
Phase 1 Review of the NPWS – 
Supplementary Reports 1-5 

Prepared by the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage
gov.ie/housing

https://www.gov.ie/en/organisation/department-of-housing-local-government-and-heritage/




Table of Contents

Phase 1 Review of the NPWS – Supplementary Reports 1-5

NPWS Review Supplementary Report 1 – Summary of Stakeholder Interviews   1 

47

55

73

NPWS Review Supplementary Report 2 – Summary of Online Survey 

NPWS Review Supplementary Report 3 – Summary of Stakeholder Submissions 

NPWS Review Supplementary Report 4 – Benchmarking 

NPWS Review Supplementary Report 5 – Education and Engagement 115



REVIEW OF NPWS, 2021 - STAKEHOLDERS’ MEETINGS 

SUPPLEMENTARY REPORT # 1, MAY/JUNE 2021 

Summary of the interviews with NPWS/Department Staff & External Organisations 

Introduction:  
The Terms of Reference of the Review emphasised the need for “engagement with and buy-in from 
stakeholders; it is important that they have an opportunity to feed their views into considerations 
and that all voices are heard.” 

M. Ó Cinneide, facilitator, held online meetings with external stakeholders (public authorities,
industry, academics and non- governmental groups) and meetings with individuals or groups of
NPWS /Departmental staff, across all grades, (approx. 82 staff members), during February, March
and April 2021.   Following on the draft agenda and approach for the meetings,
this Assessment is based on a classification of the emerging Themes and the main Issues raised.

The themes emerging from the Interviews were summarised (in alphabetical order) as an input to 
the Review.  

 As Is - NPWS Strengths and Assets pages 2 - 3 

 Barriers /Weaknesses (40 themes) pages 4 - 15 

 To Be - Future Outcomes for NPWS pages 16 - 19. 
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NPWS Strengths and Assets 
 
Appropriate Assessment & Advice 
 

 In 2019, the Department established the National Appropriate Assessment Forum to 
increase stakeholder engagement and to assist Government Departments and other 
public authorities in fulfilling the requirements of Article 6 of the Habitats Directive for 
which they are responsible. The Forum meets twice a year and provides an opportunity 
to share information, experience and good practice. 20 public authorities are currently 
members of the National AA Forum, together with the Local Government Management 
Agency (representing 31 local authorities). This includes all public authorities with key 
responsibilities in undertaking AA assessments for plans and projects1. There has been 
positive feedback from Forum members on the initiative to date.   
 

Culture & Commitment 

 We have been engaging with NPWS for 10 years and have found NPWS people to be 
fantastic, NPWS has really great and dedicated people, who go above and beyond the 

call of duty for nature; and good scientists as well.  
 NPWS staff are extremely committed and dedicated to nature conservation, 

overqualified, hardworking and enthusiastic staff. Years of eroding staff levels and 
funding, lack of real support from the many government departments and difficulty in 
upholding our legal commitments (EU, National Law) has not stopped them from 
working hard. NPWS staff are members of and contributors to their local communities.  

 NPWS have learned a lot through the Living Bog LIFE project about Community 
engagement, involvement, consultation, stewardship and Community ownership. There 
is a strong appreciation that they cannot do this kind of work on their own going 
forward - they’re making progress when it comes to building the strategic Partnerships 
with different sectors and across different professional boundaries.  
  

Role of the Ecological Assessment Unit, EAU  
 
The EAU plays a vital role as follows:  
 

 Providing high-quality and consistent inputs as part of the Department’s role as a 
statutory consultee across many codes (e.g. planning, forestry) 

 Providing ecological advice and guidance to Regional Management in relation to the 
management of sites in state ownership and management (National Parks, Nature 
Reserves), including advice in relation to compliance with any regulatory requirements 
(e.g. SEA for plans and AA/EIA for plans and projects) 

 Working to provide guidance in relation to environmental assessment and related 
matters both internally and externally (e.g. Guidance for public authorities on AA, 
Guidance for public authorities on Strictly Protected Species). 

 Internal processes – ensuring consistency, ARCs 

 Engagement in strategic policy processes (National Marine Planning Framework, 
Regional Spatial and Economic Strategies, City/County Development Plans, National 
Heritage Plan, National Biodiversity Plan).  
 

1 DAFM, DECC, DHLGH, DRCD, DT, ABP, EPA, IW, IFI, MI, NTA , OPW, NWRA, EMRA, SRA, TII, OPR, EirGrid, Coillte, WI 
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Growing Awareness of Nature 
 

 There has been an increasing appreciation for Blue and Green spaces in Ireland, from a 
public perspective, having access for all types of recreational purposes, the value for 
physical health and the value for mental health. The pandemic is accelerating this move 
of people out into Blue/Green spaces, in ways they haven't been out in Blue /green 
spaces before. So, they are visiting Parks and Wildlife Centers and they're taking note of 
them - they're valuing them more.  
 

Education & Outreach Role 
 

 The local NPWS Education teams organise events for local communities and schools, 
host special events such as talks and walks related to a wide range of heritage topics, 
work with local authorities and tourism organisations… The NPWs guides are constantly 
innovating, adapting and stepping up to ensure the highest standards in nature 
conservation and heritage interpretation is provided to the public. It is the guides of 
NPWS who meet thousands of visitors face-to-face every day. 
 

Performance of Staff 
 

 Staff in the Service are dedicated to their roles, this is a key feature across the country, 
staff love their job and try their best to ensure the state owned lands are showcased 
and biodiversity is protected. A key learning from working in Connemara is the 
dedication of the staff to ensure that the public enjoy the National Park.  
 

NPWS Reports  

 The standard of reporting is very high. When they produce their Wildlife manuals or 
Article 17 reports or the report to the Convention on Biological Diversity, these are 

good publications.  

Regional Structure 

 Regions work under Divisions, you have 4 Divisions and 9 regions; we have 16 districts 
and then we are supposed to have 84 ranger areas, so that's the structure since 2012; 
one of the first things they had to confirm was - are we going to have 4 divisions? Yes, I 
think it works.  

 The local structure of NPWS has improved in recent years. The appointment of 
additional Divisional Ecologists is welcome and has resulted in a more robust 
commentary around Development Applications. The organisation’s role has never been 
more important, with many local authorities lacking the necessary expertise in assessing 
environmental threats arising from large scale developments.  
 

Strategic Nature Project (SNaP)  

 NPWS has received preparatory EU funding to develop a Strategic Nature Project (SNaP) 
for Ireland, which should assist in the integration and mainstreaming of biodiversity 
policy across sectors, to improve data management and build the capacity (both 
institutional and advisory) that is required to successfully deliver Conservation 
Measures. 
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Issues Raised - Barriers / Weaknesses 
 

1. ARC “Activities requiring Consent” 
 

 The notifiable action/ Activities Requiring Consent (ARC) assessment procedures are likely to 
become much more demanding in the coming years, as more detailed Appropriate 
Assessment, Ecological and Environmental Impact Assessment will be required to be 
completed. The volume of planning and forestry referrals has also increased greatly in recent 
years. 

 Further ecologists should be recruited into the Ecological Assessment Unit (EAU) to take on 
the bulk of the work. It would be important that Rangers (who are in most cases very familiar 
with their work areas) continue to be consulted, involved with EAU submissions/reports.  

 

2. Agricultural links  
 

 If the proposed Natura 2000 expansion is to go ahead, a new approach to designation is 
required. This needs to be focused on the management of lands through farm plans and 
associated payments for landowners. The owners of Natura lands should have access to 
premium schemes not available to those outside of designated sites. There is little point in 
designating further lands without including active management to achieve conservation goals 
and targets. Clearly identifiable payments offer an incentive for landowners to protect these 
sites and penalties for those who do not. For the 1st time ever, having lands designated could 
be portrayed in a positive light rather than the overwhelming negativity associated with 
designation. It is largely a relabelling of existing payments which fall under GLAS or Basic 
Payment.  

 The CAP Strategic Plan (2021-27) is an opportunity to deliver improved outcomes for 
farmland biodiversity and to steer PAF delivery via the CAP. This work area is completely 
under-resourced in NPWS and tagged on to other busy work areas (but the agriculture sector 
is better serviced in NPWS relative to other sectors). If we miss this opportunity, we miss 
seven years. 
 

3. Birds & Habitats Regulations, 2011 
 

 Under the 2011 Birds and Habitats Regulations, multiple Government Departments have 
responsibility for the protection of European Sites In a practical example, NPWS may receive a 
report of an area of scrub being cleared and land re-seeded in an SAC. Under the EIA 
Regulations, this requires permission from Department of Agriculture and as such the NPWS 
ARC does not apply as DAFM are the competent authority in this case.  

 The 2011 Birds & Habitats Regulations are in need of overview and updating - they are very 
convoluted, complex regulations and, in many cases, they don't actually properly transpose 
the Nature directives - it's very difficult to understand and unduly complex, it was done in a 
hurry. We need to review and revise the primary legislation i.e. Wildlife Act and European 
Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations. Presently, the Act and Regulations are 
not fit for purpose and pose serious challenges to staff in relation to the protection of nature 
conservation e.g. there exists serious limitations in relation to the protection of biodiversity in 
general, wildlife licencing and consent procedures for works within designated sites.  
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4. Culture, Leadership Style & Motivation 
 

 The common denominator, when we talk about Rangers and DCOs and Regional managers, is 
that we see ourselves first and foremost as NPWS officers. There is a body of interest, 
knowledge and experience that's a common thread amongst people in Regional management. 
We have the common rituals and stories that go with that; it's a shared knowledge, shared 
experience, it is a competency.  
 

5. Communications - internal 
 

 There is lack of coordination and communication across the business units of the 
organisation. There are 4 POs, but little communication of overarching strategic directions or 
priorities to staff. A dedicated lead is required for NPWS.  

 Communication between sections and sense of comradery has diminished in the last decade. 
Annual conferences provided a valuable opportunity to meet colleagues, but these have not 
been held consistently in recent years, and these are important work and social occasions for 
staff to meet each other and discuss work programmes and initiatives, formally and 
informally.  

 Communications are poor on many levels: Not enough internal communication or sharing of 
work plans and priorities and this applies within small units, and at every level, right up to 
organisation-wide. There simply is no culture of communicating and working together. We 
have no newsletter, no conference, no method whatsoever of communicating across NPWS. 
More time needs to be spent sharing, communicating, discussing & prioritising than just 
working on individual projects.  
 

6. Communications - External 
 

 Communications are strategically weak.  Websites/Social Media use are not strategic and not 
supported by trained staff. 

 There is a big issue with a lack of any kind of corporate identity or branding in NPWS. There is 
no logo for the service that would be on clothing, vehicles or signage that the public could use 
to recognise staff on the ground. Field staff do not have a uniform or standardised clothing. 
NPWS needs a logo and staff need to have a uniform or standardised branded clothing. I think 
we would get more respect and be taken more seriously if we had a uniform, particularly in 
law enforcement scenarios.  

 NPWS does not have a clear identity in the public eye. We are often confused with OPW, or, 
in relation to our woodland nature reserves, Coillte. Becoming an independent body with a 
clearly branded identity would improve this.   

 There is no strategic communication planning - not for internal, nor for communicating with 
other relevant bodies, and nor for communicating with the public. This lack of PR, public 
outreach and strategic publicity harms NPWS, and harms nature, every day. For every one-
sided message that goes, every failed opportunity to counter this with a positive, evidence-
based scientific statement/communication is another nail in the coffin for nature. We need 
communications and outreach staff, based within NPWS. Among their first tasks would be 
drawing up strategies for the various types of communications that we need to work 
on/towards. Branding could be part of what’s considered by a potential Comms staff team. 

  much better website is required which provides much more of a focus on the positive work 
NPWS does, in a more accessible and engaging way. NPWS website should be the portal to 
inform people about Ireland’s NPs and Nature Reserves, and about the nature that NPWS is 
trying to protect. See, for example, how welcoming and engaging the Scottish Nature Agency 
site is https://www.nature.scot/  
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7. Conservation Measures Team 
 

 The current structures within NPWS are not suitable to deliver an adequate national response 
to the referral of the SAC case to the CJEU.  Ireland is required to develop a coherent 
approach to both the setting and delivery of conservation measures (CMs), and NPWS is the 
lead respondent in this case on behalf of Ireland.   

 The Workforce Plan, 2021 proposes that a new Conservation Measures team should be 
established to deliver CMs in a dedicated way, comprising 30 people which would be taken on 
over a few years. This is a serious body of work that cannot be delivered in the current NPWS 
structures.  A new tier needs to be created, with a mandate to deliver and to pull in support 
from other Departments.  This team needs to be headed up by a PO, so that the task is 
recognised as serious by other Government Depts.  The existing POs do not have capacity to 
take this on, in addition to their existing work programmes. If the team is not sanctioned, 
then the delivery of the ambition for conservation measures in 2021 and beyond will need to 
be reduced accordingly.  
 

8. Data Management and Accessibility 
 

 

 Systematic records management and file management across the organisation has 
significantly declined since 1998. Digital records management and communications through 
email has not been done in a consistent and coordinated way. Data volumes are increasing.  

 While there have been some initiatives for records management, this has not been 
adequately embraced, or resourced. There are risks from inappropriate storage of 
commercial data and personal data across the organisation.  

 NPWS has complex ICT requirements, which require a broad range of expertise for their 
support and maintenance, ranging from GIS, Networks, Web, Cloud services, databases, 
security, in combination with domain expertise, and knowledge of business data and user 
requirements. An Enterprise solution usually takes 5-7 years for development from concept to 
implementation.  

 
Data Management has furthered impacted by the series of moves across Departments (5 times in 25 
years) and the lack of dedicated, inhouse Data /ICT expertise and structure. 

 

9. Development Applications and Assessment 
 

 In 2019, the Department received over 10,500 referrals as a Statutory consultee under all 
headings. The Development Applications Unit (DAU) deal with standard plan referrals and 
the numbers of those have grown, the economy has started to pick up, but the numbers of 
staff haven't gone up.  

 We have a system, the Development Applications Tracking system. it's a database and a Case 
management system; We have a company, who scans it all into a computer database for us, a 
button is pressed and DAU send them out to the various parts of NPWS to deal with.  

 We get in a lot of Forestry applications, we're getting in about 1,600 /1700 a year, and they 
take up a lot of time - they can be for planting, they can be for felling licenses, or plans to do 
aerial fertilization, they can be to build forest roads and that's all likely to increase.  

 There has been a paradigm shift in complexity. This is not just ecological, but especially legal 
and procedural. There is a plethora of ECJ Judgements, ABP rulings, Court decisions, changes 
to biodiversity legislation, changes to other legal codes (e.g. planning, waste, agriculture, 
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foreshore) at Irish and EU (and indeed international levels), communications/complaints/ 
guidance from the European Commission, and a raft of guidance on Habitats Directive 
Assessments and Ecological Assessment. It is now a full time job to keep abreast of this very 
complex, very legal and procedural, and changing work. It is impossible to keep up with on a 
'part time' engagement.  This is why the Divisional Ecologists (DEs) were taken on in the 1st 
place; and why the staff numbers in that unit have been doubled/trebled now. In order for 
an officer to do this work, he/she obviously has to have the capacity to engage properly and 
authoritatively with this assessment casework. It is impossible, time-wise for RMs/DMs to 
deal with this volume of work.  

10. Ecological Assessment Unit, EAU 
 

 There are presently 10 Divisional Ecologists (DEs) (Grade 3) in the Ecological Assessment Unit 
(EAU); two ecologists working in each of the four Divisions 1 and two ecologists working in head 
office. The DEs provide support and advice to NPWS colleagues and external stakeholders on a 
range of ecological issues and assessments, including guidance in relation to environmental 
regulation. All DEs report to the Head of Ecological Assessment (Grade 1), there is presently no 
Grade 2 ecologists within the structure of EAU.  

 The level of responsibility and burden experienced by DEs cannot be underestimated. A 
submission prepared by a DE represents the Department’s best available scientific advice in 
relation to the protection of Irish nature conservation interests and Ireland’s wider biodiversity. 
This advice is transparently provided, openly scrutinized and challengeable within the public 
domain.  

 The present structure, (all DEs reporting to one manager at Grade I level), limits the ability for 
DEs working on the preparation of guidance, guidelines, technical notes to have them approved 
and delivered within a timely manner.  
 

11. EDUCATION Role 
 

 NPWS has Education centres in its National Parks and Reserves. These centres serve to 
educate the public, tourists and local schools about the Parks and biodiversity within them. 
NPWS needs to broaden its educational role, away from just state land and outreach into 
communities and schools throughout the country. This can be achieved by rolling out a 
tailored educational programme, which focuses on biodiversity in local communities while 
highlighting particular habitats and Natura sites of interest.  

 A programme like this would increase links between the service and local groups and schools 
and raise awareness of the positive work that NPWS carries out.  NPWS should be leading the 
way in Ireland in raising awareness of Ireland’s biodiversity. Other National Park Services 
internationally shine as great examples in this regard.  
 

 NPWS has poured much of its resources into science and enforcement work, but has 
forgotten that it is the Education and awareness function that brings this work alive. If the 
science and research are the head and brain of the body, then education and engagement are 
the heart and the lungs. One cannot live without the other in an organisation such as NPWS.  
 

 There are staff working hard around the country in this area with little or no support, strategy 
or leadership. There are existing models though bodies such as the IUCN, Commission on 
Education & Communications, that should be better embraced to guide this work.  

 

12. EU Biodiversity Strategy /Green New Deal 
 

7



 The activities of NPWS need to align with EU Biodiversity Strategy.  

 There will be a major increase in European commitments for the protection and conservation 
of biodiversity as outlined in the EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030, including the implementation 
of appropriate management plans and projects within Natura sites.  
 

13. EU Directives and Infringement Cases 
 

 We have to operate the European Directives; we’re in trouble with the Water Framework 
Directive, and with the Habitats Directive; but the Water Framework Directive has its own 
obligations re consulting etc; that drives silos, different reporting mechanisms, even though 
we're just trying to protect water, landscapes or biodiversity, we have to report and operate 
those laws as well.  

 The delivery of measures outlined in the PAF is central to the resolution of the infringement 
case (2006/2015) referred to the EU Court of Justice due to Ireland’s failure to fulfil obligations 
under Article 4(4) and 6(1) of the Habitats Directive, by inter alia “not establishing the 
necessary conservation measures’. 

In regards to Infringement case (2006/2015), Ireland is said to be failing to: 

 Designate SACs, set detailed site-specific conservation objectives for SACs; Establish 
necessary conservation measures for SACs, which correspond to the ecological requirements 
of the Annex I habitats and Annex II species for which they are selected. This case was 
referred to the ECJ in July 2020 

 Delivery of the Measures outlined in the PAF is central to the resolution of the 3rd part of the 
case. In order to address this, adequate systems and programmes need to be put in place 
across the public service to identify, demonstrate and deliver, on a site-by site basis, the 
prioritised measures as laid out in the PAF. SM 

 A “Roadmap to Compliance” will be required; Many measures are in place, but they are not 
coherent, not nearly sufficient and they are not captured in a fit-for-purpose data structure.  

 

14. Funding Levels 
 

 NPWS is seriously under-funded. NPWS is constrained by lack of staff, resources and by lack 
of other bodies and sectors taking its remit and recommendations seriously. Both staff and 
finances are needed, but money alone won’t be enough - existing staff can barely cope with 
workloads, so staff and management/ structural reform are also needed.  
 

15. Governance and Management Structures  
 

 Accountability and visibility must be introduced at high level.  Currently, it is unclear who is in 
charge of, or if anyone is in charge of NPWS.  Having a variety of Principal officers, often with 
no history in ecological/wildlife matters, with unclear and overlapping responsibilities is not 
working.   POs currently appear to have no power over regional management.  

 We have 4 very separate (line management) and decision-making structures; we don’t have 
coherent joined-up strategy and business planning, processes or procedures.   

 Structure, form and function, allocation of staff and resources need to better deliver for the 
world as it is now. S&B Submission 

 “it's a case really of the urgent crowding out the important things” because there's a lot of 
urgent stuff happening, which doesn't allow us to do those things that we should be doing, 
like guidance and compliance.   
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16. GRANT THORNTON Review 
 

 They did a lot of research, they spoke to a lot of people, but it wasn’t the most imaginative 
outcome, or the most realistic. At the time that GT report was published, (July 2010) - we 
were in the depths of economic depression. 

 There was a Steering Group set up and chaired by an Assistant Secretary, who tried to 
move things on, but it just was a slow process.  

 One of the recommendations in Grant Thornton’s review was ‘to flatten the structure’ so 
Deputy RM's were taken out; we got rid of the Deputy Regional managers. There were 
some areas where the role of the Deputy RM wasn’t that well defined, but in a region, it 
was very important to the Regional Manager, the two of them could share out the work. 
The argument was made that there are too many layers, but the problem was - there was 
nothing put in its place.  

17. ICT Support & Capability 
 

 IT Foundation is inadequate to meet requirements for Data & GIS management. We haven't 
been well served with ICT over the over the last number of years; but i'm hopeful in the new 
Department, given the level of engagement with the new ICT team.  

 Licensing is one of our biggest ICT issues - we have about 5,000 plus applications every year 
and it's based on a creaky Access Database. 
  

18. Impact of Government Policy/Departmental Changes 
 

 There is a political cloud hanging over the organization - it makes it difficult for it to do its job. 
It ended up being caught in a vicious cycle of not having the resources to do, plus not having 
the political backing to do what was needed and having an active opposition within 
government.  

 NPWS has moved Department on several occasions since 1998. This has been hugely 
disruptive for the development & maintenance of ICT systems, beyond the generic services 
for payroll, telephony, email.  

 NPWS (and its predecessor Dúchas) have been very prone to movement between 
Departments. This creates an impression of lack of ownership, lack of understanding of the 
organisation’s role and a lack of desire to take on the challenges faced by the organisation. 
The practical result is continued uncertainty regarding our role, a constant change in our 
identity, which ultimately has led to low staff morale and a lack of faith in political leadership.   
 

19. Inconsistency of Approach 
 

 Inconsistent work practices across the four Regional Management Divisions. This can often lead 
to a failure to issue important Departmental recommendations. No clear and consistent 
communication structures and work flow streams within NPWS. This is particularly relevant for 
the working relationship between EAU and Regional Management.  

 

 Large regional variations in work practises are present and at higher level, it is very difficult to 
know who is really in charge.  Regional and Divisional managers appear to staff at lower 
levels, to be free to interpret everything as they see fit.  NPWS should wherever possible aim 
to be consistent in terms of work practices and this would be achieved by greater oversight of 
divisional management practices by HQ.  
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20. Industrial Grades 
 

 its a “non established industrial grade” - you can spend your entire career in public 
service in one place, and you will retire as a ‘non established industrial grade’, the very 
terminology, you're in some ways almost transient. You're restricted in so many ways in 
career advancement, you are treated differently and indeed shockingly. It's a natural 
injustice, and we all know that - you will finalize in your Report, I have no doubt, and you 
know it'll take a real effort; it will take a lot of shift it, but it has to be addressed, sooner 
or later. 

 

 The Industrial staff, a lot of the cohort or grades like Guides & storekeepers, have no 
access to promotions; they're not integrated within the Regional structure at all; it's very 
wrong, it doesn't give good use of the staff resource. Its a real problem, that was 
identified in the Grant Thornton report.  

 

 Promotion within the Department is impossible into the higher civil service ranks and is 
only available if the opportunity is advertised to the public.    Industrial staff are well 
educated, dedicated and have a vocation for their work, but often feel left behind when 
it comes to career advancement.  Many staff when they first started employment with 
NPWS were unaware that promotion is limited.  A just situation would allow a candidate 
to work their way up to the Secretary General position. As stated in the Civil Service 
Renewal Plan “Open up recruitment and promotion processes at all levels” and “Expand 
career and mobility opportunities for staff across geographic, organisational and 
sectoral boundaries”.2   
 

21. Job descriptions  
 

 All staff need clearly defined job descriptions, with clear cascading prioritisation of those duties.  
Staff cannot be provided a wide ranging job description and no prioritisation of tasks to cherry 
pick or allow circumstance dictate what the job becomes.  
 

22. Learning and Development /Skillsets 
 

 A comprehensive induction course is needed for newly recruited Wildlife Rangers. This course 
should touch on every aspect of the role and should be delivered within three months of 
starting in the position.  

 Rangers who have been recruited in recent years have not received core training for the job. 
There is a lack of coherent and consistent training within the organisation, its almost all based 
on what you can find externally that best fits your needs.  

 

23. LEADERSHIP & Management in NPWS 
 

 NPWS has long had a challenge in terms of leadership. In the past, it was led by one, then two 
Principal Officers and it is now led by four. This structure does not support or manage 
responsibility and accountability within the organisation’s various streams. The size of the 

2 The Civil Service Renewal Plan: A Vision and Three Year Action Plan for the Civil Service. October 2014. Annex 
A: Table of Actions. Actions no. 8 and 15. P40. 
https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/4171/101218152156-
e1206bb2c0964a53888531e0c96c356e.pdf#page=1 
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organisation warrants a single CEO-like manager at Assistant Secretary Grade, who would be 
fully responsible for only Natural Heritage in a “Nature, Parks & Wildlife Service.”  

 This individual would need to have skills, training and experience in running a large, multi-
faceted, functional organisation and would ideally come from a scientific background. A single 
head is needed to provide executive decision-making, co-ordinate the organisation, re-build 
trust and improve communication among sections, implement internal processes and 
procedures with accountability, and create a functional, professional, consistent organisation. 
A head would help create a coherent, co-ordinated and positive culture. Above all, effective 
leadership of NPWS is needed so that it can present a strong, unified message on the need to 
integrate actions for nature and biodiversity into all aspects of Irish society.  
 

24. Legal issues 
 

 The Wildlife Act 1976-2020, despite the 2000 amendment, is an archaic piece of legislation 
that is in need of an overhaul. Section 40 (Restrictions on cutting vegetation during the bird 
nesting season) is an example of this with numerous general exemptions making successful 
prosecutions very difficult. 
 

 A key factor (re enforcement cases) has been the stumbling block involved in the 
requirement to being able to prove the meaning of the word “significant damage” a phrase 
that in the science side has a specific meaning and is hard to establish in a criminal case.  

25. LICENSING Service 
 

 Wildlife licensing Unit looks after hunting and licensing policy; we issue thousands of licenses 

a year to people to do various things; we issue 5000+ licenses to Deer hunters every year.  
 

26. Management of SACs, SPAs and National Parks  
 

 NPWS is way behind on creating Management Plans for Parks/SACs; SCI Unit reports in detail 
on Assessment of Status, but there is a void for action on these assessments.  

 Management plans for Natura 2000 sites need to be fully completed and their 
implementation commenced.   

 Continuing surveying and monitoring of priority habitats and species is needed, but we need 
to act on negative trends, otherwise we are just writing reports that gather dust on shelves.  
 

27. Marine Expertise /Monitoring and MPA’s 
 

 There needs to be a much greater emphasis on marine biodiversity as a key part of NPWS 
remit. Ireland’s marine biodiversity resources are important nationally and internationally and 
are undervalued in the current structures. NPWS has an important role to play in the 
conservation and management of this resource. This will become important as the nascent 
marine planning system develops and as large scale offshore wind projects seek consent.   

 

28. National Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC) linkages 
 

 NPWS provide the majority funding for NBDC and additional scientific support; opportunities to 
utilise the NBDC’s ICT infrastructure and software should be explored.  

 With the National Data Center, one of its strengths is they have all that Citizen Science stuff 
going on, but separate from the scientific data collection, it doesn't make a lot of sense. 
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 It would make sense to bring all of that monitoring data, the formal monitoring data, together 
with a Citizen science data, under the same portal. Having it all together as well, means that 
you can pay for a Data infrastructure to be developed, that covers a range of different data 
sets, all of Ireland’s Biodiversity data in one house.  
 

29. Outsourcing of Work 
 

 Some gaps are partly and temporarily filled by LIFE projects (e.g. measures, technical staff) 
and outsourcing (e.g. monitoring, data management). This is inefficient and risky, due to time 
spent on procurement, loss of capacity and continuity when contracts end and scarcity of 
contractors in a competitive field, as well as the inherent risks associated with loss of 
intellectual property from disjointed, time-bound and usually more expensive projects. Data 
and GIS have been under-resourced for many years, and the current overreliance on external 
contracts is not sustainable.  
 

30. Pay and Conditions 
 

 The Rangers are very poorly paid for the amount of work and the type of work they're 
expected to do; you've got PhD graduates and people from the Forest and Wildlife service, 
who weren't necessarily highly educated in a formal sense and then recruiting PhD graduates 
who are paid Clerical officer wages, not a whole lot more.  

 Conservation rangers have a broad work remit, including law enforcement, assessing planning 
applications, carrying out surveys and monitoring of habitats & species, providing advice to 
landowners and other bodies on conservation issues, carrying out public outreach. Its a highly 
specialised job, but this is not reflected in our wage. We carry out similar functions to Forest 
Service inspectors and environmental officers in Inland Fisheries Ireland who have a much 
higher pay scale than rangers.  

 The starting salary for NPWS Conservation Rangers is low (around €24k). Almost all recent 
NPWS Conservation Rangers in Ireland have a relevant degree and many have a post graduate 
qualification and/or many years of experience.  

 The title of ‘Ranger’ dates back to the 1980s when the role was mainly about enforcing the 
Wildlife Act. Nowadays, Rangers carry out a huge range of tasks from assessing development 
applications (forestry, planning, foreshore, etc), liaising with landowners in designated 
conservation sites, enforcing EU and national legislation, raising environmental awareness, 
managing State property, mapping, carrying out ecological surveys and monitoring, etc. In 
other state bodies, the professional level of work of a Conservation Ranger would appear to 
be comparable with Forest Service Inspectors, Agricultural Inspectors, Fisheries Officers, 
Community Water Officers.  

 NPWS has recruited scientific staff as Grade 3 Wildlife Inspector. This used to be tied to the Gr 
3 Engineer pay, but that link was broken by one of the pay agreements. Grade 3 was aimed at 
applicants with a primary degree, but in reality, NPWs is looking for people with a PhD or 
equivalent experience and expertise. In the past, NPWS was able to achieve a reasonable 
starting pay by offering a point along the incremental salary scale to reflect the experience.  
The first point on the WI Gr. III scale is €32,321, which is far short of what successful 
candidates can earn elsewhere.  

 Wildlife Inspector Grade 3 bottom of scale is inappropriate for the level of knowledge 
required and level of responsibility. Mobility opportunities are not equivalent for Professional 
Technical roles as for other admin roles, and this makes promotion opportunities for the 
Scientific staff very limited within NPWS.  
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 As demand for ecological expertise increases in the public and private sector, it will become 
increasingly difficult to attract and appoint suitably qualified and experienced staff. We also 
risk losing staff to jobs where their experience is better recognised through grade/position 
and/or payment. This is an impediment to the functioning of the SU and the NPWS, 
considering the pivotal role of this unit. Recently, three WIG3s left the SU for roles where 
their expertise is adequately and more fairly rewarded.  
 
 

31. Peatland Management & Turf 
 

 We've been through really difficult times on the Raised Bogs side of things, where we had 
this complete failure to manage that process over 14 years. We had to let go; build trust with 
local communities, use local government to take greater ownership of nature issues and that 
can be a risk.  

 When the Derogation on turf-cutting ended, Minister Deenihan decided we were going to 
compensate everybody, that was a Government decision, it was agreed at Government, but 
they didn't give us any money. So, the money that was our Program funding had to go to the 
Turf Compensation fund.  It's moved on, we've paid over €30 million in compensation for the 
cessation of Turf cutting and Relocation schemes. 

 There's a new LIFE “Peatlands” program, which Bord na Mona has bought into; it looks like it's 
settling down as an issue, but not before the damage is done. 

 The Peatland Unit is fully occupied with raised bogs (Midlands), good work achieved to move 
past the huge hostility of turf cutters in the past. The has been a substantial Scientific input. No 
similar structure exists for Blanket bogs, although the work required is of similar scale.  

 The LIFE “Wild Atlantic Nature” will carry out much work in this sphere.  

32. Prioritised Action Framework (PAF) for Natura 2000 
 
DG Environment provided a PAF template for Member States’ use. It comprises 6 sections: 

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

An Irish Framework (PAF IE) has been developed for the 2021-2027 funding period. An initial draft of 
the Framework was prepared by the Science and Biodiversity Unit of NPWS and was then circulated 
widely across Departments.  The estimated costs for the delivery of the suite of prioritised measures 
for the 2021-2027 period, as outlined in the PAF, is €163 million per annum, or €1.138 billion over the 
seven year period. 
 
Note: This is both a unique opportunity for NPWS to coordinate across Departments, but is also a 
massive challenge for the NPWS Agro Ecology team to follow up/deliver on the Coordination of these 
Measures. See further related info re ‘EU Directives and Infringement Cases’ above. 

33. Relationships with the Department of Environment 
 

 This was a policy-making Department and people were horrified when the NPWS joined up, 
because here was all these people coming in that are actually going out there and doing 
things, building walls and prosecutions - ‘This is not what we do in the Department of the 
Environment’.  

13



 NPWS as an organization: it's always been a bit schizophrenic, in its place within a Government 
department.  People have taken different views of whether or not its a separate organization. 

 NPWS service were protective of their own bubbles, while Environment is an old- fashioned 
policy Department, wondering & not knowing quite what is this wild child that they had 
adopted, with a workforce of Park Rangers and archaeologists, up and down the country.  

34. Regions & Reporting Structures within NPWS 
 

 Reporting structures and relationships are different in every Region, which makes it more 
complex, who should be able to sign off?  

 Reporting relationships: there needs to be clarity and consistency in EAU’s relationship with 
Regional Management. This is not the case at present. Ensuring that workflows for Divisional 
Ecologists are predictable and consistent across the country is important.  

 

35. Science & Biodiversity Unit (SBU) 
 

 Science and Biodiversity Unit has about 45 staff; plus 10 or so LIFE project staff.  27 are scientific 
staff, mainly habitat and species experts, data and GIS; SBU delivers the scientific evidence that 
underpins our work. The evidence: what biodiversity do we have, where is it, what condition is 
it in, what is needed to improve it? publish that evidence and reports for Ireland to EU and 
CBD’.  

 The Scientific Unit have started work on 2 new EU LIFE projects on Blanket bogs, and 
corncrakes, in the west and north, worth about €25 million.  

 What we should be doing is: Evidence, surveys, monitoring, reports, advice, supporting 
research, Mainstreaming biodiversity through inter Dept Groups, but what we also end up 
doing includes: procurement, website, landowner liaisons, FOI/AIE requests, GDPR, corporate 
governance & strategy requests. 

 Inspectors in the SU are expected to have up-to-date scientific knowledge in their area of 
expertise and are expected to provide expertise at a national and international, level. SU 
scientists do not have access to basic scientific resources. Without access to academic journals, 
we cannot provide advice in line with current thinking. We have no access to basic laboratory 
equipment, no laboratory space and no in-house laboratory staff. This lack of capacity to collect 
basic information on habitats & species limits our ability to respond to conservation pressures 
in a timely and appropriate manner. Only with accurate and comprehensive knowledge can 
NPWS undertake effective conservation and wildlife management.  
 

36. Specialized (Functional) Roles 
 

 Specialist roles at regional level: At the moment, the majority of the specialist roles e.g. 
ecologists, GIS, IT, legal/legislation, are based in Dublin (with some in Galway). The Regional 
Ecologists are taken up almost entirely with development applications. Overall, most regional 
staff do not have quick and ready access to various types of expert advice/input, whether 
ecological, technical or legal, which would be beneficial in terms of managing NPs and NRs, 
designing surveys, assessing damage to SACS/SPAs, taking wildlife crimes cases, etc.  

 There needs to be much more regionalisation of expertise, with additional ecologists, agri-
ecologists, enforcement officers, database managers, etc., based in Regional units. And more 
integration across the service between regional management staff and research staff. This 
would enable many decisions about NPs, NRs and European sites (SACs/SPAs) to be more 
soundly based on ecological advice and science.  
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 We should have Conservation Rangers, we should have Park Managers & Rangers, we should 
have staff who solely work in the National Parks and staff who deal with Special Areas of 
conservation & SPAs.  

 The work responsibilities of Conservation Rangers and the District Conservation Officers is 
very broad. It would be worthwhile looking at having more specialised regional roles that 
could assist rangers carrying out their functions and reduce pressure on DCOs, such as a 
regional crime officer, regional planning officer and more regional scientific positions.  

 

37. Staffing Levels / Stress & Workload 
 

 In SBU, units (i.e. teams of multiple staff) could include marine, freshwater, peatlands, 
grassland, woodland, invertebrates, birds, physical, remote sensing, etc. This structure would 
give individuals more realistic roles, responsibilities and work programmes and allow them to 
work collaboratively within teams and across disciplines, rather than as isolated individuals. It 
would also provide a contingency and continuity, so that requests for specialist input can still 
be serviced when a given staff member is not available, on leave etc. Too many individuals in 
SBU have briefs that are resourced by entire teams in other organisations. There is no basis on 
which a WIG3 can plan their long-term career. There is a real risk of burn out amongst scientific 
staff.  

 NPWS SBU has been chronically under-resourced in terms of staff and financial resources since 
the enactment of the Habitats Directive. This deficit hits the organisation where it hurts most 
because national level initiatives require input from or are developed within SU. 

 The work volume of a Divisional Ecologists is extremely high. In order that we maintain our role 
as giving advice on planning, forestry, Activities Requiring Consent and advice on our own State 
property management for biodiversity to our regional staff colleagues, there should be an 
ecologist at each District Level (Grade III), one at Regional Level (grade II) and one at Divisional 
level (grade 1) working to an AP or PO in EAU.  

 Despite increased access to technology, the workload has increased substantially over the years 
with demands from the public, other organisations/ agencies, adding to the stress. The Ranger 
job is mostly now desk based with an average 4 days in, one day out per week.  

 Working alone is another key issue, many Rangers work on their own. In order to improve morale 
and mental health, it is important that the review looks at lone working practices. The review needs 
to look at resourcing, so that a 7-day a week service can be implemented to ensure the laws are 
enforced, not just on weekdays.  

 
NB. ‘Single point of failure’ is a recurring feature - too much dependence on one key staff, and not 
enough Team structures. 

38. Strategic Direction & Structures 
 

 The NPWS structure needs to be considered in the context of a well-defined, pro-active NPWS 
strategy and how the goals of this strategy can be best achieved. The existing 4-section 
structure has evolved in a reactive way to sometimes quite contentious and ‘political’ issues, 

rather than through a strategic plan.  
 

39. Tourism & Visitor Management 
 

 The tourism part of the brief of NPWS is a huge responsibility for visitor management; you 
have a Regional manager in charge of a site, like Killarney National Park that gets 2 million 
visitors a year, plus county Cork - It doesn't make any sense. The amount of things that go on 
in Killarney National Park means it's a full time role.  
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 The Exchequer funds the Department of Tourism, who funds Failte Ireland, to give us money, 
that is a roundabout way of micromanaging the bureaucracy, when NPWS is capable of 
expending its own tourism budgets.  
 

40. Wildlife Crime and Enforcement Role 
 

 A dedicated Wildlife Crime Unit is key to protecting Ireland’s birds & habitats;  

 A Memorandum of Understanding should be signed with An Gardai.  Wildlife crime training 
should be provided to each Garda district on a 3year basis with joint patrols and checkpoints 
taking place annually.  

 A wildlife crime group or task force is needed to assist rangers and DCOs across the country with 
tackling wildlife crime i.e. organising large operations to investigate hare coursing or deer 
poaching, trade in endangered species. 

 In terms of wildlife crime, the proposed establishment of a specific wildlife crime unit in the 
service is very welcome. It would be very useful for this unit to have regional staff that would 
work on cases with the help of rangers and DCOs.  

 
Note; The Memo of Understanding was signed between NPWS and the Gardai, April 2021. 

 

 

 

 

 
Response re three possible Options for NPWS? 

 Any of those 3 models are legitimate. But, whatever model is chosen, it has to be believed in; It 
has to be real, as opposed to the dishonest construct that’s there at the moment.  

 If it's an independent Executive agency, with its own power, it has to be accepted by the political 
system as being robust - you have to think through the conflicts with Ministers.  

 It has to begin life with a Mission statement and a culture, which is about “bottom up, getting 
people to buy in” as opposed to an independent agency with strong powers who's going to come 
down, prosecute and throw you into prison. The philosophy has to lead the decision on structures.  
 

Status and Remit of NPWS 
 

 Enhancing the status and operational independence of NPWS in the Government system is 
important. This could be achieved by creating a more independent and identifiable entity within 
a Government Department such as is the case with Met Éireann; or may be best achieved by the 
establishment of an Agency by statute, such as the EPA or IFI, although this would give rise to 
significant complications in the short term.   

 Ensuring the NPWS mission is clearly identified as the lead authority with responsibility for the 
conservation and management of biodiversity in Ireland, and for national policy in this regard. 
NPWS role in co-ordinating action more widely for nature should also be clearly identified.  

 Part of NPWS formal mission should be an advocacy and leadership role, both publicly and across 
Government, in order to ensure joined-up delivery for nature.  
 

NPWS Leadership role 
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 NPWS, as a part of the Heritage section of the Department, has a statutory responsibility for 
nature conservation and the Department is the lead Government Department for biodiversity. 
NPWS urgently needs to improve the level of advice, guidance and training to all stakeholders in 
relation to ecological issues and assessment and it needs the capacity to fulfil this requirement.  

 

NPWS staying within Dept of Housing (Customs House) 

 I think there's good opportunities and possibilities, that maybe didn't exist, the first time 
around, when NPWS was brought into the Department of the Environment. There seems to be 
good conversations happening between the teams, that are more difficult when they are in 
different Departments. 

NPWS within a Government Department 
 

 NPWS would operate best within the umbrella of a stable, core Government Department within 
which all (or the majority of) environmental responsibilities would lie. This would place nature 
and biodiversity at the centre of government. It would also facilitate co-ordinated environmental 
policies and help avoid conflicts among nature, climate and other environmental programmes. 
For example, nature-based solutions for climate change mitigation require close collaboration 
between those working in nature/biodiversity and climate change. 

 It is vital that NPWS is in an appropriate Department, with clarity in staffing and structures and 
that it is provided with the resources required to fulfil its duties.  

 NPWS needs a home, a stable, sustainable home and that its properly funded and structured. IEN 
argued during the Program for Government formation, in mid 2020, for a ‘Department for 
Nature’ - We developed a “Blueprint for Nature” as part of our input to the Program for 
Government. It was very clear on Department support structures and resourcing for Water and 
Nature.  

Executive Agency with its own Director 
 

 If you hired an Assistant Secretary and his job entirely was Nature, not all of Heritage, with a 
more hands-on role and you make an agreement with the Management Board, they accept that 
there is distinct qualities here that need to be a delegated down to them to run. Then, u have 
somebody who could actually take a decision at the top, if that person has a delegated authority, 
because the person has enough clout; but that is dependent obviously on the personality of the 
person.  

 The 2nd option (an Agency such as EPA, with a Board of Directors) is probably your best option, 
but the Board of Directors need to be a broad representation. There needs to be a number of 
farmers on it; it would have to be a balanced board and both sides would learn from each other. 
There is no point in in 4 or 5 people sitting in a silo in the Mansion House, without having the 
understanding of what we're trying to achieve, who we are trying to achieve it with and 
implications of what we're trying to do. 

 Agencies can work successfully, if it's part of the new corporate culture that success requires 
Community buy in, working with community groups & with local authorities, on the ground - if 
that becomes part of the overall structure and the culture of the organization. 

 

The NPWS Brand 

 NPWS should have its own brand, logo and uniform. There should be no differentiation between 
National Parks and National Parks & Wildlife Service. They should be all part of the same 
organisation and branded under one umbrella.  
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 I have a strong belief, having met staff from Canadian, US and European National Parks & 
Wildlife Services, that our Service should have a stand-alone NPWS logo, whether we move Dept. 
or not. 
  

Communications / Public Relations  
 

 The organisation needs a suitable spokesperson who can react to media requests and represent 
NPWS in the public domain.  A PR strategy is required so the often unique and always interesting 
work that is carried out can be shared with the public on a regular basis. NPWS should have its 
own experienced Communications/ Press Relations Officer to help with communications and 
profile of NPWS. 

Independent Agency  
 

 The NPWS needs to be an independent but state funded agency like the EPA, as this would 
prevent political interference in its work, with a guaranteed budget to allow it to adequately 
carry out its core functions. As an independent agency, the NPWS would be able to hold 
government Depts and other state bodies to account for failing to adhere to nature conservation 
legislation. 

 That's my 1st question and then coming from that vision /mission, would be its actual role and 
purpose, and from that its Governance structure.  Staying within a government Department is not 
the answer, so I would anticipate that moving outside that structure, having more autonomy would 
be important.  

 There has to be change, there has to be evolution - staying where it is, it's a death knell for NPWS, 
but more importantly, it's hampering what we could do here in Ireland.  

 You have to work your way through that, you've got to build relationships, you have to have 
trust, if you don't have trust, that is a critical thing when it comes to public sector or state bodies.  
I could well see how a lot of the processes and practices in NPWS that were successful when they 
were established could now actually be a death sentence for them.  
 

Independent body 
 

 To function properly and to meet the needs of biodiversity in an effective way, NPWS must be a 
stand-alone agency, similar to NatureScot (the Scottish nature conservation agency) rather than 
part of a government department. NPWS is under-resourced, but extra resourcing alone will not 
solve the issues in relation to the effectiveness of the organisation. A structure needs to be 
established which affords NPWS the opportunity to establish a new long-term vision for nature 
conservation in Ireland.  

 

“Nature" to replace ‘natural heritage’ 
 

 The word "nature" should replace "natural heritage" in the mandate of NPWS. The use of the 
term "natural heritage" is problematic.  When we think of heritage, we think of a cherished but 
often obsolete relic of our past that we hold in trust for our children.  In fact, biodiversity and 
ecosystem functioning are life support systems that provide vital services to humans. Restoration 
should be included along with protection and preservation, and that staff and budget should be 
directed to restoring as well as protecting nature. If presenting nature is a core task for NPWS, a 
dedicated body of staff for engagement, outreach and communication should be employed and 
they should be provided with adequate financial resources.   
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Merge NPWS into EPA 

 The Scientific units, you could see it going to the EPA and then, put all the things like licensing of 
Hare coursing and education within the EPA and the Regional offices would become an extension 
of the EPA. You would need to look at the overall staffing and capacity, I think that would be good 
for both organizations.   

Merge with Inland Fisheries Ireland. 
 

 NPWS has clear overlapping work and shared aims with Inland Fisheries Ireland, amalgamation of 
the 2 bodies should be considered.  This would achieve much greater use of what could be 
shared resources of both staff and equipment.  This would also make it easier for the public and 
ourselves to deal with overlapping issues.   

 

Separate Buildings from Parks & move them to OPW 
 

 Historic buildings and formal gardens should be under the management of OPW and be 
separated from the National Parks. Currently in NPs with historic buildings and formal gardens 
e.g. Killarney National Park, a very high proportion of the budget, investment and other 
resources go on the buildings. However, international standards for national parks e.g. IUCN 
Category II National Park, state that the primary objective should be ‘to protect natural 
biodiversity, its underlying ecological structure and supporting environmental processes, and to 
promote education and recreation.’    
 

Move NPWS to the Dept of Agriculture? 
 

 About 75% of the support for Biodiversity in this country is implemented by the Department of 
Agriculture, so there is a responsibility to ensure that that is efficient. The pro is very clear - the 
direction of travel for agriculture is inclusive of delivery of public goods. We wouldn't envisage an 
integration of environment and agriculture.  
 

Trainee /Talent Programme 
 

 Skills & competencies in Managers are lacking in up to date professional management techniques 
and People management skills.  

 NPWS should have a Trainee Manager programme for high performing staff who can be supported 
to learn and be ready to apply for managerial positions and / or open recruitment. This will help 
attract and retain suitably skilled staff to take on these roles in the future.  
 

Vision 

 NPWS should be seen as a One Stop Shop for nature conservation and management in Ireland, in 
all forms eg. ecology, legislation, education, tourism, etc supported by its qualified and dedicated 
staff.  
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Summary of NPWS Stakeholder Survey 

This stakeholder survey has shown that there is great interest in the work and performance 

of the NPWS. The number of responses (2,997) exceeded expectations and provided a rich 

and detailed overview of stakeholder perceptions of the NPWS in terms of both its 

performance and future direction. The results of this survey serve to complement other 

consultation exercises as part of the NPWS review such as interviews and invited written 

responses and enhancing the findings of the final report.  

There are two main trends that emerge from this survey that are broadly generalisable. 

Firstly, the stakeholder responses indicated a lack of familiarity with the exact role and 

responsibilities of the NPWS. This is demonstrated by the wide range of priorities for the 

future of the NPWS ranging from halting future biodiversity loss, climate action, education 

and outreach, policy creation, and law enforcement. To some, the NPWS extends as far as 

national park boundaries which should serve as recreational, accessible experiences for all of 

society, while to others the NPWS should be working to prevent any species loss inside and 

outside designated areas; on land, in freshwater, and the marine. 

The second generalisable point is that there is a broad feeling that the NPWS has not achieved 

its objectives of protecting and conserving nature in Ireland. While many respondents were 

keen to highlight examples of excellent staff members and projects that are ongoing, very few 

respondents indicated that the NPWS had achieved this objective. Underlying explanations 

for this perception were varied but can be broadly summarised as: a lack of political will, a 

history of being under resourced and undervalued, an inappropriate organisational structure 

or mandate, and insufficient power for enforcement. Better engagement and communication 

with local and rural groups was another frequent theme cited as a pathway for improving the 

future of the NPWS, especially from those who felt that NPWS was disconnected from the 

interests and activities of those living in areas rich with wildlife. These themes pepper many 

of the responses in this survey and illustrate their interconnectedness and feedback loops.  

The most common forms of interaction and engagement amongst respondents and the NPWS 

were through use of national parks or protected areas and wildlife crime enforcement. The 

first of these was the most positively associated interaction while the latter was on average, 

negatively associated. This illustrates that the NPWS is a multifunctional organisation that 

serves many purposes but are not viewed equally by stakeholders. Both current staff and 

general survey respondents perceived the frequent movement of the NPWS between 

government departments as a detriment to its performance, despite some highlighting 

welcome increases in funding under the most recent move. Staff members also highlighted 

the challenges of internal communications in an organisation with a complex vertical 

structure and staff spatially distributed across the country. 

This survey comes at a time of heightened awareness and appreciation for Irish wildlife and 

biodiversity following a year of COVID-19 necessitated lockdown that has reconnected people 

with the outdoors and to nature, and increased media attention for global biodiversity decline 

and climate change. The energised response to this survey indicates that the role of the NPWS 

is widely appreciated by people in Ireland and show a desire for an empowered NPWS 
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organisation that is equipped with the tools, resources, and agency to face these multiple 

demands and safeguard Ireland’s wildlife. 

1.0 Introduction 

The 2020 Programme for Government ‘Our Shared Future’1, set out a commitment to review 

the remit, status and funding of the NPWS, “to ensure that it is playing an effective role in 

delivering its overall mandate and enforcement role in the protection of wildlife”. Thus, in 

February 2021, Minister of State for Heritage and Electoral Reform (Minister Malcolm Noonan 

T.D.), initiated a review to inform the future development of the NPWS to enable it to support 

Ireland’s biodiversity objectives in alignment with the international obligations and 

frameworks2.  

The purpose of the review was to appraise the current operational model and to identify any 

issues to be addressed in order to better equip the NPWS to meet its operational objectives, 

including nature conservation and enforcement of wildlife legislation, as well as the National 

Parks, Nature Reserves and restored peatlands, including their amenity use. One strand of the 

review, as laid out in the Terms of Reference3, was stakeholder engagement.   

To capture a wide variety of stakeholder views, three approaches were taken: 1. interviews 

with selected staff and stakeholders via video-conferencing; 2. written submissions to the 

Chair of the review; and 3. an open online survey/questionnaire.  This report focusses on the 

findings from the third approach: the online survey. An open, online survey was chosen as 

one of the methods of stakeholder engagement in an attempt to capture as many stakeholder 

views as possible in a relatively short time period.  

The survey aimed to determine:  

1. The breadth of stakeholder identities (individuals and groups), their backgrounds and 

levels of interaction with NPWS 

2. An assessment of the perceived current performance and organisation of NPWS 

3. The perceived future priorities and challenges for the NPWS 

The findings from the online survey will be integrated with conclusions drawn from other 

approaches to stakeholder engagement (interviews and written submissions), and combined 

with other elements of the NPWS review (organisational review and benchmarking). This will 

enable a review of the NPWS as it currently stands, and recommendations for the future. 

2.0 Methods 

2.1 Survey Design 

The survey contained six questions to determine the demographics of the respondents, three 

questions on interactions and experiences, four questions on performance and organisation 

1 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/ 
2 https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/14c55-minister-noonan-launches-public-consultation-as-part-of-the-
national-parks-and-wildlife-service-review-publishes-terms-of-reference/ 
3 https://www.npws.ie/news/terms-reference-review-npws-2021 
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structure, two questions specific to NPWS staff members, and five questions regarding the 

future priorities and challenges facing NPWS (Appendix 1). Questions were closed and open-

ended and allowed both quantitative and qualitative analysis. Questions were presented via 

a Google form for ease of construction and completion of the survey. 

2.2 Piloting 

Prior to public launch, the survey was piloted with nine members of NPWS staff, selected from 

across the organisation. Their valuable recommendations and feedback were incorporated 

into the final survey. Specifically, some questions directed to NPWS staff were added, 

including questions around communications, and some of the word limits for open text boxes 

were increased.  Although some staff were keen on a separate survey for staff, a single survey 

was conducted, incorporating some questions specifically for staff, in order to avoid confusion 

with regards to who should complete each survey. This also allowed direct comparison of 

responses between staff and other stakeholders.  

2.3 Survey dissemination and respondent recruitment 

The survey was launched via a gov.ie press release4. The announcement was shared with staff 

and on social media, and people were encouraged to share in their own networks. It was also 

highlighted in the national media5. The survey was launched on 5th March 2021 and the survey 

responses were downloaded for analysis on 7th April 2021.  

2.4 Data storage 

An Excel spreadsheet containing the survey data was downloaded for analysis as a password-

protected file. No personal data (names, emails, IP addresses) were collected or stored. 

Responses were anonymous, with no personal identifiers. Respondents were informed of this 

at the start of the survey (see Appendix 1).  

2.5 Data analysis and software 

Participant responses were collected and recorded using an excel spreadsheet. Each response 

was assigned an ID number so as to link responses to different questions while maintaining 

anonymity of all respondents. For the quantitative data analysis, data cleaning was 

conducting in Excel and summary statistics generated using pivot tables with the cleaned data 

set of all 20 questions. Key findings were then visualised using summary tables and graphs.  

Qualitative analysis of the open-ended responses was carried out using NVIvo for Windows 

v1.4.1. Responses were analysed using content analysis as detailed in section 4.5 of this 

report. No data cleaning was conducted at this stage to ensure that the intent and wording 

of participants was held intact. Quotations supporting thematic analysis are presented 

alongside corresponding themes throughout the report with general participant information 

where appropriate. Data analysis was conducted from April 7th to April 27th. Findings were 

4 https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/14c55-minister-noonan-launches-public-consultation-as-part-of-the-
national-parks-and-wildlife-service-review-publishes-terms-of-reference/ 
5 https://www.irishexaminer.com/news/arid-40251362.html 
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then discussed with the review team to ensure accuracy and that they were appropriate for 

the context of the NPWS review. 

3.0 Results 

3.1 Survey Respondents and Demography 

A total of 2,997 responses, including 133 staff responses, were submitted while the 

stakeholder survey was open. This is a remarkably high response rate indicating broad interest 

and far reach of the survey. Of those 2,997, a total of 2,219 (73%) provided open-ended 

written responses regarding the future of the NPWS (the most demanding and involved 

question in the survey), further illustrating the passion and interest amongst stakeholders to 

have their voices heard regarding the future of wildlife protection in Ireland. The concern of 

duplication (a single individual submitting multiple responses) was raised during data 

collection. While there is no way to prove that each response was from a unique individual 

while guaranteeing privacy and anonymity, there was little to no evidence (<0.5% of 

responses) of duplication or repetition within the survey responses gathered. 

Respondents were first asked to select the stakeholder group they identified with most 

strongly while completing the survey. These groupings are not intended to be mutually 

exclusive and it is understood that there is an inevitable blurring between categories due to 

multiple interactions people have with wildlife and the NPWS. For clarity, respondents were 

required to select the single response they most closely identified with. A majority of 

respondents (58%) responded as a member of the public, while a total of 133 (4.4%) 

respondents identified as internal NPWS members of staff (Table 3.1.1). The group “special 

interest” was not an anticipated stakeholder group, but the large number of respondents who 

provided this as a response suggested they did not feel represented by other options provided 

and have been grouped accordingly. 

Table 3.1.1: Distribution and representation of major stakeholder groups within 2,997 survey 

respondents.  

Stakeholder Group Total Percentage 

A member of the Public (user of National Parks or Nature Reserve) 1,740 58.06 

Recipient of a NPWS service (such as a Deer Hunting Licensee, 
falconry licensee) 

292 9.74 

Local or rural communities and organisations 242 8.07 

Research, education, and academia 164 5.47 

Internal (a staff member of the NPWS) 133 4.44 

Non Governmental Organisation 118 3.94 

Public authorities (Department or Agency staff, Local / Regional 
Authority) 

92 3.07 

Business/ industry 81 2.70 

Farming organisation 54 1.80 

Ecological Consultant 37 1.23 

Special interest - coursing, hunting, gun organisations, greyhounds 36 1.20 
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EU / international nature organisation 6 0.20 

Elected representative 2 0.07 

 

Responses collected from this survey are a product of the broader consultation process. Links 

were circulated amongst NPWS users from across a wide spectrum of environment, sporting, 

and farming groups and the resulting responses reflect this. This survey was intended to be 

accessible to all those with an interest in the NPWS but by nature, is self-selecting in that it 

only captures the views of those people who chose to take the time to respond. This self-

selecting nature necessitates a certain degree of caution in generalising results more broadly 

as it is not designed to be a random cross-section of the public.  

 

Fig. 3.1.1: Percentage distribution of age (upper), gender (centre) and education (lower) 

responses of survey participants.  

Survey respondents are skewed towards male, highly educated, and aged over 40 (Fig. 3.1.1). 

This may be a product of the context of this stakeholder review and those most engaged in 

activities that intersect with NPWS activities such as farming or local and rural sporting and 

community groups. Regional distribution data (Table 3.1.2) show that while the area with the 

greatest number of response is Munster (32%), if Dublin and rest of Leinster are combined, 

the responses are skewed towards an over-representation from Leinster as a whole (47%). 

Similarly, this may be a product of the survey context but also a result of the uneven 

distribution of the Irish population that is centred around Dublin. Both the stakeholder 

groupings and the spatial responses indicate this survey had very limited reach to 
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international organisations or stakeholders which is not unexpected given the national remit 

of the NPWS. 

Table 3.1.2: The regional distribution of stakeholder survey respondents. 

Region Count of 
respondents  

Percentage 

Munster 949 31.66 

Rest of Leinster 865 28.86 

Dublin 537 17.92 

Connacht 431 14.38 

Ulster 181 6.04 

Not resident in Ireland 24 0.80 

 

3.2 Interactions and Experiences with NPWS 

Respondents were asked to summarise the frequency of their interaction with the NPWS. 

Different types of interactions were split into the following groupings: NPWS staff in national 

parks, regional NPWS staff, staff in NPWS HQ, and Other. A majority of respondents did not 

report any specific interaction with NPWS staff at all. Of the interactions that were reported, 

the most common was with national park staff. Some stakeholder groups reported higher 

than average interactions such as individuals involved in research and academia (47%), or 

ecologists (57%) which reflects how their activity intersects with the NPWS more closely 

compared to the general public (30%). 

Table 3.2.1: Summary of frequency of different NPWS interactions amongst survey 

respondents.  

Interactions Frequency Total % Respondents  

Occasional (less 
than once per 
month) 

Regular (more 
frequently than 
once per month) 

National Parks 823 138 961 33.56 

Regional Staff 691 171 862 30.1 

HQ Staff 392 86 478 16.69 

Other 148 67 215 7.51 

 

Respondents were then asked if they engage with the NPWS. Engagement was differentiated 

from interaction and defined as “in relation to plans, projects, peat restoration, planning, 

forestry or agriculture related activities or referrals, NPWS licence or consent applications, 

research projects, citizen science, bird introductions, using parks/reserves with communities, 

user groups, leader companies etc”. Of 2,864 non-staff members, 758 (26%) reported some 

form of engagement while 1,482 (52%) reported no engagement currently, but a willingness 

to engage in future.  
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The following question explored respondents’ personal experiences with NPWS activity and 

how they felt looking back on those experiences. The experiences asked about were as 

follows: as an employee, visiting national parks or nature reserves, working with NPWS, 

applications or licencing, wildlife crime enforcement, and protected areas adjacent to local 

area. It was apparent that some types of experience were much more common amongst 

respondents than others with experiences at national parks or nature reserves the most 

common (Fig. 3.2.1a). Respondents were then asked to assess those experiences, with the 

highest percentage of positive experiences involving the parks, and the highest percentage of 

negative experiences involving wildlife crime (Fig. 3.2.2b).  

 

Fig. 3.2.1: a) Percentage of respondents reporting one of the experiences listed in the survey 

(of a total of 2997 respondents). b) The proportion of assessments for each experience that 

were classified as positive (Excellent, good), neutral (OK), or negative (very bad, not good), 

with the total number of respondents reporting each experience shown in parentheses on 

the x axis. 
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3.3 Performance and Effectiveness of NPWS 

The next section of the survey explored the perceived effectiveness and performance of the 

NPWS across several questions that included the opportunity for both closed and open-ended 

responses from participants. This began with asking participants how they would describe the 

NPWS’s work from a selection of pre-determined options (Table 3.3.1) with the opportunity 

to present their own view which was subsequently analysed to identify common themes. Very 

few respondents indicated that they felt the NPWS was doing an excellent job (7.31%), and a 

total of 87.8% indicated that the NPWS could be doing more to protect nature and 

biodiversity. This is unsurprising given the growing awareness of environmental degradation 

and the declarations of both national climate and biodiversity emergencies. 

 

Table 3.3.1: Total and percentage of respondent views of NPWS work preserving nature and 

biodiversity in Ireland (total responses = 2,997). 

Statement  Frequency % of 
Respondents 

NPWS does an excellent job of protecting & 
preserving Irish nature & biodiversity 

219 7.31 

NPWS has not delivered on its tasks of protecting & 
preserving Irish nature & biodiversity 

1,136 37.9 

NPWS has taken some positive action for nature, but 
could do much more 

1,494 49.85 

Other / Don't know 148 4.94 

 

While all respondents were provided the option to give further comment on this question, 

only 1,103 provided further response. The question asked for “any other comment” and so 

answers were varied from highlighting specific local issues contributing to a feeling of 

biodiversity loss, to systematic problems of the NPWS as an organisation, to emphasising the 

scale of biodiversity loss and environmental degradation in comparison to the scale and remit 

of the NPWS as an organisation. Within this sub-question, 115 responses emphasised praise 

for individual NPWS staff or projects and were keen to separate a negative response regarding 

the NPWS as an organisation from individual merit.  

The most dominant theme (418 responses) from this question was a feeling of inadequate 

resources—both financial and human—that limited the work of NPWS. Some responses (157) 

qualified their answer by highlighting that the NPWS lacks the political or legislative power 

and agency to fulfil the job of protecting and preserving Irish biodiversity. Other respondents 

used the opportunity to mention specific experiences that created a feeling of inaction or 

disinterest from the NPWS such as phone calls going unanswered, ignored requests, or 

general apathy regarding individuals’ concerns. 

Question 13 in the survey explored the impact of the movement of the NPWS between 

government departments over the past decades (Table 3.3.1). This question was answered 

by 2,270 of the total 2,997 respondents, with some stakeholders choosing not to answer, 
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possibly due to a lack of knowledge. Whilst 94% of respondents felt the move between 

departments has had an impact, and only 7% of respondents felt that this impact was positive. 

Table 3.3.2: Surveyed respondents’ perceptions of the strength and direction of the impact 

of the NPWS movement between government departments over past decades. Note “No 

opinion” refers to no opinion of scale of impact, not direction. 

 Direction of impact  

Magnitude of impact Positive  Mixed  Negative  Grand 
Total 

Great impact 33 97 801 931 

Some impact 100 303 314 717 

Little impact 17 237 90 344 

No impact 4 34 87 125 

No opinion 8 117 28 153 

Grand Total 162 788 1320 2,270 

 

As with the previous question, respondents were provided an opportunity to expand on this 

question in an open-ended manner. A total of 732 respondents chose to do so and the main 

themes are presented below.  Note that these comments and associated quotations are 

mainly negative, which is to be expected given that this was the dominant response to the 

prior question and those with the strongest feelings are most likely to take the time and effort 

to provide further detail.  

Box 1: Main themes in response to open-ended question about impacts of movement of 

NPWS between government departments  

Performance 
The most common sentiment expressed was the detriment to performance of the NPWS 
through repeated changes in organisation. This was expressed in several different forms. 
Financial costs of admin, letterheads, IT processes, and rebranding were given as examples 
as well as the time required to complete these tasks and the learning curve associated with 
a new organisational structure detracts time and resources away from NPWS core tasks. 
Longer-term performance issues were also attributed to frequent moves such as a lack of 
long-term vision, strategy, or plan, low staff morale and a missing or stunted “sense of 
purpose”. Some respondents highlighted this creates a cycle of high staff turnover which 
further exacerbates these problems.  
 
“People waiting 18 months for a laptop. Broken phones takes months to get fixed. Moving 
between departments every couple of years is major headache for staff.” (Internal staff 
member). 
“I have been in five Departments, each one with a longer name then the other. This is a 
great example of unnecessary waste, of time, resources and identity. It undermines the 
Service, it fragments the staff, it delays carrying out tasks, the movement is never 
completed. Consequently there is a mish- mash of labelling on vehicles, equipment, signage, 
websites, forms etc.. this is difficult for outside users and demoralising and frustrating for 
staff.” (Internal staff member). 
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Low government priority 
Over 170 respondents indicated they felt that frequent movement between government 
departments was related to the NPWS or biodiversity issues being a low priority for 
government over the past decades. A variety of language was used to describe this but was 
frequently compared to being “picked last” or “unwanted”, considered a burden or a 
nuisance. Other respondents described the shifting of NPWS as “lip service” that indicates 
some kind of action but of limited or superficial impact, and some considered this as 
deliberate and intentional to limit NPWS effectiveness. 
 
“The government has had little interest in heritage, conservation and good planning and 
development; I would not put the blame on the NPWS” (Male, 40-60, Munster, Member of 
the public). 
"I have the impression that it is an orphan service in the eyes of politicians” (Male, 60+, 
Dublin, Ecological Consultant). 
“Shifting it between depts. highlights how low the NPWS ranks on the Irish government's 
priority list” (Female, 25-39, Leinster, Researcher or Academic). 
 
Overlapping or antagonistic mandate 
This sub-theme is related to the previous two. The frequent shifting between departments 
and short government cycles prevents long-term strategic decision-making as there is 
constant uncertainty of who the next minister may be, under what department, and how 
sympathetic they may be to biodiversity issues. Conflicts of interest were also identified as 
departments are subject to multiple competing priorities and mandates such as housing 
development which paradoxically may act as a driver of wildlife degradation. Some 
respondents highlighted past administrations had been incentivised to deprioritise and 
under resource NPWS as an organisation of  “anti-development” and constraining other 
competing priorities such as conventional economic development. Other respondents 
suggested that as the NPWS has a role spanning multiple departments but without a clear 
“home” of its own, biodiversity and wildlife issues were vulnerable to slipping between the 
cracks due to constant uncertainty over mandate and responsibility. 
  
“NPWS needs to move away from being a small subsection of a department with other 
priorities particularly if they are conflicting priorities.” (Internal staff member). 
“Splitting up so many of the functions that look at environmental health into different 
departments is likely to keep them all working in silos and therefore have an impact on their 
effectiveness and the amount of funding they receive.” (Female, 40-60, Connacht, NGO). 
 
Reputation and public perception 
Frequent, visible movement between departments undermines public confidence and 
understanding of the role and responsibilities of the NPWS. Some respondents mentioned 
that the perception of government indifference and uncertainty regarding the NPWS—and 
by extension wildlife issues—provided a subconscious signal to the public to adopt a similar 
attitude. It also hinders the ability of the NPWS to function though public ignorance and 
limits engagement.  
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“How can any organisation grow and develop without any sense of self?” (Male, 40-60, 
Connacht, Member of the public). 
“From the outside in as a member of public - Is the NPWS rudderless? - Has it not solid home 
or basis? - Is it the forgotten element and nuisance part of a government body, not seen nor 
viewed as being important or relevant.....” (Male, 40-60, Leinster, NPWS service recipient). 
 
Independence and organisational structure 
Approximately 60 respondents indicated they would prefer the NPWS to be some kind of 
independent body or organisation free of political conflicts or as a similar organisational 
structure  to the EPA. This was often associated with a feeling of dissatisfaction with current 
or previous NPWS government involvement and distaste for particular political parties or 
individual ministers.  
 
There was no clear consensus over how the future NPWS should be structured. Many 
different alternative organisation structures were suggested for the NPWS as the current 
arrangement with the Dept. Housing was not favoured. It should be noted than a number 
of respondents, mostly from NPWS staff, mentioned that the most recent move and most 
recent minister were the first positive change in some time. A department of environment 
was suggested to capture climate, biodiversity and environmental concerns by some 
respondents. Others suggested that the department of agriculture would be a more 
appropriate home for impact due to agriculture’s role over Ireland’s land-use and 
established relationships with those communities (explored further in later questions). 
 
“Remit of NPWS is so vast, important and under-funded, its remit should be a Department 
in its own right. Department of Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services for example.” (Male, 
40-60, Leinster, Farming organisation). 
“NPWS should be an independant and well resourced body not influenced by competing 
interests.” (Female, 60+, Dublin, Member of the public). 
“NPWS has such an important remit that it should have its own Minister  - not lumped in 
with Housing ,Gaeltacht etc” (Male, 60+, Leinster, Member of the public). 
“All Government sectors dealing in a direct way with protecting, and conserving the 
environment should in the one department. Even the optics of having the NPWS sitting in 
the Department of Housing with email addresses @housing.ie is very poor.” (Female, 40-
60, Leinster, Member of the public). 
 

 

The next two questions in the survey regarded the NPWS and its engagement and 

communication activities. Respondents were asked to assess NPWS engagement with other 

government departments, other agencies, local authorities, NGOs, semi-state authorities, 

local community groups, the general public and international nature bodies. Communication, 

education, and awareness raising of nature by the NPWS to the following groups was then 

assessed: park visitors, countryside public, school children, the farming community, 

businesses, and those with specific queries for the NPWS. Both of these questions received 

variable response rates depending on the knowledge and expertise of the respondents (Figs. 

3.3.1-3.3.2), but in general, there was a relatively low percentage of positive sentiments 
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regarding engagement with other bodies, and the highest positive sentiments were in terms 

of communication with park visitors, and in response to specific queries. 

 

Fig 3.3.1: Summary of respondent assessment of NPWS engagement with other environment 

bodies. Graph on the left shows total number of responses submitted for each grouping 

(other government departments, other government agencies, local authorities, NGOs, semi-

state bodies, local community groups, the general public, and international environment 

organisations). The graph on the right shows the proportion of each category of responses 

that were of positive sentiment (very well, well), neutral (OK), negative sentiment (not well, 

very poorly).  

 

 

Fig. 3.3.2: Summary of respondent assessments of NPWS performance in communication, 

education, and awareness raising for nature to different groups (visitors to national parks and 

protected areas, the countryside public, school children, inidividuals involved in farming, 

businesses, and those with specific queries for the NPWS). The graph on the left shows the 

different response rates for each category. The graph on the right show the different 

sentiments of those responses as positive (very good, good), neutral (OK), and negative (not 

well, very poorly). 
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3.4 Internal Staff Responses 

This section explores the responses of those survey participants who indicated they were 

currently internal NPWS staff members in the first question of the survey. A total of 133 

responses were recorded for this stakeholder group and so this section is limited to only those 

133. While other respondents may have answered questions applicable only to staff 

members, as there is no way to verify this, responses are limited to only those 133 who 

consistently responded as staff throughout. 

The 133 staff members were divided into the following groups: 48 HQ staff, 42 staff of 

national parks, 35 regional office staff, and 18 staff who indicated “other” for their 

employment situation. It is noted that this may include staff who are part-time based in one 

department and part-time in another, those who are based in one office, but part of a team 

in a different office, or those working remotely from home.  

Internal communication was one of the main topics explored in this survey from an internal 

NPWS staff perspective. Respondents were asked to rate the quality of internal NPWS 

communications under the following headings: regarding organisation’s operations, 

regarding issues outside the organisation, reporting structures, visibility and knowledge of 

other units within the organisation, and communication between HQ and regional offices. A 

summary of respondent ratings is shown in Table 3.4.1.  

Table 3.4.1: Internal communications of the NPWS as scored by current internal NPWS staff 

members. 

Internal Communications Internal NPWS ratings as % of total (n=133) 

Inadequate Adequate Good Very good 

NPWS Operations 54.9 27.1 12.8 3.0 

Issues outside organisation 53.4 26.3 13.5 1.5 

Reporting structures 45.9 34.6 12.8 4.5 

Visibility of other units 60.9 30.1 6.0 0.08 

Regional and HQ 59.3 27.8 8.3 1.5 

 

For all but reporting structures, a majority of respondents felt all categories were currently 

inadequate suggesting broad dissatisfaction with the current internal communications of the 

NPWS. To explore this further, NPWS staff members were asked to provide further details on 

internal communications in an open-ended question. Common themes present in staff open-

ended questions regarding internal communications of the NPWS are given in Box 2.  

 

Box 2: Common themes in staff responses to open-ended questions regarding internal 

communications. Relevant quotes are included to show staff member’s own words, thoughts, 

and feelings.  

Vertical information flow is unclear or inconsistent that stimies communication. 
“There is a culture of meetings only being for 'managers'.” 
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“Communication/information are sent to senior management which often times don't 
get forwarded to staff in their division/region but really it should come directly from 
HQ to all staff.” 
“The organisation is very hierarchical and often information is disseminated to a 
certain level but does not filter down to key staff.” 
 

Responsibilities and expectations for communications in general are unknown or unclear.  
“Clarity is needed about the division of responsibilities among different 
divisions/sections.” 
“with such a broad scope of roles and responsibilities within the organization, 
communications can fall down and in some instances this can affect the operational 
functions of the organisation.” 
“There is no clear understanding of roles between Scientific unit staff and regional 
staff.” 
“We need a Procedures handbook/intranet that explains all processes.  This will need 
to be updated regularly or as required” 
“ ‘It’s not my area, so it has to be yours’ attitude.” 

 

Horizontal information flow is also unclear, especially between regions or departments. 
There is a feeling of disconnect between HQ and Regional staff, and also between 
scientific and admin staff. 

“Have tours of national parks etc for admin staff and other office staff so that they 
might learn about the work of the NPWS.” 
“Tons of excellent people doing great work, but most unaware of the others work... 
both within and between units.” 
“The NPWS website is good, but I would like to know more about other National Parks, 
and to find out more about who does what throughout the organization” 

 

An acknowledgement that the exercise of communications is costly in time and resources 
on an already constrained workforce. Some call for a dedicated communications team or 
department to formalise a consistent work procedure. This could also contribute to a 
more formal acknowledgement of job roles and responsibilities.  

“Recognition of its importance at senior levels (ie POs, Assistant Secretary), making 
time for it in work programmes (always gets short-changed when staff are expected 
to do more than possible in the working day)” 
“Communication is also a victim of the urgent vs the important and again it takes time 
which always seems to be short.” 
“Staff are hard working and love their jobs, in all sections, in my view, but because of 
workload pressures, communications internally can slip simply because managers 
don't have the time to keep other sections informed.” 

 

One head figure or leader called for as opposed to 3 or 4 of limited jurisdictions. 
“Leadership. One leader. Three headed dragon (or four headed is it?) doesn't work for 
communications..” 
“There is a clear need for a single director/figurehead who understands the 
complexities of the issues at hand, has excellent communication skills and is available 
to represent the organisation to the media/political bodies/lobby groups, etc.., who is 
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wholly committed to safeguarding our natural environment and whose direction and 
vision filters down through the organisation.” 

 

Blend of both formal / organised interactions e.g. yearly conferences, online webinars, 
required meetings and informal information flows. 

“Regular meetings of staff would be helpful and more interaction between sites.” 
“Maybe regular or quarterly staff meetings would be beneficial.” 

 

Some suggestions for an internal intranet or information sharing resource to share 
updates / progress across all departments that is visible for all within the organisation.  

“A website… with pages dedicated to each of the NPWS units that clearly defines the 
responsibilities of each section, describes current projects and with links to staff pages 
would be very useful. “ 
“The use of an internal Intranet just for NPWS (both HQ & Regional Staff) would be 
very useful. 

 

The need for formal information regarding staff networks, responsibilities, and contact 
information was also highlighted. This contributes to a feeling of opaque staff structures 
that makes collaboration and information sharing difficult.  

“Staff should have access to contact lists so they can contact other staff directly. Staff 
maps and charts outlining who is in each section should be kept up to date as changes 
happen. 
“If every section  had a chart of who is in their section and what their job is it would 
make it easier to find who you need to deal with.” 

 

Some frustration that NPWS news is shared via out-facing media before internal.  
“Even this questionnaire was released on social media before staff were alerted to it 
which I think is scandalous.” 
“The media seem to receive comms before staff” 

 
 

Comparing NPWS staff to entire sample regarding NPWS performance 

The following section isolates previous survey questions to examine how NPWS staff 

responses compare to that of the general surveyed sample. Surveyed staff members were 

more likely to respond that “NPWS has taken some positive action for nature, but could do 

much more” (63% staff compared to 50% of all respondents) but there was little difference in 

those responding that “NPWS does an excellent job of protecting & preserving Irish nature & 

biodiversity” (7.5% of staff compared to 7.3% of all respondents).  

Replicating table 3.3.2 to show the perceived impact of the movement of the NPWS between 

departments with only those staff responses shows a similar trend (table 3.4.2). Not a single 

staff member indicated they felt that these changes had an overall positive impact while 75% 

indicated an overall negative response (compared to 58% of the overall survey). This suggests 

that those most directly impacted by the frequency of movement of the NPWS have a 

stronger negative perception of its impacts compared to those less familiar.  
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Table 3.4.2: NPWS internal staffs’ perception of the impact of frequent movement between 

government departments on the work of the NPWS (n=126). Note that “No opinion” refers 

to no opinion of scale of impact, not direction. 

 Direction of impact  

Magnitude of impact Positive  Mixed  Negative  Grand 
Total 

Great impact  15 77 92 

Some impact  5 
 

5 

Little impact  
 

1 1 

No impact  1 
 

1 

No opinion  11 16 27 

Grand Total 0 32 94 126 

 

When asked about the organisational structure of the NPWS, only 9 respondents (7%) stated 

they were happy with the current organisational structure within the Department of Housing. 

This may be linked to other responses that mentioned the increased funding and interest that 

has accompanied this most recent move.  The most popular option for staff members was 

“Retained as an organisation, but with more autonomy and a clearly defined, independent 

structure, but without an independent legal personality” with 38% of respondents opting for 

this, while 34% opted for “Established as an independent Non-Commercial State Agency”. The 

overall survey population shared these two responses as the most common but in the reverse 

order (see section 3.5 for greater detail on this). This shows that even with those most 

involved with the NPWS structure and organisation, there is no consensus over what the most 

appropriate future structure should be, but there is a general dissatisfaction with the current 

regime.  
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3.5 Future Priorities, Challenges, and Direction of NPWS 

The final section of the survey asked respondents about the future of the NPWS. This began 

with asking respondents to score different drivers for the future of the NPWS from a scale of 

1 (most important) to 5 (least important). The specific drivers addressed in this closed 

question were enforcement of environmental policy and legislation, managing reputational 

risks, managing environmental risks, managing social risks, and public demand for well 

protected nature. Some respondents interpreted this question to mean relative ranking from 

1-5 (mutually exclusive scores) whereas others assigned the same score to multiple drivers to 

indicate relatively equal importance. To account for this, results are presented as a mean 

score for each driver (low scores indicate consistently high priority assigned), and the total 

proportion of respondents that assigned a score of 1 (highest priority)(due to this difference 

in interpretation, the calculated percentages do not sum to 100) (Table 3.5.1).  

Table 3.5.1: Respondent scores of the importance of different challenges for the future work 

of the NPWS. 

Challenge Total 
number of 
scores 
submitted 

Percentage 
assigned top 
priority score 

Average 
score 

Enforce legislation and implement policy 2888 61.6 1.845 

Managing reputational risks for Ireland 2832 19 2.993 

Environmental risks (climate change, 
biodiversity loss) 

2874 57.7 1.868 

Social risks (health and well-being) 2786 18.2 2.771 

Public values  2885 44.8 2.205 

 

The next question was open-ended and asked stakeholders to provide their top three 

priorities they saw for the future of the NPWS. This question proved to be very data-rich and 

in-depth content analysis was used to explore the themes and sub-themes contained within 

the answers.  

Summary of responses: Most respondents (73%) chose to answer this question and revealed 

a wide variety of priorities. The most common priorities were conservation of species and 

wildlife; law enforcement; and education, communication, and awareness-raising. There was 

no clear understanding of the role and objectives of the NPWS. Priorities mentioned for the 

future NPWS included the following: conserving wildlife, species, and the countryside; 

creating new protected areas and expanding existing parks; drafting new plans and policies; 

enforcing current legislation and policing amongst both the public and other government 

bodies; engaging with other government agencies and departments to provide a voice for 

wildlife and biodiversity and ensure obligations are being met; educating, communicating and 

raising public awareness of biodiversity, nature and wildlife; facilitating safe and accessible 

recreation for all; engaging in a meaningful way with rural and local community groups 

including agriculture and forestry initiatives; increasing staff numbers and providing well-paid 

positions that reflect the level of work required in the role.  
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Detailed content analysis of respondent priorities for the future NPWS 

A total of 2,219 responses were submitted, and all were read and categorised as appropriate. 

The following section outlines general themes recorded and their approximate popularity 

amongst respondents. Where appropriate, quotations are included to show respondents’ 

own language to articulate their top concerns and priorities. From a “Word Cloud” of most 

common words used in responses (Fig. 3.5.1) and responses from the previous question 

ranking different priorities, three overarching themes were identified. 

1. Ecological protection – nature, biodiversity, wildlife, habitats, species. 

2. Social – people, education, communities, public, engagement. 

3. Operational – Management, engagement, crime, legislative, parks, policy, staff. 

 

Fig. 3.5.1: Word Cloud showing the most common words included in stakeholders’ priorities 

for the future of the NPWS. Figure generated using NVivo software.  

This open-ended question proved to be data-rich in the variety of ideas, priorities, and 

feelings expressed by respondents. This question was not required to complete and submit 

the survey, but over 2,200 people chose to provide a response in their own words – a 73% 

response rate. This suggests that people had a desire to express feelings otherwise not 

captured by the survey or to underscore their priorities.  

Each survey response was manually assigned to the associated themes and sub-themes 

illustrated in table 3.5.2. Each response could contain multiple different themes or sub-

themes, and responses were not limited to only three priorities as responses differed in length 

and brevity. Relative rankings of priorities were discounted due to only some respondents 

including this detail and others including more than three priorities. 
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Table 3.5.2: Themes and sub-themes used to code respondent priorities for the future of 

the NPWS. 

Theme Sub-theme Description 

Ecological Conservation Protecting nature, conserving wildlife, species, habitats, 
biodiversity, no net loss, preserving what we have, countryside. 

 Climate Reference to any climate language e.g. climate change, 
departure, crisis, mitigation, adaptation, carbon, sequestration. 

 Agriculture References to the interplay between agriculture and nature and 
biodiversity, both positive and negative. 

 Woodlands and 
forest 

References to woodlands, forestry, tree planting, native 
woodlands, plantations, conifers, sitka spruce.  

 Scientific research Descriptions or ideas of monitoring, scientific research, 
scientists. 

Operational Park management References to park or designated area management including 
area expansion and connectivity in both the terrestrial and 
marine environments.  

 Gov. interaction Calls for NPWS interaction with other government bodies such 
as advising, collaborating, merging, reviewing, policing, 
organisation. 

 Enforcement References to enforcement of wildlife legislation, prosecution, 
sentencing, crime, policing, implementing policy, following the 
law.  

 Plans and policies Creating, drafting, designing, writing new policy or plans for 
future management or wildlife law. 

 Staff Any reference to staff, both positive and negative. Includes 
hiring, training, expanding, specialising, resourcing, salaries.  

Social Communication 
and Education 

Broad theme of disseminating information through awareness 
raising, formal schooling and teaching, outreach, social media, 
traditional media, schools, higher education, sharing 
information, enhancing NPWS outward profile and image. 

 Local engagement Any calls to engage with local communities, rural organisations, 
stakeholders, NGOs, other environmental organisations, 
listening to people, consulting others. 

 Recreation  Responses with a focus on people’s recreation and benefit from 
nature, wildlife, parks. Examples include sports, walking, hiking, 
bike riding, horse-riding, amenities, tourism. 

 Enabling Enabling collaborations or innovative financial mechanisms 
that contribute overall environmental goals e.g. environmental 
payments, empowering local groups, capacity building. 

 Risk management Any reference to managing risks. Rarely explained further but 
includes environmental risk, health and safety risks, climate 
risks, reputational risks.  
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Fig. 3.5.2: Percentage of respondents (n=2219) whose stated priorities for the future of the 

NPWS contained themes and sub-themes as shown in Table 3.5.1.  

Three main themes emerge in the priorities of respondents. Conservation and the protection 

of wildlife and habitats was by far the most common response (58%), followed by 

enforcement of laws, rules, and regulations (35%) and communication, education, and 

awareness-raising (31%). The survey revealed a variety of expectations that respondents have 

for the NPWS spanning a myriad of roles and responsibilities, which at times appear 

contradictory (see discussion below). This suggests that beyond conservation activities, the 

role of the NPWS is unclear without a defined mission or responsibility. Some respondents 

focused in on only one theme or sub-theme that they regarded as the top priority while others 

spanned a range of themes. As this is an unbounded, open-ended question, it is not possible 

to generalise if this is a product of specific priorities or respondent uncertainty of the remit of 

NPWS as an organisation. The following section presents emergent ideas within each theme 

alongside supporting quotations in respondents’ own language.  

The broad finding from this analysis is perhaps best summarised in the words of one NPWS 

staff member response: “A lot is expected of NPWS and much of which is not in our remit”. 

Ecological themes 

Conservation and the protection of wildlife, biodiversity, and habitats was the most common 

priority identified. For some respondents, this was the only theme present in their answer, 

which may suggest this is the core mission they see for the NPWS. There was also variation in 

the remit of conservation and protection expected with some responses focused on wildlife 

within parks and protected areas, targeting species determined to be at risk, specific habitats 

of interest e.g. peatlands, native forests, marine areas. Other respondents made clear that 

conservation activities should not be focused only in parks and protected areas but NPWS 

also has a role outside of those designations.  
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Over 7% of responses listed climate related themes as part of their priorities for the NPWS 

which is interesting as there is a separate government department and agency tasked with 

climate action. It is also notable that 142 (6%) of respondents mentioned the ecological 

concept of rewilding in their response as a priority for NPWS activities. Rewilding was not 

mentioned anywhere in the survey materials (Appendix 1) and suggests that this concept has 

become embedded in some respondent’s conceptualisation of conservation. This may be due 

to the media and press attention that the term has garnered. Other specific issues that were 

reoccurring in this sub-theme include eradication or management of invasive species 

(especially rhododendron), species reintroductions, targeted efforts toward endangered 

species.  

Familiar debates and division were present in responses regarding animal welfare, 

conservation, and protection. Many respondents called for streamlined licencing for hunting 

and collaboration with gun clubs and coursing organisations whose members view their 

organisation as conservation-orientated through control of certain species’ population sizes. 

Conversely, other respondents called for the ban of certain activities. This is not a new debate 

but was a notable antagonism within the responses received. 

The interface with agriculture for Ireland’s conservation and wildlife objectives was another 

theme recorded which showed a mixture of sentiments with some responses targeting 

specific agricultural practices are antagonistic to conservation goals, while others highlighted 

the role of farmers in achieving conservation goals.  

Woodlands, forestry, and native-tree planting was another theme present that may be 

associated with two aspects of the Irish context: 1) the targeted afforestation to reverse low 

tree coverage and climate associations and 2) the cultural affinity to woodlands and forests 

as places for recreation, enjoyment, spiritual fulfilment, and mental health. Native-tree 

planting and expansion of forest area was a common within this sub-theme as well as 

comments about other government agencies outside of NPWS and their role in afforestation. 

Where specific mention of Sitka spruce and conifer planting was included, it was almost 

entirely in a negative light compared to native planting or existing native woodlands. 

Scientific monitoring and research were mentioned by 5% of respondents suggesting that this 

is not the main priority respondents see for NPWS. Those that did mention this remarked on 

the importance of having a sound baseline for future decision-making while others 

emphasised that NPWS must not be reduced to simply monitoring species decline as opposed 

to taking an active role in preventing decline.  

“Get ahead of the game. Massively expand protected areas and protections in all areas. 

Rewild areas/habitats that have been destroyed, for example ex-forestry wastelands. Protect 

our large trees, our native species, our soils, our seas. Don't limit protection to the pristine and 

rare, protect what currently see as common before it is too late.” (Female, 40-60, Connacht, 

Member of the public). 

“Preserving declining habitats, creating more habitats and working on protecting declining 

numbers of wildlife” (Male, 18-25, Munster, Recipient of NPWS service). 
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“Enabling a creative explosion of pro-nature action at all levels and by all sectors including 

innovation around finance for biodiversity.” (Male, 60+, Munster, member of public). 

“Protect wildlife, habitats and genetic diversity.” (Male, 18-24, Connacht, 

Researcher/Academic). 

“The protection of wildlife over the interest of lobby groups is sacrosanct.   Public awareness 

needs to be much better.  NPWS should be the proactive not trying to act after an issues has 

arisen.” (Female, 60+, Dublin, member of the public). 

“Reforestation with native species. Ban Roundup. No till strategies to improve soil health. 

More rewilding. Protect wildlife” (Female, 60+, Leinster, Member of the public). 

Operational 

The enforcement of wildlife laws and regulation was the strongest response recorded under 

operational priorities for the future NPWS. Poaching, burning, and littering were specific 

crimes mentioned that respondents noted as being insufficiently enforced. Prosecutions, 

arrests, and fines were also mentioned more specifically and numerous respondents referred 

to the NPWS lacking “teeth” as a detriment to enforcement. A sense of frustration was 

apparent regarding reporting crime to NPWS such as limited hours of operation and a 

perception of inaction even when crimes were reported. The specifics of what laws and 

regulations to be enforced showed some differences amongst responses in this theme. Some 

emphasised policy that already exists such as EU directives and biodiversity strategy while 

others focused on their discontent with the current rules. A desire for closer collaboration 

with An Garda Síochána in tackling this issue was common. 

In addition to enforcement, some respondents noted that NPWS should have an active role 

in drafting new policy and plans (9%) and interacting with other government bodies (6%) to 

bring wildlife and biodiversity concerns to the forefront of future decision-making. This 

government interaction was mixed in scope ranging from ensuring other government 

departments are not perpetrators of wildlife crime and “policing” other organisations, to 

being the voice for biodiversity across all government action. This may reflect a general feeling 

that biodiversity and nature are absent from major government departments. 

Over 15% of responses referred to park management in some form indicating the importance 

of protected areas to the role of NPWS. Management priorities were varied including 

expansion, greater connectivity, accessibility, rangers, signage, amenities, and visitor 

experience (see below for detailed comment on recreation theme).  

The last operational sub-theme refers to staffing. The need for more staff to achieve future 

success of NPWS goals was the common thread amongst these responses. Manpower and 

resource constraints were commented on as severely limiting the effectiveness and impact of 

NPWS as an organisation. Specific barriers mentioned include low salaries for highly educated 

and experienced staff making the role less desirable, the need for flexible and remote 

working, and calls for “experts” for specific areas. It is notable that this sub-theme was over-

represented amongst respondents who are current NPWS staff (12% of responses compared 

to making up 4.5% of survey). 
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“Staffing, Organisation, Stability” (Female, 40-60, Dublin, NPWS staff). 

“Concentrate on Enforcement. Nothing else. Your remit is too large. You have too little 

resources.” (Male, 40-60, Munster, Member of the public). 

“More enforcement on tree cutting and hedgerow cutting- more laws and grants. More 

awareness on flytipping and how it affects wildlife, more accessible information for people on 

how to help” (Female, 25-39, Connacht, Member of the public). 

“To protect pockets of woods /wild areas/mature trees on private land. To encourage farmers 

to leave trees on their land and stop farmers getting grants etc. for clearing land / bogs.” 

(Male, 40-60, Leinster, Member of the public). 

“Enforcing legislation through protection of designated sites and adequately resourced 

wildlife crime detection and enforcement.” (Male, 40-60, Ulster, Business and Industry). 

“Directing/coordinating all agencies with a responsibility for the health of our natural world, 

preserving biodiversity like our life depends on it (because it does)” (Female, 25-39, Dublin, 

Member of the public). 

Social 

Social themes relate to how the NPWS interacts with society at large and provides public 

benefits. Education, awareness-raising, and communication with both the public and specific 

groups within society (school children, farming community, rural community) was the most 

frequent priority identified in this category and the third most common overall. Nurturing a 

relationship between nature and wildlife and the general population was mentioned as going 

hand-in-hand with enforcement of regulations. Some respondents commented that this is 

currently lacking as they were unfamiliar with the organisation prior to the survey. Others 

highlighted positive experiences with rangers or NWPS staff on an individual basis.  

Stakeholder engagement and collaboration at the local and rural level was mentioned 

disproportionately by those respondents located outside of Dublin. Targeted stakeholders to 

be contacted included NGOs, community groups, local people and a small cohort emphasised 

the role of local sport and gun clubs in countryside stewardship. A feeling of exclusion was 

also recorded from some respondents regarding the accessibility and openness of the NPWS 

to a diversity of opinion regarding conservation (see above comment). The opportunity to 

engage rural communities and collaborate towards shared goals was mentioned and often 

linked to an ignorance of the NPWS as an organisation and the role it performs.  

Facilitating and managing recreational experiences in nature was mentioned as an NPWS 

priority by 8% of respondents. Generally, this was seen as a positive role for the NPWS but 

some respondents highlighted that this should be secondary to a core mission of biodiversity 

protection and conservation. Examples of recreational experiences included sports, hiking, 

walking, and tourism. Some respondents limited their responses to particular local issues they 

felt would be of benefit to local communities such as tree-planting, litter bins, and public 

amenities for parks or protected areas.  
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“Educating young and old as to what we are blessed to have” (Male, 40-60, Leinster, Member 

of the public). 

“A dedicated education & engagement unit with a lead person and relevant staff under them 

regionally. This must be open to all existing staff as there is extensive expertise already that 

could be better utilised.” (Female, 40-60, NPWS staff, Ulster). 

“Recognise farmers, shooters, hunters are citizens of Ireland engaged in legitimate and legal 

activities and are not environmental criminals.” (Male, 60+, Munster, Recipient of NPWS 

service).  

“There seems to be a push to increase tourism, recreational use of important nature sites. 

That's not our role. We're here as the voice of nature so leave tourism to somewhere else.” 

(Male, 40-60, Leinster, member of NPWS staff). 

“Make sure the nature can be used by all.” (Male, 60+, Munster, business and industry). 

“I feel like the NPWS is put under pressure to provide services appealing to tourism. There's 

other agencies for that. The NPWS needs to focus on nature.” (Female, 40-60, Munster, 

Member of the public). 

“Always the public first, then biodiversity.” (Female, 40-60, Leinster, Member of the public) 

“I would also like to highlight the need for open source data and open GIS data. This is a major 

block to civil society, communities and other bodies working together to create insights and 

to communicate locally on the protection of nature. NPWS should help spearhead the 

empowerment of communities in terms of knowledge and awareness and open data is key to 

this.” (Female, 40-60, Leinster, Public Authority). 

Future of the NPWS organisation 

The future organisation and structure of the NPWS was the topic of the next question with a 

total of 2,544 responses aligned with one of the options suggested by the survey. The majority 

of respondents who provided a response (1,337) selected “Established as an independent 

Non-Commercial State Agency (like e.g. Bord Bia, EPA, Food Safety Authority, Marine Institute 

etc.)” followed by “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.)” (629) and “Fully integrated into a 

different Government Department” (258). Only 197 respondents indicated they wanted the 

NPWS to remain under its current status suggesting that while there was no consensus over 

the future of the NPWS, there was a general sense of discontent over its current 

organisational structure. 

Few respondents provided examples of alternative departmental structures they would 

prefer for the NPWS which may reflect a general lack of understanding of governmental 

structures. Besides calls for “independence” the two proposals that were most common were 

to be moved to either the Department of Agriculture or the Department of Environment. 

Some respondents felt that Agriculture would be a more appropriate fit as the department 

with established links to rural communities and agricultural activities have a disproportionate 
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impact on wildlife and biodiversity protection. Those who mentioned the Department of 

Environment often did so due to logical associations between environment, climate, and 

biodiversity, while others appeared not to know that a department for environment already 

exists and proposed the creation of such a body. A small cohort mentioned Dúchas as a 

previous organisation that they perceived in a positive or more successful light in terms of 

holding an established role and respect amongst the public. Respondents were then asked to 

score (1 as the most important, 5 as least important) the following for their importance to the 

future of the NPWS: additional staff, more financial resources, policy framework, new 

organisational structure, and external communications. Analysis follows the same approach 

as scoring future priorities with mean score and percentage of respondents scoring most 

important for each aspect (Table 3.5.2). More financial resources and policy frameworks came 

out as most important for the future NPWS. 

Table 3.5.3: Summary of respondent scores for most important aspects for the future of the 

NPWS and its work (scores close to 1 indicate highest priority). 

Issue Total 
number of 
scores 
submitted 

Percentage 
assigned top 
priority score 

Average 
score 

Additional staff 2733 48.2 2.15 

More financial resources 2760 56.9 1.92 

Policy framework 2760 53.2 1.98 

New organisational structure 2701 39.4 2.33 

External communications. 2678 32.6 2.54 

 

The final open-ended question in the survey provided an opportunity for respondents to 

expand on this topic. This optional question had a comparatively low completion rate with 

335 responses received (11%). This may have been due to a sense of survey fatigue or having 

supplied relevant information in the proceeding questions. Little new information was 

gathered in these responses, but rather reiterated opinions and sentiments captured in other 

questions. Of those responses completed, many respondents communicated that relative 

ranking of the supplied options was impossible as they considered them all essential for the 

future success of the NPWS. This may partially explain the high percentage of respondents 

who assigned a score of 1 to financial resources and policy framework options. It was also 

noted that the options supplied in the question were interconnected and would feedback 

upon each other such as greater financial support would enable more staff.  

Most written responses focused on resources, finance and staffing as important aspects for 

long-term success. Consideration for staffing emphasised a variety of well-paid roles 

distributed across the country to address gaps in current staffing and provide a public 

interface with the organisation. A balance of admin, scientific staff, and rangers was 

highlighted showing the different components within the organisation. Parallels to other 

similar, high-skilled roles in other organisations that respondents considered more appealing 

were drawn to emphasise challenges in expanding the workforce.  
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Some respondents expressed frustration with limited finance available for NPWS compared 

to other government supported activities such as horse racing or greyhound racing, while 

others emphasised that financial investment was essential but should be tied to a specific 

mandate of plan rather than general admin costs to ensure impact. This echoes previous 

comments that resurfaced in this question regarding the importance of long-term, strategic 

planning and objectives for the NPWS rather than small, specific projects or short-term plans 

of positive impact but on a limited scale that fail to address the bigger picture.  

 

“More staff are desperately needed, but throwing more staff in with the current structure 

would not necessarily improve matters.”(Female, 40-60, Dublin, NPWS staff) 

“There are marvellous people already employed. Give them the opportunity and resources and 

support to do the task.” (Female, 40-60, Leinster, Member of the public). 

“These priorities are all intertwined. NPWS needs autonomy and funding -as well as staff- to 

be able to pursue its mission successfully.” (Female, 40-60, Munster, Member of the public). 

“NPWS is very small given the size of Ireland and the natural environment Ireland has (both 

land and sea). Needs to be hugely increased in size and much better funded (the increases in 

funding seen this year were good but not sufficient). Needs more staff, with specialized units 

for land and sea. More monitoring needed through data collection and analysis.” (Female, 25-

39, Munster, Researcher or Academic). 

“All five options are highly important, and should all be given very high priority, but none of 

this will happen without there first being more financial resources available, and a new 

structure in place.” (25-39, Leinster, Researcher or Academia). 

“None of the above should be taken in isolation if one another. In order to succeed ALL 

measures and strategies need to be in place” (Female, 40-60, Munster, Member of the public). 

“All of the above are equally important and are interconnected” (Male, 40-60, Dublin, NGO). 
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Appendix 1: Cover page and questions presented in the online survey 
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Part 1 About you 

1. In which of the following groupings do you / your organisation best fit? 

 Internal (a staff member of the NPWS) 

 A member of the Public (user of National Parks or Nature Reserve) 

 Public authorities (Department or Agency staff, Local / Regional Authority)  

 EU / international nature organisation 

 Researcher or academic 

 Non Governmental Organisation 

 Local or rural communities and organisations 

 Farming organisation 

 Business/ industry 

 Trade Union 

 Recipient of a NPWS service … such as a Deer Hunting Licensee, falconry licensee etc.  

 Other:………………. 

 

2. Age 

 Under 24 

 25 to 39 

 40 to 60 

 60+ 

 

3. Education level: please indicate your highest level of education 

 Primary 

 Secondary 

 Third Level - undergraduate 

 Third Level - postgraduate 

 

4. Region: what is your place of residence 

 Dublin 

 Rest of Leinster 

 Munster 

 Connacht 

 Ulster 

 Not resident in Ireland 

 

5. Gender: What is your gender? If you prefer not to say, please leave this section blank. 

 Female 

 Male 

 Non-Binary 

 Prefer to self describe (see below) 
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If you prefer to self describe, please do so here ………………. 

 

6. I am responding to this ‘Review of NPWS’ survey on behalf of 

 Myself 

 My organisation 

 Other: ………………. 

If you are responding on behalf of your organisation, please state the size of that organisation 

(number of staff / members etc.) ………………. 

 

Q7 - Do not answer if staff member of NPWS 

7. Do you / your organisation have regular contact or interaction with NPWS? If you are NPWS 

staff, please answer Q8. 

 Yes, regular 

contact/interaction 

(once a month or 

more) 

Occasional (less 

frequently than 

once a month) 

No contact or 

interaction with 

NPWS 

Don't know 

Regional staff     

Staff in 

national 

parks/reserves 

    

HQ staff     

Other     

If Other, please specify………………. 

 

Q8 - For NPWS staff only 

8. If you are NPWS staff member, where do you work? 

 Regional offices 

 National Parks 

 Headquarters (Dublin) 

 Other: ……………….  

 

9. Do you / your organisation currently engage with NPWS? (e.g. in relation to plans, projects, peat 

restoration, planning, forestry or agriculture related activities or referrals, NPWS licence or 

consent applications, research projects, citizen science, bird introductions, using parks/reserves 
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with communities, user groups, leader companies etc). If you are NPWS staff, please tick "Not 

Applicable - NPWS staff" 

 Yes, please give details below 

 No, I/we do not currently work with NPWS, but would be interested in doing so in future 

 No, I/we do not currently work with NPWS, and do not wish to engage in such activities in 
the future 

 Not Applicable - NPWS staff 

List your current interaction(s) with NPWS here (e.g. project or plan name, as a statutory 

consultee, landowner, applicant for licence or consent etc). ………………. 

 

10. Did you attend the National Biodiversity Conference "New Horizons for Nature" in 2019? 

 Yes, in person 

 Yes, via livestream 

 Yes, watched sessions after the event on Youtube 

 No 

If yes, please rate how the conference affected your perception of the NPWS 

 Very positively 

 Positively 

 Not affected at all 

 Negatively 

 Very negatively 

 

Part 2 NPWS current role and performance 

11. How would you assess your experience to date of NPWS, in any of these areas? (Only answer 

those relevant to you / your organisation) 

 

Ex
ce

lle
n

t 

 
G

o
o

d
 

 
O

K
 

 N
o

t 
go

o
d

 

 V
e

ry
 b

ad
 

 
N

o
t 

ap
p

lic
ab

l

e
 

 

As an employee of NPWS (past or current)       

Visits to NPWS-managed National Park /Nature Reserve       

Work with NPWS (e.g. on a nature project/as part of a policy 

task) 

      

Development application or other consent/licence       

Enforcement of wildlife crime       

Land/local area is part of/adjoins a designated area 

(SAC/SPA/NHA) 

      

Please elaborate (Optional, Max. 200 words) ………………. 
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12. Thinking about NPWS and its work on nature conservation, including its management of 

National Parks and Nature Reserves, which of the following best describes it: 

 NPWS does an excellent job of protecting & preserving Irish nature & biodiversity 

 NPWS has taken some positive action for nature, but could do much more 

 NPWS has not delivered on its tasks of protecting & preserving Irish nature & biodiversity  

 Other: ………………. 

Further comments (Optional, Max 100 words) ………………. 

 

13. In your experience, how much has the movement of the NPWS between government 

departments impacted its functioning in the past two decades? 

 Great impact 

 Some impact 

 Little impact 

 No impact 

 No opinion 

Has that impact been positive, negative or mixed? 

 Positive impact 

 Negative impact 

 Mixed impact 

Further comments (Optional, Max 100 words) ………………. 

 

14. How well do you think NPWS engages with other bodies with interests / responsibilities for 

nature in Ireland? 
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Other government departments (Agriculture, Environment, 

Tourism…) 

      

Other agencies (EPA, Teagasc, Marine Institute, …)       

Local authority officers (Heritage / Biodiversity Officers)       

NGOs       

Semi-state organisations (Coillte, Bord na Móna...)       

Local community groups / organisations       

Public       
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International nature bodies       

Please elaborate (Optional, Max. 100 words) ………………. 

 

15. How well do you think NPWS performs in terms of communication, education, and awareness-

raising of nature (including status, threats, values) with each of the following groups: 
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Visitors to national parks/reserves       

General public in wider countryside       

School aged children       

Farming community       

Businesses       

If you have contacted them with a specific query or reported 

a wildlife/nature issue 

      

Other       

If Other, please specify ………………. 

If you are NOT an NPWS staff member, please proceed to question 16 

NPWS staff ONLY: please rate the quality of internal communications 

 Very 

good 

Good Adequate Inadequate 

Regarding the organisation's operations     

Regarding issues outside the organisation     

Reporting structures (knowledge of who reports to 

whom and when) 

    

Visibility / knowledge of other units within the 

organisation 

    

Communication between regional staff and HQ     

NPWS staff ONLY: how could internal communications be improved? (Optional, Max. 100 words) 

………………. 

 

Part 3 NPWS future role and performance 

16. Future Challenges: What do you think will be the most important drivers for the future work of 

the NPWS? Please score from 1-5 of importance, from 1 (most important) to 5 (least important) 
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 1 2 3 4 5 

Enforce legislation and implement policy e.g. EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030, 

National Biodiversity Action Plans, EU Directives - Habitats and Birds 

     

Manage reputational risks for Ireland (e.g. green image for food and tourism)      

Manage environmental risks (e.g. climate impacts and biodiversity loss)      

Manage social risks (e.g. health and well-being)      

The people of Ireland want and value a healthy, well protected nature      

Other      

If Other, please specify ………………. 

 

17. What do you think the top three priorities for the NPWS should be (answers don't need to be 

limited to the list in the previous question)? (Max. 100 words) ………………. 

 

18. Future: NPWS is mandated to protect, preserve and present our natural heritage. What 

organisational structure do you think is most appropriate for the delivery and implementation of 

this mandate in the future? 

 As per its current status (part of the Heritage Division in the Department of Housing, 
Local Government and Heritage) 

 Fully integrated into a different Government Department (please specify below) 

 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.) 

 Established as an independent Non-Commercial State Agency (like e.g. Bord Bia, EPA, 
Food Safety Authority, Marine Institute etc.) 

 Split up as an organisation and/or merged with other organisations 

 Other: ………………. 

Please add details (Optional - Max. 100 words) ………………. 

 

19. With 1 being highest and 5 being lowest, please score the following in terms of importance to 

the future of NPWS 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Additional Staff      

More Financial Resources      

Policy framework (e.g. legally mandated Biodiversity Plans)      

Changed organisational structure (e.g. as per previous question)      

External communications      

Please add details (Optional - Max. 100 words) ………………. 
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20. Whose role should it be to provide a voice for nature in Ireland? 

 NPWS 

 Other Government Departments 

 Other State Bodies/Agencies 

 NGOs 

 Academics 

 Other: 

Thank you 
Thank you again for your interest and participation in this Review. 

Please indicate how you found out about this survey 

 Email from the review team 

 Via professional network/body 

 Press release 

 Social media 

 Other: ………………. 
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REVIEW OF THE NPWS, 2021 – SUPPLEMENTARY REPORT #3 

STAKEHOLDERS’ ENGAGEMENT 

 
Summary of the Submissions from Public authorities, Industry & Non Governmental Organisations 

 

Introduction: The Review invited written Submissions from public authorities, industry and non governmental groups in March 2021. 
Each of the 63 responses, along with other Survey data and Benchmarking report, will be published on the Review of NPWS website in due course; 

These written Submissions are summarised below, 
based on a classification of the main Issues raised (As Is - Strengths, pages 1- 3,  

Weaknesses, pages 4 - 13)  
and the Future Outcomes (To Be, pages 14 - 16). 

The Summary text is based solely on extracts from the written Submissions and the source is shown on the right-hand column (‘Submitted by’). 
 

 

 

Issues Raised - NPWS Strengths and Assets 
 

Submitted By 

Access, Amenities and Parks 
 

 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; 

 NPWS is the custodian of a huge land area that offers a diverse range of wellbeing benefits to Irish citizens; 

 
 

Failte Ireland 
Leisure Equestrian 

Association of Ireland 
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 We appreciate the public access provided by NPWS to land under its control and wish to see access for 
recreational users continued;  

 While 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. 

Wayfarers Hiking Club 
 

State Claims Agency 

Calibre of Scientific Output  
 

 We recognize the high calibre of output, particularly reporting on the Birds and Habitats Directives; 

 NPWS produces very good quality reports and data, of particular note are the Article 17 reports to EU 
Commission and the 6th National Report to the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), 2019; 

 

 
 

An Taisce 
 

Irish Wildlife Trust 
 

Collaboration with other Stakeholders 
 

 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; 

 We acknowledge the successful collaboration between Mayo County Council, Fáilte Ireland and Wild Nephin 
Ballycroy National Park, including the upgrading of the Bangor Trail and the Dark Sky Park award in 2016; 

 NPWS chairs the national, cross Agency, Landcover Mapping Steering committee; 

 IRL has worked closely with NPWS on the Peatlands Council and recently, through appointment of a part-time 
Development Officer for the Community Wetlands Forum; 

 There is excellent engagement and co-operation between NPWS HQ staff and Teagasc at national level on policy 
and projects (eg Burren, Hen Harrier, Pearl Mussel projects, Wild Atlantic LIFE IP & proposed Machair LIFE.) 

 We have a long history of working closely with NPWS on issues from local to national in the areas of survey and 
monitoring of wild birds, conservation of threatened species and advocacy for better outcomes for birds; 

 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 received positive support from NPWS in organising the National Wildlife Crime Conference, Oct 2020; 

 
Department of 

Tourism, Culture, Arts, 
Gaeltacht, Sport Media 

(DTCAGSM) 
Westport Chamber 

EPA 
 

Irish Rural link 
 

TEAGASC 
 

Bird Watch Ireland 
Woodlands of Ireland 

 
Irish Deer Commission 

Dedicated Staff 
 

 Dedicated, expert staff within NPWS play a vital role in monitoring & protecting Biodiversity; 

 NPWS has many fine people, frequently highly qualified, who are willing to go above and beyond their duties 
to protect nature; 

 
 

Energia 
Irish Wildlife Trust 

 
Mountaineering Ireland 
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 Much of the success of NPWS is due to the enormous commitment of individual staff, but the capacity to deliver 
on all responsibilities is severely constrained by resources; 

 

 
 

Guidance 
 

 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; 

 
Irish Whale & Dolphin 

Group (IWDG) 

Growing Awareness and Interest 
 

 The public are increasingly aware of the intrinsic value of nature, during the Covid lockdown; 

 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; 

 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. 

 

 
 

An Taisce 
 

Environmental Pillar 
 

Failte Ireland 
 

,, 

Education Role 
 

 The organisation’s drive to better train its Rangers and develop educational programs with 3rd level institutions 
is worthy of note; 

 NPWS has an important role to play in conservation and nature education; Educating and empowering local 
groups and communities, through knowledge & training, is in line with the Rio Convention (1992), Principle 10. 

 

 
 

Leave No Trace 
 

Environmental Pillar 

Performance 

 NPWS has performed admirably, considering the constraints it has been subjected to in recent years. 

Leave No Trace 
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Issues Raised - Weaknesses 
 

Submitted By 

Staffing constraints 
  

 NPWS is severely understaffed and is not able to monitor SACs or enforce legislation when SACs are destroyed; 

 With a small staff trying to perform the very basics of its functions, morale was low for a long time; 

 There are currently just 4 staff members in the Birds Unit, despite the fact that Ireland’s wild bird populations 
are of significance at EU level; the inadequate number of specialised ecologists is not limited to the Birds Unit; 

 There is a lack of Ranger staff and as a result, poor morale and burnout (no Rangers in Tipperary North & South, 
North Cork, West and North Kerry); 

 Key scientific posts have remained unfilled, while whole Counties have gone without a dedicated Wildlife ranger, 
in some cases for years; 

 Continued gaps in the NPWS staff structures mean it is not unusual for staff covering multiple roles. 

 
 

Green Party Limerick 
Roscommon Env. 

Network 
BirdWatch Ireland 

 
Hedgerows Ireland 
Irish Wildlife Trust 

 
Mountaineering Ireland 

 
 

Funding constraints 
 

 NPWS are seriously under-funded; 

 The poor resourcing of NPWS is well documented; it suffered a 70% budget cut in non-staff costs after the 
Economic crash and lost a decade in terms of addressing our biodiversity crisis; 

 Direct spending on biodiversity, from 2010 to 2015, amounted to €1.49 billion, while “NPWS is responsible for 
just 9% of this expenditure and endured significant cuts in recent years” (Morrison and Bullock, UCD, 2018.) 

 NPWS has suffered significant budget cuts in recent times; a repercussion has been the absence of a new 
generation of national park management plans;  

 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%.  

 Another severe constraint placed on NPWS has been appropriate levels of resources to carry out its duties; 

 NPWS is not funded in a way to carry its responsibilities (it receives less funding than Greyhound racing) 

 Need a benchmarking mechanism with peer organisations for funding level of NPWS into the future; 

 Need a review of the efficacy of Priority Action Funding (PAF) to date; 

 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. 

 
 

An Taisce 
Irish Wildlife Trust 

 
,, 
 

ITIC, ITOA, Westport 
Chamber 

 
Inland Fisheries Ireland 

 
Leave No Trace 

 
Green Part Limerick 
Green P Dublin West 
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Inland Fisheries Ireland 

Inadequate Enforcement 
 

 Lack of prosecution of wildlife crime 

 A dedicated wildlife Crime Unit is key to protecting Ireland’s birds & habitats; 

 Systemic failure in the Investigation of Raptor poisoning, west Cork; 

 Response from NPWS can be ad hoc, depending on local resources, knowledge and workload; 

 Investigations fail to reach conviction stage, due to lack of support by Management; 

 For NPWS to address this rising level of wildlife crimes, (though investigation and enforcement), it needs to be 
adequately resourced with sufficient numbers of rangers across the country; 

 Rangers lack any real enforcement powers and rely on Gardai to protect them and carry out enforcement 
actions; an Enforcement Unit should be established in the new NPWS; 

 IFI believe the enforcement role of the NPWS is weak at deterring wildlife crime. Figures indicate that there have 
been 164 prosecutions under the Wildlife Acts since 2012. 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;  

 Collaboration would be enhanced by active NPWS participation in National Enforcement Network (NIECE); 

 NPWS needs sufficient resources to carry out their important role re enforcement of relevant legislation and 
policy, in a timely manner; 

 Where a wildlife crime has occurred, eg where a SAC has been damaged, it is not clear what - if any - power the 
NPWS has to investigate, prosecute or enforce restoration measures; 

 Report issued by NPWS on persecution of birds in 2020, “RAPTOR” highlighted 119 illegal incidents (2007-2019), 
the uneven geographic spread of incidents, but a mere seven prosecutions were pursued. 

 NPWS should be adequately funded to enforce bans on off-road vehicles, where they apply; 

 
 

An Taisce 
Green P Dublin West 

Amica Project 
Irish Deer Commission 

Hedgerows Ireland 
Roscommon En 

Network 
 

Environmental Pillar 
 

Inland Fisheries Ireland 
 

EPA 
 

IFA 
 

Irish Wildlife Trust 
,, 
 

Wayfarers Hiking Club 

Advocacy, Brand & Communications profile  
 

 Its overall profile is poor, even its Biodiversity role is poorly reflected on its website; 

 NPWS needs to be more visible and in touch with the local community; 

 The NPWS reports are not communicated effectively; it does not seem to have a Communications strategy; 

 NPWS has no presence in national media discourse on the vitally important nature issues; 

 Raise the profile of nature and biodiversity crises in the public consciousness; 

 Compared to National Parks Service in USA, the NPWS barely exists in the public awareness; 

 
Cork Envirnt Forum 

Gweebarra Cons Group 
Irish Wildlife Trust 

 
Green Party Limerick 
Green P Dublin West 
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 Lack of capacity limits NPWS’s public engagement activities, leading to poor public awareness of designated 
sites and why they are protected;  

Mountaineering Ireland 

Data Management and Accessibility 
 

 Access to actionable information from NPWS is weak (habitat maps, critical loads); 

 We have little data about habitats in the wider countryside, outside of Natura sites; 

 Currently, the presentation of information by NPWS is not representative of the entirety of data available; 

 A centralised data source on Ireland’s natural heritage is needed, to ensure the best available data is used in 
impact assessment and to identify data gaps for further investment; 

 Thee is a lack of clarity on how well integrated and well maintained is the data it does maintain; Species Action 
Plans were specified by NPWS in response to c183/05, but there are no links or tracking of the programmes; 

 Scientific data is only very poorly available on the website; 

 
EPA 

BirdWatch Ireland 
Wind Energy Ireland 

 
Wind Energy Ireland 

IEN Environmental Law 
Office 

Roscommon En 
Network 

 

Development Applications and Guidance 
 

 Development Applications, a key function of NPWS, is not being adequately fulfilled; there is an impression of 
great variability ie there are some areas where responses from NPWS to Development Applications are virtually 
nil; 

 Guidance on environmental consent requirements is often vague, lacking specific detail and subjective; 

 The NPWS Guidance for authorities on Appropriate Assessment have not been updated since 2010. 
 

 
 

Irish Wildlife Trust 
 

Wind Energy Ireland 
 

IEN Environmental Law 
Office 

 

Ambition 
 

 We would like to see more ambition within NPWS; 

 Set a more ambitious timetable for completion of the Action plan from the Review; 

 There is no sense that NPWS is pro-active in dealing with emerging challenges, leaving other organisations to fill 
the gap, particularly the NGOs but also the National Biodiversity Data Centre (eg All Ireland Pollinator Plan) 

 
 

An Taisce 
Green P Dublin West 

 
Irish Wildlife Trust 

Agricultural linkages and Designation 
 

 The designation process is not shrouded in glory and we face some deep-set historical anger by a range of 
stakeholders, from farmers to fishers to turbary rights holders; 

 
 

IFA 
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 There is a lack of meaningful engagement with farmers/landowners/licensed operators in relation to Designated 
land, peat restoration, deer hunting, forestry & aquaculture licensing issues; 

 A new approach to the way NPWS interacts with farmers is essential to moving forward; 

 NPWS is seen as adversarial to famers, it should engage in pro-active campaigns with farmers re biodiversity 
issues, if farmer support for Designated areas is to be secured; 

 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 agricultural landscape; 

 Results based payments should be increased in farming, to aid biodiversity habitats; 

 In a recent (April 2021) TEAGASC advisor survey re NPWS, a majority of advisors (n=25) felt that NPWS 
engagement with TEAGASC was poor or very poor; 

 NPWS were not part of AgriFood 2030 Committee & only presented at behest of Environment pillar. 

ICMSA 
,, 
 

Irish Rural Link 
 
 

Friends of Merlin 
Woods 

TEAGASC 
An Taisce 

Consultation with Stakeholders 
 

 Local communities (particularly in areas such as Mayo, Donegal, Wicklow & Killarney) must have a voice and a 
partnership approach with NPWS; good examples of this exist in Killarney (such as Trustees of Muckross House); 

 NPWS with a Park close to a village must keep the channels of communications open with local community and 
businesses, as both are inter-dependent; 

 NPWS does not have the resources to build and maintain networks with key partners (Local Communities, 
Comhairle na Tuaithe, NGOs);  

 Comhairle (the national advisory body on outdoor recreation) has had sporadic input from NPWS, meaning there 
has been little consideration of the natural environment in its work. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Country Sports 

 

 NPWS credibility within the country sports community is at an all - time low; 

 We recommend a Wildlife Advisory Council, to advise on the Wildlife Act 1976 & its interpretation; 

 Lack of Standard operating procedure, outlining how Rangers and ICC Club members should engage;  

 The ICC produced a Code of Conduct in 2010 that promoted a consistent approach across all clubs, to deal with 
Ranger/Club relations, but this has not been adopted to date; Submission of ICC Report forms and receipt of 
NPWS report forms are not harmonized, time delays 

 

 
 

Incoming Tour 
Operators Association. 
Letterfrack Tidy Towns 

 
Mountaineering Ireland 

 
 

 
--------------------------------

- 
 

Country Sports Ireland 
FACE Ireland, NARGC 

Irish Coursing Club 
,, 

 
 
 

,, 
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Impact of Government/Departmental Changes 
 

 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; 

 NPWS was an after-thought in most Government minds after an election, this impacted its performance; 

 Past Governments have shunted NPWS around different Departments; 

 One of the most significant constraints has been the relocation of NPWS under different Government 
Departments, which has hamstrung its ability to carry out its duties effectively & its identity is unclear; 

 Protection of wildlife has transferred seven times (since 1987); The itinerant nature of NPWS, the constant 
changes in leadership, branding and identity, has been enormously damaging to staff morale; 

 The way in which NPWS has been shunted from one Department to another suggests that natural heritage has 
low political priority and must be demoralising for people working within NPWS; 

 Such a cavalier approach to the governance of the service does not reflect well on successive Governments; 

 NPWS has been undermined by a lack of political will, evidence by the sequence of moves from one Department 
to another; 

 
IEN Environmental Law 

Office 
 
 

FACE Ireland 
Green P Dublin West 

 
Leave No Trace 

Irish Wildlife Trust 
 

Mountaineering Ireland 
 

Environmental Pillar 
TU Dublin, School of 

Transport, Environment  
& Planning. 

Challenge of EU Biodiversity Strategy /Green New Deal 
 

 Activities and mandate of NPWS need to align with the EU Biodiversity Strategy; 

 Ireland shd embrace the EU Biodiversity Strategy in setting a goal of 30% of land and sea protected by 2030; 

 The EU Biodiversity Strategy has laid out targets to 2030, requiring 30% of land and sea to be protected, with 
10% strictly protected; Ireland needs to have a national conversation on how this will be achieved; 

 NPWS must be resourced to take on the demands of the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030; 

 
An Taisce 

Irish Wildlife Trust 
 

BirdWatch Ireland 
 

TU Dublin, School of 
Transport, Environment  

& Planning. 

Licensing Service 
 

 NPWS needs to create a platform for greater consultation with the hunting community; 

 NPWS should consider the costs & benefits of the current Deer Hunting license process; 

 There were 6,500 Deer Hunting license applications for 2020/21, less than a third were issued in an effective 
timescale; 

 Only 25% of Deer Hunting Licenses were issued on time in 2020, no coherent reason has been given: 

 
 
Country Sports Ireland 

,, 
,, 

NARGC 
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 Where licences are requied, all efforts should be made to ensure an effective, use friendly process is in place. Hunting Association of 
Ireland 

 
 

Management Structures, Culture and Leadership 
 

 There is not an appropriate structure appointed to manage NPWS - this can make decision making more 
complicated for both NPWS and stakeholders alike; 

 There is no leader of the entity that is NPWS, apart from the Minister within DHPLG; 

 Poor organisational structure, which lacks independence and clear lines of accountability;  

 Grant Thornton (2010) recommendation for a CEO to be appointed has not been acted up - lack of a leadership 
role for the NPWS had led to drift, a lack of direction or purpose and an avoidance of responsibility; 

 The current structure of regional management and 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; 

 There appears to be disconnects and a failure to structure optimally, to consolidate the benefit of expertise; 

 There seems to be little oversight, control for people in the higher positions in NPWS; it offered little support to 
Regional Managers or local Rangers; From our meetings, the same inertia and failings kept recurring; 

 Lack of formal structure with NPWS as the lead to discuss matters re wildlife issues with stakeholders; 

 We are hearing too often - ‘If we complain, nothing happens’ 

 
 

IFA 
 

Green Party Limerick 
SWAN 

Irish Wildlife Trust 
 

BirdWatch Ireland 
IEN Environmental Law 

Office 
 

NARGC 
Irish Coursing Club 
Hedgerows Ireland 

Management Plans for SACs and National Parks - Backlog 
 

 Management Plans for designated sites need to involve all stakeholders; 

 NPWS should roll out a new generation of national park management plans; 

 The lack of Management Plans for SACs and National Parks is seen as a major shortcoming; Plans are publicly 
available for only 2 of our 6 National Parks and these are out of date; 

 The decline and neglect of our most treasured wildlife sites, such as our National Parks and Nature Reserves, 
not one of which has a current management plan; 

 NPWS is way behind on creating Management Plans for Parks/SACs; 

 Only one of our National Parks (Glenveagh) has a Deer management plan, this highlights lack of priority in NPWS; 

 New legislation shd be introduced to give National Parks & National Heritage Areas legal status and protection; 

 Conservation Objectives for Natura sites are very broad and generic. 

 
 

An Taisce 
Cork Envirnt Forum 

Mountaineering Ireland 
ITOA, Kerry Convention 

Bureau 
Irish WildlifeTrust 

Green P Dublin West 
Irish Deer Commission 
Roscommon E Network 

ALAB 

Marine Expertise /Monitoring and MPA’s  

63



 

 The Marine Unit of NPWS is staffed by a mere 3 people, this is inadequate for the challenge ahead; a dedicated 
Marine Unit will be needed to implement Government’s aim of Marine Protected areas across 30% of our seas; 

 It is imperative that a dedicated Marine division is set up in NPWS to provide guidance for Offshore Wind; 

 NPWS, as a prescribed body, will be tasked with advice to Bord Pleanála under new Maritime Area Planning Bill; 

 NPWS needs a new Unit and capacity to work with Marine Protected Areas (MPAs); 

 NPWS’s small Marine team is struggling to deal with the current level of marine developments, in addition to 
designating, managing and maintaining Ireland’s network of marine Natura 2000 sites; 

 The marine section of NPWS needs to be significantly enhanced, with the legal remit expanded if required to 
ensure implementation of the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD), including a network of MPA’s; 

 NPWs & other Departments need to seek dialogue with foreign navies operating active sonar in the Irish EEZ, to 
ensure that their actions do not breach the Habitats Directive; 

 It requires far more effective collaboration between different Departments and between NPWS and NGOs, to 
ensure the protection of marine species and habitats; 

 NPWS needs to monitor the growth of marine tourism and its impact on protected cetacean species; 

 Needs an increased focus on Marine & coastal ecology as inhouse expertise; 

 The Birds case (C418/04) effectively stalled aquaculture licensing in Ireland until such time as AA could be carried 
out re aquaculture applications in Natura 2000 sites 

 
Irish Wildlife Trust, 

IWDG 
Emerald Floating Wind 

Energia 
 

Cork Envirnt Forum 
Wind Energy Ireland 

 
 

SWAN 
 

Irish Whale & Dolphin 
Group 

,, 
,, 

ALAB 
IFA 

Mining impacts in Designated Area 
 

 Why are the mining companies allowed, having obtained a Prospecting licence, to search for minerals using 
heavy machinery, deep drilling rigs and deep excavation methods, to enter people’s land, in the case of SACs 
and SPAs, even without an independently issued EIA, whereby the NPWs always gives a nod of approval?; 

 Why isn’t NPWS stopping the mining companies using these wildlife and habitat damaging practices in their 
‘territories’? 

 
 

All Ireland Network of 
Community Groups 

against Mining 
 

,, 

National Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC) linkages 
 

 We recommend the full integration of National Biodiversity Data Centre into the scientific enterprise of NPWS 

 Data from consenting authorities should be compiled in a central system, overseen by NBDC & NPWS 

 NBDC should work in tandem with NPWS for data gathering and public engagement 

 
 

EPA 
Emerald Floating Wind 

An Taisce 
 

Outsourcing of Work  
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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; 

 NPWS have operated on a shoestring budget; this has led to a culture whereby tender prices are set that equate 
to extremely low daily rates; This undervalues the sector and can impact on the quality of the work delivered; 

 
TU Dublin, School of 

Transport, Environment  
& Planning. 

BirdWatch Ireland 

Peatland Management and Carbon Storage 

 The recent report published by NPWS 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).  

 There is no national conservation target for active blanket bog in Ireland as there is for active raised bog; 

 Peatlands are the largest store of terrestrial carbon and as such, a nationwide land-use and habitat mapping 
system needs to be made publicly available to inform policy development, planning decisions and management 
action in relation to peatland and climate; 

 The restoration of peatlands, in particular, need significant capital investment if Ireland is to meet both its 
biodiversity and climate obligations. 

 IRL welcome the Peatland Engagement scheme and that the funding for this scheme increased in 2020; private 
turf-cutters need to be engaged with properly. 

 

 
Irish Peatland 

Conservation Council  
,, 
,, 
,, 
 
 

Environmental Pillar 
 

Irish Rural link 

Research Strategy 
 

 NPWS should lead a multi annual research strategy for ecosystems and biodiversity; 

 Funding is required for NPWS to lead more research projects & partnerships, independent of EU LIFE; 

 Funding for evidence-based research and behavioural change data will be essential in mitigating the negative 
impacts associated with the use of Ireland’s national parks; 

 NPWS should lead the way in carrying out research, developing strategic alliances with Universities and entering 
into EU research programmes where appropriate; 

 
 

EPA 
TEAGASC 

Leave No Trace 
TU Dublin, School of 

Transport, Environment  
& Planning. 

Outdoor Recreation Plans 
 

 NPWS should work collaboratively with children & young people, in line with the UN Convention on Rights of 
the Child; 

 
Childrens’ Research 

Network 

Path Erosion 
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 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;  

 Wicklow 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 
competing issues; 

 NPWS should be adequately funded to develop recreational paths, while minimising environmental impact. 
 

Wayfarers Hiking Club 
 
 
 

Mountaineering Ireland 
 
 

Wayfarers Hiking Club 
 

Tourism and Visitor Linkages 
 

 ITIC believes that leisure activities are at the core of a national park’s identity;  

 NPWS should provide a transparent process by which new recreational activities can be permitted within 
national parks, facilitated by a Leisure Unit within the Service; 

 Visitor management plans for sensitive areas balanced with habitat protection, on a similar basis to the Sandford 
Principle used in the management of National Parks in the UK; 

 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; 

 We acknowledge the 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. 

 
Irish Tourism Industry 
Confederation (ITIC) 
Westport Chamber 

 
Mountaineering Ireland 

 
Department of 

Tourism, Culture, Arts, 
Gaeltacht, Sport and 
Media (D/TCAGSM) 

 
,, 

Rhodendendron ponticum Management 
 

 ‘Groundwork workcamps, have been very successful; their well coordinated programme resulted in a significant 
portion of the oakwoods being maintained free of Rhodendendron’ (KNP Management Plan, 2005-2009) 

 From 1981 to 2009, Groundwork worked closely with NPWS on the removal of invasive R. ponticum from the 
Western Oakwoods of Killarney National Park (KNP); From 2010 -2014, Groundwork submitted proposals for 
continuing the work, these were not accepted by NPWS; 

 The estimated cost of maintenance by NPWS was given by NPWS as €500,000 or €250/hectare; 

 
 

Groundwork 
 
 

Groundwork 
 

,, 
 

Letterfrack Tidy Towns 
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 There are invasive specs of Rhodendendron, Knotweed and Gunnera in the Connemara Park; Lesser knotweed 
was controlled by Tidy Town in partnership with NPWS in 2015, but in the past two years has spread again; 

 

Urban Habitats need to be considered by NPWS 

 Care of our city environments should be taken seriously; 

Friends of Merlin 
Woods 

Urban Seagull colonies as a Public health issue 

 NPWS treats its legal obligations for public health as ancillary to its core business 

Balbriggan Community 
Committee 

Volunteerism 
 

 Volunteerism to be embraced by NPWS as an asset at their disposal to work cooperatively on projects; 

 
Killarney Mountain 

Meitheal 

Woodland Management 
 
‘Of the six National Parks in Ireland, 3 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). 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.  NPWS should build a cohort of woodland 
managers attached to specific woodland sites. 
 

 
 

Woodlands of Ireland 

Water Framework Directive Governance Links 
 

 It is important for NPWS to become an active member of the national WFD Governance structures; 

 Full & active participation of NPWS is required at all tiers of WFD/water governance. 

 
 

EPA 
SWAN 
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Recommended Future Outcomes for NPWS 
 

Submitted By 

 An independent Department for Biodiversity and Climate Change is needed. Friends of Merlin 
Woods 

 NPWS should be treated as a Cross-cutting body within the structure of Government Departments. Green Party Limerick 

 NPWS needs a strong structure to allow the Department to have the power to acquire the level of funding for 
a successful Designated areas policy. 

ICMSA 

 NPWS should be retained as an organisation, with more autonomy and a clearly defined, independent 
structure, but without an independent legal personality (eg. Executive Agency, like Met Éireann, Central 
Statistics Office); This organisational structure would be most appropriate for the delivery and implementation 
of the NPWS mandate in the future; 

IFA 

 NPWS should be an organisation linked to the Dept of Environment, but with more autonomy and a clearly 
defined independent structure, but without independent legal status; 

 All services provided by NPWS to service users should be current and available online. 

Irish Deer Commission 

 We 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.  As well as its conservation role, NPWS 
should be adequately resourced to cater for its role in visitor management, including resources for the conduct 
of inspections, monitoring of amenities and conduct of necessary remedial works and site maintenance. 

State Claims Agency 
 

,, 

 There is an urgent need for NPWS to be given a permanent position within the appropriate Government 
Department, in a position to influence Government policy and with full autonomy and resourcing to fulfil its 
remit; 

TU Dublin, School of 
Transport, Environment 

and Planning 

 Finding a permanent place for NPWS within government or as an independent state body would allow a 
constant for biodiversity, habitat and people; 

Irish Peatland 
Conservation Council  

 IRL recommends that it remain within the one Department or that it avoids future re-shuffles by becoming a 
separate entity entirely. 

 NPWS has a more prominent role to play in ‘Our Rural Future: Rural development Policy 2021-2025’. 

 A public consultation should take place on the development a new Biodiversity Action Plan or roadmap; this 
should include both workshops online, in person or a blend of both; It needs to be a cross Government strategy. 

Irish Rural Link 
,, 
 

,, 
 

 

 The two key components that will be essential to NPWS in the future are autonomy and funding. Leave No Trace 
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 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, with examples from other counties provided. 

 Building on education and awareness-raising with the public in local communities, place-making and connecting 
our natural heritage to our cultural heritage is critical to ensuring that both the NPWS and nature stay relevant 
in the minds of decision makers; 

 BirdWatch Ireland has a network of over 2,000 skilled and experienced volunteer bird surveyors; a strategic 
BirdWatch-NPWS partnership could implement a series of surveys, utilising citizen science; 

Birdwatch Ireland 
 

,, 
 

,, 
 
 

 The Pillar believes there is merit in examining the proposal to make the NPWS an independent, State owned 
agency; As an independent agency, the NPWS would be in a position to take a 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 recommends the NPWS remit includes a properly resourced Education and training function and 
Community Liaison Section to provide education, guidance and best practise in nature conservation. 

Environmental Pillar 
 
 
 

,, 

 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 Department to which it is related; 

 Pursue a systems-based approach, a strategic outcome and results based focus; the Result required is: Nature 
in a sustainable and good state of conservation; 

 The transition programme should recognize the need to support key opportunities/risks associated with the 
new CAP, new Agri-Food Strategy and new Forestry programme; 

 A key metric for the performance of a nature protection Agency must be the performance on those habitats 
and species which are protected. 

IEN Environmental Law 
Office 

 
,, 
 

,, 
 

,, 
 

 NPWS should be established as an independent Agency. It is currently a reporting Division in a government 
Department. The NPWS must be independent in the exercise of its functions without interference; 

 The new NPWS Agency should be empowered to speak for nature, similar to the State’s Chief Scientific Advisor; 

 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.  

Green Party Policy 
Group 

,, 
,, 

 

 NPWS need to be Independent, non political agency, like the EPA, with greater enforcement powers; 

 NPWS needs to be an autonomous, fully funded and resourced Nature conservation Agency; 

 NPWS should be established as an independent Agency, reporting to & funded by the Dept. of Environment; 

 With independence comes accountability - it must be answerable to the Oireachtas and measured against a 
clearly defined reporting function; 

Cork Envirnt Forum 
An Taisce, SWAN, 
Irish Wildlife Trust 

Mountaineering Ireland 
Gweebarra C Group 
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Roscommon E Network 
 

 Consideration must be given at this stage to a single Fisheries and Wildlife Agency;  

 There would be merit and potential cost efficiencies in merging elements of IFI with elements of the NPWS; 

 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; 

Inland Fisheries Ireland 
,, 
 

,, 

 We see a role for directly employed Woodland Managers within the Service/Agency, because in the Prioritized 
Action Framework for Natura 2000 in Ireland (NPWS 2020), the condition of most of the woodland owned by 
NPWS records ‘Bad’ status in relation to the standards required by the EU Habitats Directive. 

Woodlands of Ireland 

 We request that the NPWS role and work on maintaining ecosystems in the future be placed within the 
conceptual framework provided by the ‘Framework for Integrated Land & Landscape Management’ (FILLM). 

Foram Uisce, NFGWS 

 NPWS should strengthen its relationship with Fáilte Ireland to realize funding for tourism development. 

 The delivery of the Tourism Interpretative Masterplan, launched in 2018, 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. 

 NPWS should manage tourism in all their Parks sustainably and with Leave no Trace principles; 

 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. 

ITOA 
 

Failte Ireland 
 
 

Letterfrack Tidy Towns 
Leisure Equestrian 

Association of Ireland 
 

 Management of the National Parks should be transferred to the Office of Public Works. FACE Ireland 

 Consider locating NPWS within the Dept. of Agriculture, Food & the Marine (as is the case in NI, where NIEA 
has been within DAERA for many years) and in UK; 

 NPWS should be positioned within a Department relevant to its role and involving land use. 

Country Sports Ireland 
FACE Ireland 

Irish Masters of Beagles 
Associations (IMBA) 

NARGC 
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Summary of the Submissions from individuals/members of the public 
 

Common themes in public submissions on the Review of NPWS 
 

Mentioned 
by/frequency 

Structure/funding  

 Need for an independent, well resourced(funding and staff), ambitious organisation in the future 110 

 Benchmark funding levels for NPWS against peer organisations in other countries 1 

 NPWS should be  given a new brand name   or title.  The title “Nature Ireland” was suggested by one individual 
 

2 

 It should be restructured as a state enterprise or semi state agency like ESB or RTE 1 

 NPWS should be assigned to DAFM with advisors on nature in each Govt., Dept., reporting to DAFM 1 

 A new structure  to have 6 Units – PR,HR, Licencing, Wildlife Crime, Conservation/Ecosystem Restoration and an 
NP Management Unit is needed 

1 

 Ireland needs  an organisation to centrally and effectively manage our response to the EU Biodiversity Strategy 
2030  

1 

 Explore  other funding sources – EIB, crowd funding schemes, tourism should be a source of funds for nature 2 

 NPWS is a dysfunctional body lacking leadership and resources with no social media presence 3 

NPWS – what it needs to do  

 Develop KPIs to establish whether NPWS is delivering on it’s tasks 1 

 Adopt the  principle  of “no net loss of biodiversity” and be given the resources to lead on achieving this goal 1 

 NPWS should ensure GLAS type  programmes perform better  in terms  of results for biodiversity 1 

 More and better  engagement with the  public generally and landowners in particular 14 

 Set up a national forum to deal with the biodiversity emergency 1 

 Deliver better resourced education programmes and initiatives 9 

 Educate  other government agencies on nature /biodiversity 1 

 Rewilding /habitat restoration initiatives are  needed 13 

 Produce site specific conservation  management plans for its NPs/Natura sites  1 

 Better legislation/stronger  powers/more proactive approach needed to prosecute those damaging 
habitats/wildlife 

13 

 More Conservation Rangers needed – organisation is understaffed and underfunded 11 

 Not enough in house expertise in NPWS – too much use of consultants/ just doing enough to meet EU obligations 2 
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 Deal with rhodo/invasives  issue 2 

 Use citizen science to encourage people to get involved with nature/collaborate with the NBDC in the regard 1 

 Deer management plan needed 1 

 Hedge cutting out of season/hedgerow loss not being tackled 11 

 Lack  of coherence  in the management of the Natura network 1 

 Site  protection in places like Inch, The Gearagh, Keelhill not being conducted  properly 1 

 Leave enforcement to Gardai – NPWS not suited to this role 1 

 Protect genetic resources to the same standard as habitats  - e.g., Old Irish Goat 1 

 NPWS should have a light pollution policy 1 

 NPWS Review plan should be  implemented  over 12/18 months not 3/5 years which is too long 2 

 NPWs staff involvement with the Irish Coursing Club is damaging to it’s reputation 1 

 Splintering  of organisations involved in  environment protection only suits the Agriculture lobby 1 

National Parks  

 Expand existing NPs especially Wicklow – create a new NP in the Midlands 4 

 Poor condition of existing NPs – need to better manage, lack of planning and control 5 

 Too many  bodies involved in management of the NPs 1 

 Improved accessibility to our nature trails/NP needed 1 

 Overuse  of NPs by tourism interests(public and  private) 1 
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The general organisational profiles presented in this report are based on information available online 

during that time from various official sources (national government, EU and UN websites and reports), 

as well as from additional content provided to the author by the participating organisations through 
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accepted as the current official position. Some difficulties have arisen with information on the total 

area of protected sites where multiple designations overlap (SAC, SPA, Ramsar etc) and where the 

relevant organisation has not been in a position to provide a more detailed or accurate analysis. Where 

clarification of these issues was not possible, they are noted within the text.  

Due to issues related to the Covid‐19 pandemic, some information was not made available during the 

course of the project, or was provided only  in brief without clarifying context. This  information has 

been included as far as possible, except where it was deemed that insufficient detail was available to 

enable accurate representation of the facts or data.  

For budgetary figures from England, Denmark and Sweden, conversions to Euro are based on the end 

of year (31st December) closing market rate for the years 2018, 2019 and 2020, and for 31st March 

2021 for the year 2021, as taken from the website www.xe.com. 
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Section 1: Overview 
 

1.1 Introduction: 
 

Ireland’s National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) has commissioned Earth System Sciences to carry 
out  comparative  assessment  of  the  structures,  operations  and  resources  employed  by  other 
organisations  responsible  for  nature  conservation  and  the  implementation  of  national  and 
international biodiversity obligations in other jurisdictions across Europe. This forms part of the 2021 
Strategic Review of NPWS’ remit, status and funding to ensure that it is effectively delivering its overall 
mandate and enforcement role in the protection of wildlife.  

A  number  of  different  organisations  from  across  Europe were  considered  as  candidates  for  the 
benchmarking report.  It was  initially determined that the review should, as far as possible,  include 
certain counterpart organisations from jurisdictions of a similar biogeographic, political, economic and 
social context to Ireland in order to ensure that resources and structures directed towards a range of 
key pressures (i.e. on specific elements of biodiversity and sites of nature conservation importance, 
including  from  certain  classes  of  land  use  and  land  use  change,  and  related  challenges  to  policy 
implementation including sectoral requirements, judicial reviews and public expectations) which are 
most directly relevant to Ireland, would be implicitly factored into the assessment.  

It was also determined that organisations from different jurisdictions where particular environmental 
and  social  challenges affecting biodiversity, which  currently are  ‐ or  in  the medium  term may be 
expected to be ‐ of particular concern to Ireland are a noted policy concern, should also be included 
regardless of local biogeography, economic and social contexts. Such issues include rapid urbanisation 
and densification, tourism demand, climate change, invasive species, and marine and coastal resource 
development. Whilst these threats may be universal, certain jurisdictions which maintain parts of the 
Natura 2000 Network have identified these threats as being particularly acute.  

Invitations to participate were sent to ten organisations in total, along with a detailed questionnaire 
on the organisations’ legislative basis, operations and strategic planning, conservation management 
planning  for  EU  and  non‐EU protected  areas,  and  relevant  issues of  regulatory  enforcement  and 
wildlife crime.   Owing  to difficulties associated with  the Covid‐19 pandemic, completed  responses 
were received on time from just four of the organisations contacted: Natural England, the Swedish 
Environmental  Protection  Agency  (Naturvårdsverket),  Finland’s  Metsähallitus  –  National  Parks 
Finland,  and  from  the  Danish  Nature  Agency.  Information  supplied  was  supplemented  through 
discussions with persons working at the chosen organisations and / or their partner organisations, and 
a desktop review of on‐line resources including organisational websites, and national reports to the 
European  Commission  (Article  17  reports  required  under  the  Habitats  Directive)  and  the  UN 
Convention on Biological Diversity.  

To facilitate comparisons, the questionnaire was also completed by NPWS.  Information provided by 
each  organisation was  amended  or  augmented with  information  from  a  desk  top  review which 
included  information  from  organisation  websites,  and  other  official  sources  including  Article  17 
reports to the European Commission, the Convention on Biological Diversity and CITES. Reports for 
each organisation are presented in the following sections.  
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Section 2: Benchmarking Reports 
 

2.1 National Parks and Wildlife Service, Ireland  
 

2.1.1:  Legal status of the organisation 

Ireland’s National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) was established in 2003 following the dissolution 

of Dúchas, the agency which had responsibility for cultural and natural heritage management in the 

period since 1995. The NPWS manages  the  Irish State’s nature conservation  responsibilities under 

national and European law and international commitments. 

NPWS is situated within the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage; as a constituent 

“Division” of its “home” department,  it  is neither an agency nor an  independent body.   The NPWS’ 

focus  is primarily upon the delivery of  its policy objectives with all core support and administrative 

functions (payroll / accounts, HR, IT etc.) provided by its home Department.   

In terms of public accountability, NPWS reports directly to the Minister for Housing, Local Government 

and Heritage, the Minister for State for Heritage and Electoral Reform, and to the Secretary General 

of the Department, its Accounting Officer.    

As  with  all  sections  of  any  Irish  Government  Department,  NPWS  is  audited  internally  by  the 

Department’s internal audit unit and externally by the Comptroller and Auditor General.  This affords 

the Oireachtas and the public full assurance on its financial accountability and, by being part of the 

Department,  it  is  routinely  examined  by  the  Oireachtas  Committee  on  Heritage  and  the  Public 

Accounts Committee. 

 

2.1.1A Strategic Model 

NPWS is charged with the conservation of a range of habitats and species in Ireland under National 

(for  example Wildlife Acts  1976‐2000)  and  European  law  (e.g. Habitats  and Birds Directives)  and 

adherence to  international conventions (e.g. UN Convention on Biological Diversity, Convention on 

the International Trade in Endangered Species, Ramsar Convention on Wetlands, etc).  

It shares responsibility for  implementation of these Directives with a number of other Government 

Departments  as  well  as  Local  Authorities  and  other  national  agencies.  It  provides  the  scientific 

evidence underpinning such protection and it reports on the status of such habitats and species. 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. 

There is one Head of Heritage, who controls four Programme Directorates: Peatland Issues and Land 

Designation; Legislation, Licencing and Property Management; Strategy and Regional Operations; and 

Science and Biodiversity. These Directorates are fur4ther divided into Business Units, each of which is 

responsible for a particular aspect of the NPWS remit. 
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The Strategy and Regional Operations Directorate has four regional management units, each of which 

has two divisions: Eastern (covering the North East and South East regions), Northern (North Midlands 

and North‐West  regions),  Southern  (Mid‐South and  South‐West), and Western  (Mid‐Western and 

Western).  These  divisions  are  primarily  responsible  for  the  implementation  of wildlife  legislation 

(including  for Natura 2000,  sites)  and management of  state‐owned Nature  reserves  and National 

Parks. 

The Peatland issues and Land Designation unit is responsible for the designation of Natura 2000 sites 

(SACs and SPAs) and Natural Heritage Areas (the basic conservation designation for wildlife and for 

sites of geological heritage value), which are protected under the Wildlife Amendment Act 2003. 

  

2.1.1B Financial Resources 

Table  1  below  provides  a  breakdown  of  the NPWS  total  budget  for  the  years  2018  to  2021. No 
information  is  available  on  the  relative  proportion  of  national  expenditure  on  the  environment 
represented by the budget for biodiversity in Ireland. 

Year  Total budget  Sources 

2018 
€5,294,070 
(Operating/Current:  €3,638,053;  
Capital: €1,656,017) 

Public sector budget 

2019 
€6,770,759 
(Operating/Current: €3,774,519; 
Capital: €2,996,240) 

Public sector budget 

2020 
€10,334,678 
(Operating/Current: €4,041,085; 
Capital: €6,293,593) 

Public sector budget 

2021 
€12,500,000 
(Operating/Current: €6,000,000; 
Capital: €6,500,000) 

Public sector budget 

Table 1: NPWS annual budgets 2018 – 2021 

 

2.1.1C Human resources 

NPWS currently employs 354  full  time staff, of which 92 work  in administrative positions, 151 are 
technical and scientific posts, and the remaining 111 are classed as Industrial. NPWS does not hold a 
formal  legal  team, and has no permanent designated communications staff.    In  terms of skill sets, 
NPWS staffing cohort includes a range of staff from general operatives, education staff, field officers, 
to scientific and ecological staff. 
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2.1.1D Future Resource Priorities 

It is expected that one of the primary areas of resource priority for NPWS over the next 10 years will 

be implementation of the EU Biodiversity strategy to 2030, which proposes ambitious EU actions and 

commitments to halt biodiversity loss in Europe and worldwide. The Strategy proposes that by 2030, 

member states collectively  legally protect at  least 30% of the EU’s land and marine areas, and that 

10%  (or one‐third of  the  protected  areas) would be  strictly  protected  (including  strict protection 

relating to ancient woodland and significant areas of other carbon‐rich ecosystems, such as peatlands, 

grasslands, wetlands and seagrass meadows).  In terms of resource commitment, this could require 

ensuring protection of the same area again as is currently contained in Ireland’s Natura 2000 Network; 

i.e. a doubling of assessment, monitoring, and management effort and output by NPWS.  

Other significant resource demands are likely to arise from NPWS’ role in delivering on Ireland’s EU 

and  national  Climate  Action  targets,  the  new  EU  Green  Deal,  and  promoting  the  Sustainable 

Development Goals, including sustainable land use planning. 

 

2.1.2: Protected areas  

The  NPWS  estimates  that  approximately  13.79%  of  the  national  territory  of  Ireland  is  currently 

protected for nature conservation. The land under statutory protection includes six National Parks and 

80 Statutory Nature Reserves.   Approximately 10% of terrestrial designated sites are owned by the 

Irish State, with the remaining 90% privately owned.  No breakdown of marine or aquatic ownership 

is available at the time of writing, though some lakes are state‐owned. 

 

2.1.2A: Natura 2000 sites and species 

There are a total of 593 Natura 2000 sites in Ireland, broken down as 154 SPAs and 439 SACs. A total 
of 59 habitats listed under Annex I of the Habitats Directive have been identified in Ireland, with 26 
species  in  Ireland  listed  on  Annex  II.    Accounting  for  other  species  for which  special  protection 
measures  are  required  (under Annexes  IV  and  V),  Ireland’s most  recent Article  17  report  to  the 
European Commission (2019) included assessments for 60 species.  

Information provided by  the NPWS  indicates  that marine and  terrestrial Natura 2000 sites occupy 
22,915 km2 of  Ireland’s national territory. This comprises 11,254 km2 of terrestrial (approx. 16% of 
Ireland’s land area) and 11,661 km2 of marine (approx. 1.32 % of Ireland’s marine territory) SACs and 
SPAs. No information on the number or area of freshwater SACs or SPAs was available at the time of 
writing. 

 

2.1.2B Natura 2000 Management Planning and Oversight 

The majority of Natura 2000  lands are not owned by the Irish State, and therefore NPWS does not 

control the management of these lands beyond having a role in permitting or constraining activities 

in line with Article 6 of the EU Habitats Directive and Article 4 of the Birds Directive, or consenting to 

activities that fall under the scope of other regulatory processes (e.g. through the planning system).  
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In the national context, conservation management activities at Natura 2000 sites are undertaken by a 

combination of NPWS and other authorities (e.g. the Office of Public Works), private organisations 

and land owners, and NGOs (e.g. BirdWatch Ireland).  

Ireland does not have a comprehensive system of management planning for all Natura 2000 sites. 

Nevertheless,  a management planning process has been developed  for  raised bog  SACs whereby 

conservation measures necessary to achieve a site’s conservation objective targets are identified and 

mapped. Individual site‐specific restoration plans have been prepared for 53 raised bog SACs based 

on this process. The National Raised Bog Special Areas of Conservation Management Plan 2017‐2022 

(published in December 2017) sets out a roadmap for the restoration and conservation of raised bog 

SACs in Ireland. Within this plan, a programme of conservation measures for the first cycle of the Plan 

(2017‐2022) is outlined and it includes a commitment for protection and restoration activities within 

all raised bog SACs and the new network of Natural Heritage Areas (36 sites) for Ireland.  

 

2.1.2C Other (non‐Natura 2000) Protected Areas 

The three primary nature conservation designations outside of Natura 2000 sites in Ireland are Natural 

Heritage Areas (NHAs), National Parks, and Statutory Nature Reserves. 

The total coverage of NHA sites in 603 km2, of which 453 km2 lies outside of Natura 2000 sites. The 

total area of National Parks  is 637 km2, with Nature Reserves covering 178 km2. Non‐Natura 2000 

protected lands therefore account for 1.8% of the total land area of Ireland. 

 

2.1.2D Other (non‐Natura 2000) Sites Management Planning and Oversight 

Including  the  815  km2  of  land  covered  by National  Parks  and Nature  Reserves, NPWS  is  directly 
responsible for the management and operation of an 870 km2 network of nature conservation and 
recreational properties. 

At the time of writing, no information is available on the precise roles of other organisations in the 
management of non‐Natura 2000 sites  in  Ireland. However, a small number of reserves are  jointly 
owned with  NGOs  (e.g. Wexford Wildfowl  Reserve,  Co. Wexford,  jointly  owned with  BirdWatch 
Ireland), or are wholly owned by NGOs on land proposed for designation as a Natural Heritage Area 
(e.g. Lough Boora, Co. Offaly, owned by the Irish Wildlife Trust). 

 

2.1.2E Undesignated sites subject to Other Effective Area‐Based Conservation Measures 

Ireland  has  no  formal  or  informal  national  programme  of work  on OECM,  and  no  information  is 
currently  available  on  the  range  or  scope  of OECM  currently  employed  in  Ireland. However,  the 
National Biodiversity Action Plan (NBAP) for 2017 – 2021 includes commitments toward actions which 
may constitute OECM in whole or in part, being area‐based with specific actions or frameworks for 
action proposed or prioritised in support of conservation objectives. 

Examples under  the NBAP  include  action  towards  a more  formal definition of High Nature Value 
farmland and the development of measures and support tools to maintain and enhance its biodiversity 
and  ecosystem  services;  and  the  implementation  of  recommendations  from  the  Environmental 
Protection  Agency’s  research  into  Management  Strategies  for  the  Protection  of  High  Status 
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Waterbodies. Information on the status of these and other OECM commitments under the NBAP, and 
the role of NPWS in delivering upon these, is not currently available. 

 

2.1.2F Conservation Designations and Agriculture 

Recent  CSO  statistics  for  the  area  of  Ireland  under  agriculture  for  June  2020  indicate  that 

approximately 64.45% of the Irish State  is used for agricultural production. NPWS estimates that  in 

total approximately 60% of the area of designated nature conservation sites  is being  farmed, with 

almost the entirety of this area being claimed as eligible for payments under the Common Agricultural 

Policy pillar 1 direct payment scheme.  

Details  of  how  agricultural  activities  in  protected  areas  break  down  according  to  land  use  type 

(pasture, rough grazing, horticulture, cereals etc.)  is not available. However,  it  is worth noting that 

livestock production accounts for over 61% of agricultural land use nationally, and is likely to account 

for the vast majority of farming activity in designated conservation areas.  

 

2.1.3: Regulatory / Consent functions 

NPWS has direct regulatory control for consent to applications to carry out activities on Natura 2000 

sites  (where such activity requires consent pursuant to Regulation 30 of the EC  (Birds and Natural 

Habitats) Regulations, 2011).  NPWS also has control for consent to applications to carry out restricted 

works in NHA sites (pursuant to Section 19(1) of the Wildlife (Amendment) Act 2000). 

As a consultee, the NPWS has statutory responsibility to designate and advise on the protection of 

habitats and species  identified for nature conservation,  including Natura 2000 sites and NHAs, and 

take  appropriate  steps  in  the  exercise  of  its  functions  to  avoid  the  deterioration  and  significant 

disturbance of the species and habitats in the European sites. 

NPWS also has a number of statutory functions, including that of a “prescribed body” or “consultation 

body” under various statutes, including the Planning and Development Acts 2000, as amended, the 

Environmental Assessment of certain Plans and Programmes) Regulations 2004, as amended and the 

Environmental Impact Assessment (Agriculture) Regulations 2011. 

As  such, NPWS may  provide  observations  and  submissions  to  relevant  public  authorities  on  the 

implications of the activities they are regulating, which may have an impact on natural heritage (e.g. 

development, forestry, foreshore applications, dumping at sea permits, tree felling, dredging etc.). In 

this capacity, the role is to provide observations that will assist a consent authority in its consideration 

of the implications of a proposal for the environment and in its decision‐making. 

The organisation also provides observations on the implications for the natural and built heritage of 

plans  and  programmes  that  public  authorities  wish  to  adopt  or  undertake  (e.g.  Flood  Risk 

Management Plans, Tourism Strategies, Forestry Programme etc).  

In this regard, the role of the organisation  is to  inform the decision‐making of the public authority, 

where possible and appropriate. Where a public authority  is  required  to complete an Appropriate 

Assessment of a plan or project it proposes to undertake or adopt (i.e. its own plan or project), it must 
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submit various  information  including a Natura  Impact Statement to NPWS for comment, at  least 6 

weeks before it is proposed to conclude the Appropriate Assessment.  

The organisation also has powers under the Wildlife Acts 1976 to 2018 to issue a number of different 

types of licence across the Country for various activities such as hare coursing, deer hunting, shooting 

over  foreshore,  non‐native  species,  shooting  birds/animals  that  are  causing  damage/disturbance, 

photography,  wildlife  dealers,  taking  eggs  from  wildbirds,  falconry,  capture  or  humanely  kill 

birds/animals, derogations affecting badgers/otters etc., retaining injured animals/birds etc. Licences 

are processed through the Wildlife Licencing Unit and licence applications are reviewed by regional 

staff (District Conservation Officers) prior to issue. 

 

2.1.3A Consent applications referred 

The approximate numbers of consent applications (including cases where NPWS was the appropriate 

authority  for  consent  decisions  as well  a  those where NPWS was  a  consultee  or  respondent  to 

applications made to other authorities) in the years 2018,  2019 and 2020 were 6,245 applications, 

6,843, and 6,701 respectively. 

 

2.1.3B Wildlife Crime ‐ Prosecution, enforcement orders, investigations etc. 

Information from NPWS indicates that the number of prosecutions for wildlife crime in the years 2018, 

2019  and  2020 were  8,  26,  and  25,  respectively. An  additional  single  enforcement order  for  site 

protection was  implemented during 2020.    Ireland’s NBAP 2017‐ 2021  includes a  commitment  to 

provide adequate  training  to appropriate Departmental  staff  to  facilitate  the detection of Wildlife 

Crime and support enforcement of related legislation. 

 

2.1.3C Judicial Reviews 

The breakdown of judicial reviews on environmental matters in the Irish State for the period 2018 – 

2020 is as follows: 

In 2018, 19  judicial  reviews of environmental  law were  in process  in  Ireland.  Four of  these were 

referred to the Court of  Justice of the European Union  (CJEU) for a preliminary ruling.  Ireland was 

given leave to intervene in two of these cases.    

In 2019, the number of judicial reviews was 22. Eight cases were referred to the CJEU for preliminary 

judgement, with Ireland not intervening in any case.  

In 2020, sixteen  judicial reviews were  in process, with six preliminary referrals to the CJEU, two of 

which Ireland intervened in.  

 

*** 
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2.2 The Danish Nature Agency 
 

Note: Government action on the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity and living natural 
resources in Denmark, including management of designated nature conservation areas, is undertaken 
by the Ministry of Environment and Food. The biodiversity portfolio is split between different agencies 
within  the Ministry.  The  Danish  Environmental  Protection  Agency  is  chiefly  responsible  for  the 
development of legislation, the management of national‐level projects on environmental protection, 
and  facilitating co‐ordination between different environmental authorities  in Denmark;  it also has 
primary responsibility for the management of Natura 2000 sites most of which are not owned by the 
Danish government.  The Danish Nature Agency is responsible for the management of state‐owned 
nature  conservation  designations  including  national  parks,  foreshore  and  forestry  areas,  and 
undertakes various biodiversity management, monitoring, research and education activities within the 
national territory. The Danish Coastal Authority is a division within the Danish Nature Agency which 
has  specific  responsibility  for  conservation measures  in national marine and  coastal  territory. The 
Department is the section of the Ministry tasked with overall policy development and administration. 

Requests for input to the benchmarking study were made to each of these divisions, however only the 
Danish Nature Agency was in a position to respond within the required time frame. 

 

2.2.1:  Legal status of the organisation 

The Danish Nature Agency  is an agency under the Ministry of Environment and Food of Denmark, 

which manages activities in forests, nature reserves and along the Danish coastline. 

The responsibilities of the Danish Nature Agency and its network of local and regional offices are laid 

out by statutory order no. 1411 of 8 December 2010 on Delegation of Tasks and Powers to the Nature 

Agency.  It  is  also  responsible  for  implementation  and  oversight  of  the  Planning  Act,  the  Act  on 

Environmental Objectives and several other acts and regulations on nature‐related issues. The Danish 

Nature Agency reports directly to the Department of the Ministry of Environment. The Danish Coastal 

Authority is a division within the Danish Nature Agency and is the authority for 7,300 km of coastline 

and 103,000 km2 of Danish territorial waters. The Danish Coastal Authority manages functional and 

regulatory tasks concerning coastal protection, dune conservation, beach protection and the Danish 

state’s sovereignty over territorial waters. The Danish Coastal Authority guides citizens, municipalities 

and other stakeholders in matters concerning the coast. 

 

2.2.1A Strategic Model 

The Danish Nature Agency has approximately 700 employees, of whom approximately 85 are based 

at the head office in Randbøl and approximately 90 employees are associated with the Danish Coastal 

Authority in the town of Lemvig. Other employees are based at the agency's 16 local units throughout 

Denmark. 

Headquarters establishes the general policies, guidelines, goals, and the direction for the organisation 

as a whole. The local units are responsible for implementing strategic measures to achieve the goals 

for their region and in support of wider national biodiversity targets.  
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2.2.1B Financial Resources 

Table 2 below provides a breakdown of the Danish nature Agency’s total budgets for the years 2018 
to 2022. No information was available at the time of writing on budgets for biodiversity conservation 
in other parts of the Ministry of the Environment and Food or other government departments, or how 
this compares to total national expenditure on the environment. 

Year  Total budget1  Sources 

2018 
699 million DKK (c. €93.6 
million) 

Government funding: 24 % 
Commercial income: 73 % 
Private donations: 3% 

2019 
751 million DKK (c. €100.5 
million) 

Government funding: 33% 
Commercial income: 64% 
Private donations: 3% 

2020 
761 million DKK  (c. €102.2 
million) 

Government funding: 39% 
Commercial income: 58% 
Private donations: 3% 

2021 
912 million DKK (estimate) 
(c. €122.6 million) 

Not yet established. 

Table 2: Danish Nature Agency annual budget 2018 – 2021 

 

2.2.1C Human resources 

There are around 670 employees in the Danish Nature Agency ‐ approximately 130 in Headquarters 

(Randbøl), 85 in the Danish Coastal Authority, and the rest in the 16 local units across Denmark.  

Administratively,  the  Danish  Nature  Agency  is  largely  self‐contained,  with  responsibility  for 

maintaining its own back‐office functions such as accounting and payroll, IT, communications, facilities 

management etc.,  in additional to managing practical field‐based activities. Therefore the skill‐sets 

required by the Agency include a broad range of administrative, scientific, technical, professional and 

trade roles.  

 

2.2.1D Future Resource Priorities 

Biodiversity is a key area of national government policy, and future priorities will include the expansion 

and enhancement of state‐owned nature conservation areas. This include increasing the total area of 

undisturbed forest in Denmark by more than 16,000 ha (160 km2), and further enhancement of two 

new “nature‐national parks” that opened in 2021. It is expected that other nature national parks will 

be designated  in the following years. Working  in co‐ordination with other divisions of the Ministry, 

e.g.  in  partnership  on  EU  LIFE‐projects,  the  Danish  Nature  Agency  will  also  work  to  support 

improvement of Natura 2000 sites and protection for protected habitats and species.  

 
1 DKK figures provided by the Danish nature Agency; Euro equivalents estimated from currency market rates at 
close on 31st December for 2018‐2020, and 31st March for 2021.  
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2.2.2: Protected areas  

The Danish Nature Agency manages  the Ministry's approximately 200,000 hectares  (2,000 km2) of 

forests and natural areas  (approximately 4.6% of  the national  territory), with  the aims of securing 

clean water,  protecting  and  securing  biodiversity,  supporting  sustainable  planning  for  cities  and 

landscape, managing  outdoor  activities,  communicating with  the  public  on  issues  about  nature, 

forestry and land management, and wildlife management. It also engages in management of hunting 

and  game  species  and  specific  outdoor  and  nature  projects  ‐  often  in  collaboration  with  other 

authorities, organizations and volunteers. 

 

2.2.2A: Natura 2000 sites and species 

A total of 252 Natura 2000 sites have been designated in Denmark. Together these sites cover an area 
of approximately 3,100 km2 (approximately 7% of the national territory).  

Natura 2000 site designation, monitoring, management and reporting is primarily the responsibility of 
the Danish Environmental Protection Agency, however some 870km2 (43%) of Danish Nature Agency 
land overlaps with Natura 2000 designations. 

 

2.1.2B Natura 2000 Management Planning and Oversight 

See 2.2.2C below. 

 

2.2.2C Other (non‐Natura 2000) Protected Areas 

The Danish Nature Agency manages about 110,000 hectares of forest (2.6% of the territory) and about 
90,000 hectares (2%) of open nature reserves. These reserves encompass a wide range of ecosystems 
and  habitat  types,  including wet  and  dry  grasslands, moors,  heaths  and  peatland.  The  areas  are 
distributed throughout the country and are administered by the Danish Nature Agency's 16 local units.  

The Danish Nature Agency manages the vast majority of the state nature areas, though not all state 
nature areas are owned and managed by  the Danish Nature Agency.   Other owners of State  land 
include: The Ministry of Defense,  responsible  for military exercise areas;  the Ministry of  Finance, 
responsible  for  castles  and  formal  gardens;  the Ministry  of  Justice,  responsible  for  natural  areas 
around prisons and related institutions; and the Ministry of Transport, Building and Housing, which is 
responsible for roads estate and certain coastal facilities; and the Ministry of Education and Research, 
which owns various experimental forestry and agricultural lands associated with universities. 

A large proportion of the Danish Nature Agency's lands overlap with Natura 2000 sites include habitat 
that is covered by Annex 1 of the Habitats Directive. The Danish Nature Agency's approx. 870 km2 of 
Natura  2000‐related  areas  consist  of  approx.  61,000  hectares  of  open  land  and  approx.  25,000 
hectares of forest. This corresponds to approx. 43% of the Danish Nature Agency's total areas. 

However, ownership and primary management responsibility  for these areas do not  fall under the 
remit of the Danish Nature Agency, except where the Agency supports or plans to collaborate with 
other environmental authorities, e.g. on EU LIFE projects. At the same time, management planning for 
Danish Nature Agency lands associated with Natura 2000 must take these designations and related 
conservation priorities into account (2.2.2D, below). 
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2.2.2D Other (non‐Natura 2000) Sites Management Planning and Oversight 

The  Danish  Nature  Agency  is  certified  to  Forest  Stewardship  Council  (FSC)  and  Programme  for 
Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC) standards, to ensure that the operation, management and 
supply  chain  for  forests  and  forest  products  are  conducted  in  a  sustainable manner.  28,000  ha 
(280km2) of state forests, equating to 20% of the forest area owned by the Danish Nature Agency,  
have been set aside for biodiversity conservation.   

For each forest area designated for biodiversity purposes, management plans are prepared within the 
framework of general guidelines for management of forests for biodiversity which were published by 
the Danish Nature Agency in 2018. Approval of management plans is contingent on compatibility with 
the guidelines. Wherever a protected area overlaps or adjoins a Natura 2000 site, the management 
plans are based on  the management plans  for  the Natura 2000  site, ensuring  that  the criteria  for 
designation and associated management priorities are supported. 

 

2.2.2E Undesignated sites subject to Other Effective Area‐Based Conservation Measures 

The Danish Nature Agency  is not currently engaged  in any  formal capacity  in  the development or 
implementation  of OECM  in  non‐designated  sites  in Denmark. However,  through  involvement  in 
various  intergovernmental bodies such as  the Arctic Council and OSPAR,  the Kingdom of Denmark 
provides support for ongoing efforts to identify suitable OECM in terrestrial and marine environments, 
including examining the potential role of areas‐based fisheries management strategies as OECM. 

 

2.2.2F Conservation Designations and Agriculture 

No  information  on  the  relationship  between  agricultural  land  and  conservation  designations was 
available at the time of writing.  

 

2.2.3: Regulatory / Consent functions 

The Danish Nature Agency can (depending on the area) directly lease lands e.g. for grazing, and certain 

fishing, hunting and other recreational activities are permitted. However, the Danish nature Agency 

does not have a role in permitting or licencing other activities, except as a consultee. 

  

2.2.3A Consent applications referred 

No  information on they number of consent applications referred to the Danish Nature Agency was 
available at the time of writing. 

 

2.2.3B Wildlife Crime ‐ Prosecution, enforcement orders, investigations etc. 

A national enforcement action plan for wildlife crime has been developed for Denmark, overseen by 
the Nature and Biodiversity Section of the Department of the Ministry of the Environment, separate 
to the Danish Nature Agency. Whilst the Danish Nature Agency may be involved, where required, in 
the collection of evidence or providing support for deterrence measures, the Agency  is not directly 
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involved  in  prosecutions.  No  information  on  the  annual  numbers  of  investigations,  enforcement 
orders or prosecutions is available at the time of writing. 

 

2.2.3C Judicial Reviews 

Responsibility for the development and review of nature conservation legislation in Denmark lies with 
the  Department  and  the  Danish  Environmental  Protection  Agency.  At  the  time  of  writing,  no 
information on the number of reviews or referrals to the European Court  in recent years has been 
made available.  

 

 

*** 
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2.3 Metsähallitus – Parks and Wildlife Finland 
 

2.3.1:  Legal status of the organisation 

The history of Metsähallitus dates back to the 1850s.  Since then, changes in government and reforms 
of  the  forest sector  in Finland have seen numerous changes  in  the management and  remit of  the 
organisation.  In  1921 Metsähallitus was  designated  as  a  Central  authority  under  the Ministry  of 
Agriculture and Forestry to “manage, oversee and promote Finish forestry”, both to develop Finland’s 
forest resource as for revenue generation and to ensure long term sustainable use of forest systems.  
In 1983, following concern about environmental issues and greater awareness of the value of forestry 
for biodiversity, Metsähallitus was given additional nature conservation management functions under 
the Ministry of the Environment. Metsähallitus reports directly to both ministries today.  

Metsähallitus  has  four  separate  units  catering  for  the  organisation’s mix  of  business  and  public 
administration duties:  Metsähallitus Forestry Ltd. (management of state‐owned commercial forestry), 
Metsähallitus Property Development  (focusing on  sustainable businesses and  innovation  including 
renewable energy developments), Siemen Forelia Oy  (management of  forest  seed‐plantations and 
sales of high‐quality seed stock), and Metsähallitus Parks and Wildlife Finland (management of nature 
reserves and cultural heritage sites, and facilitating multiple uses of state owned lands).  As the division 
responsible  for nature conservation and management of protected areas, Metsähallitus Parks and 
Wildlife Finland (MHNPF) is the focus of this report.  

MHNPF has two further strategic divisions: National Parks Finland which manages nature reserves and 
holds  responsibility  for biodiversity  conservation  and  the  implementation of  related  international 
agreements, and Wildlife Service Finland, which manages state‐owned hunting and fishing grounds 
and is responsible for related access and permitting.  Geographically, both of these units have slightly 
different  administrative  divisions.  The  operative  regions  covered  by  National  Parks  Finland  are: 
Lapland, Ostrobothnia and Kainuu, Lakeland, and Coastal and Metroplitan Area. For Wildlife Service 
Finland,  three  operative  regions  are  designated:  Lapland, Ostrobotnia  and  Kainuu,  and  Southern 
Finland.  

 

2.3.1A Strategic Model 

As a state agency under the Finnish Constitution, all functions and finances of Metsähallitus are laid 
down by Acts of Parliament. Appropriations, budget approvals, and  forecasting are  considered by 
Parliament in line with the major service objectives as laid out in these Acts.  Within MHNPF, a Steering 
Unit interacts with the two governing Ministries to agree strategic goals and funding allocation. This 
steering unit then allocates resources and delegates action on the goals across the operative regions.   

MHNPF lists its major strategic objectives as: 

‐ management of state‐owned nature reserves and historic sites  
‐ maintenance and restoration of valuable habitats 
‐ providing free facilities for visitors to these areas  
‐ compiling GPS data on conservation issues in protected areas  
‐ participating in international collaboration on nature conservation  
‐ maintenance of snowmobile  routes  (formal snowmobile  routes are designated as  roads  in 

Finland  and  come under  the Road  Traffic Act; Metsähallitus manages numerous  informal 
routes through its estate which are open to public use). 
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The total land holdings managed by Metsähallitus comprise 3.77 million hectares. This figure includes 
991 statutory nature reserves which occupy 20,193 sq. km (data from January 2021). 

 

2.3.1B Financial Resources 

Table 3 below provides a breakdown of MHNPF’s total budgets for the years 2018 to 2021. For each 
year,  MHNPF  has  estimated  that  their  budgets  represent  approx..  50%  of  the  total  national 
expenditure on the environment. 

Year  Total budget  Sources 

2018  52,000,000 € 

Public sector (both ministries): 44 000 000 € 

EU‐funds: 5 500 000 € 

Other: 4 000 000 € 

2019  52,000,000 € 

Public sector (both ministries): 44 000 000 € 

EU‐funds: 5 500 000 € 

Other: 2 500 000 € 

2020  68,000,000 € 

Public sector (both ministries): 60 000 000 € 

EU‐funds: 6 000 000 € 

Other: 2 000 € 

2021  68,000,000 € 

Public sector (both ministries): 60 000 000 € 

EU‐funds: 6 000 000 € 

Other: 2 000 € 

Table 3: MHNPF annual budget 2018 – 2019 

 

2.3.1C Human resources 

As of April 2021, MHNPF employs a total of 434 people in full‐time positions, with 181 part‐time posts 
and around 2,000 volunteers who provide approx. 16 person years equivalent.  

The main educational backgrounds and professional competencies of these staff  include biology or 
other natural science‐based education, communications, digitalization (ICT), economics, GIS and other 
information  systems,  leadership and management,  competitive  tendering, and manual  trades and 
crafts (e.g. building outdoor recreation structure such as duck trails and wilderness cabins). 

 

2.3.1D Future Resource Priorities 

For the period from 2021 to 2025, MHNPF expects that the major priorities for resource allocation will 
be: safeguarding biodiversity and mitigation of climate change by restoring habitats; addressing the 
linkages between nature and health; digitalization of operations; and provision of services to hikers 
and other customers. 
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2.3.2: Protected areas  

Definitive figures on the total area of Finnish national territory which is covered by protected areas 
were  not  available  at  the  time  of writing;  however, MHNPF  has  estimated  that  designated  sites 
(Natura 2000 and non‐Natura 2000) represent approximately 14% of the territory. Approximately 90% 
of  this  is under government ownership, with  the  remainder under private ownership. Non‐Natura 
2000 sites designated for nature conservation in Finland are almost all state‐owned. 

 

2.3.2A: Natura 2000 sites and species 

In Finland, about 5.2 million hectares are presently covered by the Natura 2000 network. The overall 
number of individual areas is 1,866, of which 87 are in the independently governed island province of 
Åland. The northernmost part of Lapland  is part of  the Natura 2000 Alpine Biogeographic Region, 
whereas the rest of Finland  is part of the Boreal Region. Finland’s coastal and marine Natura 2000 
sites are a part of the marine protected area network of the northern Baltic Sea Region. 

There are 1,721 SAC areas pursuant to the Habitats Directive  in Finland. They cover an area of 4.3 
million hectares, which is about 12.5% of the overall area of Finland. There are 470 SPA sites pursuant 
to the Bird Directive, and they cover an area of 3.2 million hectares, around 7.3% of Finland’s overall 
area. 

The size of Natura 2000 sites in Finland varies from those under one hectare to the ten largest northern 
sites of over 100,000 ha (1,000 km2), which together form over 40% of the total network area. 80% of 
the  sites  are  under  1,000  ha.  In  total,  the  delimits  of  320  SAC  and  SPA  areas  are  completely 
overlapping, while several other Natura 2000 sites overlap partly.   

MHNPF estimates that three quarters of the Finnish Natura 2000 area is terrestrial, at approximately 
3.7 million hectares. Inland waters add a further 0.6 million hectares to this (c. 4.3 million total). Some 
230 Natura 2000 sites (both SACs and SPAs) hold a marine component, including in the independently 
governed island of Åland.  In total these cover c. 8,100 km2. The total area of Natura 2000 sites with 
a freshwater component has not been defined by MHNPF, but is estimated at c. 6,800 km2. 

The EU Habitats Directive lists 68 habitats found in Finland, which are protected as part of the Natura 
2000 network. Habitats Directive Annexes  II,  IV and V  include a total of 139 species, subspecies or 
groups of species found in Finland (situation in 2012). The Alpine region has 35 and the Boreal region 
126 species. 

The  latest available  information on bird species  (from 2012)  indicates  that a  total of 256 naturally 
occurring birds referred to in the Birds Directive can be found in Finland. 

 

2.3.2B Natura 2000 Management Planning and Oversight 

Almost 80% of the total area of the Natura 2000 network in mainland Finland is owned by the state 
and governed by Metsähallitus.  These protected areas are managed by MHNPF, with the exception 
of those Natura 2000 sites in multi‐use forests, which are managed by Metsähallitus Forestry Ltd.  

The  remaining 20% of  the Natura 2000 area  is owned by municipalities, organizations and private 
landowners.  The  regional  environment  administration  (presently  organized  in  13  Centres  for 
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Economic  Development,  Transport  and  the  Environment  or  ELY  Centres2)  is  responsible  for  the 
coordination of conservation and management measures of N2000 sites in mainland Finland, although 
municipalities and Metsähallitus Parks and Wildlife Finland are involved in planning and operational 
management work in cooperation with landowners and other stakeholders.  

The independent government of Åland (Åland landskapsregering) is responsible for the Natura 2000 
sites within that province. 

Participatory management and use plans are statutorily required for all 40 of Finland’s national parks 
(which  include 20% of the Natura 2000 network area), wilderness reserves (12  in total, comprising 
30% of the Natura 2000 network area). Most of these plans have been completed. Lifespan of these 
plans  is  typically  10‐15  years,  and  plans  are  reviewed  every  5‐6  years.  Operational  habitat 
management and restoration plans are drafted as needed for entire areas or individual components 
of Natura 2000 / protected sites. 

Natura 2000  site  condition assessments  (called NATA  in  Finland)  cover over 90% of  the area and 
almost 80% by number of the Finnish Natura 200 network. After completion of the first round of NATA, 
the  assessments  are  revised  regularly  to  facilitate  monitoring,  implementation  of  conservation 
measures  and  revision  of  conservation  objectives  and measures. NATA  is  considered  a  sufficient 
management  tool  and means  of  documenting  conservation  objectives  and measures  on  pristine 
Natura 2000 sites that have minimal pressures and little or no need for management measures.  The 
authority in charge of any specific protected area (incl. Natura 2000 sites) is responsible for preparing 
the management plans. 

The Ministry of the Environment  (MoE) has primary responsibility for  implementation, monitoring, 
evaluation  and  reporting  of  the  Natura  2000  network.  The  Finnish  Environment  Institute  (FEI)  
Biodiversity Centre is also involved in site‐based information management (e.g. maintaining Standard 
Data Forms for Natura 2000 sites), monitoring and reporting of the Natura 2000 sites. National Parks 
Finland, the ELY Centres and FEI are all directed and financed mainly by the MoE. 

The Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MAF) also has an important role, especially in coordinating 
and financing actions that involve issues of sustainable use of land and natural resources, inside and 
outside of protected areas,  including Natura 2000 sites. These  involve measures  in agriculture and 
forestry, fishery and game management, reindeer husbandry and nature tourism. The Ministry also 
has a coordinating role in the national combat against harmful effects of invasive alien species. 

 

2.3.2C Other (non‐Natura 2000) Protected Areas 

The protected areas outside of  the Finnish Natura 2000 network cover more  than 4,000 km2 and 
include sites on state owned and private  lands that were designated outside of the original Nature 
Conservation Programmes established by the Finnish Council of State (in the period 1976‐1996) or 
after the initial proposed designations of Natura 2000 sites in 1998.  MHNPF estimates that about half 
of this nationally designated area is marine area, where habitats and species of community value had 
not yet been comprehensively  surveyed when Natura 2000  sites were originally proposed  for  the 
network and thus were left out.  

After extensive underwater surveys and biodiversity inventories, marine Natura 2000 sites have since 
been supplemented several times (most recently in 2012 and 2018). Very large marine areas have also 

 
2 ELY Centres are established under partnership between several government Ministries with the aim of 
promoting regional competitiveness, well‐being, sustainable development and climate action. 
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been included in recently established or extended national parks (e.g. Bothnian Sea and Archipelago 
Sea National Parks), but not all of these are within Natura 2000 sites. 

 

2.3.2D Other (non‐Natura 2000) Sites Management Planning and Oversight 

MHNPF  governs  all,  and manages most  state‐owned  protected  areas,  including  some which  are 
privately owned. Non‐Natura 2000 nature reserves can be established by municipalities (e.g. cities), 
as well as by organisations (NGOs or private interests) and individuals, subject to approval from the 
Ministry of the Environment. There is a diverse range of private protected areas in Finland, from strict 
bird reserves to valuable estate parks. There are about 7,800 private nature reserves in Finland, mainly 
located in the south of the country.  Some of these are directly connected to state‐owned protected 
areas and share services with them.   

The management of any private nature reserves is coordinated by ELY Centres, although operational 
management responsibility may vary. MHNPF may also manage privately owned nature reserves, with 
the landowner´s permission. 

At the time of writing, no information was available with regards to the size or number of protected 
areas managed by NGOs, though MHNPF has  indicated that management of some private reserves 
(eg. forest protection areas, bird sanctuaries) may involve NGOs. With regards to sites managed by 
private businesses, no information was available; however, some of the larger forest industry groups 
own private nature reserves, some of which are also designated as Natura 2000 sites. They are also 
obliged  by  law,  to  designate  certain  natural  habitats  (both  EU  and  national)  outside  of  forestry 
measures (e.g. adjacent or associated wetlands, heaths, scrub etc.). 

Combination Natura 2000  sites  (being both SAC and SPA) are often quite  large  (particularly  those 
located in less‐populated north and on the western coast, as well and those in the eastern lake area) 
and  include both  state‐ and privately‐owned  lands and waters  (those  strictly protected as nature 
reserves  and  areas where  conservation  objectives  are  implemented  by  other means).  Integrated 
management planning  and  implementation of plans  is  approached  co‐operatively. At  the  time of 
writing, no estimate of the total such area is available. 

 

2.3.2E Undesignated sites subject to Other Effective Area‐Based Conservation Measures 

A Working Group on defining OECMs has recently been established in Finland, led by the Ministry of 
the Environment. Several potential terrestrial OECM area types have been  identified  in agricultural 
and especially forest environments. Other possible measures are under consideration for freshwater 
and marine ecosystems;  for example,  certain  fishing  restriction areas,  that are  set  to protect  fish 
spawning sites or migratory routes.  Whilst the full scope of OECM or the potential area to be covered 
has yet to be estimated, it is likely to be considerable. MHNPF anticipates that some difficulties may 
arise with the management of information from some privately owned potential OECM sites. 

 

2.3.2F Conservation Designations and Agriculture 

Agricultural land accounts for just 7% of the total land area of Finland. Of this, 5,500 hectares (0.35% 
of all agricultural land) is situated within the Natura 2000 network.  At the time of writing, no statistics 
are available on agriculture within non‐Natura nature reserves, but it is considered to be negligible. 
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The  annual maintenance need  (e.g.  in  terms of budget  allocation)  for  the  semi‐natural  grassland 
habitats  currently  under  conservation management  in mainland  Finland  is  approximately  30,000 
hectares. MHNPF estimates that around 12,000 hectares (40%) of this is inside Natura 2000 sites (most 
being established nature reserves) with the remaining 18,000 hectares in other protected areas. No 
data  are  available  in  Finland  for  detailed  habitat  types  of  semi‐natural  grasslands  outside  the 
protected areas and the inventories of Natura 2000 sites are still in progress. 

 

2.3.3: Regulatory / Consent functions 

Metsähallitus National  Parks  Finland has direct  regulatory  control over  licencing  certain  activities 
targeted at designated nature conservation areas. The regulatory role of the Parks and Wildlife Finland 
unit of MHNPF is legislated either on national nature conservation acts or is based on land owners’ 
jurisdiction.   National nature conservation acts specify that actions that may threaten the value or 
integrity of designated sites, or  impact on sustainable management, are  forbidden  in conservation 
areas. In certain cases which are precisely defined under legislation, Parks and Wildlife Finland as a 
governing authority has some discretion and power to grant permissions for certain actions. According 
to legislation, some actions like berry and mushroom picking, are generally allowed on conservation 
areas based on “Everymans’ Rights” that are applied in Finland widely in both conservation and other 
areas. Actions that are necessary to maintain existing critical infrastructure (power lines, roads, water 
pipelines etc.) on protected  sites are permitted under  law. The hunting or  trapping of animals or 
picking plants for research purposes, removing alien or other species threatening the conservation 
values, or conducting geological research are all actions that require the official permit of Parks and 
Wildlife Finland. Some other activities like public events to be held on protected sites or maintaining 
facilities for recreation or nature tourism generally require the permit of Parks and Wildlife Finland as 
a land owner/manager. 

In northern Finland conservation areas are extensive with many areas over 1,000 km2 or more, and 
nature‐based  economies  can  be  an  important  part  of  life  in  local  and  indigenous  communities. 
Subsistence activities such as reindeer herding and hunting by local people are allowed in most of the 
conservation areas in northern Finland. The northernmost part of Finland is the Sámi Homeland area 
in which the indigenous Saami people have the right to practice their culture and pursue traditional 
livelihoods  in  protected  sites.  In  these  circumstances,  the  role  of  Parks  and Wildlife  Finland  is 
consultative. In general, land use and management plans are prepared to all national parks and other 
recreationally  significant  protected  sites  and  the  plan  is  an  essential  tool  to  combine  targets  of 
conservation, different  kinds of  land use  and  recreational  activities.  The  plan  is  also  an  essential 
guideline and tool for Parks and Wildlife consent procedures. 

Parks and Wildlife also has a consultative role concerning emissions and impacts connected to land 
use, industry, mining etc. that takes place outside conservation area boundaries. Concerning Natura 
2000  sites  governed  by  state,  the  opinion  procedure  is  obligatory  based  on  legislation  (primarily 
nature conservation acts). In these cases, the Parks and Wildlife consultant role is connected to other 
consent processes. 

 

2.3.3A Consent applications referred 

Detailed information on the nature and number of consent applications was not available at the time 
of writing, however MHNPF has estimated that on average 300‐400 applications were received in the 
period 2018‐2020 through (including announcements and applications directed to organisation via a 
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centralised announcement / permitting procedure,  though  this excludes minor applications where 
proposed activities did not strictly meet the criteria under which a formal  legal consent application 
was required). 

 

2.3.3B Wildlife Crime ‐ Prosecution, enforcement orders, investigations etc. 

Much of the requested information in wildlife crime in Finland was not available at the time of writing 
due to difficulty in accessing the statistics which are maintained in co‐operation with the Finnish Police 
and Finnish Border Guard authorities. 

 

2.1.3C Judicial Reviews 

At the time of writing, no information on the number of reviews or referrals to the European Court in 
recent years has been made available.  

 

 

 

 

*** 
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2.4. Natural England 
 

Note:  Since the UK Wildlife and Countryside Act of 1981 entered into law, areas of special scientific, 
landform or geological  interest  in  the UK may be designated as an SSSI – Site of Special Scientific 
Interest ‐ an area containing wildlife, geology or  landforms of special  interest, and the main nature 
conservation designation used in the UK. Since the entry into force of the Birds and Habitats Directives, 
SACs and SPAs were also designated as part of the European Natura 2000 Network; in practice, most 
SAC and SPA sites were also SSSIs.  

As part of the Brexit process, under the European Union (Withdrawal) Act of 2018, all existing EU law 
was brought under UK law (and referred to as “EU retained law”). The Conservation of Habitats and 
Species (Amendment) (EU Exit) Regulations 2019 brought Natura 2000 sites into a new national site 
network, within which existing sites may be de‐listed, or new sites created, under the Regulations. The 
extents of the specific sites and the details of their management, however, have not changed, as of 
April 2021. Therefore, for clarity in this report and to facilitate comparison between Natural England 
and counterpart organisations  in the other  jurisdictions, details of Natura 2000 sites as designated 
before Brexit and the 2019 Regulations (i.e. as SACs and SPAs) are reported as “Natura 2000 sites”. 

2.4.1:  Legal status of the organisation 

Natural England  is  the UK government’s statutory adviser  for  the natural environment  in England, 
established under  the Natural Environment and Rural Communities  (NERC) Act of 2006. As a non‐
departmental public body (NDPB) Natural England is led by a non‐executive Board appointed by the 
Secretary of State for the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra). The Board has 
collective responsibility for the overall performance and success of Natural England. It ensures Natural 
England carries out its statutory duties; delivers its priorities as agreed with the Secretary of State; is 
properly  and  effectively  managed  and  provides  appropriate  stewardship  for  the  public  funds 
entrusted to it. The Board comprises the Chairman and ten other non‐executive members appointed 
on an individual basis and not as representatives of any organisations. 

 

2.4.1A Strategic Model 

Under the NERC Act, Natural England’s primary functions are: 

‐ Promote nature conservation and protect biodiversity;  
‐ Conserve and enhance the landscape;  
‐ Secure  the  provision  and  improvement  of  facilities  for  the  study,  understanding  and 

enjoyment of the natural environment;  
‐ Promote access to the countryside and open spaces and encourage open‐air recreation; and 
‐ Contribute  in other ways  to  social  and  economic well‐being  through management of  the 

natural environment 
 
Operationally, Natural England has five “Chief Officer Directorates” which report to the organisations’ 
Chief  Executive.  These  are  the  Operations  Directorate,  the  Strategy  and  Government  Advice 
Directorate, the Legal and Governance Directorate, the Planning and Performance Directorate, and 
finally  the Chief  Scientist Directorate, which has  a  role  in providing  scientific  and evidence‐based 
leadership to the other Directorates. 
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Natural England wholly or partly manages 139 National Nature Reserves (NNRs). Natural England owns 
about  20,000  hectares,  leases  30,000  hectares  and  c.15,000  hectares  is  under  Nature  Reserve 
Agreements. This is out of a total of 223 NNRs with a hectarage of 94,000.  
 
Natural England’s strategy  is based on achieving a vision of “thriving nature for people and planet” 
and a mission of “building partnerships for nature’s recovery.”3  The organisations priorities for the 
period 2020‐2025 aim to link its day‐to‐day operations with this long‐term vision in support of the UK 
Government’s 25 Year Environment Plan4 and net zero commitments5:  

 

2.4.1B Financial Resources 

Table 4 below provides a breakdown of Natural England’s total budgets for the years 2018 to 2022.  

Year  Amount6  Sources 

2018/19 

Revenue  ‐ 
£116.1m 

Capital ‐ £4.5m 

£87.4m (€97.35m) (revenue & capital) – Grant in Aid (from Defra) 

£15.6m (€17.4) – Technical Assistance Funding (EU) 

£3.3m (€3.7m) – Catchment Sensitive Farming RDPE (EU) 

£5.1m (€5.68m) – Fees and Charges Income 

£2.9m (€3.2m) – Secondment Income 

£6.3m (€7m) – External (EU LIFE+ and Heritage Lottery Funding) 

2019/20 

Revenue  ‐ 
£115.4m 

Capital ‐ £1.3m 

£93.8m (€110.85m) (revenue & capital) – Grant in Aid (from Defra) 

£1.8m (€2.13m) – Technical Assistance Funding (EU) 

£3.6m (€4.25m) – Catchment Sensitive Farming RDPE (EU) 

£5.3m (€6.86m) – Fees and Charges Income 

£4.0m (€4.7m) – Secondment Income 

£6.6m (€7.8m) – External (EU LIFE+ and Heritage Lottery Funding) 

£1.6m (€1.89m) – Other Income (mainly Basic Payment Scheme) 

2020/21 

Revenue  ‐ 
£128.4m 

Capital ‐ £4.9m 

£111.3m (€124.4m) (revenue & capital) – Grant in Aid (from Defra) 

£0.9m (€1m) – Technical Assistance Funding (EU) 

£2.7m (€3.01m) – Catchment Sensitive Farming RDPE (EU) 

£4.9m (€5.48m)  – Fees and Charges Income 

£3.3m (€3.69) – Secondment Income 

£7.5m (€8.38) – External (EU LIFE+ and Heritage Lottery Funding) 

£2.7m (€3.01) – Other Income (mainly Basic Payment Scheme) 

 
3 Natural England webpage: “Building Partnerships for Nature’s Recovery”  
4 'A Green Future: Our 25 Year Plan to Improve the Environment' 
5 See the UK Climate Change Committee’s webpage on Reaching Net Zero in the UK 
6 UK STG figures provided by Natural England; Euro equivalents estimated from currency market rates at close 
on 31st December for 2018‐2020, and 31st March for 2021. 
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2021/22 

Revenue  ‐ 
£150.47m 
(indicative) 

Capital  ‐ 
£33.01m 
(indicative) 

Indicative: 

£162.96m (€191.5m) (revenue & capital) – Grant in Aid (from Defra) 

£5.6m (€6.6m) – Fees and Charges Income 

£8.6m (€10.1m) – External (EU LIFE+ and Heritage Lottery Funding) 

£1.84m (€2.16m) – Other Income (mainly Basic Payment Scheme) 

£4.48m (€5.26m) – Great Crested Newts Income 

Table 4: Natural England annual budget 2018/19 – 2021/22 

With regards to comparative financing of nature and biodiversity as a percentage of total national 
expenditure on  the environment, no  information was available at  the  time of writing, since under 
budget allocations for conservation cut across the whole of the Defra Group7. Furthermore, under the 
NERC Act, all UK government authorities are obliged to have regard to conserving biodiversity as part 
of policy or decision making (the “Biodiversity Duty”), meaning that many public bodies in the UK have 
their own budgets for biodiversity research, conservation and management. 

 

2.4.1C Human Resources 

As of April 2021, Natural England employed 2,247 staff, comprising 1,735 full‐time and 512 part‐time 
staff. These positions are allocated across Chief Officer Directorates as detailed in Table 5 below. In 
addition, over 2,000 volunteers are involved in a variety of roles, such as volunteer wildlife monitors, 
student  placements,  office‐based  volunteers,  researchers  and  assistant  with  practical  tasks  on 
National Nature Reserves. Natural England estimates that approx. 70% of its annual budget is devoted 
to staffing, every year. 

Chief Officer Directorate  Full‐Time Staff  Part‐Time  TOTAL 

Operations  1,145  329  1,474 

Strategy & Govt Advice  254  91  345 

Chief Scientist  249  70  319 

Legal & Governance  55  17  72 

Planning & Performance  32  5  37 

TOTAL  1,735  512  2,247 

Table 5: Natural England staff resources 2021 

Natural England operates an area‐based model with delivery across 12 area teams in the Operations 
Directorate, in a place‐based approach. The majority of the staff resource sits directly in these area 
teams. Staff time is based on integrated delivery, which means that staff in each team will undertake 
a range of tasks to achieve the intended outcome.  

Operations Directorate  staff  are  involved  in  the  delivery  of  environmental  schemes,  access,  land 
management, advice and guidance, permitting and licensing, enforcement and incident management, 

 
7 This includes several organisations with various responsibilities for nature conservation research and action, 
including the Marine Management Organisation, the Animal and Plant Health Agency, and the Centre for 
Environment, Fisheries and Aquaculture Sciences. 
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data, evidence and analysis, marine biodiversity and bovine tuberculosis (bTB)  licensing. Staff work 
across the breadth of the remit as required. Colleagues in the Chief Scientist, Strategy & Government 
Advice,  Legal  and  Governance  and  Planning  and  Performance  Directorates  undertake  activities 
similarly across the breadth of the whole remit to enable the Area teams to deliver on the ground. 

 

2.4.1D Future Resource Priorities 

For the period 2021‐2025, Natural England’s resource allocation will be dependent upon the outcome 
of  the  Comprehensive  Spending  Review  for  2021.  There  is  some  recognition  from  Operations 
Directorate that underfunding has affected work on statutory duties, and it hoped that any increase 
in  financial  resources  (e.g.  through  the  Defra  budget) would  address  this whilst  also  supporting 
delivery of the 5‐year aims detailed above, e.g. the Nature Recovery Network. 

Natural England’s 5‐year plan3 is centered on the following 6 core actions areas: 

1) A  well‐managed  Nature  Recovery  Network  across  land,  water  and  sea  delivering  resilient 
ecosystems rich in wildlife and character, enjoyed by people and widely benefitting society.  

2) People connected to the natural environment for their own and society’s wellbeing, enjoyment 
and prosperity. 

3) Nature based  solutions  contributing  fully  to  tackling  the  climate  change  challenge  and wider 
environmental hazards and threats. 

4) Improvements  in  natural  capital  underpinning  sustainable  economic  growth,  healthy  food 
systems and prospering communities. 

5) Evidence and expertise is used by a broad range of partnerships, organisations and communities 
to achieve nature recovery and enable effective regulation and accreditation. 

6) A values‐led organisation which delivers excellent service standards to all partners, organisations 
and communities engaged in achieving nature’s recovery. 

Actions towards these aims will be delivered through six strategic programmes: Resilient Landscapes 
and Seas; Sustainable Development; Greener Farming and Fisheries; Connecting People with Nature; 
Specialist Science and Evidence; Managing the Organisation. 

 

 

2.4.2: Protected Areas  

Natural England has estimated that designated sites (Natura 2000 and non‐Natura 2000) represent 
approximately 27.69% of the total area of England (3,681,203 ha of 13,294,219 ha). Approximately 
20% of this is under government ownership, with approximately 67% under private ownership, with 
other areas in public‐private trusts. 

In English  inshore waters there are now 182 marine protected areas,  including RAMSAR Sites  (211 
MPAs in English waters in total) covering 6 million hectares (9.3 million ha in total) or 51% of England’s 
total inshore area (40% of all English waters). 
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2.4.2A Natura 2000 Sites 

The Natura 2000 network in England is made up of 256 Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) covering 
a total area of 57,481 km2 (over 5.7 million ha), and 89 Special Protection Areas (SPA) covering an area 
of 20,040 km2 (over 2 million ha).  On land, they are usually also notified as SSSSIs. Details of the extent 
of terrestrial and marine Natura 2000 sites in England are presented in Tables 6 and 7, respectively, 
below. The tables also indicate the areas of overlapping sites with other key designations. 

There are 256 SAC areas designated pursuant to the Habitats Directive in England. They cover an area 
of 4.3 million hectares, which  is about 12.5% of the overall area of England. There are 89 SPA sites 
pursuant to the Bird Directive, and they cover an area of 3.2 million hectares, around 7.3% of England’s 
overall area.8 Data from Natural England indicates that there are 31,800 ha of freshwater sites, as river 
and lake SSSIs, though the split between SAC, SPA and other designations is not available. 

 

SPA sites (ha)  SAC sites (ha)  SSSIs (ha)  Ramsar sites (ha) 

664,043  666,231  1,008,360  287,582 

Table 6: Areas of  terrestrial Natura 2000  sites  and other overlapping designations  in England. All 
figures indicate the designated area to extent of realm at Mean Low Water mark (MLW) 

 

SPA sites (ha)  SAC sites (ha)  SSSIs (ha)  Ramsar sites (ha) 
Marine 
Conservation 
Zones (ha) 

1,262,773  1,449,649  85,521  84,219  497,076 

Table 7: Areas of marine Natura 2000 sites and other overlapping designations in England. All figures 
indicate  the  designated  area  below  the  Mean  Low  Water  mark  (MLW);  Figures  for  Marine 
Conservation Zones indicate coverage from MLW to 12 nautical miles 

 

2.4.2B Natura 2000 Management Planning and Oversight 

In 2013, a strategic Improvement Programme for England’s Natura 2000 Sites (IPENS) was established 
with  the support of European Union LIFE+  funding.   The main objective of  IPENS  is  to  identify  the 
measures required to improve the status of Natura 2000 sites, or maintain the status of sites in good 
condition. Under IPENS, Site Improvement Plans have been prepared, covering every Natura 2000 site 
in England, along with Theme Plans to address issues that are common across many sites (eg invasive 
species). These are supported by evidence reports designed to help fill knowledge gaps about Natura 

 
8 The figures stated represent the areas of Nature 2000 sites for which Natural England is responsible, up to a 
marine boundary of 12 nautical miles. The figures do not account for overlap between different sites so a total 
figure for the exact coverage of Natura 2000 regardless of designation type is not available. Various official online 
sources give a Natura 2000 area of approx. 2 million hectares, however the figure provided by Natural England 
for SACs alone is 5.7 million ha, so a conservative estimate of 6 million hectares, assuming significant overlap 
between SAC and SPA sites, may be more accurate. The figure of 2 million ha is, for the purposes of this report, 
assumed to represent terrestrial areas only. 
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2000 sites.  Information from these reports has been collated to develop a strategic Implementation 
Plan, to guide the future management of England’s Natura 2000 sites.     

The management plans are the responsibility of multiple national, regional and local authorities. At 
the national  level, this  involves Natural England and other agencies within Defra, as well as others 
such as the UK Environment Agency and water authorities, etc. For marine protected areas at and 
beyond 12 nautical miles, Natural England shares management responsibilities with the Joint Nature 
Conservation Committee. 

 

2.4.2C Other (non‐Natura 2000) Protected Areas 

Natural England (and its predecessors) has now designated 9 National Parks with a cumulative area of 
12,346 km2. A total of 34 Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs) have also been designated, 
with a cumulative area of 19,117 km2.  Each of England’s National Parks is managed by its own National 
Park Authority, the boards of management of which are appointed by the local authorities covered by 
the park; in some cases park authority members may also be appointed by Natural England and the 
Environment Agency. 

National Nature  Reserves  (NNRs) were  established  to  protect  some  of  the  UK’s most  important 
habitats, species and geology, and to provide ‘outdoor laboratories’ for research.  There are 223 NNRs 
in England covering over 95,000 ha (0.8% of the terrestrial area of England).  Parts or all of 145 NNRs 
are within 5km of a large urban centre or 2km of a small town.  Natural England manages 140 of these 
reserves. 

The third and final significant tranche of Marine Conservation Zones (MCZ) were designated on 31st 
May 2019. This brought the number of MCZ in English inshore waters to 71 (497,076 ha) which Natural 
England is solely responsible for and 91 in total across English waters (32,372km2). 

In English inshore waters there are now 182 marine protected areas including some which are Ramsar 
sites (211 MPAs in English waters in total) covering 6 million hectares (9.3 million ha in total) or 51% 
of total England inshore area (40% of all English waters.  

69 different types of habitats, species and geological features are currently protected in the English 
inshore MCZs.  

Ramsar  Sites  are  designated  under  the  international  Convention  on  Wetlands  of  International 
Importance  especially  as Waterfowl  Habitat  (the  Ramsar  Convention).    In  England,  there  are  73 
Ramsar sites with a combined area of 4,042 km2. (404,200 ha) They are also notified as SSSIs. 

 

2.4.2D Other (non‐Natura 2000) Sites Management Planning and Oversight 

Natural England estimates that approximately 15% of the area of non‐Natura 2000 conservation sites 
is  managed  by  non‐governmental  organisations,  the  largest  of  which  is  The  National  Trust. 
Approximately 67% of this total area is under private management as farmland. 

Natural England manages the majority of the NNRs  (on  its own or with others)  in England and the 
remainder are managed by partner organisations such as The National Trust, Royal Society for the 
Protection of Birds, Wildlife Trusts and The Forestry Commission etc. 
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2.4.2E Undesignated sites subject to Other Effective Area‐Based Conservation Measures 

Whilst there is no formal programme of work on OECMs in England at present, several NGOs including 
RSPB are working  to  identify activities  that may qualify as OECM. Natural England estimates  that 
approximately 1 million hectares of land, most of which is woodland, is subject to some form of OECM.   

 

2.4.2F Conservation Designations and Agriculture 

Natural  England  estimates  that  approximately  700,000  hectares  (7,000  km2)  of  land within  SSSI 
designations are being farmed (equivalent to approx. 20%). 550,000 hectares of this (80% of SSSI land) 
is under pasture, with c. 55,000 ha of Lowland neutral grassland SSSI utilised for dairy farming (10%). 
Both arable farming and horticulture occupy less than 5% of England’s farmed SSSIs.  

Approximately 80% of  farmed SSSIs  is  claimed  to be eligible  for agricultural  subsidies or payment 
schemes. 

 

2.4.3: Regulatory / Consent functions 

2.4.3A Consent applications referred 

Under  the UK’s Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981  (as amended) Natural England’s  regulatory  role 
involves helping people to comply with laws that protect wildlife and the natural environment, and it 
can  take  enforcement  action when  those  laws  are broken. Where damage or disturbance  to  the 
special interest has occurred under Section 28P of the Act, Natural England can apply Civil Sanctions, 
can use powers under  the Environmental Damage Regulations,  can  impose byelaws, or  can apply 
regulatory remedies. 

There are two regulatory pathways through which Natural England has direct regulatory control with 
regards to permitting operations in designated conservation areas, and a further regulatory pathway 
through which Natural England acts as a statutory consultee giving advice on applications under any 
regulatory regime, administered by any public body: 

 Section 28E consent decisions ‐ The SSSI consenting regime requires that an owner or occupier of 
land included in a SSSI must give written notice of a proposal to carry out or permit operations 
within the boundary of an SSSI 

 Section 28H assent decisions – Under the SSSI assenting regime, public bodies should give notice 
to Natural England before carrying out operations likely to damage the features of special interest 
of the SSSI. In doing so, they must be mindful of their general duty to take reasonable steps to 
further the conservation and enhancement of the features of special interest.  The regime applies 
even  if  the operations would not take place on  land  included  in a SSSI but might nevertheless 
affect it. 

 Consultations for advice under Section 28I – Section 28I places a duty on all section public bodies 
to consult Natural England before permitting operations likely to damage any of the flora, fauna 
or geological or physiographical features by reason of which a SSSI is of special interest.  As with 
assents, public bodies need to be mindful of their section 28G general duty as discussed above. 

Further to this, Natural England also administers the EIA (Agriculture) Regulations, the objectives of 
which are to protect Semi Natural Areas outside the boundaries of designated sites. 
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Natural England also administers a regime of species  licensing.   Where applications are made that 
overlap with SSSIs, professional judgement  is used to ensure that  licenses are only provided where 
this would not result in damage or disturbance to the features of special interest. 

The total number of consent applications received of all types listed above for the years 2018, 2019 
and 2020 were 34,611 applications, 34,782, and 34,548 respectively.  

 

2.4.3B Wildlife Crime ‐ Prosecution, enforcement orders, investigations etc. 

Table 8 below provides a summary of cases of wildlife crime involving Natural England for the period 
2018 to 2020. 

  

2018 

4 Regulatory Enforcement and Sanctions Act 2008  civil  sanctions  served  (1  stop 
notice, 1 restoration notice, 1 compliance notice and 1 enforcement cost recovery 
notices) to address SSSI offences. 

10 Enforcement Undertakings  (voluntary agreements  to address  restoration and 
future  compliance)  –  6  in  response  to  SSSI  offences,  4  in  response  to  EIA 
(agriculture) regulations offences. 

2019 

2 Regulatory Enforcement and Sanctions Act 2008  civil  sanctions  served  (1  stop 
notice – SSSI offence, 1 variable monetary penalty – EIA (Agriculture) regs offence) 

1 EIA (Agriculture) Regulations remediation notice  

9  Enforcement Undertakings  (voluntary  agreements  to  address  restoration  and 
future  compliance)  –  3  in  response  to  SSSI  offences,  6  in  response  to  EIA 
(agriculture) regulations offences. 

2 criminal prosecutions to address S28P(1) offences (Wildlife & Countryside Act) – 
SSSI 

2020 

14 formal investigations 

3 Regulatory Enforcement and Sanctions Act 2008  civil  sanctions  served  (2  stop 
notices – SSSI offence, 1 enforcement cost recovery notice – SSSI offence)  

2 stop and 2 remediation notices ‐ EIA (Agriculture) regs offence) 

9  Enforcement Undertakings  (voluntary  agreements  to  address  restoration  and 
future  compliance)  –  7  in  response  to  SSSI  offences,  2  in  response  to  EIA 
(agriculture) regulations offences. 

1 administrative caution – breach of a great crested newt mitigation licence. 

Table 8: Data on wildlife crime investigations from Natural England for the years 2018 ‐ 2020 
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2.4.3C Judicial Reviews 

Figures have been provided for the number of judicial reviews in 2018, 2019 and 2020 where Natural 
England was listed as an interested party in the matter (i.e. not as a Defendant), being 7, 12 and 8, 
respectively.  It should be noted that claims may span multiple years, so the figures are indicative only 
of cases active during the stated years.  For example, two of the claims listed for 2018 commenced 
with pre‐action correspondence with Natural England in 2017, but the hearings took place in 2018 and 
2019, with the majority of case work taking place over 2018‐19. 

 

 

 

 

*** 
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2.5 Naturvårdsverket – the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency 
 

2.5.1:  Legal status of the organisation 

Naturvårdsverket ‐ the Swedish EPA (SEPA) ‐ is a governmental public organisation founded in 1967. 
SEPA is responsible for nature conservation in Sweden and is the owner of a system of national parks, 
which are designated by Parliament. SEPA also provides some financial support to a large number of 
nature reserves and other sites with various forms of landscape protection. SEPA reports directly to 
the Ministry of the Environment with other occasional reports submitted to other national agencies 
or departments. 

The Agency’s remit is threefold: 

 Compiling knowledge and documentation  ‐  to develop our own environmental efforts and 
those of others 

 Developing  environmental  policy  ‐  by  providing  the  Government with  a  sound  basis  for 
decisions and by giving an impetus to EU and international efforts 

 Implementing environmental policy ‐ by acting in such a way as to ensure compliance with the 
Swedish Environmental Code and achievement of the national environmental objectives 

The  core operations of  SEPA are  spread across  four operational departments:  the Climate Action 
Department,  Sustainable  Society  Department,  Natural  Environment  Department  and  Sustainable 
Development Department. These  four departments are responsible  for policy  implementation and 
related regulatory functions.   Management support  is provided across five other departments: the 
Director‐General's Office, Administration Department, Digitalisation Department, Communications 
Department and an Internal Audit Department. 

The work of the Agency is primarily funded through government appropriations. A proportion of the 
funding is spent on staff, premises and other ongoing efforts. The rest of the funding is allocated to 
environmental monitoring, environmental research, and international collaborations including multi‐
lateral environmental agreements. 
 
  
2.5.1A Strategic Model 

SEPA is designated as a central authority, and is independently responsible for its action and decision 
making processes, carried out on guidance  issued by the Government. Much of the central budget 
allocated to SEPA is distributed to municipalities and regional administrative boards in order to finance 
environmental  policy  implementation,  e.g.  biodiversity  conservation measures.    The  budget  also 
covers financing for remediation of contaminated lands and investment in climate change mitigation 
and adaptation programmes.  

SEPA houses a number  if semi‐independent councils established by the Government which provide 
scientific advisory support to the agency, whilst promoting co‐operation with other state agencies, 
the business sector, and civil society organisations. These councils  include, amongst several others, 
the Marine Environmental Council, the Environmental Research Council, and the Scientific Council for 
Biological Diversity.  
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2.5.1B Financial Resources 

SEPA yearly operation budget comes almost exclusively from central government. Other sources are 
of minor importance. For example, SEPA collects fees from industry for emissions of NOx gas which 
amounts  to  approx.  600,000,000  –  650,000,000  SEK  (€59,748,013  ‐  €64,727,015) per  year. Other 
incomes and fees amount roughly 1‐2 % of our budget, ca 100,000,000 SEK (€9,958,002) per year. 

Estimated total budgets for the period 2018 – 2021 are provided in Table 9 below.  

Year  Amount SEK (€)9 

2018  6 234 015 000 SEK  (€613,518,579) 

2019  5 045 879 000 SEK  (€481,133,760) 

2020  5 622 921 000 SEK  (€559,930,603) 

2021  7 413 526 000 SEK  (€723,983, 604) 

Table 9: Swedish Environmental Protection Agency budget for the years 2018 – 2021 

 

2.5.1C Human Resources 

As of April 2021, SEPA employs a total of 719 people, comprising 622 full‐time and 97 part‐time posts.  
The breakdown of these figures across units of operation are provided in Table 10 below 

 

Unit  Full time  Part time  TOTAL 

Climate Action 
Department  

124  14  138 

Sustainable Society 
Department 

123  23  146 

Natural Environment 
Department 

121  18  139 

Sustainable Development 
Department 

109  23  132 

Director general’s Office  8  0  8 

Communications 
Department 

29  3  32 

 
9 SEK figures provided by SEPA; Euro equivalents estimated from currency market rates at close on 31st 
December for 2018‐2020, and 31st March for 2021. 
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Administration 
Department 

70  10  80 

Digitalisation Department  38  6  44 

Table 10: Swedish Environmental Protection Agency staff resources for the years 2018 – 2021 

 

2.5.1D Future Resource Priorities 

Nationally  a  system  of  key  environmental  objectives  has  been  established  for  which  several 
government departments are responsible. This is based on one overarching generational goal, with 16 
environmental quality objectives and a number of milestone targets in priority areas. The aim of these 
environmental  objectives  is  to  address  the  ecological  dimension  of  the  global  sustainable 
development goals in the United Nation´s Agenda 2030 on a national level. This includes strengthening 
the  contribution  of  biodiversity  science  and  conservation  to  achieving  the  SDGs  in  Sweden  and 
through its overseas aid programmes. 

The  generational  goal  is  “to  hand  over  to  the  next  generation  a  society  in  which  the  major 
environmental problems have been solved, without  increasing environmental and health problems 
outside Sweden’s borders”. 10  This goal and the environmental quality objectives aim to strengthen 
environmental protection measures,  linking  to  local and national objectives on social, cultural and 
economic  vitality  and  well‐being.    Areas  of  attention  for  SEPA  which  link  to  its  biodiversity 
conservation  remit  include  work  on  understanding  the  occurrence  and  impact  of  chemical 
contaminants  in  the  environment,  protection  and  enhancement  of wetlands,  coastal  and marine 
areas, promoting diversity  in agricultural  landscapes, enhancing the quality of urban environments, 
and halting and reversing biodiversity loss in all habitats.  

 

2.5.2 Protected Areas 

In 2019, a total of 15% of Sweden’s terrestrial and freshwater area, and 12% of the country’s offshore 
marine areas, were formally protected.  

SEPA estimates that approximately 89 % of the total area of nature reserves is under public ownership, 
between SEPA, other governmental bodies, and municipalities.  Approximately 4% of area of nature 
reserves is owned by Sveaskog, the State‐owned Forest company. Approximately 6% of protected sites 
(by area) are owned by private persons, with approx.. 1 % owned by the church and private companies, 
as a “forest commons”. 

The entire area of Sweden’s formal National Park designations is state owned. 

 

2.5.2A Natura 2000 Sites 

The total area of Natura 2000 sites covered by SEPA is 77,991.05 km2, equalling approximately 12.4% 
of the national territory. This ca be broken down into 57,932.68 km2 of land and inland water, and 
20,058.37 km2 of marine and coastal sites.  

 
10 Sweden’s Environmental Objectives – An introduction 
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2.5.2B Natura 2000 Management Planning and Oversight 

All national parks, nature reserves and Natura2000 areas have binding management plans. Formally, 

the  life  span  of management  plans  are  expected  to  run  from  5  to  10  years,  however  it  is  not 

uncommon for plans to become outdated, with long periods passing before updates are completed. 

However, adaptive management continues to be carried out where management plans run out.  

The management of state protected areas is mostly carried out by one of the 21 County Administrative 

Boards,  sometimes  in  collaboration  with  landowners  under  voluntary  nature  conservation 

agreements. Landowner can decide the term of the contract up to a period of 50 years; the aim is to 

preserve and develop the ecological value of a protected area in the long term. The Swedish Forest 

Agency  may  also  sign  nature  conservation  agreements  with  landowners.  Nature  conservation 

agreements may be used for different habitat types, such as forests, fresh water and marine sites, 

farmlands and wetlands, and can also be used to protect endangered species. 

A nature conservation agreement is a flexible protection tool that aims to increase participation and 

commitment.  The  main  priority,  in  working  with  nature  conservation  agreements,  is  to  take  a 

collaborative  approach  to  preserving  biodiversity.  Cultural  environmental  values  and  recreational 

values  (both  of which may  be  specific  to  indigenous  and  local  communities)  are  also  considered 

important. 

Natura 2000 sites which are not formally protected by other legislation are also widely managed by 

County Administrative Boards, and sometimes by local authorities or trusts, subject to an agreement 

between landowners and authorities. Specific management activities, e.g. grassland management, is 

often carried out directly by landowners, or other contracted businesses including farmers. 

 

2.5.2C Other (non‐Natura 2000) Protected Areas 

Approximately 5,800,000 hectares of land in Sweden is protected outside the Natura 2000 network. 

A detailed breakdown of this figure was not available at the time of writing. 

 

2.5.2D Other (non‐Natura 2000) Sites Management Planning and Oversight 

None of the protected areas outside of Natura 2000 designations are owned or managed by SEPA.  At 

the time of writing, the areas managed by other government bodies, NGOs, or private business was 

not available.  
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2.5.2E Undesignated sites subject to Other Effective Area‐Based Conservation Measures 

According to a report from SEPA (2018) approximately 400 000 ha grassland habitats outside the 

Natura 2000 network were managed with five‐year CAP management contracts in 2016.11  In 2019, 

the area of voluntary set asides in forestry activities was  1,254,800 ha.12  

 

2.5.3: Regulatory / Consent functions 

2.5.3A Consent applications referred 

SEPA  has  no  statutory  role  in  the  permitting  or  licencing  of  activities  within  protected  areas.  

Responsibility for the approval, control and monitoring of activities that may impact protected areas 

are primarily regulated by the relevant County Administrative Board (there are 21 in total).  Details of 

applications to each Board were not available at the time of writing. 

 

2.5.3B Wildlife Crime ‐ Prosecution, enforcement orders, investigations etc. 

Sweden has a system with Land and Environment Courts that is specifically designed to deal with the 

technical complexity of the matters under its authority. The use of judicial reviews is thus very limited 

and  restricted  to  decisions made  by  the Government. No  information  on  criminal  investigations, 

prosecutions, referrals or judgements relating to biodiversity in Sweden was available from the court 

system at the time of writing. 

 

 

 

 

*** 

 

 

   

 
11 See https://www.naturvardsverket.se/978‐91‐620‐6822‐6 
12 See https://www.scb.se/hitta‐statistik/statistik‐efter‐amne/miljo/markanvandning/formellt‐skyddad‐

skogsmark‐frivilliga‐avsattningar‐hansynsytor‐samt‐improduktiv‐skogsmark/ 

https://www.statistikdatabasen.scb.se/pxweb/sv/ssd/START__MI__MI0605/SkyddadSkogFrivillig/ 
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Section 3: Summary 
 

Key points: 

 

1. NPWS is a division of a Government Department with a ministerial portfolio and operates as 
a dependent unit. The four other organisations reviewed have greater autonomy, operating 
either as non‐departmental  independent state bodies, or as an  independent body working 
within a govt. department (Danish Nature Agency). 

2. The strategic direction of NPWS operations  is  largely centralised, with division of most site 
assessment, monitoring, consultation and enforcement functions spread out across regional 
/  district  units  (e.g.  regional  conservation  officers,  district wildlife  officers).  Four  regional 
management  units  have  responsibility  for  implementing wildlife  legislation  and managing 
state‐owned protected areas. By contrast, for the other organisations assessed the operations 
are overseen by a central strategic unit, but there is greater independence, broader strategic 
remit,  and  a  higher  degree  of  operational  control  at  the  regional  level,  including  direct 
engagement with members of  the public  and other organisations on nature  conservation 
issues. 

3. NPWS  has  little  direct  involvement  in  the management  of Natura  2000  sites, with most 
management  tasks being  solely  the  remit of  the  landowners  involved. There  is no  formal 
system in place for the development of Natura 2000 site management plans in Ireland, though 
a  process  is  underway  for  peatland  sites.  The  other  organisations  reviewed  have  greater 
involvement and responsibilities for management of Natura 2000 sites, whether or not they 
are  state  owned,  usually  in  partnership with  landowners  and  other  local  interests.  Each 
organisation  has  a  formal  process  in  place  for  the  development  and  implementation  of 
protected area management plans, which is largely completed for all sites in their respective 
operational areas. 

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

5. Based purely on the figures provided by each organisation for the years 2018 to 2020, the 
amount of funding provided for nature conservation activities  in  Ireland  is rather  less than 
that committed in the other jurisdictions.  Whilst there are many factors at play, not least of 
which  is  the  relative  size  and  number  of  protected  areas  in  the  larger  jurisdictions  (e.g. 
Sweden,  Finland),  even  the  smallest  of  the  four  jurisdictions  (Denmark)  has  significantly 
greater  funding  available  for  engaging  in  the  assessment,  enforcement  and management 
activities associated with national and international protected area designations.  

 

 

 

*** 
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Table 11: Comparison of legal status and operational structures 

  Major roles and responsibilities  Legal status  Strategic model  No. of employees 

NPWS Ireland 
Implementation of national and international law and 

international conventions on biodiversity 
Management of state‐owned protected areas 

Division of govt. dept. 
Regional managers 
operate largely 
independently 

354 

Danish Nature 
Agency 

Implementation of national law on biodiversity 
Management of state‐owned protected areas 

Research 
Public engagement and education 

Independent agency 
under govt dept. 

Functions  670 

Natural England 

Implementation of national law on biodiversity 
Management of state‐owned protected areas 

Research 
Public engagement and education 

Non‐departmental 
state body 

Regional division of 
remit 

2,247 

MHNPF 

Implementation of national law on biodiversity 
Management of state‐owned protected areas 
Management of state commercial forestry 

Management of state hunting and fishing grounds  
Research 

Public engagement and education 

Non‐departmental 
state body 

Regional division of 
remit 

434 

Swedish EPA 

Development of biodiversity policy 
Implementation of national law on biodiversity 
Management of state‐owned protected areas 
Management of state commercial forestry 

Management of state hunting and fishing grounds  
Research 

Public engagement and education 

Non‐departmental 
state body 

Regional division of 
remit 

719 
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37 
 

Table 12: Comparison of protected area remits against budget allocation for 2020 

  National area (km2) 
State area protected 

(km2) 
Annual budget 2020 €  Staff budget 2020 € 

NPWS Ireland  70,273  12,522 (18%)  27,835,178  17,500,500 

Danish Nature 
Agency 

42,933  2,000 (4.6%)  102,200,000  unavailable 

Natural England  132,942  36,815 (27.69%)  148,943,222  c. 104,260,255 

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

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

 

Table 13: Comparison of Natura 2000 and non‐Natura 2000 areas covered by each organisation 

  State area protected (km2)  Of which Natura 2000 
Of which non‐Natura 

2000 
Of which marine 

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

Danish Nature 
Agency 

2,000 (4.6%)  0  2,000  unavailable 

Natural England  36,815 (27.69%)  c. 20,000  16,815  unavailable 

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

Swedish EPA  88,217 (14.3%)  77,991  18,217  22,995 
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1. Background 

The Industrial Staff network was established in 2019, to provide a mechanism for staff support, 

collaboration, engagement and networking. Over one hundred staff from across all grades and NPWS sites 

have come together to find ways to make sure their role in NPWS is valued and to help contribute to the 

organisation’s future. As part of this, several important areas of work have been highlighted as being in 

need of research and development, and the Network has brought small groups of like-minded staff 

together to work on reports and recommendations. This current report was preceded by a document and 

staff survey on how recruitment processes could be improved. 

This Vision for Learning and Engagement is the second such piece of work by the Network and isn’t the 

first time ‘education’ services in NPWS have been written about. The Network as a whole is hopeful that 

this vital aspect of NPWS’s identity and role can be enhanced and strengthened through this statement 

and its recommendations. The group warmly welcomes the opportunity to have this report included in 

the Organisational Review of NPWS, and trust it will act as a worthwhile contribution to the dialogue on 

how best this state body can reach its full potential, here in Ireland and around the world.  

Tourism Interpretive Master Plan  

‘Experiencing the Wild Heart of Ireland, A Tourism Interpretative Master Plan for Irelands National Parks 

and Coole – Garryland Nature Reserve’ (2018) was produced by SLR Consulting, working with TellTale. 

This plan was supported by Failte Ireland and developed with the National Parks and Wildlife Service, 

under the Department of Culture, Heritage & the Gaeltacht. 

The Tourism Interpretative Master Plan (2018) makes multiple references to the educational remit and 

value of Irelands National Parks. It refers to a ‘World Class Visitor Experience’ being rooted in the ability 

to interpret and educate visitors of all ages and abilities. 

In particular it highlights both issues and opportunities for NPWS: 

 Limited educational resources and staffing, despite ‘education’ being one of the key objectives of 

a IUCN Category II National Park. 

 Great potential to expand this remit by working with schools, all academic institutions and proving 

lifelong learning opportunities to visitors of all ages. 
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 The need to increase the number of staff and the infrastructure/resources they need to carry out 

this important work. The plan notes that NPWS is working with 50% of the staffing levels it actually 

requires and this applies particularly to the numbers of interpreters/guide/education staff. 

 ‘Linkages and Engagement’ for sustainable development- connecting with communities, 

enterprises, schools, research and other national parks is poorly resourced at present but could 

be greatly enhanced locally and collectively as an organisation. 

 Active Learning is listed as one of the ‘Guiding Principles’ of the Master Plan. Provision of learning 

opportunities for all visitors to promote awareness of the role of parks in conserving natural 

heritage is a key component. Suitably skilled staff to develop this area is crucial. 

 The plan refers to a ‘critical Expert Guide’ role, which would need to be doubled to 90.5 FTE for 

this aspiration of ‘world class visitor experience’ provision to be fully reached. 

 The future functions and purposes of Visitor Centres should built on the principle of expanding 

educational opportunities. 

In addition to this, the current project underway to re-brand Irelands National uses the phrase 

‘Conservation Education Leader’ as one of the core themes that underpins the brand identity being 

proposed.  

2. Our Vision 

We envisage NPWS as a service which is established in public perception as the go-to authority when it 

comes to all things nature related in Ireland. One that is fit for purpose in the 21st century, embracing 

new dynamic ways of communicating our message to the public, engaging with communities locally, 

nationally and online around the world, where the work of engaging and teaching the value of our 

heritage is important and is prioritised. One that ensures the preservation of our natural and cultural 

resources, celebrating landscapes and biodiversity. Through a proposed dedicated Learning and 

Engagement Unit within the organisation we would be the platform that informs the public of the 

nature conservation fieldwork and research that the NPWS carries out.  

This group believes that the public are largely unaware that this work is being undertaken and some may 

not know why such work is important. Guides across the country represent the face of NPWS, meeting 
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visitors to our National Park and Nature Reserves, as well as during outreach activities. NPWS Guides are 

meeting the public, interpreting nature and communicating the work of the NPWS. The worth of this work 

and professionalism of our guiding staff must be recognised and more importantly be valued. Services 

should be scaled up and enhanced to meet the increasing interest in our natural heritage, with the 

expected deeper appreciation of our nature by the more informed public.  

In today’s society communication is key to success in any field. We can effectively promote a sense of 

connection to, and convey the importance of preserving, our natural world for future generations with a 

professional, forward-facing learning and engagement team in place. If we are to mitigate against climate 

breakdown and biodiversity loss, it is crucial that we can reach out to people to build support for the 

environmental policies that will bring about the changes needed to provide a viable future for generations 

to come. 

Creating a Learning and Engagement Unit allows for the development and retention of a vibrant, diverse 

cohort of effective professional science communicators that engage the public through  a network of 

Education Centres, our National Parks and Nature Reserves, as well as through the media and online 

communities. These centres would run year-round education programmes for schools and community 

groups, hands-on experiential learning opportunities for visitors and active outdoor tours that create a 

sense of appreciation for nature and biodiversity. This network would be the platform to mount 

awareness campaigns to support project work and reinforce the messages of our environmental policies. 

International relations with other conservation organisations could be established and grown. Intern and 

scholarship programmes could be developed. We could develop and run our own accredited taught 

courses, research projects and facilitate conferences and seminars. Staff could contribute as guest 

speakers at events in the academic and business worlds.  All this would grow our reach, influence and 

credibility as Ireland’s lead nature agency. 

If we are to maintain relevance in today’s modern social environment and reach younger generations, our 

online and traditional media presence must be vastly increased and improved going forward. An enhanced 

and dedicated Learning and Engagement service can do this. 

We can, and must, communicate our message to the wider world if we are to coexist harmoniously with 

nature. NPWS could be a world-class leader in its field and exemplar in communication and engagement. 

Much of the talent, skills and experience necessary to realise this already exists within our ranks. 
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Combined with a re-evaluation of structures within NPWS, developing, supporting and valuing the current 

guiding staff can allow us to meet the enhanced vision with relative ease. 

Recommendations to Achieve Our Vision 

● Creation of a ‘Learning & Engagement’ Business Unit  

The creation of a new business unit with a dedicated managerial structure would oversee all learning 

and engagement in NPWS (see Example Management Structure below). This group recommends that the 

areas of visitor services and education are separated from the regional management structure to which it 

currently reports, and be established as a business unit in its own right, with an appropriately qualified 

professional in the lead role at national level. This allows for a dedicated management structure to be 

established consisting of visitor services and education professionals, whose focus would be to drive 

development of those areas, in line with international best practice and establish NPWS Learning and 

Engagement services as a global leader in its field. 

Visitor numbers across all our sites are growing as both population and public interest in nature and the 

outdoors increases, a trend that is unlikely to be reversed, with COVID19 augmenting pressures. The 

mental health crisis concomitant with COVID also places connections with nature front and centre in 

public discourse. A unified and operationally-ready Learning & Engagement Unit could meet these 

demands. 

Obligations on the State to reduce emissions and halt biodiversity loss require sustainable living by 

communities. Messages about lifestyle changes needed to achieve this should be conveyed to the public 

clearly and honestly by a trusted authority. A well-established public Learning & Engagement Unit of the 

nation’s nature conservation organisation would be best placed to carry out this task. 

 

Example Management Structure 

(for illustration purposes only) 
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● Creation of a strategic ‘Education Advisory Committee’ 

This group recommends that an Advisory Committee from within NPWS is established to guide the 

process of setting up the proposed Learning & Engagement Unit. This committee made up of existing 

staff would be best placed to advise and make further recommendations as they have the appropriate 

skills, qualifications and experience. Major decisions regarding Learning & Engagement should not be 

taken without qualified consultations. The Advisory Committee should be consulted on issues such as 

budget, infrastructure, staffing, programmes and policy, external communications, etc. 

This recommendation could be implemented easily without delay in order to prepare for future needs. 

The Industrial Staff Network can assist in this process. 

● Adequate Resources 

Permanent Staff 

Learning and Engagement services to visitors, schools, groups and other events happen all year round 

including at weekends and bank holidays. There is no quiet period. The service should reflect that. All 

education positions should be permanent, so as to enable a continuity of service and a retention of 

knowledge. Seasonal staff should only be used to boost numbers at those sites that offer a tourist product 

with a noted peak period, and then only to boost the core of existing permanent staff at the site. Priority 

should be given to staffing the nature and biodiversity remit of Parks and protected sites. 

In addition, numbers of education staff need to be increased at most sites. No site can safely offer a seven 

day, year round service with fewer than three permanent guides. At a minimum four are required to cover 

child safeguarding, periods of leave, incidents and accidents. Education and visitor services are entirely 

dependent on staff numbers; the more staff there are, the better and more comprehensive the service 

will be. 

NPWS should be building and retaining a sustainable workforce for the future, as well as  being an 

appealing and highly sought after organisation to work for in the field of conservation and education. 

Budgets 

Dedicated financial resources should be allocated, both nationally and at local level, to build the Unit 

into an effective, dynamic entity. 
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● Ensure facilities optimisation 

Education Centres 

NPWS Education Centres should be established as a network of Learning & Engagement hubs across the 

country, serving the entire population. Current infrastructural resources are inadequate and should be 

reviewed to ensure that the education brief can be carried out effectively. Future development plans 

should include the provision of services for areas of large population that currently have no NPWS 

education resources (e.g. Cork) and other important sites designated for nature conservation. All 

proposed new facilities should place education and learning about biodiversity as a core concept in design. 

The future staffing levels required at such facilities should be factored into plans ahead of developments 

with a clear commitment to have teams of staff ready to run new buildings. 

IT Facilities 

IT facilities to allow for effective engagement both remotely and on-site must be upgraded in all centres 

to facilitate online presenting, conferencing, video production, etc. Access to recognised and well-

functioning virtual platforms is a must. Some education centres currently do not have internet 

connections. The Advisory Committee could be consulted further on the requirements at each site. 

● Establish a dedicated communications team 

NPWS should have a dedicated and dynamic digital communications team producing high quality 

content, informed by the Learning & Engagement staff who, as the public face of the organisation, are 

best placed to steer and influence effective communications that will help highlight and raise awareness 

of nature. This team should be under the direction of the proposed Learning & Engagement Unit. They 

can communicate the scientific research of this organisation, and others, to the public and media, respond 

to media requests and questions, control NPWS image and editorial content, curate social media feeds, 

maintain and update websites and run a YouTube channel; all those necessary means of reaching and 

appealing to younger generations in the digital age. With the roll out of the new brand image for National 

Park, it is necessary to have the resources to meet brand requirements, this will include staff qualified in 

graphic design and the necessary IT hardware and software to run operations. 

Communications must move with the times in order to remain relevant. This is necessary to the 

functioning of the organisation if we are to meet the challenges of the coming decades. 
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3. Education in NPWS: The Current Situation 

Ten Education and Visitor Centres are currently listed on the NPWS website 

(https://www.npws.ie/education/education-centres). Two centres have been closed for several years, 

three centres rely on temporary staff allowing only a very limited seasonal service and four centres are 

open year round with permanent staff. The new Killarney National Park Visitor Centre is not yet listed but 

also offers a year round service. 

Killarney National Park Education Centre is the only centre that charges fees and is operated for NPWS by 

an external body (Kerry Education and Training Board). 

The services offered vary from centre to centre. Typically, an NPWS Education Centre welcomes both 

primary and secondary school groups for nature days and fieldwork, runs events for the general public, 

and offers visits for community groups such as senior citizens and scouts. Some parks do not have a 

dedicated centre or space and education work is carried out in the main visitor centre. 

It is important to recognise that centres operating seasonally do so not due to reduced demand during 

part of the year, but rather a result of reduced budgets allocated to them. Education is not seasonal. 

Many highly qualified and excellent staff have left NPWS education roles to work elsewhere due to this 

seasonal status. With no security or long term career prospects, NPWS has not been able to retain these 

staff making for a precarious future in terms of a viable workforce at education and visitor centres.  

It is also important to recognise that the location of centres does not correspond to demand. Many areas 

with large populations have no local NPWS Education Centre. In addition to this, there are several 

important Nature Reserves with no buildings or facilities to host education work, despite them being in 

high demand for education and learning experiences with schools and the public due to their unique flora 

and fauna, and high public visitation.  

Facilities and Assets 

Ireland's National Parks and Nature Reserves play an invaluable environmental and cultural role in our 

local and national economies. They are visited by millions of visitors each year and are important features 

locally and contribute to a wide range of Government objectives. 
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Important assets that NPWS manages and maintains include habitats and landscapes, as well as built 

structures such as visitor centres, education centres, residential dwellings, monuments, administrative 

buildings, hostel accommodation, toilets, car parks, maintenance buildings and farm land/buildings.  

The following is a not an exhaustive list and is only used to highlight the range of assets currently being 

used in providing education services and the potential to increase the service capacity.

 

Glenveagh National Park Education Centre, Co. Donegal,  F92 Y7R2 

Services: SFI Discover Centre; Leave No Trace Training 

Partner, activity days for national schools, JC and LC 

Ecology & Geography & Third Level Students,  Accredited 

Teacher Training. Guided Walks for Visitors and 

publications and resources for schools & general public. 

Online lessons & Outreach Visits available to nearby 

areas and Nature Reserves. 

Duration of Service: Programme lead by one full time 

permanent staff member but services available are 

reliant on seasonal Education Guide positions, usually 

from March to November. Levels cut by 50% in recent 

years. 

Audience: 4-18rs olds through schools, Teachers, 

Mainstream       visitors, Youth and Community Groups 

Current Staff Complement: 1 Permanent Head Guide, 3 

Seasonal Guides 
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Wild Nephin National Park, Co. Mayo,  F28 RX77

Services: Primary Schools Programme, Discover Centre 

(Science Foundation Ireland DPSM Programme); 

Secondary Schools Programme – Junior and Leaving 

Certificate Ecology, Guided Tours/Talks for 3rd level 

Students, Outreach to schools and local communities 

including special events, family resource centres, scouts, 

heritage/agricultural days, linking with conservation 

projects (e.g. Corncrake)  etc. 

Duration of Service:  April – October (dependent on 

seasonal guide staff) 

Audience: Primary schools, secondary schools and 

communities in Mayo 

Current Staff Complement: 1 Seasonal Head Guide, 3 

Seasonal Guides 

Connemara National Park, Co. Galway, H91 K2Y1 

Services: Outreach to Primary and Secondary schools. 

Primary Schools Programme, Secondary School – Leaving 

Cert Ecology, guided walks/talks for 3rd level students. 

Local community involvement, eg Tidy Towns, Scouts, 

After School Clubs. Guided walks for general public. 

Duration of Service: Year round 

Audience: Primary and Secondary Schools, community 

groups and general public 

Current Staff Complement: 1 Permanent Education, 

Guide, 1 Head Guide, 3 Seasonal Guides 
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Coole Park Nature Reserve Visitor Centre, Co. Clare,  H91 HF5X 

Services: Leaving Cert. Ecology field trip; free of charge. 

Duration of Service: This programme runs through 

September and October only; dependent on seasonal 

staff contract extensions. 

Audience: Senior cycle groups from secondary schools in 

county Clare and East Galway 

Current Staff Complement: 2 Seasonal 

 

Killarney National Park Education Centre, Co. Kerry, V93 XFP6 

Services: Leaving Cert. Ecology, Primary and secondary 

school tours, Camps; Fee paying service 

Duration of Service: All Year. 

Audience: Munster region 

Current Staff Complement: 1 permanent Manager, 3 

seasonal education officers 

 

Killarney National Park Visitor Centre, Co. Kerry,  V93 HE3C 

Services: Interactive exhibition, Guided tours, Guided 

walks, Talks, Special events; free of charge. 

Duration of Service: Year round. Increased service with 

seasonal staff (March-October) 

Audience: Kerry  

Current Staff Complement: 1 Permanent Supervisor 

Guide, 4 permanent guides, 3 seasonal guides 
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Wexford Wildfowl Reserve Visitor Centre, Co. Wexford,  Y35 EY89 

Services: Interactive exhibition, Guided tours, Guided 

walks, Talks, Special events; free of charge. 

Duration of Service: Seasonal staff (March-December) 

Audience: Primary School groups, Childrens workshops 

Current Staff Complement: 1 Seasonal Guide (previously 

3) 

 

Wicklow Mountains National Park Education Centre, Co. Wicklow,  A98 K286 

Services: Programmes for Primary and secondary 

schools and other groups. Outreach to Primary and 

secondary schools. Events for the general public.  

Duration of Service: Year round 

Audience: Mainly schools and visitors from Cos. Wicklow 

and Dublin, but also from further afield 

Current Staff Complement: 1 Permanent Supervisor 

Guide, 1 Permanent Head Guide, 4 Permanent Guides, 1 

Seasonal Guide 

 

Knocksink Education Centre, Co. Wicklow,  A98N295 

Services: Programmes for Primary and secondary 

schools and other groups. Outreach to Primary and 

secondary schools. Events for the general public 

Duration of Service: Currently closed due to cutbacks. 

Previously all year. 

Audience: Mainly schools and visitors from County 

Dublin 

Current Staff Complement: CLOSED 
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4. Risk Potential 

Education in the NPWS is currently in crisis having been underfunded and increasingly under-resourced 

for year on year. Several centres can no longer provide educational services due to a lack of appropriate 

facilities since COVID19. The situation was already very difficult prior to COVID with vacant permanent 

positions not being re-filled and loss of talent due to lack of career progression. Two centres were already 

closed. 

Morale among this cohort of staff is low and there is a real risk that talent loss could become such an issue 

that it would affect day-to-day basic operations to the point where it may not be possible for NPWS to 

meet its stated aim “to promote awareness of natural heritage and biodiversity issues through education, 

outreach to schools and engaging with stakeholders” in any meaningful way. 

Guide staff are the most highly qualified of the industrial staff, as evidenced by the 2020 Industrial Staff 

Survey (please refer), with 66% of respondents holding bachelor’s degrees or higher and 24% holding 

master’s degrees or higher. Of the guides surveyed, 88% felt that there were not adequate 

opportunities for progression. 

The Government’s own Civil Service Renewal Plan states: 

“The single biggest resource we have is the staff we employ. Our performance as a collective is determined 

by the performance of each of us individually. We need to support and continuously develop our staff. 

We need to challenge and take decisive action to address underperformance. We also need to attract 

talented people and retain them. This means ensuring that we have the right leaders and managers with 

the right skills and competencies to encourage and develop excellence.” 

The vision to “provide a world-class service to the State and to the people of Ireland” is shared by staff of 

the guiding cohort but they must be valued and supported as the talented professionals that they are in 

order to achieve this. 

Action 15 of the Plan: “expand career and mobility opportunities for staff across geographic, 

organisational and sectoral boundaries” needs to be enacted for these people. 

However, 88% of those surveyed also agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “I feel my job is 

worthwhile and making a contribution” and 64% would recommend others to apply to work for the NPWS. 
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This shows that these individuals are highly educated, highly dissatisfied but emotionally connected to 

the role and willing to be part of the education service of NPWS despite the difficulties involved. 

These professional educators should be valued before they are lost from this organisation. 

Risks deemed to be associated with a ‘do-nothing’ approach: 

Tangible Risk 

•          Non-alignment with stated aims/business plan objectives of NPWS 

•          Non-alignment with Government policy (Civil Service Renewal Plan, etc.) 

•          Inability to communicate conservation message to public effectively 

•          Continuing loss of talent to the private sector 

Intangible Risk 

•          Reduced service capacity and associated reputational damage to NPWS 

•          Continued or increased stress and low morale among industrial staff (with associated risks) 

Conclusion 

The Industrial Staff Network tasked the Education Sub-committee with producing an education vision 

statement and recommendations for positive change. This project was carried out, bona fide, in order to 

enhance the services, reach and profile of NPWS and highlight potential for growth. 

This document outlines several recommendations intended to improve the current situation. The 

Industrial Staff Network is willing to help in working towards and implementing these actions for positive 

change. 

We request that NPWS management and the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage 

engage with the Industrial Staff Network to devise ways to create and deliver change as outlined herein.  
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Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage 

gov.ie/housing

https://www.gov.ie/en/organisation/department-of-housing-local-government-and-heritage/?referrer=http://www.gov.ie/housing/
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