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Evaluation of climate change mitigation 
policies in Ireland’s agriculture, forestry 
and land use sector 
 

1. Sectoral overview 

Agriculture, forestry and land-use present a unique 
challenge in climate change mitigation.  The IPCC Fifth 
Assessment Report notes that agriculture, forestry and 
land-use are responsible for 25% of global GHG 
emissions.  34% (20.597Mt CO2e) of Ireland’s GHG 
emissions came from agriculture in 2018.  The majority 
of these emissions came from ruminants via enteric 
fermentation (over 50%).  The composition of GHG 
emissions in the agriculture sector is dominated by 
methane (CH4) at 64%, with 80% of this attributable to 
ruminants, and the remainder to manure.  The use of 
fertiliser, manure and animal excreta releases nitrous 
oxide (N2O) comprising 30.7% of agricultural 
emissions.  The remaining emissions from the sector 
(3.3%) are CO2 stemming from liming and urea 
application to land, and fuel. 

1.1 Economic and geographic profile 

Agriculture represents 1.6% of gross value added 
(GVA) to the Irish economy, with the broader agri-food 
sector accounting for 5.5% of GVA. There are 137,500 
farms in Ireland.  The agriculture sector provides 
112,500 jobs, while the agri-food sector provides 
174,400 jobs.  

1.2 Risks to agriculture and the agri-food sector 

Climate change will add to the sector’s vulnerability by 
creating greater risks and uncertainty due to changes in 
weather patterns, temperature and rainfall. These 
changes will affect the growth of crops on which the 
sector is dependent. Furthermore, calls for flexitarian, 
vegetarian and vegan diets as an action to mitigate 
climate change by the IPCC and the EAT Lancet 
Commission, among others, are likely to affect demand 
for meat and dairy products globally.  

1.3 Forestry 

Currently, there are 770,020 hectares of forests in 
Ireland (11% of total land area). This is significantly less 
than the European average of 30%.  The government has 
set a target for forest cover of 17% by 2030 and 18% by 
2046. Efforts to increase forest coverage have been 
ongoing since 1991. Approximately 49.2% of planted 
trees have been planted by private individuals with the 
assistance of grant-aid from government. The remaining 
50.8% is publicly owned, primarily by Coillte.  
According to the National Forest Inventory, 

approximately 50% of the trees planted are less than 20 
years old.  

2. Policies and measures in place 

Broadly, the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and 
Marine (DAFM) has focused on three categories of 
mitigation actions: (i) Measures to reduce agricultural 
GHG emissions; (ii) Measures to enhance CO₂ removals 
from the atmosphere in terms of land management or 
Land-Use, Land-Use Change in Forestry; and (iii) 
Measures to displace fossil fuels via energy saving, 
enhanced cultivation of biomass and/or adoption of 
anaerobic digestion. A key driver of policy in the 
agriculture sector is the EU’s Common Agriculture 
Policy (CAP). 

The actions and measures in the agriculture, forestry and 
land-use sector aimed at reducing emissions are targeted 
primarily at individuals and public sector/ semi-state 
bodies. Monitoring of progress of actions is the 
responsibility of DAFM and Teagasc. Information and 
education campaigns have been developed by DAFM 
and Bord Bia to build awareness around the 
sustainability of Irish agricultural products and the agri-
food sector. These have been focused on the population 
as a whole. Other programmes, - such as the farmer led 
SmartFarming programme - which are stated in the 
NMP, are focused on knowledge transfer to facilitate 
efficiency and innovation. 

3. Evaluation of existing policies 

3.1 Effectiveness and efficiency 

Considering the connection of the actions to EU 
regulations and therefore eligibility for basic payments, 
uptake is effective. 53,174 farmers have been approved 
for participation in GLAS, resulting in actions being 
undertaken on 943,332 hectare of farmland. Of the 
farmers participating in the programme, 4,600 farmers 
are using low emission spreading techniques.  
Furthermore, the programme has resulted in 12,000 kms 
of new hedges, 1,100 orchards, and 5,000 groves of 
native tress being planted.  The latter amounts to 
approximately 900 tonnes of CO2 being sequestered 
every year.  

3.2 Coherence  

Agriculture policy is driven to a significant extent by EU 
policy, particularly the Common Agricultural Policy.   
In reviewing the various policies, it is evident that 



 

current active policies such as GLAS and Food Wise 
2025 have been developed with consideration given to 
the lessons from their predecessors.  As such, policies 
and programmes are coherent, in that they do not 
contradict each other and are referenced consistently in 
overarching policy documents. When the internal 
coherence of the actions stated in Origin Green, Food 
Wise 2025, and the Rural Development Plan is 
considered, challenges emerge regarding the focus of 
policies. Current actions focus on farm level action to 
reduce emissions from agricultural activities. Yet, 
policies objectives are broader, with a heavy focus on 
growth with a view to increasing Ireland’s export 
market.  This suggests that while policies such as Food 
Wise 2025 state that the three pillars of sustainability are 
equally important, policies are focused more on 
economic growth than on addressing growing income 
disparities at the farm level, or their social and 
environmental impacts.  Responsibility for the 
environmental pillar is the responsibility of the 
agriculture sector, while agri-food is concerned with the 
economic pillar, and the social pillar is tokenistic.  

3.3 Relevance 

While the policies in this sector may be coherent and 
aligned with each other delivering a clear message that 
Ireland’s agriculture and broader agri-food sectors place 
sustainability at their core, the relevance of policies is in 
question.  Policies in place to address climate change 
focus on reduction of methane emissions from 
agricultural activities. There is an absence of climate 
change actions in the broader agri-food sector and the 
emissions that stem from the production of food.   

Forestry policy is primarily focused on the economic 
opportunities presented by the sector rather than 
environmental and social benefits. Viewing forestry as an 
income source and encouraging farmers to convert 
agricultural land to biomass farms may disregard the 
connection to the land. There is an opportunity to address 
the social pillar of sustainability by viewing forests as a 
public amenity. 

 3.4 Distributional impacts 

Understanding the impact of actions and measures 
geographically, socially and economically and provides 
a means for holistically evaluating an action.  Climate 
change mitigation and sectoral growth policies are 
focused on the dairy and cattle sectors.  Insufficient 

attention has been given to the vulnerability of the 
tillage farming sector, which will be the most sensitive 
to climate change impacts. Recent weather events have 
demonstrated the vulnerability not only of farmers’ 
livelihoods but all of Ireland to climate change.  The 
dependence on imports to meet food and nutritional 
needs has not been addressed by current policy. This has 
negative social and economic impacts. 

3.5 Governance 

From a project stakeholder workshop and interviews 
with key stakeholders, it is evident that the development 
of policy in the agriculture sector tends to be top down 
in its design, development and implementation. It is 
important to include all relevant voices, including 
farmers, in designing policy that causes no harm and 
leaves no one behind. The onus therefore is on the 
DAFM and Teagasc to develop policy that aligns the 
needs of Irish farmers and citizens, and with EU policy.  

4. Recommendations 

To be a leader in the design and implementation of 
innovative climate policy in agriculture, policy makers 
need to embed long term planning into policy.  

 Knowledge exchange: Farmers need to be actively 
engaged to understand what they are doing, what 
they have done, and what they know will work. The 
focus on knowledge transfer needs to shift to 
knowledge exchange.  

 Indicators: Given the complexity of the sector, 
policy success cannot be demarcated by a single 
indicator of GHG emissions. Quantitative 
indicators are needed to capture factors such as air 
pollution, water quality and soil health. Monitoring 
will require the development of qualitative 
indicators that consider the distributional impacts 
of policy.   

 Circular Economy: Policies in the agri-food 
sector need to account for risks and opportunities. 
For example, there is an opportunity with the 
circular economy, namely farm to fork 
programmes and SmartFarming, to address 
farmers’ incomes, food security and climate 
change.  

 Systems Approach: Research and policy need to 
consider how the agri-food sector can respond and 
be climate resilient, considering the vulnerability 
of global trade to climate change.
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