion of in-house expertise.  

The lack of resourcing, coupled with increasing pressure to comply with the nature 
directives, has led to neglect of wildlife conservation initiatives that are not directly 
related to the Natura 2000 network (Special Areas of Conservation or Special 
Protection Areas). There is no sense that the NPWS is pro-active in dealing with 
emerging challenges, leaving other organisations to fill the gap, particularly the non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) but also the National Biodiversity Data Centre, 
for instance (see the All-Ireland Pollinator Plan).  

In combination, the lack of resources, leadership and accountability has led to the 
decline and neglect of even our most treasured wildlife sites, such as our National 
Parks and Nature Reserves, not one of which has a current management plan.  



3. Enforcement

As noted above, the lack of clear lines of responsibility, monitoring and authority is 
leading to continued deterioration of species and habitats, even in ‘protected’ areas. 

For instance, it is not clear what authority the NPWS has in preventing on-going turf-
cutting on Special Areas of Conservations which have been designated for ‘priority’ 
raised bog habitats.  

Ireland also has a serious issue in relation to wildlife crime by non-state actors. 
Although, by its very nature, this is hard to fully quantify, it was highlighted by a 
2020 report3 into the illegal persecution of raptors. The report highlighted 119 illegal 
incidents between 2007 and 2019 including poisoning, trapping and shooting of birds. 
It highlighted the uneven geographic spread of incidents with a higher than average 
number of incidents in the east of the country, and only one incident in Co. Longford 
for the 12 year period. However, in total, a mere seven prosecutions were pursued for 
illegal persecution of birds.  

It is not reasonable to believe that wildlife crime is confined to one part of the country 
and so the question arises as to why some areas of the country have less reporting of 
these incidents than other, and why so few prosecutions are being taken. 

4. Communication and Education

The NPWS produces very good quality reports and scientific data and of particular 
note are the Article 17 reports to the EU Commission and the report to the Convention 
on Biological Diversity.  

However, these reports are not communicated effectively. It does not seem that the 
NPWS has a communication strategy. It is rare that these publications are followed up 
with media interviews while the presence of the NPWS on social media platforms is 
negligible. At a time when nature is in such crisis, its chief guardians are silent.  

Prior to the economic crash, the NPWS had an education unit with active centres (e.g. 
at the Knocksink Nature Reserve in Co. Wicklow) however this no longer seems to be 
the case. It does not appear that the NPWS maintains any coherent educational 
programme, something that is a core challenge in addressing the biodiversity crisis.  

5. Marine

It is understood that the Marine Unit of the NPWS is staffed by a mere three people. 
This is entirely inadequate for the challenge ahead and a woeful reflection on our 
regard for the sea, especially as we are an island nation. There is no red list of 
threatened species for marine invertebrates or marine fish (other than sharks and 

3 O’Donoghue, B.G., Casey, M.J., Malone, E., Carey, J.G.J, Clarke, D. & Conroy, K. (2020) 
Recording and Addressing Persecution and Threats to Our Raptors (RAPTOR): a review of incidents 
2007–2019. Irish Wildlife Manuals, No. 126. National Parks and Wildlife Service, Department of 
Housing, Local Government and Heritage, Ireland 



rays). Deterioration of high-value habitats within Special Areas of Conservation is on-
going4. 

5. Political Support

Many of the issues detailed above stem from a lack of political support which has 
been an on-going feature of nature conservation in Ireland. The protection of wildlife 
was transferred from the Department of Lands to the Office of Public Works (OPW) 
in 1987. In 1992 the NPWS was formed within the OPW (itself a function of the 
Department of Finance). In 1996, it was transferred to the Department of Arts, Culture 
and the Gaeltacht and in 1997 became Dúchas. In 2003, Dúchas was disbanded and its 
nature conservation function transferred to the Department of Environment, Heritage 
and Local Government. In 2011 it was transferred to the Department of Arts, Heritage 
and the Gaeltacht and most recently, in 2020, it changed department yet again, this 
time to the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage.  

The NPWS has not had a single ten-year period under one department while within 
these stints, it has been the responsibility of a number of ministers who have shown 
varying levels of commitment to biodiversity issues. 

The itinerant nature of the NPWS, the constant changes in leadership, branding and 
identity and physical location, has been enormously damaging to staff morale. The 
feeling is that the NPWS is not wanted or valued while general elections create a 
landscape of volatility, not knowing whether another move is on the cards, or whether 
the new minister will have any knowledge or interest in their function.  

The biodiversity crisis can only be addressed when the issue becomes an ‘all of 
government’ priority. The abilities of any nature conservation body are therefore 
limited by how it is viewed by the government of the day. Nevertheless, the low 
prioritisation of nature conservation, coupled with a lack of leadership and status of 
the NPWS itself, has led us to the current situation where our ability to address the 
biodiversity crisis is chronically debilitated.  

Our ability to meet even minimum standards of legal compliance is so compromised 
that we cannot lift our eyes to see the enormous opportunities which could be realised 
were we to restore nature to our lives and to our landscapes.  

6. Development applications

The Development Applications Unit (DAU) of the Department deals with nature 
conservation observations for development applications and forward planning. The 
Department is a statutory consultee in this regard. There is no analysis we are aware 
of which examines the rate of responses to submissions to the DAU or the quality of 
these responses. There is an impression however that rates of response are low and 
that there is great variability in geographic spread, i.e. there are some areas where 

4 Classen, R (2020). Marine Protected Areas – Restoring Ireland’s Ocean Wildlife II. Report on 
Ireland’s Failure to Protect Marine Natura 2000 Sites. Irish Wildlife Trust. 



responses from the NPWS to development applications are virtually nil. As a result, a 
key function of the NPWS is not being adequately fulfilled.  

Solutions/the Future 

1. Structure

The IWT believes that Ireland needs a new, independent nature conservation agency, 
along the lines of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), that will allow it to 
rebuild and provide the necessary leadership to address our biodiversity crisis.  

The history of the NPWS and its predecessors shows how political neglect, structures 
designed to avoid responsibility and decision-making and the need to serve an ever-
shifting department and/or minister, is a formula for disaster. A continuance of this 
model is no longer tenable. Only by giving a new nature conservation agency 
independence will we see progress.  

The EPA shows how a state agency, under the right leadership, can give voice to 
environmental issues, communicating data and research to a wider public, while 
setting a bar for other government bodies and economic sectors and enforcing relevant 
legislation.  

With independence must come accountability. Any new nature conservation agency 
must be answerable to the Oireachtas and this must be measured against a clearly 
defined reporting function.  

The highest level policy document in this field is the National Biodiversity Action 
Plan and a nature conservation agency with clear responsibility for leading on the 
implementation of this plan should be required to report on progress in this task at 
least annually.  

2. Resourcing

A report published early in 2018 from University College Dublin and the NPWS 
analysed national expenditure on biodiversity5. This landmark study found that direct 
spending on biodiversity, over the six-year period from 2010-2015, amounted to 
€1.49 billion, or €250 million per annum.  

The report noted that 96% of the €1.49 billion total went on subsidies (80%), 
operational costs (10%) and staff (6%), leaving the remainder for actual work on the 
ground, while even the NPWS “is itself responsible for just 9% of total expenditure 
and has endured significant budget cuts in recent years”.  

5 A National Biodiversity Expenditure Review for Ireland. 2018. R. Morrisson & C. Bullock. University 
College Dublin – Planning and Environmental Unit  



It is clear that the NPWS is currently woefully underfunded, however the actual sum 
that is needed for a fully-functioning nature conservation agency has not been 
assessed. This should be addressed in the review of the NPWS with timelines for 
budget increases and a review mechanism to adjust this upwards as necessary.  

3. Remit

Meeting minimum legal requirements of environmental law will require a great effort 
by all government departments. However, complying with the law is surely the bare 
minimum of what the public should expect, rather than the target of any nature 
restoration programme.  

The coming decades will see great changes from climate collapse while the 
restoration of habitats and ecosystems must be a long-term endeavour. It will be filled 
with uncertainty while the results of interventions may take years, decades even, to be 
fully appreciable. It is why any new nature conservation agency must be ambitious in 
its scope, flexible in its approach and far-reaching in its actions.  

It must produce science and advice based on that science in a timely manner. It must 
have a dedicated communications arm that can engage with the media, other arms of 
government and local communities. It must respond to requests for observations from 
planning authorities.  

It must be pro-active and this must include a dedicated education unit to deliver the 
positive message that nature can deliver great rewards to us if nourished.  

We must be able to envisage a new landscape for Ireland. This must include 
embracing the principles of rewilding to allow natural systems to become self-
sustaining, even if that means giving nature a helping hand through alien invasive 
species removal or short-term land management.  

There are approximately 120 species which are known to have gone extinct from 
Ireland since the arrival of humans. A new nature conservation agency should have a 
dedicated reintroductions unit to bring back as many of these species as possible in 
the short-term, and, where this is not possible, to examine the feasibility of longer-
term initiatives, such as returning large predators to Ireland.  

Ireland should embrace the aims of the EU’s biodiversity strategy in setting a goal of 
protecting 30% of land and sea by 2030 with 10% ‘strictly protected’. The programme 
for government has already committed to this 30% goal at sea, but this does not 
include a target for ‘strict protection’.   

On land, this should be done through the use of public lands (particularly Bord 
naMóna, Coillte and local authorities) and incentivising community groups and 
private landowners to establish and manage new nature reserves. Staff from a new 
nature conservation agency will be essential in providing data and support for this 
process. 



A dedicated, and well-staffed, Marine Unit will be needed for the implementation of 
the government’s aim to roll out Marine Protected Areas across 30% of our seas. This 
target could be increased to 50% if the calls of many scientists are heeded. 

In summary, we are asking for a new nature conservation agency for Ireland that will 
be independent, well-resourced and ambitious.  

We utterly depend upon nature for a stable climate, clean water, healthy food and 
liveable surroundings. We may well be the last generation to have the means to 
reverse the extinction and climate crises – this review of the NPWS affords a once-in-
a-decade opportunity to begin this process. It is a decade that is set to transform our 
society – for good or for ill – and we must seize this opportunity. If not now, when? 

Yours sincerely, 

Campaign Officer – Irish Wildlife Trust 



SUBMISSION TO THE REVIEW OF THE NPWS, 
 
 
 
 
 
The last twenty years have seen a dramatic loss of biodiversity and wild places. Report after report 
has highlighted the poor and declining state of our natural environment. The way we conserve, 
protect, manage, and present our natural and built heritage needs to change. We believe this review 
may provide an opportunity to enhance and strengthen these requirements and the role of  
local government going forward. 
 
 
 
Budget reductions to the NPWS have had a deep impact on its portfolio of activities. The total NPWS 
budget for 2017 was € 11 million. By way of comparison, the Greyhound Racing Bord received €16 
million of public money in 2017 while Racing Ireland received € 64 million. Our National Heritage 
needs a greater profile, presence and weight.   
 
 
 
 
  
 
National parks UK and Ireland shaded green.  

 
More ambition required. 
 
 
 
Local government has a long history of delivering a broad range of community services.  
 
 
Community involvement and representation are key features of local government. 
Working with business organisations, NGO, political representatives, and individuals on shared goals 
and a strategic direction are all part of this. Local government also has an expanding role in 
facilitating economic development and sustainable job creation. 
 
 
Our natural heritage is an asset for the entire community. Local government is uniquely placed to 
develop and expand its presence in all our lives.  
 
 
We feel integration of the NPWS into local government would offer synergies, reduce crossover 
responsibilities, provide cost savings, and offer opportunities for more people to get involved in 
developing national heritage sites.  
 



 
 
The National Forest in the UK illustrates what is possible with a Local Government driven initiative. 
 
 
With the NPWS integrated into local government, any targets or decisions taken at national level on 
nature conservation would apply to all local governments, a science led approach to the protection 
of our natural heritage is crucial, and would have marked benefits nationally, not just to counties 
lucky enough to have national parks. 
 
Local government can offer those working in the NPWS broader opportunities for career progression.  
 
Enforcement powers under various pieces of legislation and ability to pass bye laws already exist. 
 
Nature conservation would have recognition at municipal district level, County council level, regional 
assembly, and deserve a place as a new pillar at the LGMA helping to broaden its profile. 
 
 
Consider what local government already has in its remit. 
 
Existing robust governance structure. 
Existing environmental legislative underpinning. 
Existing enforcement powers and machinery. 
Existing framework for stakeholder engagement (Political, NGO, Industrial, Individual,) 
Existing roles in biodiversity, environmental awareness, community water, river basin catchment 
management, heritage, etc. 
Existing personnel, knowledge pool, county and country wide presence.  
 
All these existing roles could be optimised further in integration of NPWS into local government. 
 
 
We thank you for your consideration, and welcome further engagement. 
 
Seamus King. 
KCC 
Env.Tec. working group. 
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NPWS Consultation Process 

March 2021 

Kerry Convention Bureau (KCB) welcome the opportunity to be part of this review and express our 
appreciation at being afforded the opportunity to share our thoughts and feedback on Killarney 
National Park and the pivotal role it serves within Kerry’s business tourism offering, as part of this 
consultation process. 

Kerry Convention Bureau is a Non-Profit Organisation, supported by Fáilte Ireland and Kerry County 
Council and is dedicated to promoting Kerry as a diverse and inspiring business tourism destination. 
Working closely together with, and on behalf of our members and industry partners, our objective is 
to: 

1. Actively market the region to the MICE (Meetings, Incentives, Conferences and Exhibitions)
sector, both within Ireland and internationally

2. Engage with event planners to create awareness of what Kerry has to offer for all types of
MICE events

3. Provide a wide range of services and practical supports, which will meet the needs and
requirements of meeting planners, event organisers and conference ambassadors

4. Facilitate introductions, referrals and qualified business opportunities to our region wide
membership and Dublin based Associate Member Professional Conference Organisers
(PCO’s) and Destination Management Companies (DMC’s)

Business Tourism was worth almost €740 million to the Irish economy in 2018 and pre COVID, 
Fáilte Ireland had ambitious plans to grow this sector by 40% to €1 billion by 2025. 

Within the MICE sector, Kerry, and Killarney in particular, is recognised internationally as being a 
premier destination for incentive travel experiences. Killarney is also well known as being home to 
Ireland’s 2nd largest convention centre, offering a fantastic location and viable alternative to Dublin 
for meetings, conferences, and congresses up to a capacity of 2,500 pax. 

Both prior to the global pandemic and currently, for event opportunities being considered for when 
travel and events resume, the Irish Destination Management Companies (DMC’s) all offer Kerry 
incentive itineraries, predominantly focused on Killarney, with many running repeat client 
programmes, year on year. 

They are attracted by the combination of Killarney’s unrivalled location within the National Park, 
exceptional product and a cohesive MICE infrastructure and community, that work together to deliver 
extraordinary events 

Within both leisure and business tourism, National Parks are an internationally recognised brand. As 
the world learns to live alongside COVID and as we make a return to active marketing of Kerry and 
Killarney as a business tourism destination of choice, Killarney and its unique location within a 
National Park will play an increasingly important role in influencing the decision of clients, and in 
particular, those from overseas to consider bringing groups here in the post pandemic era. 

International markets form a key component of KCB’s business growth and sustainability strategies.  
During this pause period, we recognise the need to strengthen linkages to the National Park, as 
aligning indoor meetings with outdoor activity and recreational options will be key to event staging 
in the "new normal". 
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From widely available research and from talking with our clients, we know that event planners are 
prioritising destinations which demonstrate a commitment to sustainability and that offer wide open 
spaces and immersive nature-based activities, which will allow attendees to reconnect and re-
engage with each other, in a safe, socially distant manner.  

International business tourism visitors are worth 3.5 times the average leisure visitor and can 
therefore serve to growing the visitor economy without necessarily growing the visitor numbers and 
associated environmental pressures.  

Examples of business tourism success stories, where the ability to integrate meeting components 
and recreational activities within Killarney National Park into the event programme was critical to 
securing the event include: 

- GLOBE International Conference | July 2018 | 400 Delegates

The Global Learning and Observations to Benefit the Environment Program is a worldwide
hands-on, science and education program focusing on the environment, now active in over 120
countries worldwide

- Adventure Travel World Summit | October 2014 | 750 Delegates
- Mindfulness Conference & Retreat | April 2012 | 800 Delegates

These were major international events with worldwide exposure and global reach. 

Community engagement 

Over the last three years, key supporters and industry partners of KCB have been working on a 
Visitor Destination Development Plan (VEDP) for Killarney. These include Killarney Chamber of Trade 
and Commerce along with Kerry County Council, Fáilte Ireland, National Park & Wildlife Services, 
Kerry Branch of the Irish Hotels Federation, Killarney Vintner’s, and local Tourist Attractions. 

We fully support this plan and its objective to deliver a new collective vision for tourism in Killarney. 
Within KCB’s own Business Tourism Destination Marketing Roadmap 2020-2023 [link removed], we 
identified key areas where aligning our strategic focus with that of organisations such as NPWS 
would be critical to developing and enhancing Kerry’s business tourism offering and reputation on 
the world stage. 

These areas include working with our stakeholders to ensure a responsible approach to how 
Killarney integrates its natural assets into creating new and motivational MICE experiences and 
ensuring this vision of a balanced approach, between the protection of natural areas and 
recreational uses within our national park is maintained. 

Sustainability 

KCB works closely with its industry partners including Kerry County Council and Fáilte Ireland to 
ensure that Kerry priorities development as a sustainable and accessible destination for all.  

Each year, KCB submits an entry to the  Global Destination Sustainability Index [link removed]. We 
ranked #20 in the 2019 rankings and made significant improvements in the 2020 submission. 
However, due to COVID, the rankings are not being made public for 2020.  
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It is our objective to continue to improve our position within this index, with the primary goal for 
2021’s submission to include the development of a region wide Destination Sustainability Strategy, 
created in partnership with Kerry County Council.  

We use our participation in this global index as an influencer to positioning Kerry as a sustainable 
business tourism destination of choice and the recreational amenities available within Killarney 
National Park form a critical part of this marketing. 

Conclusion 

Kerry Convention Bureau is committed to working with our industry partners to continue to grow 
business tourism for the region. With Killarney National Park and the ability to integrate this into 
Killarney’s and the wider Kerry business tourism offering clearly serving as a key influencer to winning 
business, we feel that every consideration should be given to the submissions being made by all vested 
businesses and entities in this consultation process. 

In closing, the key recommendations we would like to make are: 

• NPWS realign its vision for national parks with that of the IUCN to provide a foundation for amenity 
uses

• NPWS incorporate the principles of sensitive design and authentic recreational experiences in any
future vision for the NPWS

• NPWS to roll out a new generation of national park management plans to provide clarity on
recreational uses within national parks

• NPWS provide a transparent process by which new recreational activities can be permitted within
national parks

• NPWS establish a Recreational Unit within the Service that will provide guidance support to
recreational proposals within national parks that do not compromise the conservation goals of
the national parks

The above recommendations will enable KCB to confidently promote Killarney and the National Park 
as a business tourism destination of choice, placing specific focus on the ability to easily integrate 
immersive recreational activities into event programmes. The provision of a recreational unit where 
specific enquires from event planners for recreational proposals could be directed to, and met with 
guidance, support and consideration is especially key. 

We thank you for your consideration. 

Yours sincerely 

Becky Hargrove 

Manager | CIS Certified Incentive Specialist | Regional Ambassador for SITE Ireland (Society for 
Incentive Travel Excellence) 

Kerry Convention Bureau 

2nd Floor | Tourist Information Office | Beech Road | Killarney | Co. Kerry | Ireland | V93 AW26 

M: [personal information removed] | T: +353 (0)64 663 8331 

E:   becky.hargrove@kerryconventionbureau.com | W: [link removed] 



Tel: 35_;3 (0) 64 6637928 

Fax: 353 (0) 64 6636623 

Email: chamber@killarney.ie 

Web: [link removed] 

2nd Floor, 

Tourist Information Office, 

Beech Road, Killarney, 

Co. Kerry, Ireland. 

Killarney Chamber of Tourism and Commerce 
- PROMOTING TOURISM, ENTERPRISE AND COMMERCE IN KILLARNEY -

26th March 2021

NPWS Review & Recommendations - Killarney Mountain Meitheal Submission

To whom it may concern,

Since its inception by Minister Jimmy Deenihan in 2014, Killarney Mountain Meitheal has undertaken many environmental pioneering projects 
in Killarney National Park (KNP); the main objective of our group has targeted controlling invasive species in priority habitat woodlands that 
have suffered from dense infestations of rhododendron ponticum and high densities of deer, goats and trespassing sheep. KNP has some of the 
largest areas of semi-natural woodland in the country and aside from some great advances in the control and management of rhododendron; little 
else has changed over a long period of time. As a consequence of the mismanagement of woodlands in KNP, these important habitats are now in 
a state of degradation with biodiversity being depleted to a very low level and in some cases being driven to extinction.

As successive governments failed to provide the necessary resources for the upkeep and management of our natural heritage, the local Meitheal 
was formed out of sheer passion to maintain all the aforementioned beauty and woodlands that are so dear to Killarney. Members of Killarney 
Mountain Meitheal have a deep interest in KNP and we have great ambitions to continue with our conservation work in cooperation with NPWS 
authorities. To date, the Meitheal has engaged in 162 outings and 13,427 overall voluntary hours; all of which was financed by The Trustees of 
Muckross House who have contributed €82,500 towards insurance, training, equipment and materials.  Killarney Chamber of Tourism & 
Commerce has been a key member in terms of organizing complimentary accommodation, food and transport for the nine ‘Men’s Sheds 
Volunteer Work Camps.’ 

Our hope is that this review of the NPWS, with a Minister who is committed to environmental issues, will take the much needed action in 
providing necessary resources and management in an effort to restore our vital natural habitats in KNP and that the merit of volunteerism will 
also be embraced. 

Outlined below are our recommendations for this NPWS review, that derive from our years of experience working in KNP:

• Volunteerism to be embraced by the NPWS as an asset at their disposal to work cooperatively on projects

• It is our belief that volunteerism is particularly imperative in terms of KNP conservation projects, as outlined above, and we would
welcome this to continue to grow in partnership with NPWS

• That a Woodland Ecologist be employed in KNP as an initial step towards the restoration planning of our priority habitat woodlands

• That a Conservation Ranger be appointed to proactively encourage and coordinate/ supervise volunteer projects in KNP

• That additional Conservation Rangers, and seasonal rangers if necessary, are employed to manage the overpopulation of deer and goats
which have been preventing woodland and bog-land regeneration in KNP for the past 60+ years

• When Covid restrictions are lifted, to restore the ‘All Round Volunteer Programme’ that has successfully run since 1990. This involves
European students housed in park accommodation and working mainly on woodland conservation projects

• That an education programme be rolled out to educate and inform the general public as to conservation issues etc facing KNP

I hope you look favorably on our submission and may I commend the NPWS for initiating this review; we very much look forward to the 
outcomes and working together to sustain and protect our parks and wildlife.

Yours sincerely,

Padraig Treacy.

Killarney Mountain Meitheal Committee
A Company Limited by Guarantee. 

Reg. in Dublin No. 72296. 
VAT Reg. No.: IE 4515900 S. 



NPWS consultation – LAWPRO submission in consultation with a selection of Local 
Authorities 
 
28/05/21 
 
LAWPRO is a local authority shared service working with the 31 local authorities, relevant State 
agencies, stakeholders and communities in the restoration and protection of water quality. The goal 
is to meet the requirements of the EU Water Framework Directive to have all natural waters meet at 
least a good ecological standard by 2027. LAWPRO interacts with NPWS in fulfilment of its duties 
through relevant committees set up under the River Basin Management Plan (2018-2021), national 
committees and at project level work.  
 
Where possible, as with other implementing bodies, LAWPRO endeavours to support the objectives 
of NPWS where they relate to water quality management, recognising the need for an integrated 
approach to water management in Ireland. This includes looking for synergies between the EU Water 
Framework Directive, the EU Habitats / Birds Directives, biodiversity and natural heritage protection. 
LAWPRO works extensively with the public and it is clear that the public understand the 
connectedness and interdependency of water quality, biodiversity and habitat conservation. 
Therefore LAWPRO promotes best practice in terms of biodiversity conservation, supports projects 
that will deliver on water related biodiversity themes and promotes biosecurity and invasive species 
management and control as part of our day to day operations.  
 
This document is intended to assist in supporting NPWS in its role with regard to the protection of 
“water dependent” Natura 2000 sites and related biodiversity (wildlife). The experiences of Local 
Authorities have also been captured.  
 
Background: The EU Habitats Directive and the EU Water Framework Directive/River Basin 
Management Plan (2018-2021) including extracts from the plan. 
The Habitats Directive has clear links to the WFD through the Register of Protected Areas, which 
includes Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) designated under the Habitats Directive and Special 
Protection Areas (SPAs) designated under the Conservation of Wild Birds Directive (Directive 
79/409/EEC as codified by Directive 2009/147/EC), collectively referred to as “European Sites”. Article 
6(3) establishes the requirement for an AA of plans and projects likely to affect such European Sites.  
 
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 National Parks 
and Wildlife Service. 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”14 
 
“For SACs with water dependency, approximately 60% of river water bodies and almost 70% of lakes 
achieved their required status. However, the situation for SACs in transitional waters was less positive 
— with 37% of such areas meeting their required standard by achieving good status.” 
 



 
 
 
“There are 153 river water bodies, 31 lakes and 11 transitional water bodies where the water-
supporting conditions for protected water-dependent habitats and species are not being met. There 
are a further 39 river water bodies, 55 lakes and 18 transitional and 8 groundwater bodies where the 
water-supporting conditions for protected water-dependent habitats and species are known. The 
water bodies are unmonitored, however, and it is therefore unclear whether their objectives have 
been met. Further monitoring is required in these instances.”  

“With regard to the Freshwater Pearl Mussel, there are 27 designated populations, all of which are at 
Unfavourable Conservation Status.” 
 
“Groundwater Dependent Terrestrial Ecosystems (GWDTEs), such as fens, turloughs and bogs, have 
been assessed as part of the River Basin Characterisation and Classification assessment process. Of 63 
GWDTEs identified as failing to achieve their conservation objectives, groundwater was judged to be 
a potential contributing factor for 29 of these.”  

“Additional water-quality criteria and/or more stringent criteria may be defined in the future for 
particular habitats and species. For the purpose of this Plan two habitat types (marl lakes and 
oligotrophic lakes) have been identified for further investigation”.  
 
Water Dependent SACs 
“Approximately 800 water bodies encompass protected Natura 2000 sites with water-dependent 
habitats and species. At present, 195 of these are not meeting the required water supporting 
conditions.” 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
NPWS as a WFD/River Basin Management Plan “implementing body”  
 
NPWS are one of the many implementing bodies with representation on the various Water Framework 
Directive committees established under the 2nd WFD Cycle and outlined in the River Basin 
Management Plan (2018-2021). LAWPRO view NPWS as holding an important role in supporting the 
delivery of the River Basin Management Plan (2018-2021) and Water Framework Directive objectives, 
especially interms of biodiversity.  
This role includes, leading out on raising the importance of the RBMP in delivering on water quality 
objectives in support of wildlife or biodiversity generally and specifically, the EU Habitats & Birds 
Directives in Ireland. As the agency with both the competence and knowledge of Ireland’s biodiversity 
and the requirements needed to ensure its protection, NPWS have a key role in developing and 
promoting relevant strategies and measures required. This includes collaborating with the other state 
agencies, providing relevant advice, responding to planning referrals, enforcement, engaging with the 
the public including public consultation and in general proactively working with others to achieve the 
objectives of national and EU wildlife objectives.  
 
Water Framework Directive Committees 
The Water Framework Directive  committees set up under a new governance structure (Fig. 10.1 – 
extract from RBMP 2018-2021), include national, regional committees and thematic working groups. 
NPWS as with other implementing bodies engage (and are encouraged to engage) in the various levels 
of this governance structure. The committees, in particular the regional committees offer NPWS the 
opportunity to inform and influence other implementing bodies in terms of biodiversity requirements 
at the operational level. The committees aim to encourage collaboration, sharing of knowledge and 
resources, develop synergies though the identification of mutual objectives leading to better water 
quality (and biodiversity outcomes).  Areas of direct relevance and benefit to NPWS objectives 



includes, creating better awareness, prioritisation of water bodies of biodiversity significance for 
selection as Priority Areas for Action under the RBMPs, better targeting of resources, bringing 
biodiversity benefits to projects, promotion of biosecurity and biodiversity stewardship across the 
implementing bodies, invasive species management and providing updates to the relevant 
implementing bodies including the Local Authorities (e.g., biodiversity relevant issues important for 
their stakeholders or staff to know) such as the recent plague outbreaks impacting on the native Annex 
II White Clawed Crayfish populations.  
 
For these committees to function well, there needs to be consistent agency representation and 
integration of information sharing within agencies – i.e., between staff attending the various 
committees (especially from a vertical perspective – National (Water Policy Advisory Committee, 
National Technical Implementation Group) and Regional (Operational Committees). Currently this 
does not always appear to be the case for NPWS.  
 
Benefits of engaging with the Water Framework Committees 
 
Ø NPWS has access to platforms to further its objectives. 
Ø Provides an opportunity to inform and influence discussions in terms of biodiversity 

conservation especially for water dependent Natura 2000 sites and species. 
Ø Gives access to a broad network of implementing bodies – to network and make contacts, 

share goals for multiple benefits etc. 
Ø Potential to collaborate on projects and ensure NPWS objectives are included.  
Ø Leverage support and resources with others. 
Ø Invasive species – access to platforms to progress Invasive Alien Species (2014) Regulations 

objectives. Inform relevant state agencies, leverage support, give updates and encourage 
better biosecurity and proactive steps to address and minimise the risk posed by invasive 
species.  

 
 
Recommendations 
 

· Attendance of Regional Committees by NPWS: That NPWS regularly attend the quarterly 
meetings of all five Regional Operational committees. Attendance to Regional Operational 
committees is variable. One committee effectively has no NPWS representatives ever in 
attendance. 

· Consistency of NPWS attendance: That NPWS representation is consistent. Where attendance 
does take place, representation can vary leading to varying degrees of NPWS inputs and 
knowledge sharing.  

· Knowledge exchange within NPWS: That NPWS representatives at the various WFD 
committees (especially NTIG & Regional Committees) keep each other informed. Feedback 
from NPWS reps at the regional level is that there may be little or no information sharing 
between the Regional and National Committee representatives.  

· That senior management at divisional or regional level who are in a position to make 
commitments would attend meetings. 

 



 
 
Development planning  
NPWS also has a significant role in the examination and assessment of planning applications which are 
referred to it by Planning Authorities and An Bord Pleanála and applications from other authorities 
regulating various activities which may impact on the natural environment (NPWS.ie). 
NPWS are listed as a referral body under the Planning Acts and Local Authorities refer relevant 
planning applications which may have a likely significant effect on the environment/European 
Sites.  This provides an opportunity for NPWS, with their relevant ecological expertise to provide e.g 
their opinion on a development, likely ecological impacts, determine whether it is compliant with the 
relevant EU Directives and advise on mitigations needed if necessary. As planners and Local Authority 
staff generally are not wildlife experts, and many Local Authorities do not have biodiversity officers 
for example, it would be extremely useful and important that submissions are provided by all statutory 
bodies with the relevant expertise to help the planning authority to make an informed decision and 
to enable the PA to provide robust reasons for their decisions.  The knowledge appears to be there 
but often it does not translate into formal responses. 
 
 
Recommendation 

· NPWS as a statutory consultee provide through the Development Applications Unit (DAU) any 
relevant information based on their ecological expertise that can inform the decisions of the 
Planning Authority.   
 

Information on Natura 2000 sites.  
Adequate information, including Conservation Objectives for Natura 2000 sites, is necessary to 
facilitate good management of European sites. Currently information is not readily available for many 
water dependent Special Areas of Conservation.  For example, according to the current RBMP (2018-
2021). “Site-specific conservation objectives for Freshwater Pearl Mussel SACs have already been 



published for a number of SACs, and the DCHG will publish conservation objectives for all Freshwater 
Pearl Mussel SACs by the end of 2018.” However to date only 4 are published on the NPWS website.  
 
Nearly all Natura 2000 sites, in particular riverine SACs have multiple qualifying interests and habitat 
features. However, information is lacking on a range of species and in particular with regard to detail 
concerning their distributions within the sites. As the locations are not always known, this can pose a 
problem for those making decisions around project or plan development that may have the potential 
to impact on these qualifying interest or habitats. In addition, it makes it difficult to plan for positive 
actions to enhance or protect those species where multiple stakeholder participation is required and 
where it can be funded by various funding programmes. Local Rangers for example may not always be 
in a position to provide this information,  
 
 
Projects with biodiversity benefits 
LAWPRO are engaging with communities to encourage greater appreciation of water quality issues 
impacting on local water bodies and encourage greater public participation in resolution of these 
pressures. Many of these projects should bring about biodiversity benefits and the engagement of 
NPWS in a collaborative context would be beneficial. Often the interaction can be at a more formal 
regulatory level with little technical engagement on the ground. It must be acknowledged that local 
rangers and divisional ecologists are generally supportive and assist in areas where they can. A more 
integrated and community focused approach would assist in not only the delivery of projects, save 
resources but also encourage community buy in. The top down regulatory approach, which some may 
view as a paper exercise, could be complimented with a community delivery focus.  
 
Recommendation 

· NPWS increase their collaboration with communities and stakeholders and bring their 
expertise that can inform projects on the ground to enhance biodiversity conservation or 
biodiversity restoration.  There appears to be an over reliance on consultants rather than 
developing and sharing inhouse expertise. Consultants cannot perform this role especially for 
longer term engagements that may be needed.  

 
 
Invasive species and Biosecurity 
The RBMP (2019-2021) states “Currently 37 species have been identified across the EU as a high 
priority for management, and nine of these occur in Ireland. The river basin public consultations on 
significant water-management issues in 2015 identified IAS as a significant issue for water 
management. For example, two species that pose a threat to aquatic ecosystems when present in 
riparian zones — Japanese Knotweed and Himalayan balsam — have been recorded throughout a 
significant proportion of the countryside by the National Biodiversity Centre.” 
 
In the RBMP (2019-2021) it states that DCHG has overall responsibility “on the implementation of 
EU Regulation (1143/2014) on “the prevention and management of the introduction and spread of 
invasive alien species” EU Regulation (No. 1143/2014) on “the prevention and management of the 
introduction and spread of invasive alien species” requires EU-wide action to prevent, minimise or 
mitigate their adverse impacts.””  
 
“The DCHG is working with a number of stakeholders to put in place strong governance arrangements 
for the management of IAS.” (note NPWS are now under DHLGH) 
 



“Supported by LAWCO, the relevant State bodies — the DCHG, the NPWS and IFI, in particular — will 
work to harness community and stakeholder involvement and support to ensure the long-term 
management and control of IAS.” 
 
The Water Framework Committees in particular the Regional Operational Committees offer a 
coherent and integrated platform to advance issues relating to the management and control water 
based invasive species (though not limited to these).  For example, since the outbreak of the Crayfish 
plague on the River Suir in 2017, the Regional Operational Committees have received regular updates 
from LAWPRO as information has become available. These updates also include information on the 
need for implementing bodies and their stakeholders to develop and adopt best practice biosecurity 
protocols. 
 
LAWPRO has been very proactive in this area and Local Authorities and other implementing bodies 
attending the Regional Operational Committees in affected areas have taken active steps to inform 
their staff and the public of the risks involved. Public awareness exercises have been initiated including  
high intensity local media, local stakeholder training and river access public biosecurity signage. This 
has been achieved with the support of the public, relevant stakeholders including the elected 
members. In addition projects specifically targeting invasive species (e.g., Japanese knotweed, Giant 
hogweed, Himalayan balsam, New Zealand Pygmyweed etc) and training on best practice for their 
control have been organised by Community Water Officers and also funded via the Community Water 
Development Fund and augmented with funding partners such as the LEADER Programme.  
Information updates initially were regular and relatively comprehensive but this has not always been 
the case. In more recent years Crayfish plague outbreaks (e.g., Maigue) awareness was raised via 
Twitter rather than formally via NPWS or NBDC with limited information being made available. More 
concerning - a positive record of Crayfish plague on the Corrib system (R Clare) was picked up at a 
Crayfish conference over 6 months after the analysis was completed by the Marine Institute.  Once 
aware, LAWPRO actioned an awareness campaign in Galway and Mayo with the support of the 
relevant Local Authorities. Currently LAWPRO is unable to get consistent information on the spread 
and status of crayfish plague to bring to the Regional Operational Committees.  
 
Recommendation 

· NPWS provide regular updates on Crayfish plague and IAS risks to LAWPRO or the Regional 
Operational Committees where WFD implementing bodies can be briefed.   

· NPWS take a proactive role in invasive species management on the ground (as per the RBMP 
2018-2021), strategise and integrate this with on the ground projects supported by others 
including LAWPRO and the Local Authorities.  

 
 
Enforcement  
The review aims to “Examine the effectiveness of the NPWS’ enforcement role in the protection of 
wildlife and habitat.” Feedback from the public and multiple community engagements is that there is 
considerable frustration from the public in this regard. As matter of course, LAWPRO direct public 
complaints received regarding protection of water quality and water dependent habitats to either 
Local Authorities or Inland Fisheries Ireland. The actual role of NPWS in this area appears to be unclear, 
even to some staff within the agency itself. This is further compounded by the fact that NPWS may 
not always be the competent authority, thus there is a considerable amount of confusion with regard 
“ to who is in charge” and where an issue might be resolved. More clarity is needed in this regard. 
There does not appear to be an efficient system such as a “ public hotline” for the public to report in 
issues impacting on wildlife. The NPWS head office number given out by other environmental public 
service “hotlines” does not appear to be manned outside of office hours? 
 



 
 
Recommendation 

· NPWS enforcement role is clearly defined for the public and other stakeholders.  
· That this role is sufficiently supported and resourced.  
· That NPWS actions and integrates a public complaints system compatible or ideally integrated 

with that operated for the EPA and Inland Fisheries Ireland. 
· The role of other competent authorities and how they interact with NPWS as a competent 

authority needs to be clearly laid out for the public and state agencies. 
 
 
We do appreciate the valuable work and commitment by NPWS staff and hope that this 
submission helps support NPWS in its role with regard to the EU Water Framework Directive. 
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02 April 2021 

Dear Sir, Madam, 

We are contacting you on behalf of a group which has recently formed to advocate on behalf of the 

Irish equestrian community.  We would like to make a submission for consideration in the review of 

the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS). 

1.0 Introduction 

The Leisure Equestrian Association of Ireland was established in 2020 to advocate for the provision 

and maintenance of safe riding routes for all Irish equestrians, and to support the Irish equine 

tourism industry.  The group was set up in response to the increasing restrictions that are being 

placed on riders, that are preventing them from accessing trails and landscapes that they have used 

for generations.  It is our ultimate vision that every county in Ireland will have a network of safe 

‘bridlepaths’ or hacking routes which can be enjoyed by Irish riders and tourists to our beautiful 

island for generations to come. This vision, and the work of this group, has the full support of Horse 

Sport Ireland, the national equestrian governing body. 

At the time of writing, there is only one soon-to-be registered equestrian trail in Ireland, which is 

the Beara Bridleway [link removed] in Cork. Other than this, there are no legally designated 
horse trails in Ireland, nor any plans for same. Indeed leisure riders of Ireland have been 

overlooked by the Irish state, despite agencies such as Fáilte Ireland embracing the title of ‘land 

of the horse’.  This is a missed opportunity which has resulting in the loss of socio, economic, 

heritage, cultural and tourism benefits to local communities, while cyclists and walkers have 

benefited from huge investment in routes and paths to allow them to enjoy the Irish countryside 

safely.  

2.0 Relevance to this consultation process 
To illustrate the relevance of our submission to the role of the NPWS, we refer below to the 
executive summary within the Terms of Reference (ToR) for this review. The current role of the 
NPWS is described in the ToR as: 

‘The formal mandate of the National Parks and Wildlife Service is to preserve, protect and 
present our Natural Heritage.’ 

… ‘To conserve, protect, manage and present our built and natural heritage for its intrinsic value 

and as an inspiration to creativity and environmental appreciation as well as a support to local 

communities, regional economic development and sustainable employment ..’ 

… ‘It is important to note that any proposed review of NPWS is cognisant of its full role in terms 

of not only nature conservation and enforcement of wildlife legislation, but also in terms of 

Submission to review of National 

Parks & Wildlife Service 



development and presentation of our National Parks, Nature Reserves and restored peatlands, 

including their amenity use. 

We appreciate that the primary role of the NPWS is to protect Ireland’s Natural Heritage.  Our submission 

refers primarily to the role of the NPWS in supporting the recreational and amenity value of Ireland’s 

Natural Heritage, as well as supporting economic development and sustainable employment.   

According to the ToR:  ‘ The NPWS is directly responsible for the management and operation of an 

87,000ha network of National Parks, Nature Reserves and other conservational and recreational 

properties.’ 

Indeed, the NPWS is the custodian of a huge land area that offers a diverse range of wellbeing benefits to 

Irish citizens.  This creates a large weight of responsibility on the agency to ensure that these areas are 

not just protected for their ecosystem service value, but also sustainably utilised for their recreational 

and amenity value.  We feel that in its current form, the NPWS is not adequately funded, staffed or 

equipped to either fully protect these areas, or capture their economic potential or amenity value.  We 

suggest therefore, that the NPWS should be appropriately structured, staffed and empowered to work 

alongside other stakeholder agencies, such as Fáilte Ireland, to develop a sustainable tourism and 

recreation management plan that will ensure that Ireland’s Natural landscapes are fully accessible to a 

variety of user groups.  Such plans should facilitate sustainable job creation in the areas of activity and 

ecotourism, whilst simultaneously enhancing public awareness and appreciation of Ireland’s Natural 

Heritage.  

We propose that where possible, equestrian trails are included alongside greenways, blue ways and cycle 

ways in plans to develop the recreation and amenity value of our natural landscapes.  Horses have 

historically been used as a mode of travel across Irish landscapes, and this cultural tradition is sadly being 

lost to the current generation of leisure riders through the removal of equestrian access.  Whilst we 

appreciate that some landscapes are highly sensitive, others are more suitable for equestrian trails and 

tourism. Indeed, horse riding is traditionally a ‘green exercise’ that is undertaken in the open countryside. 

Studies show [link removed] that horse riding fosters environmental appreciation, by significantly 

boosting nature relatedness, wellbeing and mood ratings.  Green exercise, including horse riding, shown 

to have a significant improvement in self-esteem and total mood disturbance (with anger-hostility, 

confusion-bewilderment, depression-dejection and tension-anxiety all improving post-activity). These 

benefits are increasingly important, given the increased levels of stress experienced by many citizens as a 

result of the Covid-19 pandemic.  Horse riding can make natural areas accessible to people with mobility 

issues, through the provision of guided and managed horseback tours. Research [link removed] shows 

that equestrian trails can create and strengthen a sense of community, as well as cultural, natural and 

geological heritage.  

We would like to highlight several key aspects by which the development and support of the leisure 
horse sector enhanced by a network of safe and accessible routes will benefit Ireland; 

1. Tourism: The Government’s Tourism Policy Statement People, Place and Policy Growing

Tourism to 2025 statement is centred on Ireland achieving its full potential as a destination for 
overseas tourism and highlights the contribution of facilities for activity-based holidays to 
Ireland’s positive image and its attractiveness as a tourist destination. Equine holidays are key to 
promoting this industry and an increase of off-road riding will support the sector and increase 
the notoriety of Ireland worldwide as ‘the land of the horse’.  This image is unsustainable if the 
depletion of off-road riding trails continues at its current rate. Ireland performs very poorly when 
compared with equestrian infrastructure in other European Countries, such as 147 horse trails 

[link removed] in the Netherlands 2,700 km of equestrian trails in Sweden, 21, 676 km in France, 

and 3,699 km in



Poland. Despite this, horse riding is consistently listed in the Top Five activities enjoyed by 

tourists here according to reports released by Failte Ireland. In 2019, 112,000 international 

tourists engaged in equestrian activities, each with an average spend of over €320, which is on-

par with cyclists.  This adds up to an estimated economic contribution of almost €36m on 

equestrian activities from international tourists alone.  Based on a separate report by Fáilte 

Ireland and Sport Ireland [link removed], which estimates of 27 jobs arising from each €1m in 

tourism revenues, this spend supports almost 1,000 jobs in rural areas. In spite of this, 

equestrian activities or infrastructure are not prioritized in any local or National roadmap.  They 

are not presently listed under Fáilte Ireland’s product development roadmap, and there appears 

to be no high-level strategic plans to develop or support equestrian trails nationally, in spite of 

significant investment into Greenways, Blue ways and Cycleways.  The gains listed above were 

achieved in spite of almost no investment into equestrian trails infrastructure. As shown by 

other case [link removed] studies [link removed] across Europe, equestrian tourism can be a 

catalyst for sustainable development in rural regions, supporting natural, geological and cultural 

tourism opportunities [link removed].  Indeed, other [link removed] European Countries [link 
removed] consider equestrian tourism as a central aspect in tourism branding and destination 

development.  There is huge untapped potential for equine tourism if the infrastructures to 

support it can be prioritised.    

2. Rural rejuvenation and development: Project Ireland 2040 National Planning Framework and

the National Development Plan 2018-2027 note that creating the environment to support job

creation in rural areas will be a key enabler to rejuvenating rural towns and villages, sustaining

vibrant rural communities and reversing population decline. There are 14,057 full-time job

equivalents in the Irish Sport Horse industry1 and it has been estimated that involvement with

sport horses contributes to the household income of 29,295 people2, with the majority of these

jobs being rurally based. The provision of bridlepaths will not only create jobs during their

construction but also support those working in the leisure and equine tourism sectors, and the

rural hospitality trade. €13.6 million has been allocated to invest in 300km of new mountain

biking trails across Ireland, with an anticipated revenue return of €22 million annually. This

revenue could be easily exceeded by a lesser investment in equine trail heads. Jim Power

highlighted the need to improve infrastructure and facilities, and achieve greater public

promotion of the sport if its full economic potential is to be realised; now is the time to achieve

this and unlock this potential.

3. Support for Wellbeing of the Nation: Having a network of safe hacking routes will encourage

greater levels of outdoor sporting activity amongst the nation. The National Physical Activity

Plan for Ireland – Get Ireland Active, states “physical inactivity is a demonstrated clear risk to

health in Ireland”. Horse riding is an active outdoor sport that contributes to positive mental

health and physical well-being. Horse riding is a sport which manages to capture lifelong

involvement and particularly amongst the female demographic who might otherwise cease to be

involved in sport. The 20-20 movement in Ireland implored all sections of Irish society to ‘Show

Your Stripes’ and pledge one small action to support women and girls in sport and physical

1 Jim Powers Economic report ‘Unlocking the Economic Potential of the Irish Sport Horse industry’. 
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activity in Ireland; providing a safe riding network is a key mechanism for the NPWS to support 

the active participation of young girls and women in sport for generations.   

The mental and physical benefits of exercising in natural settings over indoor settings are well 

established in scientific literature (e.g. Gladwell et al., 2013 [link removed]; University of East

Anglia, 2018 [link removed]).  Spending time in nature is proven to reduce stress levels and

reduce risks of type II diabetes, cardiovascular disease, premature death, preterm birth, and 

high blood pressure.   

4.0 Summary 

LEAI are hopeful that the importance of equestrian access to Ireland’s Natural Landscapes is 

prioritised in future plans to develop the recreation and amenity value of Ireland’s Natural 

Landscapes.  We would welcome the opportunity to meet virtually to discuss any of the points 

presented above at an appropriate time that suits.  

Yours Sincerely, 

Danielle Murphy [personal information removed]

Emer Cooney [personal information removed]

On behalf of the LEAI. 
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Subject: NPWS review - Letterfrack Tidy Towns / Connemara Green, County Galway 
Importance: High 
 
 
Dear NPWS 
 
Please see below review point for your attention from the committee of Letterfrack Tidy Towns / 
Connemara Green, County Galway. 
Please confirm receipt of this email. 
 
COMMUNITY, COMMUNICATION, EDUCATION AND TOURISM: 
 
NPWS MUST BE A LEADER IN BEST PRACTICE with regards to works being carried out in the environs 
of the National Park i.e. one idea would be to save any species in that area where work is being 
carried out and involve local children/adult in potting up the species and replanting in a similar 
area.  Demonstrating that while we need progress i.e. new walls, roads etc,  we also care for every 
plant, large and small. 
 
NPWS must have more say in how the County Council conduct roadworks, hedge cutting and try 
and prevent the practice of ‘tearing and breaking’ trees and hedgerows.   
 
NPWS must have policy to replace any damaged trees with native certified trees and or hedgerows 
as suitable when roadworks have been completed. 
 
NPWS must take the lead on advising and working with the local villages and community especially 
in the environs of a National Park on planting for biodiversity or assisting with the drafting of a 
biodiversity plan which could be implemented in the village and surrounding areas and which would 
showcase/complement the work of the National Parks. 
 
NPWS must take a lead in education by practice – i.e. bringing in a group of children and interested 
adults to work on an area where there is an invasive species and explaining the damage caused by 
the species, where it comes from and what is the long term loss to native habitat and most 
importantly what can we do. 
 
NPWS must work together with the villages/surrounding areas of a National Park to put in place a 
invasive species control plan.  Community do not necessarily have the expertise and quite 
often have to pay someone to do an invasive species plan.  This would also benefit the National 
Parks as the invasive species would not reinfect the park.  
 
NPWS must take a more active role in preventing, and educating the nation about invasive species. 
For example the loss of our native ash as this species is quickly dying and we are facing the total 
loss of this species in Ireland.   
 
NPWS with a park close to a village must keep the channels of communication open with the local 
community and businesses as both are interdependent but sometimes each  can operate in a 
vacuum with visitors arriving in the park by car and leaving by car and no interconnected projects, 
walks, etc.   
 
NPWS must either not sell any items or abolish the current retail purchasing practices, whereby 
the visitor centre cannot do sale or return and when a visitor centre purchases an item the sale price 
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goes to the central fund.  This practice inhibits the sale of local merchandise and in particular books 
and posters on the area and most importantly on ecology/environment. 
 
NPWS must prioritise the parks with the largest visitors numbers and support them with proper 
facilities and staff.   Connemara National Park with large numbers of visitors require a dedicated 
Manager who is on the ground and present in the Park. We at Letterfrack Tidy towns are concerned 
that the Connemara National Park does not have a day to day manager despite being an attraction 
that has over 300,000 tourists per annum. The problem shapes the National Park both ecologically 
and its value for tourists and the economy.  

NPWS must include and encourage more WILDLIFE in all of their parks.  These parks must become 
sanctuaries for our ever diminishing wildlife species of fauna and flora in Ireland. 

NPWS must be both havens of wildlife and native plants but also places that attract locals, visitors 
and students to study, enjoy and learn about our special places. This is our opportunity to do 
something really worthwhile for our young people to give them space, to surround them with nature 
and to educate, educate and educate by immersing them in nature and arming them with 
knowledge so that they can truly appreciate the wonderful nature we have in this country and work 
towards support it and not towards actions that damage it. 
 
NPWS must manage tourism in all their parks sustainably and with Leave No Trace principles and 
educate and share with all visitors when visiting.  
 
ECOLOGY IN THE CONNEMARA NATIONAL PARK 

Ecologically we are very alarmed and disappointed with the Connemara National Park, as it is not 
managed to its maximum value for Nature. There are 2000 ha, but grazed by only a handful of rare 
breeds, small numbers of wild deer and feral (old) goats. The Connemara National Park’s own 
recommended stocking rates for blanket bog and heath are 1ewe/ha . Cattle are the preferred 
species for this habitat type in Connemara. This stocking rate is not adhered to in the park. This is a 
bad example to farmers who think that the NPWS want them to abandon their land. As a result of 
the low stocking rate there are very few orchids in the park in summer with just three counted on 
the main walks last year. We believe that NPWS must manage these habitats in line with their own 
guidelines. 

There are grouse within 2km on privately owned hill Cregg managed for this species. We believe 
that this project with associated heather management, grit stations and predator control should 
be replicated in the Connemara National Park to enhance the population of this rare species. 

There are wild deer and goats in the Connemara National Park. These grazers should be welcomed 
and encouraged to stay in the park. They are the very few examples of WILDLIFE left in and close to 
the Connemara National Park. 

There are invasive species of Rhododendron, Lesser Knotweed and Gunnera in the park. The 
former is controlled but on the main park trails plants have been allowed to grow to maturity and 
set seed which is poor practice ecologically and poor optically. Lesser knotweed was controlled by 
tidy towns in partnership with NPWS in 2015 but in the last two years has spread again. Our 
interventions to have it controlled have been dismissed. We recently mapped all invaders within 
100m of the visitor centre and submitted it to management, only then was the Gunnera controlled 
within a stone’s throw of the visitor centre. We believe that invasive species must be controlled on 
an ongoing basis and that staff should be trained in identification and vigiliant in their removal. 
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Montbretia is invading the bluebell wood at Letterfrack graveyard and Ellis Wood and needs 
immediate action to be removed or all the WILD NATIVE BLUEBELLS will be lost. 

 
Many thanks 
The Letterfrack Tidy Towns / Connemara Green Committee 
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NPWS Review – response from Mountaineering Ireland, March 2021 

 

1. Introduction 

• Mountaineering Ireland welcomes the current review of the National Parks & Wildlife 

Service (NPWS) and this opportunity to contribute to that process.  

• As the representative body for hillwalkers and climbers on the island of Ireland, 

Mountaineering Ireland has an interest in the protection and sustainable management of 

Ireland’s mountains, hills, bogland, forests, cliffs and coastline. We also have an interest in 

promoting responsible enjoyment of these cherished natural landscapes. 

• There is therefore complementarity between Mountaineering Ireland’s interests and the 

remit of NPWS, which is reflected in regular contact between our staff/members, and NPWS 

personnel in head office and across the country. 

• Mountaineering Ireland has over 13,900 members, comprising 191 clubs and 2,060 

individual members (October 2020). 
 

2. Views on the role, remit, constraints and performance of NPWS (As Is) 

• Mountaineering Ireland understands that the formal mandate of the NPWS is to preserve, 

protect and present Ireland’s natural heritage. This is achieved through direct control of six 

National Parks and a number of nature reserves, and the management of Ireland’s nature 

conservation responsibilities under national and European law and international 

commitments. This remit requires education and engagement with the public and a wide 

range of stakeholders. 

• There is a low level of enforcement of environmental legislation - NPWS lacks both the 

resources and necessary legal tools to effectively enforce environmental legislation. 

• Much of the success of NPWS is due to the enormous commitment of individual staff, but 

capacity to deliver on all responsibilities is severely constrained by limited resources. 

Wicklow Mountains National Park is a particularly striking example where the combination 

of high visitor numbers and sensitive ground have resulted in widespread path erosion 

which remains unaddressed, amidst a plethora of other competing issues. 

• Continued gaps in the NPWS staff structure mean that it is not unusual to hear of staff 

covering multiple roles, or for (nominally) protected areas to be without a Conservation 

Ranger.  

• The feedback from people who experience NPWS’ education activities is usually very 

positive, but lack of capacity limits the scope of NPWS’s education and public engagement 

activities. This in turn leads to poor public awareness of our natural environment and of 
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designated sites and why they are protected. Public discourse regarding designations is 

often related to constraints on development, rather than the natural heritage that makes 

these areas special.  

• The way in which the NPWS, and with it, natural heritage, has been shunted from one 

Department to another in repeated government formations suggests that Ireland’s natural 

heritage has low political priority. In addition to triggering costs related to branding and IT 

changes, this must be demoralising for people working within NPWS.  

• NPWS’ internal structures seem complex, with four separate directorates, as well as district 

and regional structures. It can be difficult to identify the person to speak with about an issue 

and the structure is not easy to understand, e.g. the Education Service, which is delivered 

through National Parks, is not within the section which deals with National Park 

management and policy. 

• The lack of Management Plans for SACs and National Parks is seen as a major shortcoming. 

Management Plans are publicly available for only two of our six national parks and these are 

out of date – there seems to be no reporting of progress against these plans. In their 

absence, the only plans being developed and implemented at present appear to be those 

funded by Fáilte Ireland concerned with improving visitor experiences. Current projects in 

relation to Connemara, Glenveagh and Wicklow Mountains National Parks raise concerns 

that conservation could become secondary to conservation, especially without the parks 

having current management plans. 

• There are ongoing pressures on SACs including land clearance, illegal burning, off-road 

vehicle damage, wildlife crime and overgrazing. In addition to capacity issues, the legal 

mechanisms available to NPWS to address issues seem to be cumbersome, complex and 

very rarely lead to prosecutions. As a consequence, negative behaviours persist and public 

confidence in designations and in NPWS diminishes.  

• Protected areas are protected on paper only, hundreds of Natural Heritage Areas remain as 

proposed NHAs, with no legal protection.  

• There are significant knowledge gaps and inconsistent practices in relation to recreation 

management, and in the protection and management of sensitive habitats – while there are 

pockets of knowledge and expertise this is often not shared nationally. 

• NPWS does not have the resources to build and adequately maintain networks with key 

partners (local communities, NGOs, Comhairle na Tuaithe etc.). For example, Comhairle na 

Tuaithe, the national advisory body on outdoor recreation has had sporadic input from 

NPWS, meaning there has been little consideration of the natural environment in 

Comhairle’s discussions and work.  

 

3. Recommendations on the future role, mandate and remit of NPWS (To be). 

NPWS 

• The establishment of the NPWS as an independent agency, outside of a Government 

department, with the authority, resources, staffing and legislative power to protect 

designated habitats and to be an advocate for Ireland’s natural heritage, whilst also 

facilitating quality outdoor recreation experiences on its own land. 

• The public view NPWS as the ‘go to’ organisation for nature conservation. 

• NPWS builds a complete repository of habitat surveys and instigates ongoing monitoring to 

help guide future management to address the inadequate status of our protected areas.  
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• NPWS has access to the necessary resources, available on a multi-annual basis, to undertake 

conservation management and habitat restoration in National Parks and nature reserves, as 

this type of work has to be a long-term process. 

• NPWS acts a centre of excellence for the development and exchange of knowledge on visitor 

management in sensitive environments, and the protection and restoration of habitats, 

including building climate resilience, blanket bog restoration and upland path management. 

• NPWS collaborates with other members of Comhairle na Tuaithe at national level to advise 

on the development and management of outdoor recreation, and also collaborates with 

local authorities and other relevant stakeholders to develop and implement recreation 

strategies at county level. 

• NPWS partners with landowners and local communities to protect wildlife and habitats and 

to address local recreation needs. 

• NPWS collaborates with NGOs (e.g. Mountaineering Ireland; Wicklow Uplands Council), for 

example to build environmental awareness, help protect Ireland’s natural environment and 

support nature-friendly farming initiatives. 

• NPWS is seen as a positive organisation that young people would want to work for. 

National Parks 

• Ireland’s National Parks are widely valued as our premier nature conservation sites, 

demonstrating best practice in conservation and habitat management, as well as providing 

quality opportunities for outdoor recreation and for people to learn about Ireland’s natural 

heritage. 

• Management plans are in place for all National Parks and nature reserves – these set clear 

conservation objectives and there is regular monitoring and reporting against objectives. 

• National Parks have access to resources to make strategic land acquisitions, or enter into 

management agreements with other landowners, when suitable properties become 

available.  

• Visitor management plans for sensitive areas are balanced with habitat protection, on a 

similar basis to the Sandford Principle used in the UK, ideally this should be enshrined in a 

legislative framework to underpin our National Parks. 

• National Parks have the resources and expertise to implement habitat protection and 

restoration and effective path management.  

• Professional and adequately resourced Education and Ranger services are operating at all 

national parks. 

• There are adequate career paths for park staff – working at a National Park is seen as an 

attractive career. 

• National Parks are seen as integral to their local community.  

• An active National Park Council in place for all national parks to facilitate engagement with 

stakeholders including local landowners and communities of interest, such as 

Mountaineering Ireland (Wicklow currently has such a group, on which Mountaineering 

Ireland is represented, but it meets too rarely to be effective). 

Environmental enforcement 

• Legislation protecting wildlife and habitats is reviewed and updated. 

• There is effective enforcement of wildlife and conservation legislation - NPWS District 

Conservation Officers and Conservation Rangers are adequately resourced and have 

effective enforcement tools, including fixed penalty notices and cross-departmental support. 
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• There is effective coordination between all enforcement agencies including NPWS, An Garda

Síochána, Local Authorities, EPA, Department of Agriculture, etc.

• While not wishing to see Ireland’s natural landscapes marred by signage, if signs at key

access points to SACs and other designated sites are required to support enforcement, they

should be in place across the country (there are such signs in Wicklow), this could also build

public awareness of which places are protected and why.

Education 

• NPWS actively promoting public education on the importance and vulnerability of our

natural heritage, including engagement with a wider range of groups.

• NPWS regularly using social media to help address pressure on protected areas and to

promote responsible recreational behaviour and positive engagement with natural heritage.

• There is widespread public appreciation of biodiversity and the importance of natural

habitats in supporting human well-being and in the prevention and mitigation of climate

change, flood prevention, waste and air quality etc.

… 

Submitted on behalf of Mountaineering Ireland by Helen Lawless (Access & Conservation 

Officer) helen@mountaineering.ie / [personal information removed]

31st March 2021 

mailto:helen@mountaineering.ie
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FROM THE OFFICE OF THE NARGC, NATIONAL CHAIRMAN 

Drumbear, Cootehill Rd., Monaghan, Co. Monaghan. H18  AK18 
                                                                               

31st March 2021 

TO/ Professor Jane Stout, Chair of the NPWS Review and  

c.c. Dr. Micheál Ó Cinneide,  Consultation Facilitator, NPWS Review. 

 

RE/   REVIEW OF THE NPWS. 

 

Dear Prof. Stout, 

 

Thank you for inviting the National Association of Regional Game Councils (NARGC) to submit to this NPWS Review. 

 

I forwarded a submission to you which we completed for the Dáil Committee (HLGH) on the history/state of the Natural Environment 

in Ireland and the NPWS’ role in all of this. I hope you had a chance to read that. Without going back over what we outlined therein, 

we suggested a few key changes, namely that the NPWS be positioned within a Government Department relevant to its role and 

involving land use. The Dept. of Agriculture was and is our suggested Dept. The second suggestion was that the NPWS should have a 

formal mechanism for the taking of guidance/advice from all Stakeholders. We suggested the setting up a Wildlife Advisory Council, 

comprised to a manageable scale, which was originally in the Wildlife Act 1976, before being abolished.  These two key  changes would 

form the basis of most of what we suggest to you now. 

 

Firstly, Built Heritage and Natural Heritage have few similarities so, they should be treated separately by Government. Built Heritage, 

we suggest, should stay in the Housing Dept., or the OPW. However, Natural Heritage should be separate due to its completely 

different and unique challenges. The challenges outlined in that submission are enormous. 

 

Minister Noonan has added on to the Programme for Government commitment, in point 4 of your remit. We fully understand why he 

did this as the NPWS already encompasses that role but again, like Built Heritage, we believe this is a management operation of those 

Parks that should be managed like any business performing a job or, providing a service and would be best suited being dealt with by 

the OPW or, a small, clearly defined separate section in the NPWS. The NPWS role should be looking after Ireland’s Natural Heritage, 

with no distractions, according to the laws and regulations applicable.  This would of course apply throughout Ireland and includes 

those Parks, etc. 

 

NPWS as is  -  We will concentrate on its core role – not the Parks. 

 

For many years, the NPWS was an add-on to Govt. Departments it had little connection with and the various Ministers in charge over 

the last 20 years had, at best, a passing interest and at worst, no interest in it. The current Minister of State and the previous Green 

Party incumbent (DAHG) went in with skewed objectives to advance their own narrow agendas for themselves and their friends. So, 

it was no interest or skewed interest and the NPWS lacked any clear sound political guidance. It also tended to be first to face cuts 

when Governments needed budgetary prudence. So, the Government either ignored it, abused it, or used it as a carrot to buy Green 

Party support, hardly noble or proper motives from the varied and different Government. Internally the top management of the NPWS 

was stagnant with the same people in charge for years. While there were some excellent Regional Managers and local Rangers, NPWS 

H.Q. seemed to be on a different planet to these people on many issues and offered little help or support to them. There seems to be 

little oversight, control, or discipline for certain people in these higher positions. 

• We observe that certain people seem to be on social media continually, espousing the doctrine of certain NGO’s, and they 

went as far as advising people how to vote in elections. 



• Some of these same people were involved in putting forward dubious science to ban or justify certain activities, and there 

seems to be no departmental sanction or oversight for this. 

 

See attached Minutes and Agendas of meetings we had with Senior Managers in H.Q. and the same inertia and failings kept recurring 

– failure to answer emails; failure to advance actions agreed, etc., etc., You will note some of the Agendas are really a list of failures, 

simply being included time and time again, with none of the agreed actions being progressed from one meeting to the next, over many 

years. 

 

Years ago, the NARGC became aware of an unhealthy close relationship between the NPWS and the NGO, Birdwatch Ireland (see 

attached). As you can see, the then head of the NPWS apologised and gave assurances this would not happen again. It has happened 

so little has changed. Again, it is down to poor, ineffective management where the lines of contact and engagement with NGO’s are 

not clearly defined and adhered to. Other NGO’s nowadays, are similarly ‘preferred’, and most of these NGO’s are drawing substantial 

funds directly or indirectly from the NPWS, Government, or the EU, with apparently little adherence to the standard ‘conflict of 

interest’ principles.  

• In recent years, almost all middle to senior management jobs in the NPWS went to persons connected to Birdwatch Ireland. 

• It is very noticeable from attending conferences and different forums, that people will present as representing an NGO and 

then they will have drawn down substantial funding as individuals or company employees, in relation to the same activity. 

There are similarities between what is going on here between the NPWS and certain NGOs with what went on between the Central 

Bank and commercial Banks and we know how that finished up a few years ago. NGO’s, including the NARGC,  play a huge part in this 

area, and rightly so, but involvement with Government (NPWS) must be along clearly defined, impartial lines, with clear ‘conflict of 

interest rules’ applied at all times. 

 

We could go on into all the failings at EU Directives level, failure of the management of the SAC’s/SPA’s etc., but it all comes back to a 

bad Governmental structure and bad governance, rules, principles, and management. These failings  have resulted in a very poor level 

of service to the public. Here are two examples:- 

 

• Only 25% of Deer Hunting Licences were issued on time in 2020 – no coherent reason has ever been given. 

• NPWS in 2018, had indicated Deer Stalking training would be mandatory – it is still not implemented. 

 

It is your challenge to recommend changes to make the NPWS accountable, transparent, and fit for purpose. 

 

NPWS to be - 

 

Placed in the Department of Agriculture Food & the Marine (DAFM). One unit there would then be able to administer all the grants 

incentives in relation to land use. DAFM already allocates 80% of those grants. This would streamline this whole area and co-ordinate 

it far better, avoiding duplication and overlapping. Full Departmental accountability must be maintained as is the norm in all 

Government Depts. Scrutiny and accountability must be central.  

 

As one Dept., the current demands by DAFM on landowners should stop and EU CAP rules should be implemented in a sensible way 

and not at the expense of habitat (destruction). In Northern Ireland, that co-ordination already exists and  NIEA has been within DAERA 

there for many years. 

 

To get all the Stakeholders views on these complex issues and obtain the necessary buy-in and cooperation, a Wildlife Advisory Council 

(outlined in our submission) should be advising the Minister and the Dept. The Wildlife Advisory Council or some other such 

independent Stakeholder oversight body, should carry out reviews on all grant or incentive payments made, in relation to their worth 

and contribution, particularly after the grant funding period has elapsed. Too many grants are allocated, with no proper assessment 

of what if anything, they achieved. This is a short synopsis of how we believe the NPWS should be reformed. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

Dan Curley,   

National Chairman NARGC.     



To whom it may concern, 

 

The National Federation of Group Water Schemes (NFGWS) welcome the opportunity to participate 
in the above. We only recently became aware of the above process and we apologise for missing the 
deadline for completing the online survey. We did manage to complete it on 31st March 2021 and we 
are following up with 2 very short paragraphs outlining some observations for consideration. 

Views on the role, remit, constraints and performance of NPWS 

The NPWS provides a vital role and service to the state through the protection and maintenance of 
some of Irelands most treasured areas and natural resources. Given the environmental pressures 
been experiencing in recent years, this role has never been more important. However, the recent 
EPA findings highlighting the state of decline of the Irish Environment is extremely worrying and we 
believe the current structures, including NPWS, has neither the resources or the ability to restore 
and protect theses vulnerable areas to the required standards. 

 

Recommendations on the future role, mandate and remit of NPWS 

Given the scale of the challenge to restore and enhance water quality, biodiversity and reverse the 
effects of climate change in this country, we believe that a fundamental policy change and 
associated governance structures are needed. The broadscale interconnectedness of our 
environment (Air, Water, soil) requires a more joined up approach to policy and governance. We 
suggest that this review process explores this issue more broadly to consider how the vital services 
provided by the NPWS might be enhanced, through shared roles with other organisations and 
agencies as well as an interdepartmental approach to policy development, governance and 
administration. If Ireland is to achieve full implementation of the Water Framework Directive, the 
recast Drinking Water Directive, as well meeting its’ Biodiversity and climate action targets, 
significant changes are required. A more aligned policy and governance approach can achieve 
multiple benefits and co-benefits nationally, rather at an inward looking singular agency approach. 
The NFGWS is a member of An Forum Uisce (AFU) and recommend that the forums ‘Framework for 
Integrated Land and Landscape Management’ (FILLM) is considered to achieve the coherent and 
integrated approach needed. the Framework can be downloaded from the following link [link 
removed].  

We would welcome the opportunity for further consultation as part of this review. 

Kind Regards, 

 

Barry Deane, 

National Federation of Group Water Schemes 



Submission re the Review of the National Parks and Wildlife Service 

 Public Consultation March 2021 

From Michael Ewing MSc.  

Chair: Roscommon Environmental Network1 

[personal information removed]

Review of the current and historical role, remit, constraints and performance of NPWS 

The NPWS, almost since its establishment, has lacked any real political support2. This is 

evidenced by the way in which it has been pushed from one uncaring ministry to another, 

and by the massive reductions in what was only ever a shoe-string budget.  

With a very small staff trying to perform the very basics of its statutory functions, morale 

was reportedly very low for a long time. 

Although legal and financial instruments have been enacted under various environmental 

schemes, the reality is that NPWS has been unable to prevent most habitat destruction, 

nationally or locally.   

Natura 2000 protected sites were often without real conservation objectives, and even 

more without conservation plans or persons to deliver on them. Actions to protect listed 

species often only took place when the European Commission intervened at the insistence 

of NGOs. 

Local experts often report the failure of NPWs to support them when they try to intervene 

with other state or local government bodies to protect listed habitats and species. 

1 Roscommon Environmental Network has a membership of 60. The main objective of Roscommon 

Environmental Network is to protect the environment and promote sustainable development - to 

create a county that provides a healthy environment for humans, plants and animals, and contains a 

vibrant eco-system. 

2 With the exception of the time of Minister Jimmy Deenihan. 



 

Wider countryside issues that should be addressed under the Birds Directive have not been 

effectively addressed. 

Drainage and forestry licences have not been properly screened for biodiversity impacts, 

due to lack of personnel. 

Scientific data is only very poorly available on website 

Natural Heritage Areas (NHAs) and Proposed NHAs have almost no legal protection, leaving 

the NPWS in a no-man’s-land with regard to them. 

Rangers lack any real enforcement powers and rely on the availability of Gardai to both 

protect them and carry out enforcement actions. 

NGOs and local experts often are unable to access sites known to be biologically sensitive, 

whereas NPWS personnel are licensed to do so. There is a failure to make the most of this 

potentially symbiotic relationship, with NGOs and local activists potentially being the eyes 

and ears for an over-stretched Ranger. 

The on-going non-appearance of NPWS scientific staff at oral hearings of An Bord Pleanala 

and the scarcity of meaningful submissions even in the course of routine planning 

applications ensure that the level of official endorsement and supportive commentary from 

NPWS to the genuine submissions, objections and observations by knowledgeable experts, 

is not forthcoming or withheld.   

 

Recommendations on the future role, mandate and remit of NPWS 

 

1. The NPWS should be established as an independent agency ultimately answerable to 

the Oireachtas, but reporting to and funded by the Dept of the Environment.  

 

2. The NPWS should come under the Remit of the Dept of the Environment, where an 

Assistant Secretary General for Biodiversity should be appointed to oversee the 

delivery of all the biodiversity requirements under EU and national law. 

 

3. Establish an advisory body of experts similar to that that advises the EPA. 

 

4. The new NPWS Agency should be empowered to speak for nature similar to the 

State’s Chief Scientific Advisor 

 

5. The numbers, expertise and remuneration of staff should be brought into line with 

best international practice  

 



6. Powers of enforcement should be upgraded and specified in law and an 

enforcement unit established within the new Agency Return the enforcement role in 

the protection of wildlife to the NPWS. Currently the NPWS has no powers to 

enforce the legislation for which it is responsible. 

 

7. The wider countryside issues need to be addressed with urgency. The focus on SACs and 

SPAs is necessary but not sufficient to protect the loss of habitats and species in Ireland. 

Responsibilities should be expanded to address habitat degradation. 

 

8. New primary or secondary legislation should be introduced to give national parks and 

National Heritage Areas legal status and protection 

 

9. NPWS should have the authority and the duty to engage with Local Authorities and An Bord 

Planala on planning matters 

 

10. NPWS should work with Local Authorities to ensure that data on habitats and species are 

maintained and available in the context of planning decisions and county and local 

development plans.  

 

 

11. Upgrade the NPWS website to make it more accessible 

 

 

 

As a first step and in order to assess the effectiveness of NPWS, I suggest that a supervisory body of 

the main Irish biological recorders, working in a pro bono capacity, be established to overview the 

effectiveness of the NPWS in its present condition and to communicate the benefits of its knowledge 

and experience to the relevant statutory authorities (not only NPWS).   



                                                                                                                                             
 
                                                                                       SIPTU: Organising for Fairness at Work and Justice in Society 
 
 
 30th April 2021, 
 
F.A.O: Prof. Jane Sprout, Chair of the NPWS review 
 
 
  
          SIPTU submission to review of National Parks & Wildlife Service 
 
 
 
Background to review : The Programme for Government 2020 set out a 
commitment to, “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”. The review 
included engaging the primary stakeholders, 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. 
SIPTU are the main representative union for state Industrial NPWS staff. 
 
 
 
Staffing Levels : As of 20th December 2020 there are 101.9 full time equivalent 
(FTE) State Industrial staff in the National Parks & Wildlife Services, figures supplied 
by Department of Housing, Local Government & Heritage (DHLGH). These 101.9 
FTE NPWS state industrial staff are directly responsible for the management and 
operation of an 87,000ha network of National Parks, Nature Reserves and other 
conservational and recreational properties, the FTE figures do not include “Seasonal 
Guides”. The number of state industrial staff working for the National Parks & Wildlife 
Services has been severely reduced since 2009, with those retiring often not being 
replaced. This has further ramifications on the use of contractors & outsourcing of 
“core” works. SIPTU argues that there needs to be a renewed focus on insourcing as 
opposed to outsourcing (which has been shown to be financially more expensive and 
qualitatively inferior in other sectors) as a key personnel and cost containment issue.   
 
 
 
Career Path Opportunities : For many of the National Parks & Wildlife Services 
state industrial employees there are limited career path opportunities. This not only 
limits people’s access to life-time personal and financial improvements, it limits the 
social capital available to the NPWS. The Commission should explore pathways to 



opening up career opportunities to NPWS state industrial staff as part of a wider 
commitment to its workforce. This is linked to the historical “non-established v 
established” question which needs to be addressed. The single biggest point that 
needs made is that whatever changes in structure and function that happens to 
NPWS nearly half of its existing workforce are industrial grades. Careful 
consideration needs to be given to what will become of State Industrial graded staff, 
what their rights are and how best they can be utilised in the future. There is an 
overwhelming agreement amongst the State Industrial grades that they are isolated, 
undervalued and desperately under resourced. The State Industrial Grades of 
NPWS want fair, open and equal treatment and opportunity across all grades, and 
for those that are able and interested, a clear pathway to career development and 
progression. 
 
Seasonal Guides : The need for seasonal “Contract of Indefinite Duration”, C.I.D, 
for exempt seasonal guides within the National Parks & Wildlife Services. This is an 
issue of major importance to seasonal staff within the NPWS. Currently there is no 
C.I.D for seasonal guides staff with the National Parks & Wildlife Services which is a 
major deviation from the sister state industrial body that utilises seasonal guides, the 
Office of Public Works, OPW. The seasonal guides, some with up to 18 years of 
service, bring an incalculable amount of knowledge, in-sight, expertise and 
professionalism to the guides service of the NPWS. In most cases these members 
are the “face” of the National Park & Wildlife Service of Ireland. Seasonal staff 
appear to be an afterthought every year  Supervisors have to request numbers of 
seasonal staff from their experience of the site.  There is no guarantee that these 
numbers will be granted.  There is no guarantee when the contract will start or for 
how long it will last.  Exemption from interview is a protection, but if there is a year 
that a seasonal staff member has to decline, even after many years service, this will 
impact their exemption. 
 
 
Apprenticeships : Ireland’s National Skills Strategy 2025 [link removed] 
recognises the importance of apprenticeships in maintaining Ireland’s skills base 
and, referring to the target of delivering 50,000 apprenticeship and traineeship 
places, notes that “There will need to be strong employer commitment to achieve 
these targets”.  
The effective training of the next generation of apprentices & trainees depends on 
retaining and growing the current cohort of skilled, experienced craftspeople and 
recognised qualified people such as stores staff ie logistics. Any apprenticeship / 
traineeship scheme should be linked to a recruitment campaign based on “Diversity” 
and focusing on women and minority group members. This should be considered by 
the Commission as a more diverse workforce is shown to be more productive 
throughout the economy. 
 
National Parks : Enforcement is the key to Protection and to that end an 
Environment Corps (similar to Park Constables in the past) to be employed in order 
to enforce the revised country-wide Rules, Regulations and By-laws in all of the 
parks and reserves throughout the country.  
A new Corps for the protection of Bio-Diversity and Ambient Recreation in Public 
Spaces would to have jurisdiction over all OPW and NPWS and Dept. Of Marine 
shorelines, parks, reserves, SAC’s, blanket & raised bogs, etc. It would have powers 



of prosecution in relation to wildlife crime, illegal dumping, and vandalism at a site 
etc., in conjunction with an Garda Síochána. Research is the essential ingredient for 
preservation and to that end award at least one annual post graduate Ph. D bursary 
for specific research determined by NPWS each year.  
A Conservation Corps to be established to oversee EU Directives and carry out 
animal, bat, bird and insect counts, invasive species,  etc.  
They would carry out research and assist in out-source research with Coillte, the 
EPA, Inland Fishing, Irish Water and the various County Councils, et al. 
This Corps would also liaise with local schools and assist with curriculum content 
and visits to their area of expertise. 
 
 
 
 
Proposals : 
SIPTU argues for: 

· The restoration of staffing levels to pre-recession levels and commencement 
of an apprenticeship & traineeship recruitment programme. 

· Involvement of unions in the development of transparent Skills Succession 
planning and future proofing of necessary skills, crafts & trades required for 
the next generation of work within the National Parks & Wildlife Service. 

· Opening up of career opportunities for National Parks & Wildlife Service state 
industrial staff rather than the current “glass ceiling” in place. 

· Broadening of diversity within the National Parks & Wildlife Services. 
· Recognition of exempt seasonal guides and need for contracts of indefinite 

duration. 
· Issues regarding inconsistency with pay, work and grading for General 

Operatives within National Parks & Wildlife Service which SIPTU are seeking 
to resolve. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chairman:  Declan Keogh 

Tele: [personal information removed] Email:  deckeogh@gmail.com 

 
 

Sports Coalition Submission to Review  
of the  

National Parks & Wildlife Service 
 
The Sports Coalition, which represents various disparate country sports interests wishes to 
make a submission to the Review Board of Minister Malcom Noonan’s review of the 
functions, policies and brief of the National Parks & Wildlife Service (NPWS).  Our 
submission is focused on an important administrative function of the Department which we 
believe, if implemented, would significantly contribute to the efficiency, quality and the cost 
effectiveness of the NPWS. 
 
Our submission concerns the administration of the deer hunting licensing system.  At 
present, applications for deer hunting licences are processed and issued annually, often 
with considerable delays.  Also, applications request a return indicating the number, species 
and sex of deer culled by the applicant in the previous season.  As stated, this exercise is 
repeated annually and such delays as occur are nearly always cited as the NPWS not having 
enough resources to deal with the large number of applications.  It is true that some 
applicants fail to submit their applications in a timely manner and delays in the issuing of 
those licences can be fairly regarded as being self-inflicted. 
 
The Sports Coalition submits that the situation around the administration of deer licences 
could be much improved by introducing the following measures: 
 

1. The period of the deer licence should be aligned with the firearms licence i.e. a three 
year licence.  Firearms licence renewals occur every three years where the timing of 
renewals is spread, avoiding them all occurring at the same time and thereby 
avoiding backlogs.  There are significant cost savings to be achieved by such a system 
where exactly the same level of annual resource is only required for one in every 
three-year period as opposed to being incurred every year.  While this suggestion 



has been made previously by the Sports Coalition and discussed with some officials 
in the NPWS, it has never been given serious consideration. 
 

2. It would follow that landowner permissions would also be valid for three years. 
 

3. Deer cull returns should continue to be submitted online each and every year by the 
licence holder and failure to submit a return for any year should be grounds for not 
issuing a licence at the time of renewal. 
 

4. It should also be a condition for the grant of a deer hunting licence that the applicant 
submits with the application, proof of having successfully completed a recognised 
deer hunting course/qualification. 
 

5. The issue of night hunting of deer by lamping has become widespread in recent 
years throughout the country.  This activity is unlawful under the Wildlife Acts and 
brings no credit to those who engage in it and is condemned by all lawful deer 
hunters.  It also poses an unacceptable risk of injury to innocent landowners and 
residents in the locations where it occurs, particularly having regard to the heavy 
calibre of the firearms being used.  The legislation and the policing of it should be 
amended and restructured to reflect a more focused and robust response to this 
activity.  To that end, an increase in the number of authorised officers/rangers with 
enhanced powers dedicated to policing lamping is required, to include far greater 
legal sanctions on conviction than currently apply.  Seizure of all property in the 
possession of the perpetrator in the course of the commission of the offence, 
including firearms, vehicles, trailers and other equipment should be automatic, the 
same as applies to untaxed motor vehicles, in addition to any fine or term of 
imprisonment imposed by a court on subsequent conviction.  It is only when the 
sanction manifestly outweighs the attraction of the gain that this problem will be 
resolved. 
 

6. In all applications for a deer hunting licence, regard should be had by the issuing 
authority that evidence of possession of a suitable calibre firearm for the purpose is 
submitted with the application. 
 

2nd April, 2021 
 
  



Duga an Státchiste, Cé an Phoirt Thuaidh, Baile Átha Cliath 1, D01 A9T8, 

Éire Treasury Dock, North Wall Quay, Dublin 1, D01 A9T8, Ireland 

+353  1 238 4900 +353  1 238 4790  DX: 21 Dublin 

[link removed] stateclaims@ntma.ie 

01 April 2021 

NPWS Review 

SUBMISSION BY THE STATE CLAIMS AGENCY TO THE REVIEW OF THE NATIONAL PARKS AND 
WILDLIFE SERVICE (NPWS) 

Introduction 
Review of NPWS – Stakeholder survey as notified on the NPWS website refers. 

While stakeholder engagement is being conducted through an online survey, the website indicates 
that written submissions are also welcome, setting out response to the Terms of Reference. 
Accordingly please find hereunder submission from the State Claims Agency to the NPWS Review. 

State Claims Agency 
Under the provisions of the National Treasury Management Agency (Amendment) Act, 2000, 
responsibility for the management of personal injury and third party property damage claims against 
the State was delegated to the State Claims Agency (SCA).  

While the NPWS are not separately mentioned in any of the Delegation Orders, claims against NPWS 
are nonetheless managed by the State Claims Agency under the indemnity afforded to the relevant 
Dept to which NPWS are attached, formerly DCHG and currently DHLGH. 

Under this arrangement, NPWS claims and incidents are reported on the National Incident 
Management System (NIMS). NPWS has a significant claims profile, overwhelmingly from members 
of the public who submit claims for personal injury suffered while visiting NPWS properties, in 
particular national parks. Another area of potential risk is claims relating to legislation enforcement 
by members of NPWS. 

The SCA’s mandate includes a statutory brief to provide a risk management advisory service to 
clients including NPWS with the aim of minimising future litigation. This has included the conduct of 
audits and reviews with NPWS. 

As indemnifier of NPWS on behalf of the State, SCA are a stakeholder in any review of NPWS, our 
absence from the list of Relevant Public Authorities in the Terms of Reference notwithstanding. 

SCA are also co-founders and carry out secretariat duties of the Irish members group of the 
Visitor Safety Group, of which NPWS are also members. Please see [link removed]

Views on the role, remit, constraints and performance of NPWS 

Our comments will be confined to those issues within our remit. 

 It is considered unfortunate that no mention is made in the Terms of Reference of NPWS as a 
national level visitor resource. While our understanding is that NPWS are in the early stages of 



putting in place visitor counters, our information is that there were close to 5 million visitors to 
NPWS sites in 2019. 

While this office is aware that NPWS is a member of the Visitor Safety Group, and has signed up to 
the VSG principles, notwithstanding, procedures consistent with the principles have not been 
operationalized throughout NPWS. It is our view that NPWS need to develop procedures for risk 
management of visitor sites in line with the principles of the Visitor Safety Group (VSG). This should 
include recording of results of risk assessment and providing an explanation for the risk controls 
adopted or the rationale for non-intervention. 

Recommendations on the future role, mandate and remit of NPWS 

The de-facto role of NPWS as a visitor resource should be recognised in the future NPWS mandate. 

As well as its conservation role, NPWS should be adequately resourced to cater for its role in visitor 
management, in terms of: 

 Sufficient personnel trained in risk management in order to manage sites in line with the
VSG Principles;

 Visitor safety management and occupational health and safety should be considered as key
competencies;

 Adequate personnel for staffing of all sites open to the public;

 Adequate resources for the conduct of inspection and monitoring of amenities and conduct
of necessary remedial works and site maintenance.

The State Claims Agency can see benefits to the NPWS being retained as an organisation but in 
having more autonomy and a clearly defined independent structure within a Government 
Department.   

The State Claims Agency would be happy to discuss this submission or any other issues with 
members of the Review. 

Tom O’Keeffe 

Enterprise Risk Manager 
State Claims Agency 



Data Protection Information 

The State Claims Agency is required to process personal data, which we do in accordance with our data protection obligations, 
to perform our statutory functions, including under the National Treasury Management Agency (Amendment) Act 2000, (as 
amended), the National Treasury Management Agency (Amendment) Act 2014 and the Insurance (Amendment) Act 2018.  

We process personal data provided to us by State authorities and third parties for the purposes of resolving personal injury and 
third-party property damage claims against the State and State authorities, providing related risk management services, and for 
managing delegated legal cost claims against the State and State authorities.  We also process personal data provided to us by 
third parties for applications for payments out of the Insurance Compensation Fund.  

We retain personal data for the performance of our statutory functions and in accordance with our Records Management Policy. 
We may disclose personal data to our third-party advisors, experts or service providers to perform our statutory functions.  

Further  information  about  your  data  protection  rights  and  contact  details  of  our  Data  Protection  Officer, are available 
here: [link removed]

Faisnéis maidir le Cosaint Sonraí 

Éilítear ar an nGníomhaireacht um Éilimh ar an Stát sonraí pearsanta a phróiseáil, rud a dhéanaimid de réir ár n-oibleagáidí 

cosanta sonraí, chun ár gcuid feidhmeanna reachtúla a chur i gcrích, lena n-áirítear faoin Acht um Ghníomhaireacht 

Bainistíochta an Chisteáin Náisiúnta (Leasú) 2000 (arna leasú), an tAcht um Ghníomhaireacht Bainistíochta an Chisteáin 

Náisiúnta (Leasú), 2014, agus an tAcht Árachais (Leasú) 2018.  

Próiseálaimid sonraí pearsanta a thugann údaráis Stáit agus tríú páirtithe dúinn chun éilimh i ndáil le díobháil phearsanta agus 

díobháil do mhaoin tríú páirtí in aghaidh an Stáit agus údaráis Stáit a réiteach, seirbhísí bainistíochta riosca lena mbaineann a 

sholáthar, agus éilimh tharmligthe faoi chostais dhlíthiúla in aghaidh an Stáit agus údaráis Stáit a bhainistiú. Próiseálaimid 

freisin sonraí pearsanta a thugann tríú páirtithe dúinn mar chuid d’iarratais ar íocaíochtaí ón gCiste Cúitimh Árachais.  

Coinnímid sonraí pearsanta chun ár gcuid feidhmeanna reachtúla a chur i gcrích agus de réir ár mBeartais Bainistíochta 

Taifead. Féadaimid sonraí pearsanta a nochtadh lenár gcomhairleoirí tríú páirtí, saineolaithe nó soláthraithe seirbhíse chun ár 

gcuid feidhmeanna reachtúla a chur i gcrích.  

Tá níos mó eolais faoi do chearta cosanta sonraí agus sonraí teagmhála ár nOifigigh Cosanta Sonraí ar fáil anseo: 

[link removed]
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1. Introduction

The Sustainable Water Network (SWAN) welcomes this opportunity to make a submission 
to the review of the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS). SWAN is an umbrella 
network of 25 of Ireland’s leading environmental NGOs, national and regional, working 
together to protect and enhance Ireland’s aquatic resources through coordinated participation 
in the implementation of the Water Framework Directive (WFD), Floods Directive, Marine 
Strategy Framework Directive (MFSD) and other water-related policy and legislation.1 

2. Context

We make our submission in light of: 

 The biodiversity crisis, recognised by the Dáil in 2019;

 The loss of 96% of our most pristine (Q5) river sites since the 1980s2;

 The obligations under the WFD (except where strict exemptions are permitted) that:

o deterioration in the status of all waterbodies, including those designated
under the Birds and Habitats Directives, is prohibited and

o waterbodies, including those designated under the Birds and Habitats
Directives,  must meet good ecological status by this year (2021) or with time
extensions, by 2027;

A number of SWAN member organisations, who have extensive expertise and experience in 
nature conservation policy and practise have made comprehensive submissions to this 
consultation and SWAN supports these.  SWAN particularly supports their points in relation 
to: 

 the inexcusably low levels of funding for the NPWS and resulting failings in nature
protection;

 the poor organisational & governance structure which lacks independence and clear
lines of responsibility;

 the lack of enforcement resources and powers;

 lack of adequate education; engagement and outreach activity.

1 SWAN has been actively engaged in Water Framework Directive (WFD) and other water policy 
implementation at both national and River Basin District (RBD) level since 2004, responding to water-related 
public consultations and representing the environmental sector on the Irish Water Stakeholder Forum, the 
National Rural Water Services Committee and the National Water Forum. 
2
 We now have just 20 such sites left, down from 500 in the 1980s. See: EPA Water Environmental Protection 

Agency (2019). Water Quality in Ireland 2013-2018. EPA, Wexford, Ireland. Available at: 
[link removed]
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In light of these strong submissions and due to capacity issues, this short SWAN response 
will focus specifically on NPWS role and remit as it pertains to the water environment. 

Please note that while we refer to the NPWS in this document, we in fact recommend the re-
constitution of the NPWS into a well-resourced, separate and independent nature 
conservation agency. However, since this review is of the NPWS we use this as ‘short-hand’ 
throughout.  

3. WFD implementation and integration with nature conservation

Under the WFD, Natura 2000 sites are designated as ‘Protected Areas’ along with areas 
protected for inter alia abstraction of water for human consumption and water designated for 
commercial shellfish. In this context, there are specific obligations in the directive in relation 
to the achievement of the objectives of both the Birds and Habitats Directives and the WFD.   

Art. 4.1.(c) WFD stipulates that for protected areas, "Member States shall achieve 
compliance with any standards and objectives at the latest 15 years" after the WFD entered 
into force, "unless otherwise specified in the Community legislation under which the 
individual protected areas have been established". This means that all standards and 
objectives of the relevant Community legislation, including the water-related objectives 
linked to the achievement of favourable conservation status of species and habitats in water-
dependent Natura 2000 sites, are required to be achieved at the latest by 20273. 

Of the 430 candidate Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) that Ireland has identified, 358 
(83%) contain at least one water-dependant feature, i.e. water-dependent habitats and/or 
water-dependent protected species4  and only 11% (five) of these water- dependent habitats 
are deemed to be at Favourable Conservation Status.5  There are 153 river water bodies, 31 
lakes and 11 transitional water bodies where the water-supporting conditions for protected 
water-dependent habitats and species are not being met.6   Furthermore, all 27 designated 
populations of the Freshwater Pearl Mussel are at Unfavourable Conservation Status with 
the species at risk of extinction, in Ireland and globally.   

3
 The deadline in the first instance was 2015 but the final deadline, with the application of exemptions, is 

2027. Article 4.4 to 4.7 contain a number of limited derogations to the WFD requirements for specific water 
bodies under certain circumstances. When such derogations are applied MS have to ensure that this is 
consistent with other EU environmental legislation and guarantees at least the same level of protection 
available under existing EU legislation. This includes both the Habitats and Birds Directives. 
4
 44 different water-dependent habitat types and 22 water-dependent species have been identified by 

National Parks and Wildlife Service 
5
 Government of Ireland (2018) River Basin Management Plan for Ireland 2018 - 2021. Prepared by the 

Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government 
6
 ibid 
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This demonstrates how far the Irish State still has to go to meet the water-related objectives 
for N2000 sites, as stipulated by the WFD, by 2027.  This challenging task can only be 
achieved with comprehensive integration of WFD and Birds and Habitats Directive 
implementation. Unfortunately such integration has not occurred to date.  For this to occur, 
full and active participation of a well-resourced National Parks and Wildlife Service is 
required at all tiers of WFD / water governance, including: 

 The Water Policy Advisory Committee (WPAC)
 The National Co-ordination and Management Committee
 The National Technical Implementation Group
 Any other nation bodies or groups that are relevant to water and nature protection

e.g. the Nitrates Expert Group
 All WFD Regional Committees  and Regional Operational Committees
 Community engagement with catchment groups / River Trusts via Wildlife Rangers /

Officers

Due to lack of transparency, SWAN is not clear exactly which of these bodies the NPWS has 
a seat on. However, even where seats may be allocated, lack of consistent active 
participation of NPWS at all levels, and in particular at regional level has been identified7 as 
a barrier to catchment management that fully incorporates nature conservation.   

The role and remit of the EPA demonstrates how an independent well-resourced agency can 
generate research and provide evidence-based policy input and leadership based on this. 
SWAN recommendation a similar model for the NPWS.  

4. Role in marine protection

The importance of, and requirement for, the designation and management of an ecologically 
coherent network of Marine Protected Areas has been rehearsed elsewhere, most recently in 
the report of the Marine Protected Area Advisory Group.8  More broadly, the Marine Strategy 
Framework Directive (MSFD) requires the monitoring and assessment of the marine 
environment across a range of ecological descriptors and the implementation of a 
programme of measures to achieve good environmental conditions for these. In addition, 
Marine Spatial Planning (via the National Marine Planning Framework) includes consideration 
of protection of marine species and habitats alongside planning for other marine economic 
and social activities, some of which pose a significant threat to marine protection.  

7
 Due to the sensitivities involved, references here are anecdotal and pers. com.  However, SWAN has heard 

this from multiple sources, in confidence. 
8[link removed]
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 In order to ensure satisfactory implementation of the MSFD, including the development and 
effective management of a network of MPAs, in light of these pressures, strong engagement 
and leadership from the NPWS is required.  To support this, the marine section of the NPWS 
needs to be very significantly enhanced and enlarged and the legal remit expanded if 
necessary to support this work.   

5. Conclusion

It is crucial that there is effective integration in the implementation of water policy/law with 
nature policy / law in Ireland, in particular to address the dramatic loss of pristine rivers sites; 
to protect and restore high status waters and to ensure that water-related objectives linked 
to the achievement of favourable conservation status of species and habitats in water-
dependent Natura 2000 sites, are achieved by 2027.    

In order to achieve this we recommend the establishment of a well-resourced, separate and 
independent nature conservation agency that is supported by an enhanced and expanded 
legal remit and which is charged with ensuring an integrated whole-of-government 
approach to nature conservation including integration of nature protection with catchment-
based management of inland, transitional & coastal waters and eco-system-based 
management of our marine waters.  
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Teagasc Review of NPWS 
Catherine Keena, Teagasc Countryside Management Specialist 

Teagasc Biodiversity Working Group 
19.4.21 

 
1. NPWS Engagement with Teagasc  

There is excellent engagement and co-operation between NPWS HQ staff and Teagasc at 
national level on policy and projects. Examples are: National Biodiversity Plan, Prioritised 
Action Framework, Irish Ramsar Wetland Committee (IRWC), Campaign for Responsible 
Rodenticide Use (CRRU), Burren Programme, Hen Harrier Project, Pearl Mussel Project, 
Wild Atlantic Nature LIFE IP and the proposed Machair LIFE 

However there is a great need for improved collaboration between NPWS and Teagasc at 
Regional level – in advisory and education. The responsibility for such engagement rests with 
both organisations. While individual advisors reported excellent engagement with the local 
NPWS Ranger, less than half of the advisors (43%) knew who the local NPWS Ranger. Half 
(50%) of the advisors had never contact with NPWS. Appendix 1. 

 

2. Nature of engagement required at Regional level 

The main reason for engagement between advisors and NPWS Rangers relates to designated 
areas. Teagasc advisors’ experience of NPWS site information or ARCs was slightly more 
negative (55% of advisors) than positive. Advisors (both Teagasc and private advisors) 
need to understand individual designated site requirements in order to be able to discuss with 
farmers and advise Best Practice management, as well as applying for Actions Requiring 
Consent. 

With increasing emphasis on biodiversity and ecosystem services provided by agriculture, 
there is a need for NPWS Regional staff to engage with advisors on biodiversity in the wider 
countryside. This needs close co-operation with and assistance from DAFM policies and 
measures. 
 

3. Considerations 
· There appears to be insufficient funding and staff for the scale of the challenge and 

objectives.  
· There is a need to strengthen protection and conservation in designated areas (habitats 

and species), while also including biodiversity in the wider countryside.  
· Funding is required for NPWS to lead more research projects or research partnerships 

independent of EU LIFE funding etc. 
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Appendix 1. Survey of Teagasc Advisors re NPWS 
 
There are almost 400 Teagasc staff in the Teagasc Advisory Programme, based in Regional 
offices. On 1 April 2021, Teagasc advisors were invited to a Teagasc information meeting on 
the NPWS Farm Plan Scheme and 58 advisors attended. During the meeting advisors 
experience and views of NPWS were surveyed using the online survey Kahoot. Given the 
topic of the meeting, engagement with NPWS is very relevant to these advisors. Given the 
technical nature of the online survey and lack of familiarity with it, not all advisors 
participated. However, the results below are reflective of the wide variation in engagement 
expected by the Teagasc Countryside Management Specialist. 

Do you know the local NPWS Ranger for your area? (n=21) Yes No 
Connaught 5 4 
Leinster 1 2 
Munster 2 6 
Ulster 1  

 9 12 
 

 

Do you have regular contact or 
interaction with NPWS regional staff? 
(n = 28)  

Regular 
(once/Month) 

Once a 
year 

Occasionally 
(once every few 

years) 

None 

4 5 5 14 
 

How would you assess your experience to date of NPWS 
Farm Plans? (n = 12) 

Excellent Good Not 
Good 

V Bad 

2 4 3 3 
 

How would you assess your experience to date of NPWS 
Projects? (n = 18) 

Excellent Good Not 
Good 

V Bad 

1 8 9 0 
 

How would you assess your experience to date of NPWS 
Site Information / Activities Requiring Consent (ARC)?  
(n = 20) 

Excellent Good Not 
Good 

V Bad 

2 7 10 1 
 

How well do you think NPWS engages with Teagasc? 
(n = 25) 

V well Well Poorly V poorly 
1 2 17 5 

 

How well do you think NPWS performs in terms of 
communication, education, and awareness-raising of 
nature with farmers? (n = 29) 

V well Well Poorly V poorly 
0 3 16 10 

 



3 
 

Summary of Results from Teagasc Advisor Survey of NPWS 

· Less than half (43%) of the advisors who responded (n=21) knew who the local NPWS 
Ranger is 

· Half (50%) of the advisors who responded (n=28) had no contact with NPWS, while 
contact with the other advisors was regular (once a month); once a year; and occasional 
(once every few years) in similar proportions.  

· Of those who responded (n=12), advisors’ experience with NPWS Farm Plans was split 
equally between positive and negative with Excellent; Good; Not Good; and Bad in 
similar proportions  

· Of those who responded (n=18), advisors’ experience of NPWS projects was split equally 
between positive and negative  

· Of those who responded (n=20), advisors’ experience of NPWS site information or ARCs 
was slightly more negative (55%) than positive  

· A majority (88%) of advisors who responded (n=25) felt that NPWS engagement with 
Teagasc was poor or very poor  

· A majority (90%) of advisors who responded (n= 29) felt that NPWS performs poorly or 
very poorly in terms of communication, education and awareness raising of nature with 
farmers  
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A submission on the review of the National Parks and Wildlife Service, 2021 
 

Context 
Biodiversity loss in Ireland needs to be addressed as a matter of urgency.  The National Parks and 
Wildlife Service has been undermined by a lack of political will to deliver the necessary actions to 
conserve our natural environment.  This is evidenced by the sequence of moves from one 
government department to another and the lack of funding to carry out its remit.  As a consequence, 
our important native habitats and species have declined in geographical extent and population size, 
and much of what remains has been degraded.   

Political position 
NPWS must provide leadership in view of what is now recognised as a Biodiversity Emergency.  
There is an urgent need for NPWS to be given a permanent position within an appropriate 
government department, with full autonomy and resourcing to fulfil its remit.  It must be placed in a 
position to advise and influence government policy and to implement its legal responsibilities to 
conserve our natural heritage.  NPWS plays an important role throughout Ireland, structurally linking 
their work with the Regional Assemblies to ensure their strategic objectives are embedded in the 
thinking, policies and strategies of the Assemblies.   

Highest priorities 
So far, we have failed to meet our nature conservation obligations under EU legislation.  If we are to 
halt the loss of ecologically important habitats and their species, NPWS must be resourced to 
implement existing legislation — as well as taking on the additional demands of the EU Biodiversity 
Strategy for 2030 — and to be proactive in other land use matters, such as planning and agriculture.  
Conservation measures must be put in place for designated sites and staff must be active on the 
ground, monitoring the implementation and effectiveness of these measures.  Nature conservation 
needs to be integrated fully with the planning system to ensure there is no further loss of protected 
species, such as Flora Protection Order species, and other vulnerable species (e.g. red data list 
species) on land that is not within a designated area. 

Staffing and resources 
Staff and resources must be put in place to carry the workload.  Experts are required in a wide range 
of subject areas (e.g. by habitat / species groups), to focus on particular aspects of the NPWS brief 
and to ensure that measures are applied at an appropriate level of scientific detail and in the best 
interests of vulnerable habitats and species.  There is a need for a much greater number of local staff 
on the ground, who have the skills and authority to enforce wildlife legislation and to intervene 
before irreversible damage has been done.  Furthermore, the provision of additional local staff is 
needed to build relationships with local landowners and users to find solutions and avoid conflicts 
that can arise on legally protected sites as has happened with turf-cutting, for example. 
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The practice to date of outsourcing routine scientific work to private consultants has meant that 
there is no continuity of in-house expertise and site-based knowledge.  Without building up this 
body of knowledge and having a level of continuity of people on the ground to monitor local 
conditions, it is impossible to manage sites effectively.  In addition, administrative tasks have taken 
up a disproportionate amount time and effort of specialist staff and there is a need for 
administrative support to free scientific staff to carry out their roles. 

Leading the way 
In spite of the decline, Ireland has a rich natural heritage which must be recognised, valued and 
conserved.  We have a strong culture of natural historians who have produced seminal works of 
international importance such as the Clare Island survey.   Our most valued habitats and landscapes 
need to be conserved and managed for their intrinsic worth.   

NPWS must set the agenda through a raised public profile and an expanded capacity to engage with 
landowners, land users and members of the public.  It must lead the way in implementing best 
practice in nature conservation and in carrying out research, developing strategic alliances with 
Universities and entering into EU research programmes, where appropriate.  It must be proactive in 
education and raising awareness on all aspects of human impacts on nature and the critical need to 
protect both habitats and species in Ireland.   

 

We are pleased to make this submission on behalf of TU Dublin Environment & Planning, part of the 
School of Transport Engineering, Environment & Planning at Technological University Dublin (TU 
Dublin).  Any queries in relation to this submission can be directed to ourselves at 
melinda.lyons@tudublin.ie (Dr Melinda Lyons) and ken.boyle@tudublin.ie (Dr Ken Boyle). 

 

Yours sincerely, 

Dr Melinda Lyons 

Dr Ken Boyle 

TU Dublin Environment & Planning 
School of Transport Engineering, Environment and Planning 
Technological University Dublin 
Bolton Street, 
D01 K822, 
Ireland 



 

 

 
The Wayfarers Hiking Club - submission to Review of 
NPWS - Stakeholder Survey 
  
The Wayfarers are an active and long-established hiking club with over 200 members.  We are 
predominantly Dublin-based, although members are also drawn from surrounding counties, 
particularly Wicklow and Kildare. The core activity of our club is hillwalking (hiking), and this takes 
place principally in the Wicklow Mountains.   
 
The purpose of this submission is to set out the views of our club. Our national governing body is 
Mountaineering Ireland, and we would endorse any submission made by them on behalf of 
hillwalkers. We have noted an upsurge in interest in hiking both before and during Covid; there is 
growing interest in the activity across all age levels with many people turning to clubs to get 
started.   
 
Hillwalking overview 
 
Hillwalking, as carried out by this club in Wicklow and elsewhere, is principally an activity we seek 
to do on open mountain areas above the inhabited, cultivated or forested areas. Waymarked trails 
(e.g., the Wicklow Way, St. Kevin’s Way) and forest tracks are primarily used by the club only as 
access routes to and from the areas where we are seeking to carry out most of our hiking.  We 
avoid walking on roads as far as possible, except where essential. 
 
As hikers we are largely self-sufficient, requiring little in the way of services or facilities other than 
access and parking. 
 

Access  
 
Many of our hillwalking activities take place on publicly owned land, particularly Wicklow Mountains 
National Park (WMNP) and Coillte forests. We appreciate the public access provided by NPWS to 
land under its control, and wish to see access for recreational users continued.  
 
We would like to see NPWS provided with the funding to purchase suitable land for extension of 
our national parks. The recent failure to purchase the lands at Luggala on behalf of the State is a 
missed opportunity, which leaves a popular hiking area within the WMNP target area in private 
hands with no guarantee of continued access for walkers. If this land comes on the market again 
we would like to see the NPWS being funded to bid for it.  
 

  



 

 

Biodiversity 
 
The opportunity to engage with nature and unspoilt landscape is an important part of the hillwalking 
experience. We believe NPWS should be adequately funded to meet the targets set by the EU 
Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 and the National Biodiversity Action Plan. Funding has still not been 
fully restored after the cuts imposed during the financial crisis and this shortfall should be 
addressed. 
 
Funding is also required to tackle wildlife crime and other illegal activities which damage 
biodiversity such as burning of land.  
 
Development in upland areas is often a major driver of biodiversity loss. NPWS should be 
resourced adequately to engage in the planning process and take action where biodiversity is 
threatened.  
 

Path Erosion 
 
Erosion is a significant problem on many popular hillwalking routes, and with increased 
participation in outdoor activities this is likely to get worse. NPWS, Coillte and Mountain Meitheal 
have co-operated on sustainable path development in several hillwalking locations. We welcome 
the efforts made so far, and would like to see more path development in the future at the more 
popular sites where erosion is a problem. 
 
As well as reducing erosion, the provision of adequate, robust and environmentally-sensitive paths 
would benefit wildlife, especially during the nesting season, by reducing the spread of human 
activity across the mountainside. 
 
Paths represent a way to allow large numbers of people safely into the mountains in a way which 
reduces the overall impact on the environment.  For example, a good path provided on Djouce 20 
years ago would have avoided the development of the wide eroded path that currently exists. 
  
The NPWS should be adequately funded to develop paths which facilitate increased recreational 
use while minimising environmental impact.  
 

Illegal Dumping 
 
 
Dumping is a serious problem in many areas. While this is largely the responsibility of the County 
Councils, some takes place in remote locations on National Park property and is difficult to reach. 
Increased involvement of local community volunteers and hiking clubs may help, but sometimes 
specialised equipment is needed for large items and hard to reach locations. Volunteers need to be 
supported for collection of rubbish. CCTV cameras at blackspots would help. 
  
NPWS should be funded adequately to tackle this issue where it arises in national parks and other 
sensitive areas.  
 

Off-road Vehicles 
 
Quads and scramblers cause a lot of damage to sensitive environments, and disturb all forms of 
wildlife. In addition, the noise impacts negatively on the experience of other recreational users, for 
whom peace and quiet is an integral part of the countryside experience. 
 
NPWS should be adequately funded to enforce bans on off-road vehicles where they apply. 



 

 

 

Conclusion 
 
The Wayfarers Hiking Club supports the work of the NPWS in protecting our natural heritage, and 
hopes that the objectives of responsible hikers and hillwalkers will be taken into account in the 
course of the current review. 
 
 
 
 
Wayfarers Association Committee, March 2021 

wayfarersassociation@gmail.com 
 
 
 
 



 

The aim of West Wicklow Environmental Network is to provide a 
platform for individuals and groups throughout West Wicklow with a 
shared interest in protecting the environment, natural heritage, 
sustainable development and climate action to come together, 
communicate, share knowledge and experience, contribute towards 
policy change at local level and at government level, promote green 
events and create environmental awareness within West Wicklow. 

 

 

Response to NPWS Review from West Wicklow Environmental Network 
25th March 2021 
 

We welcome this opportunity to participate in the stakeholder feedback process. We value the wonderful 
work the NPWS does in protecting our wild spaces. We recognize that the organization is underfunded and 
staff are stretched, and hope that this feedback will help highlight some of the areas needed for 
improvement. 

The NPWS needs to at the very least be: 

· In legal compliance with EU directives and National law 
· Manage, adapt and mitigate the risks posed by biodiversity loss and climate change 
· Strive to provide healthy and well protected nature for the Irish Public 
· Be a well-resourced body with sufficient funds and staff to carry out this vital role 
· Needs to be an independent agency like the EPA, at minimum it must achieve legal compliance with 

EU national law. NPWS must be given the legislative power and necessary resources to enforce these 
protections 

 

We also have comments on key responsibilities of the NPWS: 

Protection of habitats and species through the promotion of activities considered beneficial to their 
conservation and restoration 

· Blanket bogs - Ireland is one of the most important countries in Europe for blanket bogs, holding 8% 
of this type of habitat globally. One of the main threats to this habitat is afforestation. In order to 
plant a large amount of trees, the bogs are drained. Birds of the open bog like red grouse, snipe and 
curlew disappear. The habitats need to be restored, drains need to be blocked and plantations 
removed. 

· Areas of eroded blanket in the Wicklow Mountains, some within Wicklow Mountains National Park, 
should be restored, NPWS should be establishing best practice in blanket bog restoration and 
improving the climate resilience of our natural environment. 

 



· Invasive species There needs to be a clear action plan. With a regular and consistent approach. 
Species like Rhododendron, Laurel, are preventing regeneration in very rare habitats like in 
Killarney’s oak woodland. There needs to be a scientific and systematic approach. 

 

· Sitka Spruce The plan should be to either restore bog habitats, or to phase out sitka spruce with 
native species in the national parks. It is incredible that conifers are being clear-felled and re-planted 
in the Glendalough valley, at the heart of Wicklow Mountains National Park. 

 

Raising awareness about our natural heritage through education and information dissemination. 
Examples include the Notice Nature Campaign and the NPWS Education and Visitor Centres located at 
several protected sites around the country 

· NPWS’ Education role is vital to improving the relationship between people and Ireland’s natural 
heritage. 

· The social media and outreach could be more inspiring and ambitious. For instance, the Notice 
Nature Campaign isn’t mobile friendly, it also hasn’t been updated in three years. 

 

To create and maintain a comprehensive inventory of species and habitats in Ireland. 

· In 2019 the Dáil declared a biodiversity emergency. With 91% of listed habitats in unfavourable 
conservation status, the NPWS should be funded to bring these habitats into favourable condition in 
line with EU law. 

· Conservation management plans are required for all designated sites, these should include 
management objectives underpinned by science. 

 

The implementation of Nature Conservation Legislation and the ratification and implementation of 
international conventions and agreements relating to the natural heritage 

· Wildlife NGOs and campaigners against biodiversity loss have claimed repeatedly that the State 
agency needs a fundamental overhaul with increased resources and greater powers, especially in 
environmental enforcement, if accelerating species and habitat loss in Ireland are to be addressed. 

· NPWS enforcement actions require support of other statutory bodies such as An Garda Síochána, 
local authorities and the Department of Agriculture. These bodies should be mandated to fulfil their 
obligations in relation to nature protection. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

NPWS Consultation 
Submission by Westport Chamber of Commerce 

April 2nd, 2021 
 
The Westport Chamber of Commerce represents 250 Westport businesses many operating in the 
tourism and hospitality sector. Tourism businesses across Mayo support 5,800 jobs and generated 
€208 million in revenues annually for their local economy up to 2019. This year with local tourism 
struggling under immense financial difficulties, 4,300 tourism jobs (almost 75%) are at risk across 
Mayo. These jobs matter – not only to the people working within the industry but also to the wider 
economy, especially the many parts of regional Ireland where tourism is the only show in town. 
 
Our world has changed dramatically over the last 12 months with the impact of the Covid-19 
pandemic. All evidence points to the fact that the tourism industry has been hardest hit by the 
pandemic and is going to have a very slow road to recovery.  
 
The Westport Chamber of Commerce would like to ensure that the whole of Government and all state 
agencies play a proactive and positive role within a tourism context. Westport Chamber welcomes the 
opportunity to input into the review of the remit, status and funding of the National Parks and Wildlife 
Service (NPWS). 
 
NPWS manages Ireland’s nature conservation responsibilities under national and European law and 
international commitments. Its mandate is to protect, preserve and present our natural heritage and 
this is a key role and responsibility.  
 
Westport Chamber of Commerce is keen to point out that the recreational / leisure / tourism aspect 
of national parks appears absent in the Review Terms of Reference. It believes leisure activities are at 
the core of a national park’s identity and these activities can co-exist with a national park’s biodiversity 
goals when managed correctly.  

The Westport Chamber of Commerce suggests that the 2018 report “Experiencing the Wild Heart of 
Ireland”, prepared by Fáilte Ireland in conjunction with NPWS, become part of the tourism masterplan 
for the country’s national parks. This report was commissioned as NPWS was aiming to enhance the 
tourism experience at Ireland’s national parks at this time. The principles of sensitive design and 
authentic recreational experiences found in this report should be integrated into any future vision for 
the NPWS. 

In addition, the Westport Chamber of Commerce recommends that the NPWS provide a transparent 
process by which new recreational activities can be permitted within national parks. This could be 
facilitated by a recreational or leisure unit within the Service that will provide guidance support to 
recreational proposals within national parks that do not compromise the conservation goals of the 
national parks. 

Working closely with local communities, industry, and other key stakeholders the National Park and 
Wildlife Services can enhance and improve Ireland’s sustainable tourism experience for the benefit of 



 
the domestic market and international visitors alike. For example, providing a free bus connection 
from Westport for visitors to the Wild Nephin Ballycroy National Park for 2021 Summer Season should 
be encouraged and communicated further by both the Tourism interests in Westport, Co Mayo County 
Council, and the Park itself.  

NPWS has suffered significant budget cuts in recent times and despite this have still managed to 
protect and preserve the habitats and ecosystems so valuable to the country’s parklands. However, a 
repercussion of the budget cuts has been a lack of new national park management plans and this 
needs to be addressed to deliver the full potential of NPWS for the benefit of local communities and 
regional economic development. 

Tourism is Ireland’s largest indigenous industry and biggest regional employer. In 2019 the sector – 
including domestic market and international tourists – was worth €9.2 billion and it employed 265,000 
people. 75% of the tourism economy is made up of international visitation making tourism a significant 
export sector. 

The Westport Chamber of Commerce welcomes the present NDP investment in the Bangor Trail 
upgrading as well as the proposed investment in an observatory and planetarium in Wild Nephin 
Ballycroy National Park. We also welcome the appointment of a Dark Skies Officer at the site in Mayo. 

 

In 2016, the park was awarded Gold Tier standard of International Dark Sky Park by the International 
Dark-Sky Association, modelled on conservation programmes, such as UNESCO World Heritage Sites 
and Biosphere Reserves and is now one of only two such sites in the Republic of Ireland. Dark Skies 
present a considerable opportunity to increase the tourism potential of the areas in which they are 
located according to the 2019 Fáilte Ireland commissioned study entitled ‘Maximising the Potential of 
Dark Skies Tourism” (Attached) 

The retention of the Gold Tier classification is dependent upon the continued evidence of the quality 
of the dark skies over the area, submitted via annual report.  Since accreditation, lighting levels have 
increased considerably, with the darkest accessible site in Letterkeen now marred by the light 
pollution from Newport Town. 

The Friends of Mayo Dark Sky Park have established a Mayo Dark Skies Charter and a Manifesto 
reflecting guidelines for dark sky friendly lighting that will safeguard the future of the International 
Dark Sky Park and establish a template for Newport to become Ireland’s first “dark sky friendly” 
town as part of our Sustainable Energy Community Project.    We kindly ask for your support on the 
following: 
 
 
 1.  All LED Lighting surrounding the Dark Sky Park to be reviewed and corrected to a lower 
specification of no more than 2700k (reducing blue rich light content) and no upward light ratio. 
 2.  Heritage style lanterns be retained but with LED luminaires that are also dark sky compliant as 
per above specification. 
 3.  As a model of best practice, Newport Church and viaduct Bridge lighting be reviewed to reduce 
light emissions with a design that is both aesthetically pleasing, safe and compliant with dark sky 
guidelines. 



 
 4.  To future proof the accreditation for Mayo Dark Sky Park by including a policy on dark sky 
compliant lighting in our county development plan and future frameworks for inter-departmental 
awareness. 
 
The other big tourism project in the park is the Western Way development which, when complete, 
will be a 56km long-distance off-road walking and cycling trail bringing visitors from Letterkeen to 
Ballycastle through the national park and Sheskin forest. Fáilte Ireland has awarded NPWS €2.1m as 
part of a strategic partnership project. This project is in advanced stages of planning and will add 
another important leisure tourism experience to the national park’s offering. 
 

To develop a sustainable tourism industry in Ireland, the NPF and RSES recognise that infrastructural 
investment is required to enhance our amenities including the built, cultural, and natural heritage 
assets in both urban and rural areas. Investment in developing a well-designed public realm in 
settlements, recreational infrastructure and rural amenities including activity-based tourism and 
trails, such as greenways, Blue Ways and Peat ways will significantly contribute to the sustainable 
growth of the tourism sector. The NPF and RSES also recognise the emerging tourism potential of the 
Mayo’s Dark Sky Reserve at Wild Nephin Ballycroy National Park, as an alternative tourism experience. 

Westport Chamber would like to acknowledge the unique and successful collaboration between Mayo 
County Council, Failte Ireland and Wild Nephin Ballycroy National Park and state that we are very 
proud to be part of that collaboration. 

 

 

Helen Gavin President Westport Chamber 

Geraldine Horkan CEO Westport Chamber 

Michael Lennon Chamber Executive 
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WEI welcomes the review of NPWS and the plans set out in the Terms of Reference, and we have discussed 
the key areas below which will require some focus during the review, with further points in appendix. 

1 NPWS Resourcing 

Significant additional resources are required to deal with the large volume of offshore wind farm applications 
that are currently being progressed but are awaiting enactment of the MPA Bill to advance. According to WEI’s 
most recent offshore developer survey, there are currently more than 25 projects accounting for over 22 GW 
in the Irish offshore wind pipeline. Many of these will be hoping to contribute to the Irish Government’s 2030 
target of 5 GW and will be carrying out survey work and submitting applications in the coming months and 
years. These are large-scale complex projects which will all require consideration on a case-by-case basis and 
the resources required to achieve this cannot be underestimated.  

These applications will fall under the remit of ABP and as a statutory prescribed body to the board, NPWS will 
be tasked with providing expert advice and guidance to the Board at both the EIA Scoping stage and the 
application determination stage. In addition to statutory consultations from consenting authorities, NPWS 
also provides pre-application observations and advice to prospective applicants.   

NPWS is already under resourced. It is critical that NPWS is provided with the additional resources they need 
to meet their current and future commitments. In addition to increasing staff numbers, staff with relevant 
marine expertise is essential. NPWS’s small marine team are struggling to deal with the current level of marine 
related development applications in addition to performing other functions such as designating, managing 
and maintaining Ireland’s network of marine Natura 2000 sites.  

It is equally critical that expertise is sought in offshore renewable energy developments to ensure that NPWS 
can provide proportionate and appropriate advice based on International best-practice and experience from 
countries with mature offshore renewable industries.   

In addition to human resources, it is essential that sufficient financial resources are dedicated to the collection 
of scientific data to assist in the designation and ongoing monitoring of Natura 2000 sites and to address any 
regional scale ‘data gaps’ identified by NPWS in relation to development applications which are beyond the 
scale and scope of individual projects (this applies equally to the offshore and onshore sector).   

These additional resources are required urgently to prevent any delays and bottlenecks in the pre-application 
and planning processes for offshore renewable energy projects. This is critical to ensure Ireland meets our 
2030 targets under the Climate Action Plan and to address the Biodiversity emergency.  

Ireland currently has 2.13% of our marine area protected under the Natura 2000 framework. If any of the 
proposed MPAs (up to 30% by 2030) fall under the jurisdiction of NPWS, significantly more resources (human 
and financial) will be required to collect scientific data and to designate, manage and monitor these sites.  

NPWS 
Resourcing 
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It must be remembered that this upskilling and resourcing for offshore renewables must take place at a time 
when significant build out of onshore wind is also expected. The Irish Government has set a target of 8.2 GW 
of onshore wind by 2030, from a current capacity of circa. 4.3 GW. Resourcing in this area will also be crucial, 
and one cannot be sacrificed for the other.   

2 Consistency in Approach 

Reduction of risk is vital to the successful development of large infrastructure projects and consenting risk is 

a major element within this. De-risking the consenting process will be a key component of all 

projects seeking to help the government reach its renewable energy targets, both in the near and longer term. 

For this to happen, consenting authorities must work with both developers and wider stakeholders to clarify 

and standardise the relevant processes and requirements in areas such as environmental surveying, 

cumulative environmental impact assessment, and environmental consultation. The approach of the NPWS 

towards each of these areas must be consistent and adequately clarified for all relevant parties. Guidance on 

environmental consenting requirements particularly in the marine space, is often vague, lacking specific 

detail, and subjective. We propose a detailed and robust set of environmental guidelines be drawn up for both 

onshore and offshore renewable energy developments to provide clarity. As a priority action, we would like 

to see the Guidance Documents for Offshore Renewable Energy Developers refined and updated with more 

specific and detailed requirements, ideally by the end this year.  

In the UK’s Offshore Wind Sector Deal [link removed](designed to promote the environmentally sustainable 
development of offshore wind projects in British waters), the Crown Estate were tasked with “bringing 

together all relevant parties (including Statutory Nature Conservation Bodies) to develop a common 

understanding and take coordinated actions to address challenges” related to impacts on the marine and 

onshore environment. A similar approach is required in Ireland with the NPWS taking a lead on creating this 

mutual understanding and developing a consistent approach.  

Increased clarity on environmental requirements and obligations will also benefit the consenting authorities 
such as NPWS. in the longer term, by reducing the need for detailed project specific queries and responses 
while providing a strong footing for conflict resolution between stakeholders should issues arise.  

Consistency in 
Approach 
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3 Improving Data Management 

Part of the NPWS formal mandate is to present scientific evidence on Ireland’s natural heritage. Currently the 

presentation of information by NPWS is not representative of the entirety of data available. There 

are numerous other data holders of information which is both complimentary and additional to that of NPWS, 

including:   

• Consenting Authorities

• Voluntary & Conservation Groups

• NGOs

• Semi-State Bodies

• Private developers

• Other Government Departments - Heritage Council etc.

The data held by NPWS is often interpreted to be the ‘single source of truth,’ and therefore can be 

disproportionately relied upon in impact assessment.   

A centralised data source on Ireland’s natural heritage is needed to ensure that best available data 

is utilised uniformly across all sectors (whether development or environmental protection). NPWS is best 

placed to manage this data given their role in protection and enforcement. Similarly, there is a lack of data on 

the efficacy of mitigation measures employed as part of development design/construction. A centralised data 

resource could assist in building evidence-based knowledge in this area.  

A centralised data source will: 

• Ensure the use of best available data in impact assessment and allow the identification of

data gaps for further investment;

• Allow more robust assessment of cumulative effects;

• Allow the control of information through Data Request Process allowing NPWS gain a better

understanding of potential planned future development;

• Assist NPWS in their enforcement role in the protection of wildlife and habitats.

Improving Data 
Management 
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Appendix 

Other suggestions 

• The 5 years referenced in the TOR is too long – resourcing should be front loaded.

• Avoid prescribing blanket targets in designated areas.

• Engage with counterparts in UK to find best practice/learn from their experience.

• Set up national repository of AA screening statements.

• Set up dedicated marine division within NPWS, with working groups with Marine Institute and EP

• Better and more widespread enforcement of existing legislation.

• Develop and implement species action plans to ensure robust populations.

• End movement of NPWS between departments.

• Conservation Objective reports and supporting documents need to be updated for many European

(Natura 2000) sites. Some still have only 1-2 page generic conservation objectives with little to no site-

specific information. Article 17 reports provide information on a National level but are not site

specific.

• Some management plans and population data are so out of date that Qualifying Interest Species have

not inhabited the European Site for nearly 10 years.

• Improve the level of detail available for individual European sites. This detail needs to be updated

regularly including:

o Habitat mapping showing the location and extent of Annex I habitats within SACs.

o Population trends, distribution and other relevant attributes for QI species and habitats.

o Information on the existing pressures and treats to individual QIs.

o Gaps in information on the overall health of each QI for many European sites.

o The boundaries of European Sites need to be updated. These boundaries would have been initially

mapped on GIS based on aerial imagery and 6” /OSI mapping, but they need to be corrected to

ensure features like roads, properties, etc. are removed for the SPA/SAC boundaries.

o Provide early notification to future extension or changes to boundaries.

o Review accuracy of interactive mapping to ensure that it is consistent as there are often minor

discrepancies along the edge of boundaries.



Company number: 499781 Charity number: CHY 20013 

COILLEARNEACHA DÚCHASA NA HÉIREANN 

C/O [personal information removed] 

Deputy Chair  Micheál Ó Cinnéide 

reviewofnpws2021@gmail.com  

c/o Frank Donohoe 

NPWS Review Secretariat 

02/04/2021 

Ref: NPWS Review2021 submission from Woodlands of Ireland   

Dear Micheál, thank you for the opportunity to make a submission on the Review of the NPWS 2021. 

Woodlands of Ireland is a not-for-profit charity dedicated to native woodlands. It is 

an inclusive organisation whose primary objectives are to generate awareness of native woodlands 

amongst policy makers and the general public. We work with many stakeholders to develop projects 

and sustainable management strategies aimed at ensuring the future viability of native woodlands. 

We have been funded jointly by NPWS, Heritage Council and Forest Service for over 20 years. 

NPWS staff have had significant inputs into the development of the Native Woodland Scheme 

measures and related training since our beginning as an organisation in 1998. 

We would like to see a much strengthened and renewed Nature Conservation/ Biodiversity Protection 

Service/Agency emerging from the Review given the impact that the Climate and Biodiversity Crises 

are having on habitats and species.  

We would like to receive an interview as part of your consideration of our submission please. 

Regards 

Joe Gowran CEO 

joegowran@woodlandsofireland.com 

[personal information removed]
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NPWS Review submission from Woodlands of Ireland Summary 02/04/2021 

Key point: We see a role for directly employed Woodland Managers within the Reviewed 

Service/Agency because in the DRAFT PRIORITISED ACTION FRAMEWORK (PAF) FOR 

NATURA 2000 in Ireland (NPWS 2020) the condition of most of the woodland owned by NPWS 

continually records Bad status in relation to the standards required by the EU Habitats Directives. 

The above table in the PAF report is followed by the statement: ‘This indicates that additional efforts 

will be required to optimize woodland management regimes in at least some of the areas covered by 

the 91A0, *91E0 and *91J0 habitats.’  Approx.60% of the 9,679 hectares of  these woodlands are 

owned by NPWS and a significant amount of the remainder is owned by another state body Coillte. 

‘Of the six National Parks in Ireland, three contain substantial areas of native woodland, those in 

Killarney, Glenveagh and the Wicklow Mountains. Of the network of 78 Statutory Nature Reserves, 

33 sites have been deemed to contain woodland of conservation value.’ (Perrin et al 2008) 

Although ‘NPWS employs a range of staff throughout its organisation, in various locations across 

Ireland, including Conservation Rangers, Division Managers, Administration staff, Education Officers 

and Scientists.  All play a vital role in monitoring, understanding and protecting the biodiversity of 

Ireland’,([link removed]) to the best of our knowledge, there are no staff directly recruited with the 

skill set to actively manage sections of the c.6,000 hectares of woodland owned by NPWS or to 

support the work of the scientific staff from other disciplines that rely on healthy woodland, both in 

the public and private sectors, to meet their objectives. 

We would advise that the NPWS should develop its’ own woodland management training facilities 

regionally and build a cohort of woodland managers attached to specific woodland sites. 

We see this as having benefits and add value to both the nature conservation and forestry sectors. 

We would like to assist the Service/Agency in building that training capacity. 

An opportunity to discuss this further as part of the Review would be appreciated. 

References: 

[link removed]

Perrin PM, James M, Barron S, O'Neill F, NcNutt K, Delaney A: National Survey of Native Woodlands 

2003–2008 - Volume 1; Main Report. BEC Consultants for National Parks and Wildlife Service 2008. 

[link removed]
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