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Foreword 
 

Peat is an environmentally sensitive product with broad agreement amongst stakeholders on the 

need for a transition to more sustainable growing media. However, in the short term, there is a 

critical and recognised dependence on peat in the domestic horticultural sector with a high 

dependence on peat in both the mushroom and amenity sub-sectors in particular. In value terms, 

this industry had an output valued at €469m (farm gate) in 2020. It is estimated that more than 

6,600 people are employed full time in primary production activity and a further 11,000 employed 

in value added and downstream businesses, primarily in rural areas. As a user of peat, the sector, 

is dependent on legally compliant abstraction and the absence of availability of such peat, has 

raised significant concerns within the industry regarding the availability and affordability of supply.  

The urgency expressed by all parties connected to the peat industry, and in particular, the domestic 

horticultural industry, to find a rapid solution to the impending peat shortage cannot be overstated. 

All opinions have been corroborated by Irish Rural Link’s extensive independent research. More 

efforts need to be made by all parties if a solution is to be found, which goes beyond the brief of 

this report. Based on all the information provided, IRL is of the opinion that the domestic 

horticultural industry is under significant pressure in relation to peat availability, and rapid actions 

are needed to support the industry as it transitions to peat alternatives. 

There are well-founded fears within the peat extraction and the domestic horticultural industry in 

relation to peat regulation and supply, and this fear has led to a lack of full engagement by them 

with this study.  In attempts to meet the brief of this report, IRL found that source information, 

such as peat stocks, peat sites and stockpile quantities, was not made available. The survey which 

accompanies this report was invalidated by the complete lack of responses. Due to the lack of 

engagement by stakeholders in the peat extraction and domestic horticultural sectors no suitable 

sub-30 hectare sites could be located for peat extraction and the volume of existing peat stocks 

could not be established. For this reason, IRL have proposed alternative recommendations to 

support the domestic horticulture sector that ensure a source of legally extracted peat is available 

during the transition period to peat alternatives.  

There is a need for the sector to help themselves, including by engaging with the regulatory 

authorities and processes that are there. There is also a need for regulatory authorities and 

processes to facilitate that engagement and a recommendation is made in this regard in this report. 

There is a desire by all parties to find solutions to the challenges faced, however, IRL believes the 

efforts to date have not been unified. This needs to change. When all branches of government and 

all stakeholders consolidate their efforts and get behind the alternative recommendations put 

forward within this report, there will be workable solutions to address the challenges faced that 

are satisfactory for all.  
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Definitions and Clarifications 
Mined Peat 
This term will be used to refer to harvesting processes that involve large scale peat harvesting on the Y-

axis, such as deep dug peat for the mushroom industry or similar. The type of peat obtained in this fashion 

is essential for sub-industries such as the mushroom industry. Generally, this process takes place on smaller 

hectarage sites, but is highly intrusive into the subsoils and is perceived to pose more of a threat to the 

hydrology than other peat harvesting techniques. 

Milled Peat 
This term is already widely used within the peat industry and for the purposes of this report, it will be used 

in the same or similar fashion, as a general term in reference to the process involved in harvesting this form 

of peat, and to contrast with the ‘Mined Peat’ term. The main difference is Milled Peat industry work 

primarily on the X-axis.  

Track and Trace 
This is a process which allows the ability to follow the movement of product through all steps in the supply 

chain, both backward and forward. Traceability involves documenting and linking the production, 

processing, and distribution chain of the product.  

This system would be implemented from the site access point and every load of peat removed would be 

tracked along the chain. It is recommended that this would be done by the local authorities or shared 

service1 and would be self-financing. Each load of peat would have a charge attributed to it which would 

be used to finance the system. The additional charge would be minute in comparison to the costs currently 

being incurred by the peat industry from purchasing out-of-state peat.  

By attaching conditions to peat harvesting, the domestic horticultural industry will be sufficiently provided 

for, while undesired practices such as exportation and supply of the hobby industry can be prevented.  

Greenfield 
A peat site where no degradation or excavation on a commercial or industrial scale has taken place. For the 

purposes of this report, this general term will be used to cover virgin bogs, localised turbary cutting or 

similar. 

Brownfield 
A peat site in a state of degradation where extraction has occurred, generally on a commercial or industrial 

basis. The term does not indicate scale of degradation or excavation, only that these processes are taking 

place or have taken place on the site. 

IRL:  Irish Rural Link. 

DAFM:  The Department of Agriculture, Food and Marine. 

NALA:  National Adult Literacy Agency. 
ABP:  An Bord Pleanála. 
CRH:  Cement-Roadstone Holdings. 
BnM:  Bord na Móna. 
IFA:  Irish Farmer Association. 
GMI:  Growing Media Ireland. 
NPWS:  National Parks and Wildlife Service. 
EPA:  Environmental Protection Agency.  

 
1 See page 13, ’Recommendation 1’. 
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Executive Summary 

Background and Report Objectives 
Following the Final Report of the Working Group on the Use of Peat Moss in the Horticultural 

Industry, a Working Paper was put in place by officials in the Department of Agriculture, Food and the 

Marine (DAFM) in conjunction with the Departments of Environment, Climate and Communications 

(DECC), and Housing, Local Government and Heritage (Housing) to alleviate the difficulties being faced 

by horticultural growers who are dependent on peat as a growing medium.  The Working Paper identified 

a series of actions to address the short-term issue of peat supply, the medium term one of future 

access to peat and also the longer-term issue of replacement with alternatives.  

The objective of this report addresses Actions 1 and 2, extracts of which are listed below: 

1. The Department of Agriculture will commission an independent expert to work with all suppliers 

to ascertain the level of horticultural peat stocks available to growers.   

2. The independent expert will also work with Bord na Móna, other suppliers and growers to ascertain 

whether or not any hobby or other peat on their estate would be of interest or value to growers.  

In order to address these actions, the Department of Agriculture, Food and Marine (DAFM), 

appointed Seamus Boland, Irish Rural Link (IRL), to independently undertake an assessment on 

the levels and suitability of current peat stocks across all peat suppliers in Ireland. This assessment 

is to include all available peat stocks, their level of suitability for different horticultural uses, to 

determine whether or not any hobby or other peat can be identified on various peat bogs for Irish 

horticultural growers, and to obtain locations of any additional sub 30-hectare brown-field2 peat 

sites which may be suitable for Irish horticultural growers. 

 

Report Findings 
Due to the complex challenges surrounding the peat industry, such as ownership, turbary rights, 

peat quality, etc., no suitable sub 30-hectare peat sites were located. IRL attempted to obtain 

additional sub 30-hectare sites through an extensive search within its contact list and by holding 

in-depth interviews. In addition to these challenges, IRL also had to consider factors such as peat 

quality i.e was it suitable for the domestic horticultural industry, peat sites not hydrologically 

connected with surrounding bogs and outside the catchment of SPA’s3 and SAC’s4 etc. Previous 

attempts to achieve the same goal carried out by the state, semi-state, and private stakeholders also 

had limited success in this regard.  

The addition of the current climate, which has nurtured untrusting stances by all parties, meant 

that there was a lack of engagement by peat extraction and domestic horticulture industry 

stakeholders and therefore it was not possible to obtain figures on the number of current actively 

harvested peat sites, the quantity of stockpiled materials, and material suitability or site locations5. 

Every effort was made to obtain this information through conducting in-depth interviews with 

industry stakeholders, circulating an anonymous survey to stakeholders through representative 

parties, conducting a desktop study, and extensive examination of online resources. The industry 

has not been forthcoming in supplying information relating to the volume of peat currently 

 
2 See page 4, ‘Definitions and Clarifications’. 
3 ‘Special Protection Area’, EU Birds Directive (2009/147/EC). 
4 ‘Special Area of Conservation’, EU Habitats Directive. 
5 See page 9, ‘Peat Stocks and Identification of Sites’. 
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stockpiled and the location of these stockpiles. The industry has also withheld information on the 

provenance of peat currently being supplied to stakeholders, the number and scale of peat sites 

they own, the level of degradation on sites, and any other information requested. 

For these reasons, IRL has compiled three alternative recommendations to address the challenges 

faced. An overview of these recommendations is given below.  

 

Recommendation 1 
This recommendation is addressed at Department of Housing/Local Authority level and seeks to 

support applicants who must engage with the regulatory processes thereby restoring confidence in 

the system.   The concept is a pilot scheme in a local authority where a team of planners 

experienced in dealing with planning for peat extraction deal with applications from the peat 

extraction industry as swiftly as possible.   Local Authority planners are to be given the support 

and tools necessary for the Pilot Scheme to be successful. This Pilot Scheme should consider an 

expansion of the pre-planning consultation mechanism that exists to support applicants seeking 

to become regulatory compliant which includes a Mentor system.  In some cases, bogs are cutting 

across Local Authority areas and this Pilot Scheme could be operated on a regional basis akin to 

the creation of a regional shared service.  

 

Recommendation 2 
This recommendation is addressed at landowners and the peat extraction industry and is 

specifically relevant for the ‘Mined Peat6’ industry. Rochfortbridge (or similar) is a site currently 

active for the purposes of extracting sand and gravel. Peat is being extracted to gain access to the 

sand and gravel which is then stockpiled on site. This recommendation proposes to use this peat, 

understood to be of suitable quality and available in sufficient quantities, for casing for the 

mushroom industry. The redirecting of peat off-site may be possible under the current granted 

planning permission as the core use of the site will remain a quarry.  

 

Recommendation 3 
This recommendation is addressed at BnM and is specifically relevant for the ‘Milled Peat’7 

industry. Prosperous bog is a BnM-owned site where professional-grade peat was previously 

extracted. The site is currently designated for rehabilitation. This recommendation proposes to 

delay the rehabilitation of this bog or part of (or another suitable BnM bog) to allow peat 

extraction, subject to BnM acquiring necessary permissions to support the domestic horticulture 

industry during the transitionary period until peat alternatives are available, suitable, and 

affordable.   

 

Conclusion 
From our extensive engagements, without decisive action now and the implementation of one or 

more of the alternative recommendations contained within this report, based on all research 

 
6 See page 4, ‘Definitions and Clarifications’.  
7 See page 4, ‘Definitions and Clarifications’. 
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carried out by IRL during this study, the peat extraction industry and the domestic horticultural 

industry will face extreme difficulty. 

Whilst there may be challenges implementing the alternative recommendations proposed in this 

report, they are considered the most viable solutions to tackle the challenges faced, rather than 

taking on the myriad of issues faced by choosing other perceived solutions, for instance, changing 

the regulatory system for peat extraction and licensing. 

The work being done on alternatives to peat is very important and needs to continue at pace.  

Nevertheless, the alternative recommendations proposed in this report will if implemented provide 

much needed support to the domestic horticultural industry during the transitionary period to peat 

alternatives.  
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Introduction  

The Department of Agriculture, Food and Marine (DAFM), appointed Séamus Boland, Irish Rural 

Link (IRL), to independently undertake an assessment on the levels and suitability of current peat 

stocks across all peat suppliers in Ireland. This assessment is to include all available peat stocks, 

their level of suitability for different horticultural uses, to determine whether or not any hobby or 

other peat can be identified on various peat bogs for Irish horticultural growers, and to obtain 

locations of any additional sub 30-hectare brownfield8 peat sites which may be suitable for Irish 

horticultural growers. 

The peat bogs in Ireland used to produce peat for horticulture are brown-field sites, meaning they 
are not intact peatlands. They have already been drained and the vegetation removed. According 
to the industry, horticultural peat extraction equates to 0.12% of total Irish peatlands9. With 
research into the development of alternatives to peat for horticulture, and the year-on-year 
reduction of peat usage by the industry with the aim of being peat free by 2030 or 2035 at the 
latest, the area of 0.12% of total Irish peatlands for horticultural peat extraction is set to reduce 
even further.  The horticulture industry in Ireland is committed to transitioning away from peat 
but a transition period is required to allow for a suitable, sustainable, and economically viable 
alternatives to be found.  

 

The importance of horticulture in Ireland10 

Horticulture had an output valued at €469m (farm gate) in 2020. Horticulture Food represented 
€397m and amenity (non-food) horticulture €72m respectively. It is estimated that approximately 
60% of the economic value is based on peat as a growing medium. 

The home market is the most important market for the horticultural industry and important export 

markets have been developed for both the mushroom and amenity sectors of horticulture. The 

mushroom industry exports 85% (€115 million in export value) of production to the UK market 

with the balance sold on the domestic market. The total value of exports from the amenity 

horticultural sector was estimated at €17m in 2020.  

The horticultural industry in Ireland is largely regionally based and has contributed significantly to 

the socio-economic development of rural communities and regions. It is estimated that more than 

6,600 people are employed full time in primary production activity and a further 11,000 employed 

in value added and downstream businesses. Of those employed in the sector, around a quarter are 

engaged in the mushroom, protected soft fruit and amenity sectors. 

 

 

 

 

 
8 See page 4, ‘Definitions and Clarifications’. 
9 See Section 4, gov.ie - Working Paper to address challenges related to peat supply in the Horticulture Sector 
(www.gov.ie).  
10 gov.ie - Working Paper to address challenges related to peat supply in the Horticulture Sector (www.gov.ie). 

 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/39315-working-paper-to-address-challenges-related-to-peat-supply-in-the-horticulture-sector/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/39315-working-paper-to-address-challenges-related-to-peat-supply-in-the-horticulture-sector/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/39315-working-paper-to-address-challenges-related-to-peat-supply-in-the-horticulture-sector/
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Methodology 
This section of the report sets out how IRL approached the study. 

1. Stakeholder involvement: The study was conducted by IRL staff who collated all 

data and professionally guided insight gathered from all representative parties for the 

purposes of providing a clear overview for the report. This process included engagement 

with state, semi-state, and privately operated parties, both large and small with a view to 

identifying current sites, potential sites, stockpiled materials, peat that is being exported 

and potential solutions identified by industry representatives to date. 

2. Site Identification: The peat extraction industry is currently under strain with national 

and international supply concerns. Some suppliers, in particular to the mushroom sector, 

are precariously close to having exhausted all supplies, and termination of employment in 

‘at risk’ areas of Ireland is imminent. For this reason, the scope of this report focussed on 

identifying additional degraded sites that may be suitable for peat extraction. This part of 

the study was conducted by contacting stakeholders, other involved parties, and semi-state 

organisations, exploring internal contacts, and conducting further research on any lead 

identified.  

3. Qualitative and quantitative surveys on Peat Stocks: The focus here was on mapping 

out (on a county level) the various parts of Ireland where peat is extracted currently, or 

where sites are owned but no extraction is currently present as well as identifying peat 

stocks held. IRL generated a survey with the assistance of professional bodies and industry 

stakeholders and their level of suitability for the domestic horticultural industry.  

4. Desktop analysis: IRL conducted a desktop analysis of the peat and domestic horticulture 

industry in addition to meeting with internal contacts and known experts to gain an 

informed, independent knowledge base. Part of this desktop study was to carry out in-

depth research on related published reports, local authority and departmental websites, and 

reports provided by concerned stakeholders. It was important for IRL to gather all 

available information and to analyse the findings in an unbiased way to develop the most 

complete independent perspective possible.  

5. Alternative solutions: IRL are aware of the complex challenges faced by the horticultural 

peat sector. During the extensive research phase of this study, IRL identified a list of 

alternative possible solutions to the issues identified. Additional interviews and research 

were conducted to ascertain their viability, with a view to providing peat for a transitionary 

period to the domestic horticultural sector. IRL conducted an in-depth analysis of the 

potential alternative solutions and compiled a case for these alternatives using the 

knowledge gained from contacting experts from planning, ecological, hydrological, and 

academic backgrounds to generate solutions and recommendations. 

6. Report Writing: A report outlining the work and findings, including recommendations, 

to be prepared and presented to the Minister. 
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Findings  
During the information gathering phase of this report, every industry representative consulted11 

expressed exhaustion, defeatism, and fear that action had come too late. The peat extraction 

industry and the domestic horticulture industry sees the current planning process12 as inadequate 

and/or unclear regarding peat extraction. The recent Harte Peat court ruling13 and the perceived 

precedent set has brought the industry into further uncertainty. The uncertainty has arisen as result 

of issues pertaining to the calculation of the size, hydrology and ownership of sites and therefore 

the requirements regarding planning and licensing.    

The international pressures on the peat trading market, the war in Ukraine, food supply challenges, 

transport costs, fertiliser costs, and the post-COVID economy have all contributed to a perfect 

storm. In this, the Irish peat extraction industry is under severe pressure, and with it, risking 17,500 

jobs14 that the domestic horticultural industry provides, the rural communities that’s survival 

depends on these jobs, and vital food production infrastructure, to name but a few.   

Peat Stocks and Identification of Sites 
Gathering and obtaining accurate information on available peat stocks proved very difficult. Every 

effort was made to attain this information through conducting in-depth interviews with industry 

stakeholders, circulating an anonymous survey to stakeholders through representative parties, 

conducting a desktop study, and extensive examination of online resources. The industry has not 

been forthcoming in supplying information relating to the volume of peat currently stockpiled and 

the location of these stockpiles. The industry has also withheld information on the provenance of 

peat currently being supplied to stakeholders, the number and scale of peat sites they own, the 

level of degradation on sites, and any other information requested. Owners and operators of peat 

extraction sites are unwilling to divulge this information as they fear repercussions.  The current 

legal climate surrounding the peat extraction industry has created an atmosphere in which the peat 

industry does not trust the system in place. There is an unwillingness to engage with the current 

regulatory processes (planning, EPA licence15 etc.), due to the complexities of the system and the 

length of time taken to get through the process. Despite the best efforts of IRL, these challenges 

could not be overcome.   

State, Semi-State and private stakeholders have attempted to obtain viable sites suitable for peat 

harvesting prior to this study. This work has been attempted previously by organisations such as 

the NPWS and BnM, where after years of extensive work, limited sites were located that match all 

the requirements.  

Challenges surrounding land ownership and turbary rights have proved the most difficult due to 

the complex nature of how they are interwoven. IRL attempted to obtain additional sub 30-hectare 

sites through an extensive search within its contact list and by holding in-depth interviews. In 

addition to these challenges, IRL also had to consider factors such as peat quality i.e was it suitable 

 
11 Interviews conducted both in person and virtually.  
12 The Regulatory Framework Applying to Peat Extraction – A Guidance Document, DECC and NPWS. January 
2022. 
13 Harte Limited v The Environmental Protection Agency, Ireland and the Attorney General. Judgement of Ms. 
Justice Siobhán Phelan delivered on 16 March 2022. (2022) IEHC 148. 
14 See Working Paper to address challenges related to peat supply in horticultural sector, published January 2022. 
15 Part IV of the EPA Act 
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for the domestic horticultural industry, peat sites not hydrologically connected with surrounding 

bogs and outside the catchment of SPA’s16 and SAC’s17 etc.  

As a result of the difficulties encountered in obtaining site information and location, no mapping 

could be produced. The survey conducted by this report targeted industry leaders, experts and 

stakeholders and requested them to provide ‘county’ of operations. This is the most detailed form 

of mapping that can be provided in this report due to the nervousness expressed by stakeholders 

at disclosing specific sites and other information for fear of repercussions. It is relevant to mention 

that work is proposed to be carried out by BnM in the coming months, where some mapping data 

will be produced18 in GIS format.  

No sub 30-hectare sites were located in private ownership or other which met these conditions. 

Furthermore, the recent court ruling with Harte Peat19 reduces the chances of finding sub 30-

hectare bogs.  

The urgency and short timeframe on this report, as well as labour required to conduct it, eliminated 

any further work to be carried out on this specific point, beyond the already exhaustive IRL search.  

Survey 
A quantitative and qualitive survey20 was produced and circulated to assist this report in obtaining 

accurate information. This survey was drafted with the support and assistance of the industry and 

was circulated on an anonymous basis by industry representatives.  These industry representatives 

who agreed to circulate the survey were GMI, Kildare Growers, IFA, ICL, and independent 

contractors.  The survey results were not conclusive as only 521 responses were received from a 

surveyed pool conservatively put at over 9022. The exact number of parties who were in receipt of 

the survey is not known as all the industry representatives were not in a position to disclose any 

information on suppliers or contractors or their number. It is for the reasons listed previously, 

such as fears of legal ramifications, that parties did not respond. However, because of this, 

insufficient information on sites number and scale, county location, peat quantities and suitability, 

supply chains was obtained.  

IRL, given the immediate challenges faced by the peat extraction industry, and the knock-on effect 

on the domestic horticultural industry, were surprised with their lack of engagement, particularly 

regarding the supply of essential data.  

Bord na Móna (BnM) 
During IRL’s investigation, contact was made with BnM to gather information such as their 

current stockpiles of peat, its quality and potential use, any sites previously harvested by BnM for 

horticultural grade peat and their locations, what the current rehabilitation status of each of these 

sites was, and feedback on the recommendations IRL was developing.  

BnM did disclose that most of the remaining peat stocks in their inventory is categorised as “fuel” 

peat and therefore unsuitable for horticultural use. BnM also stated that they do not have any 

“professional grade peat” in their inventory, however, part of their inventory would categorise as 

 
16 ‘Special Protection Area’, EU Birds Directive (2009/147/EC). 
17 ‘Special Area of Conservation’, EU Habitats Directive. 
18 Work referenced proposed to be carried out between NPWS and BnM. 
 
20 See page 22, ‘Appendices, Survey’. 
21 See page 22, ‘Appendices, Survey’. 
22 Figure based conservatively on parties within the peat extraction industry and the domestic horticultural industry.  
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“retail horticultural peat”. That said, no quantities for any of the peat referred to was provided and 

BnM stated “this would require an individual stockpile inspection by a potential professional 

grower/purchaser to verify if the required quality standards were being satisfied before we could 

declare these stocks suitable for supply”23.  

Regarding the professional grade peat bogs, BnM did disclose that one was rehabilitated in 2021, 

two are in the progress of being rehabilitated in 2022, two are approved for rehabilitation in 2023 

and four others are being retained for an alternative use. No information was given regarding the 

size and location of these sites and no additional information was provided on what “alternative 

use” meant for the four sites. BnM did however make it clear they have ceased peat harvesting and 

gave no indication that they would engage in a conversation to provide peat to a struggling industry 

for a transitionary period.  

It should be noted, many of the issues faced presently by the domestic horticultural industry are a 

direct consequence of BnM ceasing harvesting with immediate effect without facilitating a 

transition period.  

Section 5 Exemptions 
There is a strong view among the peat extraction industry that acquiring a Section 5 exemption 

under the Planning & Development Act is the only way to solve the peat supply issue for the 

domestic horticulture industry. To avail of a Section 5 exemption24, the applicant should first be 

prepared to demonstrate, on request for additional information by the local authority, that there is 

limited or no impact on the hydrology of adjacent sites or areas of concern.  

Deep dug peat such as peat used by the mushroom industry is very unlikely to be granted a Section 

5 exemption in IRL’s opinion. It is for this reason peat harvesting should be broken into two 

general categories. 1. ‘Milled Peat’, and 2. ‘Mined Peat’25. The categorisation of the peat into these 

subcategories will assist in bringing clarity to the challenges faced.  

Milled Peat works predominantly on the X-axis and for this reason, the hydrological impact is 

perceived to be vastly less than that of Mined Peat. In addition, monitoring and controls are 

simpler to implement to a high degree within the milled Peat industry. Mined peat works 

predominately on the Y axis and for that reason protrudes further into the hydrology and subsoils. 

Therefore, categorisation of peat into these subcategories is designed to inform those dealing with 

Section 5 Exemptions and planning applications of the nature of peat extraction rather than all 

peat extraction being treated the same26. The challenges faced by both subsectors is different and 

so should be viewed separately. 

IRL believes that contrary to the industry view, a Section 5 exemption is highly unlikely for mined 

peat. This is due to the nature of the harvesting process and the high risk of impacting the 

surrounding landscape hydrology. This, combined with the current holistic approach taken by the 

EPA in particular reference to hydrology, would suggest in-depth surveying is required and is 

highly likely to place the application under a higher burden of requirements27 and outside the scope 

of a section 5 exemption.   

 
23 Quotes extracted from correspondence with BnM. 
24 Planning Regulations 20 
25 See page 4, ‘Clarifications and Definitions’. 
26 Ref conversations with planning experts, the type of peat harvesting is not a factor when considering applications 
to local authorities or ABP.  
27 Article 5(3)(a) of the EIA Directive and Section 172(1B) of the Planning Act. 
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Recommendations  
 

IRL conducted extensive research into the domestic horticultural industry and wider peat industry, 

with the intention of achieving the objectives set out in the brief. Although these objectives are 

deemed to be unobtainable in the current legal climate and based on the lack of any specific data 

provided, IRL has proposed a list of alternative recommendations believed to best address the 

challenges faced in the current environment. 

These alternative recommendations are considered the most viable path forward, which if correctly 

implemented and monitored by the state, stakeholders and other invested parties will support the 

domestic horticulture industry as it transitions to a peat-free industry. 
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Recommendation 1 | Planning Pilot Concept 
 

The recommendation proposes a pilot scheme in a local authority where a team of planners 

experienced in dealing with planning for peat extraction deal with applications (Planning and 

Section 5 exemptions) from the peat extraction industry as swiftly as possible. This 

recommendation is addressed at the Department of Housing/Local Authority level. The aim of 

this recommendation is to restore confidence in the current legal procedures and to encourage 

engagement by extractors with the regulatory authorities and procedures. This recommendation 

can be an immediate solution to the challenges faced if implemented quickly. The Pilot Project 

must ensure the necessary support and tools for the Local Authorities including the following:  

● Provide clear, concise procedures and guidance for those assessing peat extractions 

application in Local Authorities and for those making the applications. Use NALA28 

approved Plain English in the clarification language. It is the understanding of this report 

that no changes to legislation would be required.  

● The main goal would be to restore confidence in the application process.  

● This will encourage stakeholders to engage in the regulatory or application process for peat 

extraction.   

● Assist applicants get through the planning process, regardless of the outcome. All 

applications must satisfy the planning regulations. 

In respect to the current issues and the impending additional challenges, with some in the domestic 

horticultural industry listing a matter of months before closure, a swift resolution and a workable 

action plan needs to be tabled rather than overhauling any pre-existing mechanisms, at this time. 

Pilot Scheme 
The concept behind this pilot scheme is to develop new procedures around the planning 

application process and application for a section 5 exemption, with the intention of streamlining 

these processes and having them assessed by appropriately qualified persons. IRL recommends 

that a Pilot Scheme is trialled in one the relevant Local Authorities29, E.g., Offaly, Kildare, 

Westmeath etc. where peat harvesting is most common.  

An oversight committee should be created to oversee the pilot scheme. This committee should be 

equipped to make changes to the process during the pilot scheme if alterations are required. The 

committee should include suitably qualified planning experts, experienced local authority 

representation, independent consultants, and public liaison consultants. A report on the operation 

of the Pilot Scheme should be developed in tandem for the purposes of providing clear outcomes 

to be used by other Local Authorities, or Shared Service which the intention should be to create. 

The Pilot Scheme should trial the following: 

● Priority listing of applications of Section 5 Exemptions and Planning Applications for 
peat extraction for the domestic horticultural industry. 

● Retain the decision within the Local Authority and refer to ABP30 only under extenuating 
circumstances.  

 
28 See page 4, ‘Definitions and Clarifications’.  
29 A relevant Local Authority defined by its current engagement with the peat industry.  
30 See page 4, ‘Definitions and Clarifications’.  
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● All grants of Section 5 Exemptions and Planning Permission should have ‘Track and 
Trace’ procedures implemented.  

● Grants of permission under the Pilot Scheme shall carry additional conditionality 
restricting extraction to only supply the domestic horticultural industry.  

● Applications for planning or Section 5 exemptions for Greenfield Sites shall not be 
considered under the Pilot Scheme.  

● No company that gains supplies through recommendation 1 shall be allowed to expand 
peat consumption. This quantity shall be based on quantity requirements set at a pre-
agreed date. Any company who wishes to expand their business should do so by increasing 
the amount of peat free alternatives in their product mix. 

● This recommendation is developed based on only being made available for the 
transitionary period until 2030 (2035 at the latest).  

 

The aim of this pilot scheme would be to develop repeatable procedures within other local 

authorities, or to develop a framework to be used under the creation of a Shared Service. An 

oversight dedicated Liaison Service, such as a mentor system*, should be included throughout the 

entire process to act as an accessible link between the Local Authorities and the Applicants/ Peat 

industry.  

Shared Service 
The findings under the pilot project can lend itself to creating a centralised Shared Service. This 

would be a specialised planning team in one Local Authority office that would process all planning 

applications and applications for Section 5 Exemptions relating to the peat industry. This would 

include full responsibility for ‘track and trace’. A similar example of a Local Authority Shared 

Service is The Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) based in Limerick City and County Council 

operated on behalf of and funded by all 31 local authorities. Many other loose examples exist.  

The key benefits of a shared service: 

• A specialised planning team can be used for the swift processing of applications.  

• ‘Track and Trace’ systems are more efficiently implemented, tracked, and enforced.  

• The local authority where the shared service is based can process all applications, except 

under extenuating circumstances, which means a reduction in the number referred to ABP 

and further efficiency in application processing.  

• A shared service creates a simpler system to follow for applicants, encouraging them to 

engage with the planning process due to renewed faith and understanding in the system.  

• A shared service can implement assistance such as a ‘mentor system’* for the planning 

process.  

*Mentors should be included as part of the system, both in the Pilot Scheme and Shared Service. 

This would be a person with planning expertise with experience in environmental regulations and 

peat extraction.  Their main purpose would be to act as a guide and facilitator to applicants, helping 

them through the planning process, while also liaising with the Pilot Scheme/ shared service during 

the process. Recommendation 1 has been developed based on informed insights provided by 

industry leaders, stakeholders, and other interested parties. It was further developed in consultation 

with a former director of planning from a local authority and with insight from planning 

consultants.  
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Recommendation 2 | Rochfortbridge Concept (or Similar).  
 

This recommendation proposes to use peat for the domestic mushroom industry that is extracted 

currently under a grant of permission for the extraction of sand and gravel. This recommendation 

is addressed at landowners and is specifically relevant for extractors in the ‘Mined Peat’ industry.  

Rochfortbridge is a site that has planning permission for the purposes of extracting sand and gravel 

which is beneath a peat bank. Peat is currently being extracted as part of the quarrying process and 

is stockpiled on site.  

This site is owned by BnM and leased to CRH to extract sand and gravel. Rochfortbridge may 

have its challenges, however, IRL believes that the core principles underlined in this 

recommendation can lead to a possible immediate supply of compatible peat for the mushroom 

industry.  

IRL is aware a change to the core use31 of the site will require a new planning application, however, 

currently the peat is a by-product of quarrying, and the proposal is to redirect the peat, rather than 

change the core use of the site which will remain as an active quarry. Here is where flexibility 

within the granted planning application lies and a solution may be found.  

Key points of note: 

● Potential immediate supply of peat to the mushroom industry. 

● Planning permission relating to quarrying is currently approved on site. 

● Peat is currently being extracted.  

● EPA licencing exempt.  

● Peat has been identified as potentially suitable for the mushroom industry.  

 

Challenges Faced 
Having reviewed the planning application and subsequent grant of permission relating to this site, 

it is IRL’s opinion that further detailed work with the assistance of a planning consultant needs to 

be carried out to assess its full viability.  

The fact that peat is currently being extracted does not mean the peat is readily available and viable 

for removal from the site. This will take further research to ascertain the full flexibilities and 

possibilities of the recommendation. These flexibilities and possibilities will predominantly be 

determined by the wording used in the grant of permission and the willingness of those involved 

parties in advancing this solution. There may be potential to redirect extracted material off site to 

supply the mushroom industry and replace this extracted peat with other suitable material.  

The quality and quantity of suitable peat present has not been adequately surveyed and specific 

studies into these will need to be conducted by peat extraction industry specialists. 

 

 
31 See judgment of Mr. Justice Meenan in Bulrush and Westland v An Bord Pleanála (2013 No.398 J.R. and 2013 
No.424 J.R.). 
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Recommendation Outline 

● Peat is extracted by an experienced specialist contractor to avoid contamination. 

● Mushroom industry and similar are supplied directly by peat extractor.  

● All peat extracted from the site must have ‘track and trace’ procedures implemented.  

● Peat should only be used for the domestic horticultural industry. 

● No company that gains supplies through recommendation 2 should be allowed to expand 

peat consumption. This quantity shall be based on quantity requirements set at a pre-agreed 

date. Any company who wishes to expand their business should do so by increasing the 

amount of peat free alternatives in their product mix. 

● This recommendation is developed on the basis of only being made available for the 

transitionary period until 2030 (2035 at the latest).  

● No peat can be exported that is sourced through this recommendation.  

 

Rochfortbridge Site Specific.  

● Current planning permission for sand and gravel extraction. 

● Planning permission was granted to BnM. 

● Site is owned by BnM and leased to CRH as principal operators.  

● EPA licence exempt.  

● Peat is currently excavated to access sand and gravel sub-layers.  

● Excavated peat is currently stockpiled onsite.  

● Rochfortbridge is divided into two sub-sites: Derryarkin 165-hectares and Drumman 71-

hectares.  

● Sites are secured and have extraction industry present. 

When planning permission was granted, there was an average peat overburden of 1.3 metre depth 

on the Derryarkin site of 165-hectares and 1.4 metre depth on the Drumman site of 71-hectares. 

Based on these figures, IRL calculated that the potential peat present on-site at the time of planning 

permission was 3,139,000 cubic metres32. That figure is the maximum total potential peat on-site 

and does not consider what percentage of peat is viable for use by the mushroom industry or the 

wider professional horticultural peat industry. Additional research will need to be conducted to 

ascertain accurate figures. Nevertheless, given the volumes of peat associated with this site and 

considering the mushroom industry’s requirement of 112,63233 cubic metres per annum used, this 

site has the potential to supply the sectors over the transitionary period to 2030 or 2035 at the 

latest. 

Regarding the quality of the peat present, based on our research and the documentation sourced 

in reference to the original planning application34,35, it appears that the peat is suitable specifically 

for the mushroom industry, but the matter of suitability would need to be addressed by the 

extractors following engagement with CRH/BnM.  

If Rochfortbridge is found unsuitable, additional research into other similar sites should be 

conducted that may work in its place.   

 
32 Based on calculations produced by IRL from data provided within the corresponding planning application.  
33 gov.ie - Working Paper to address challenges related to peat supply in the Horticulture Sector (www.gov.ie). 
section 5. ‘Volumes of peat required for the horticulture industry’.  
34 Westmeath Planning ref. no. 01444. Decision date 21/12/2001. 
35 Offaly Planning ref.no. 01365. Decision Date 30/07/2001. 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/39315-working-paper-to-address-challenges-related-to-peat-supply-in-the-horticulture-sector/


 

18 

 

Recommendation 3 | Prosperous Bog Concept (or Similar) 
 

This recommendation proposes to delay the rehabilitation of Prosperous bog or part thereof and 

for BnM to apply for the necessary planning and licensing to allow extraction of peat for the 

domestic horticultural industry during the transition period. This recommendation is addressed at 

BnM and is specifically relevant for the ‘Milled Peat’ industry.  

Prosperous bog is a BnM owned site where professional-grade peat was previously extracted36 and 

is designated for rehabilitation. It is widely acknowledged that the peat is suitable for the domestic 

horticultural industry. Although peat extraction on this site has ceased, it is still actively drained, 

and the required infrastructure for peat extraction is still present on site. IRL believes that the core 

principles underlined in this recommendation can lead to the possible medium-term supply of 

compatible peat for the domestic horticultural industry and falls under the ‘milled peat’ definition.  

Key points of note: 

● Medium-term solution due to planning requirements.  

● May require alterations to the EPA licencing.  

● Previously harvested for peat.  

● Not yet rehabilitated.  

● Mitigation measures to address hydrological impact are more viable due to the scale of the 

site compared with smaller sites. 

● Infrastructure is already present on the site. 

● Professional grade horticultural peat present. 

● Single semi-state owner.  

● Site access is available.  

 

Challenges Faced 
The main challenge this site faces is that BnM has already begun the process of transitioning the 

site away from peat harvesting towards rehabilitation and rewetted landscape. That said, this 

rehabilitation is only in the early phase and active drainage is still present on site at the time of this 

report.  

The main reason for this recommendation being put forward as a medium-term solution is that 

restarting peat harvesting in Prosperous bog will most likely require new planning permission. 

This, under current planning processes, would take up to two years assuming no delays. The 

implementation of Recommendation 1 could speed up this process.  

Prosperous bog is a well-known site and public perception may play a key role in the 

implementation of this recommendation. The same can be said for any similar BnM site. It should 

be understood by all parties prior to embarking on this recommendation, that this is one site that 

would be made available for a transitionary period. 

 

 

 
36 See page 26, ‘Prosperous bog, site map’.  
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Recommendation Outline 

● BnM delay the rehabilitation of Prosperous Bog and apply for the necessary planning and 

licensing. 

● Peat is extracted by an experienced specialist extractor(s) to avoid contamination. 

● Industries requiring milled peat are supplied directly by extractors(s).  
● All peat harvested from the site should have ‘track and trace’ procedures implemented.  

● Peat should only be used for the domestic horticultural peat market.  

● No company that gains supplies through recommendation 3 should be allowed to expand 

peat consumption. This quantity shall be based on quantity requirements set at a pre-agreed 

date. Any company who wishes to expand their business should do so by increasing the 

amount of peat free alternatives in their product mix. 

● This recommendation is developed on the basis of only being made available for the 

transitionary period until 2030 (2035 at the latest).  

● No peat can be exported that is sourced through this recommendation. 

Prosperous Bog Specific 

● 300-acres. 

● Still greater than 2.6-metre depth of peat remaining. 

● The bog previously supplied predominantly horticultural peat.  

● 2022 -2023 rewetting practical actions commence.  

● Active drainage channels are still present.  

● Excellent site access.  

● Developed on-site industry.  

BnM have a large expanse of raised peat bog, which includes Prosperous bog, and the delay of 

rehabilitating a single site such as Prosperous bog would have minimal impact on their overall 

goals and objectives. Therefore, reinstating harvesting on this site or a similar site for a transitional 

period will only delay rather than prevent rehabilitation according to the grant of permission 

granted to BnM the current timeframe for Prosperous Bog is as follows: 

● 2021-2022: Short-term planning actions.  

● 2022 - 2023: Short-term practical actions.  

● 2023-2025: Any Long-term practical actions; Evaluate the success of short-term 
rehabilitation measures outlined above and remediate, where necessary.  

● 2025: Decommission silt-ponds, if necessary. 

Based on this timetable there is still time to delay the rehabilitation. 

If recommendation 3 is to be availed of on Prosperous Bog, actions need to be engaged with 

swiftly. Active drainage is still present but once the rehabilitation process commences, operating 

on this site for harvesting purposes becomes less viable. However, the topography of the site 

would allow harvesting and rehabilitation work to proceed concurrently. 

If Prosperous bog is found to be unsuitable, alternative BnM sites should be investigated under 

the same framework as proposed here.   
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Conclusion 
 

The Irish domestic horticultural industry and the peat extraction industry are in a challenging 

situation in relation to peat supply during its transitionary phase away from the use of peat.  The 

peat extraction industry is reported to be harvesting less peat than is required to meet current 

horticulture demand with the shortfall being supplemented with imports from Europe. The 

industry’s over-reliance on imported peat puts its future under the influence of external factors 

such as supply availability, European competition, fuel prices, etc. Other factors, such as the war 

in Ukraine have had detrimental effects that are already strongly felt within the Irish domestic 

horticultural industry and the peat extraction industry. There is less peat available overall due to 

supplies cut-off from Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus. Supplies from the Baltic states are under 

increasing demand and are often priced beyond the means of the Irish peat industry. These 

pressures have led to an increase in the cost of peat both sourced domestically and imported, 

which in turn puts further strain on the domestic horticulture industry.  

The issue of peat supply for the horticultural industry in Ireland is a complex issue and the 

alternative recommendations proposed in this report seek to support the domestic horticultural 

industry during the transitionary phase to a reduction in the use of peat as a growing medium and 

to finally going peat-free. DAFM are supporting research into peat-free alternatives and the 

domestic horticultural industry are currently carrying studies into peat-free alternatives with 

positive results being generated, however, this work needs to continue, and the domestic 

horticultural industry must be supported through the transition period. 

Although the recommended solutions listed are not simple, they should be given due consideration 

by those whom they are directed at.  In fact, IRL believes, it may be the case, that these are the 

only viable or actionable solutions to overcome the challenges faced, certainly these were the 

solutions that were identified as the best fit during the course of the research for this report. These 

recommendations require support and effort from across government, semi-state, and industry 

stakeholders.  

Actions to progress the alternative recommendations identified in this report are needed urgently 

to protect the horticultural industry in Ireland. It is important to remember that the solutions 

sought to the issue of peat supply for horticultural producers in Ireland is only required in short 

to medium term to allow the supported transition away from the use of peat as a growing medium.  

The sub 30-hectare sites had been identified as the most rapid means of achieving regulatory 

compliance for peat extraction. It was not possible to fulfil the original objectives of the report, 

that was to identify available and suitable peat stocks for the horticulture sector in Ireland and to 

identify suitable sub 30 hectare bogs for peat extraction for the reasons outlined in the report.  

IRL fully understand the reasons behind the peat extraction and domestic horticultural industries 

lack of meaningful engagement, and BnM’s unwillingness to be part of the solution. That said, it 

is now time to put those valid concerns and fears aside and embrace all efforts to address the 

challenges faced. Without the support to the alternative recommendations outlined in this report 

from all parties, the future will remain uncertain.  
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Appendices  
 

Irish Rural Link 
Irish Rural Link (IRL), formed in 1991, is a national network of organisations and individuals 

campaigning for sustainable rural development in Ireland and Europe. 

IRL, a non-profit organisation, has grown significantly since its inception and now directly 

represents over 600 community groups with a combined membership of 30,000. The network 

provides a structure through which rural groups and individuals representing disadvantaged rural 

communities can articulate their common needs and priorities, share their experiences, and present 

their case to policymakers at local, national and European levels. 

IRL’s mission is to influence and inform local, regional, national, and European development 

policies and programmes in favour of rural communities, especially those marginalised due to 

poverty and social exclusion in rural areas.  

Over the past 30 years, IRL has been involved in a wide range of topics affecting the people of 

rural Ireland, their communities, industry, the environment, policy, etc. During this time, IRL has 

obtained individual and group contacts pertaining to a wide array of topics and issues. As a result, 

IRL is ideally positioned to provide an independent report based on the findings of the study while 

considering the concerns and opinions of every interested party and professional.  
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Survey 
A Quantitative and Qualitative Survey was produced and circulated to assist this report in 

obtaining accurate information.  This survey was drafted with the support and assistance of the 

industry and was circulated on an anonymous basis by industry representatives. The anonymity 

was assured to overcome the fears within the industry and hesitancy in coming forward. Although 

no specific data is available on the quantity of the stakeholder parties, this study has gained 

sufficient insight to place the number between 90 -110.  

 

With the knowledge that all stakeholder parties agreed to circulate the survey, understanding the 

importance of the findings for their industry’s future, the survey still received only 5 responses. It 

is for this reason the survey did not feature as a key finding within the report as the results were 

inconclusive. Insufficient information on sites number and scale, county location, peat quality, 

supply chains, domestic use volume etc. was obtained.  

 

Survey Outline 
In consultation with Growing Media Ireland (GMI), Kildare Growers, and other industry 

representatives, this survey has been developed to gain a detailed insight into the peat industry, 

peat site availability and dispersion, and to obtain details on current peat stocks. This information 

will be gathered anonymously at the request of industry representatives, and we encourage you to 

provide as much clear and concise detail as possible. This information will be used to gain accurate 

data on the industry for the purposes of the report. There are options to provide additional 

information and we encourage the use of this facility if you feel further clarification is required. 

The questionnaire circulated by industry representatives to growers, contractors, suppliers and 

other industry relevant stakeholders was as follows: 

1. Please list your county of current primary operations. You can list more than one.  

2. Outline your company’s involvement within the peat industry. E.g., what is your primary 

focus, what markets do you supply, etc.  

3. Do you currently have actively harvested peat sites?  

Yes.  No.  If Yes, proceed below. 

4. If No to Q.3, please provide details on how you obtain your peat supplies. 

5. Regarding Q.3, Please provide information on the size and the number of these sites.  

E.g.: Less than 10 hectares: 2, Between 10 and 30 hectares: 0 

Less than 10 hectares (amount):   ____ 

Between 10 and 30 hectares(amount): ____ 

Between 30 and 50 hectares(amount): ____ 

More than 50 hectares(amount):  ____ 

6. Please provide information on brownfield* peat sites owned by you but not currently 

harvested. 

Less than 10 hectares(amount):   ____ 

Between 10 and 30 hectares(amount):  ____ 
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Between 30 and 50 hectares(amount):  ____ 

More than 50 hectares(amount):  ____ 

7. Please provide information on greenfield* peat sites owned by you. 

Less than 10 hectares:    ____ 

Between 10 and 30 hectares:   ____ 

Between 30 and 50 hectares:  ____ 

More than 50 hectares:   ____ 

8. Would you consider selling the sub-30ha peat site(s) under your ownership? 

Yes, would consider a reasonable offer 

Yes, would consider a reasonable offer but not very likely. 

No, but I would consider renting it. 

No. No interest in selling or granting access to others.  

9. Is there current road access to the peat site. 

Yes.  No.  

10. Regarding Q.9, please give further details. 

 

 

11. Is there conservation work being carried out on or around the wider bog? 

Yes. No. 

12. If Yes to Q.11, please give further details  

13. Is the bog under any protection? E.g., natura2000 site, Natural heritage area, geological 

area etc.?  

Yes. No. 

14. If yes to Q.13, please give further details 

15. Has the bog been harvested previously? 

Yes, some works carried out. Less than 30% of peat extracted. 

Yes, moderate volumes removed. 30% - 70% of peat extracted.  

Yes, Extensive volumes removed. Greater than 70% of peat extracted, or nearly exhausted.  

No, but I have intentions for removal. 

No, I intend on keeping the bog intact.  

Other 

16. Do you currently have peat stockpiled? 

Yes. No. 
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17. If yes to Q.16, how many cubic metres of professional horticultural peat do have you 

stockpiled presently? 

Amount: 

18. If yes to Q16, how many cubic metres of hobby market quality peat do have you 

stockpiled presently? 

Amount: 

19. If yes to Q16, how many months do you believe these stockpiles will last with your 

current output? 

No. of months:  

 

 

Additional Information: If there is any information you feel is relevant that is not covered above, 

please outline here: 

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Mapping 
Mapping has been provided as an addition to recommendation 2 and recommendation 3 to 

provide an oversight of the sites in question.  

Recommendation 2: Rochfortbridge site map.  

 

Fig.1 Rochfortbridge 
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Fig 2. Rochfortbridge.  
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Recommendation 3: Prosperous Bog  

 

Fig. 3 Prosperous Bog 

 

Fig 4. Prosperous Bog.  
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