
 

 

Irish Climate Policy Evaluation Project 

EPA Research Project 2017-CCRP-DS.12 

 

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

 
Dr. Sabrina Dekker 

Dr. Diarmuid Torney 

School of Law and Government 

Dublin City University 

Project website 
https://diarmuidtorney.org/icpe/ 

 
 

 
 
© 2020 Sabrina Dekker and Diarmuid Torney. This project is funded under the EPA Research Programme 2014-
2020 and co-funded by the Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland. The contents and views expressed in this 
report are those of the authors and do not represent the views of the EPA or SEAI. The EPA Research Programme 
is a Government of Ireland initiative funded by the Department of Communications, Climate Action and 
Environment. It is administered by the Environmental Protection Agency, which has the statutory function of co-
ordinating and promoting environmental research. 
 
DISCLAIMER: Although every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of the material contained in this study, 
complete accuracy cannot be guaranteed. Neither the Environmental Protection Agency nor the authors accept any 
responsibility whatsoever for loss or damage occasioned or claimed to have been occasioned, in part or in full, as a 
consequence of any person acting or refraining from acting, as a result of a matter contained in this study. 



1 

1. Introduction 

The Irish Climate Policy Evaluation (ICPE) project was funded by the EPA (2017-CCRP-
DS.12). The aim of the project was to undertake an ex post evaluation of Ireland’s policy 
response to climate change across all sectors since 1996. As an exercise in ex post evaluation, 
the ICPE project focused on policies and measures already in place at the commencement of 
the project. Our first ports of call were the NMP, the NAF and data submitted by Ireland under 
the EU’s Monitoring Mechanism Regulation [(EU) No. 525/2013/EU], which requires Member 
States to report on policies and measures they have adopted to reduce GHG emissions and 
adapt to climate change. Those policies listed as planned or implemented only in 2017 or 2018 
in the NMP were excluded from our analysis. Moreover, policies and measures announced as 
part of the National Development Plan or the Climate Action Plan fell outside the scope of our 
analysis. 

The project technical description called for an evaluation of “effectiveness, efficiency, 
coherence and relevance. The evaluation framework utilised should align with standard 
evaluation criteria and procedures used in ex-post evaluations of EU policies”. Accordingly, 
the ICPE project incorporated the standard criteria of effectiveness, efficiency, coherence and 
relevance, but, importantly, added two additional criteria: “governance” and “distributional 
impact”. Because of the diverse set of criteria that spans both process and outcome dimensions, 
the project drew on a diverse set of qualitative and quantitative data and sought to triangulate 
from multiple sources where possible. 

We divided our research into five sectoral work packages. For each of the five work packages, 
our research commenced with a comprehensive mapping exercise drawing on a wide range of 
data sources. This was used to produce a sectoral overview that detailed policies in place and 
undertook an initial evaluation according to the six criteria above. This overview was then 
presented at a workshop of invited sectoral stakeholders: policymakers from across relevant 
government departments and public bodies, business, civil society and academia. Input and 
feedback were sought at these workshops on the research to date as well as on areas suitable 
for further research.  

This document presents the findings of our research on climate change mitigation policies in 
the agriculture, forestry and land-use sector. Section 2 provides a broad overview of the sector 
in terms of its emissions, the economic and geographic profile of the sector and forestry. 
Section 3 presents the actions and measures pertaining to agriculture, forestry and land-use as 
laid out in the National Mitigation Plan (NMP). The focus in this section is on actions and 
measures that are currently in place, not those in the pilot phase. Section 4 evaluates the actions 
and measures against six evaluation criteria: effectiveness, efficiency, coherence, relevance, 
distributional impact, and governance. Based on the assessment, we put forward 
recommendations for future actions. Finally, section 5 presents a case study of the Action Plan 
for Rural Development. 
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2. Sectoral Overview 

2.1 Emissions Profile 

Agriculture, forestry and land-use present a unique challenge in climate change mitigation.  
The IPCC Fifth Assessment Report notes that this sector is responsible for 25% of global GHG 
emissions (IPCC, 2014).  Our dependence on land to grow food, extract resources for building 
and producing goods and services, and for recreation presents unique challenges for the 
agriculture, forestry and land-use sector and those dependent on it in terms of responding to 
climate change (FAO, 2016; IPCC, 2018).  Furthermore, growing demand for agricultural 
output due to increasing populations and wealth add complexity to responding to the these 
challenges. 

The agriculture sector accounted for 34% (20.597 Mt CO2e) of Ireland’s GHG emissions in 
2018 (EPA, 2019b).  The majority of these emissions came from ruminants (cattle and sheep) 
via enteric fermentation (Teagasc, 2018).  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 (Lanigan et al., 2018).  The use of fertiliser, manure 
and animal excreta releases nitrous oxide (N2O) and comprises 30.7% of emissions from the 
sector (Lanigan et al., 2018).  The remaining emissions (3.3%) are CO2 stemming from liming 
and urea application to land, and fuel (Lanigan et al., 2018). 

Figure 1: GHG Emissions Profile for Agriculture, 1990–2016 

 
Source: EPA (2019a)  

2.2 Economic and Geographic Profile 

Agriculture represents 1.6% of gross value added (GVA) and the agri-food sector represents 
5.5% of GVA to the Irish economy (DAFM, 2018).  The agriculture sector provides 112,500 
jobs, while the agri-food sector provides 174,400 jobs (DAFM, 2018). The National Farm 
Survey, which is conducted annually by Teagasc, provides details on the type of farming, 
income of farms, the viability of farms and their distribution across the country. 
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Figure 2: Income Distribution by System 2017 

 
Source: Dillon et al. (2018) 

Figure 3: Income per Farm and per Labour unit across Systems 2017    

 

Source: Dillon et al. (2018) 

From the 2017 survey of 84,599 farms (of the 137,500 farms in Ireland), it is evident that the 
removal of milk quotas in 2015 and increased milk production has seen the average income of 
dairy farmers rise by 65% to €86,069 (Dillon et al., 2018).  Dairy farming is carried out on 
approximately 18% of farms (Dillon et al., 2018).  The dairy sector produced 7.5 billion litres 
of milk in 2017, yielding €4.6 billion in exports.  Ireland is the 7th largest milk producer in the 
EU.  In contrast, cattle rearing, with an average income of €12,680, and cattle finishing, with 
an average income of €16,651, comprise 53% of farms in Ireland with approximately 6.7 
million cattle.  Globally, Ireland is the 5th largest beef exporter, and the industry yielded €2.4 
billion in exports in 2017 (Dillon et al., 2018: DAFM, 2018).  Sheep farming, with an average 
income of €16,897, represents 8% of farms in Ireland, but makes Ireland the 4th largest exporter 
of lamb meat globally, and produced €311 million worth of exports in 2017 (DAFM, 2018; 
Dillon et al., 2018).  Tillage farming represents less than 8% of farms (average income 
€37,158).  Tillage includes the growth of cereal crops, namely barley, wheat and oats, and is 
carried out on 271,700 hectares of Ireland’s 4.5 million hectares of farmland.  The total output 
value of the sector was €237.2 million in 2017 (DAFM, 2018; Dillon et al., 2018).   

 

 

 



4 

Table 1: Percentage of Farms with Borrowings and Average Debt 2017 

 
Source: Dillon et al. (2018) 

Figure 4: Debt to Income Ratios for all Farms and those with Debt 2017 

 

Source: Dillon et al. (2018) 

Figure 5: Agricultural Land Use 

 

Source: DAFM (2018)  

Ireland’s maritime climate provides comparative advantage in the production of dairy and beef.  
Grassland used for grazing and pasture dominates the 4.5 million hectares of land used for 
agriculture (DAFM, 2018). Further, the mild climate permits longer pasturing periods and 
reduced dependence on feed.  This arguably makes Ireland an environmentally friendly and 
resource efficient producer of beef and dairy compared to other beef and dairy producing 
countries such as Brazil (Teagasc, 2018). 
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Table 2: Agri-Food Employment, 2017  

 

Source: DAFM (2018)  

Figure 6: Agri-food Employment, 2017  

 
Source: DAFM (2018) 
Figure 7: Division of Employment in Agriculture and Agri-Food Sector 

 
Source: DAFM (2018) 

2.3 Risks to Agriculture and the Agri-Food Sector 

Food Harvest 2020 identified a range of risks to the agriculture and agri-food sectors: 
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International commodity markets have been characterised by significant price 
volatilities, which are expected to continue in the short to medium term. Over the 
coming years, price volatility will be driven by supply shifts, climate change, oil prices, 
energy policies (such as commitments to biofuels production) and developments in 
agricultural and trade policies. However, despite the ongoing international recession 
and heightened market uncertainty, the global outlook for agriculture is positive. From 
an Irish perspective, more positive market prospects in the medium to long term are 
based on increased global demand for dairy products, a growing short fall in EU beef 
supply, economic development and population growth in developing countries, within 
the EU and the US, the specific demands of an ageing and affluent population.  (DAFF 
2010, p.13) 

It is anticipated that, due to growing demands in the prepared consumer foods, whiskey and 
craft beer, horticulture and tillage/cereals sectors, the agriculture sector as a whole will 
experience growth.  However, this projected growth is not guaranteed, nor is it necessarily a 
positive attribute.  There are risks and challenges facing the Irish agriculture and agri-food 
sectors. While, as Figure 8 shows, the value of exports is greater than imports, Figure 9 suggests 
that the market is far more complex. The sector is highly susceptible and vulnerable to 
fluctuations in global demand for products.    

Climate change will add to the sector’s vulnerability by creating greater risks and uncertainty 
due to changes in weather patterns, temperature and rainfall that will affect the growth of crops 
on which the sector is dependent both globally and in Ireland (DCCAE, 2018).  Furthermore, 
calls by the IPCC (2018) and the EAT Lancet Commission (Willett et al., 2019), among others, 
for flexitarian, vegetarian and vegan diets as an action to mitigate against climate change is 
likely to affect demand for meat and dairy products globally.  

Moreover, climate change threatens Ireland’s comparative advantage as a sustainable producer 
of agricultural produce. For example, the changing intensity and frequency of precipitation 
events may adversely impact on the growth of grass (Flood, 2013). This in turn influences 
when cows can be allowed to pasture; if the soil is too wet cows will trample the ground and 
grass will not grow. Coupled with temperature extremes, the viability of the soil needed to 
grow grass and other crops is projected to be compromised (Flood, 2013; IPCC, 2014).  
Ireland’s current climate permits the grazing of cattle outdoors from April to November. 
However, climate impacts are projected to increase the need housing cattle and silage for feed, 
thereby increasing emissions.  Consequently, Ireland’s status as a low GHG emissions producer 
of dairy and beef is likely to be adversely impacted.  

For Ireland, there are risks that do not get the level of attention that they deserve in discussions 
around climate change and agriculture, such as national food security, water supply and 
security, and the impacts of international trade.  While Ireland is an exporter of food, a closer 
look at the food products being exported and imported (Figure 9) suggests that Ireland is 
dependent on imports when considered against agricultural land use. This is a subtle but critical 
issue.  In 2018, Storm Emma and the ‘Beast from the East’ demonstrated Ireland’s dependence 
on imports for food and the vulnerability of the water supply system.  The drought during 
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summer 2018 further illustrated Ireland’s water insecurity and its impact on the ability of 
farmers to maintain their livelihoods. Brexit arguably is a short-term and immediate reminder 
of Ireland’s (and other nations’) dependence on international trade to meet their populations’ 
food needs. It is a reminder of the challenge that lies ahead in addressing emissions from the 
agricultural sector in the context of international trade, as people are dependent on farmers for 
food. Critically, the EAT-Lancet Commission report (Willett et al., 2019) acknowledges that 
current food supply chains are contributing to climate change and calls for changes in the global 
food supply, which is not resilient to climate change or sustainable going forward.  

Figure 8: Agri-Food Sector Trade, 2009-2017 

 

Source: DAFM (2018) 

Figure 9: Change in Value of Agri-Food Sector Exports, 2009-2017 

 
Source: DAFM (2018) 
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2.4 Forestry 

Historically, Ireland had a forest cover of 80%. Due to human activity this decreased to less 
than 1%, making Ireland the only country in Europe where forests were forest destruction on 
this scale took place (Teagasc, n.d.).  Consequently, the government embarked on a programme 
in 1991 to end deforestation and reduce Ireland’s dependency on timber imports.  

Currently, in Ireland there are 770,020 hectares of forests, which accounts for 11% of the total 
land area. This is significantly less than the European average of 30%.  The target for forest 
cover has been set at 17% by 2030 (CoFoRD 2009; Teagasc, n.d.) and 18% by 2046 (DAFM, 
2015a). The All-of-Government Climate Action Plan stated that the latter target will not be 
achieved (DCCAE, 2019). Efforts to increase forest coverage have been ongoing and since 
1991. Approximately 49.2% of planted trees have been planted by private individuals (farmers) 
with the assistance of grant-aid from government (DAFM, 2018). The remaining 50.8% is 
publicly owned, primarily by Coillte (DAFM, 2018).  According to the National Forest 
Inventory, approximately 50% of trees planted are less than 20 years old.  

Figure 10: Annual State and Private Afforestation 1922-2017 

   

Source: DAFM (2018) 

The existence of a defined forestry sector is relatively new in Ireland, and is complex.  The 
Forestry Act 2014, which consolidated the Forestry Act 1988 and the Forestry (Amendment) 
Act 2009, came into effect in May 2017.  The Forestry Act 2014 sets out regulations on felling, 
fertilisation, appeals and forest management plans, and aligns with EU policy on forests.  As 
part of compliance with EU forestry policy and to receive funding for forestry, DAFM has 
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developed the Forestry Programme 2014-2020 which outlines how the government sets out to 
support the Irish Forestry Sector based on four key needs (DAFM, 2015a): 

 Increase on a permanent basis Ireland’s forest cover to capture carbon, produce wood 
and help mitigation; 

 Increase and sustain the production of forest-based biomass to meet renewable energy 
targets;  

 Support forest holders to actively manage their plantations;  

 Optimise the environmental and social benefits of new and existing forests.  

In recent decades, forestry has been viewed as playing a key role in climate change mitigation 
as forests remove and store carbon dioxide. There is also a recognition that afforestation plays 
a role in producing biomass energy and contributes to Ireland’s wood export market, 
particularly for sawmilling, pulp, bark mulch and woodchips (DAFM, 2018).   

CoFoRD, the Programme of Competitive Forest Research for Development, was established 
as a representative body for the forestry sector in Ireland within DAFM to provide advice on 
the forestry market.  

3. Actions and Measures in Place 

3.1 Overview of Actions and Measures 

This section provides a summary of the actions and measures that are currently in place.  It 
should be noted that, as this is an ex-post analysis, actions and measures considered are those 
that are active or completed before July 2018, and that are not at the pilot stage. Broadly, the 
Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Marine has focused on three categories of mitigation 
actions: 

(i) Agricultural Mitigation: Measures to reduce agricultural GHG emissions (i.e. 
directly reduce methane and nitrous oxide);  

(ii) Land Use Mitigation: Measures to enhance CO₂ removals from the atmosphere in 

terms of land management or Land-Use, Land-Use Change in Forestry (LULUCF); 
and  

(iii) Energy Mitigation: reductions from displacement of fossil fuels via energy saving, 
enhanced cultivation of biomass and/or adoption of anaerobic digestion. (This is 
discussed in WP2 of this project focusing on electricity generation). 

It is important to acknowledge that a key driver of policy in the agriculture sector is the EU’s 
Common Agriculture Policy (CAP).  The CAP, launched in 1962, ‘is a partnership between 
agriculture and society, and between Europe and its farmers’ (EU, 2019).  At its outset the 
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CAP’s objective was to ensure access to affordable food by all Europeans, while ensuring a 
fair standard of living for European farmers. The CAP has evolved since then and now includes 
objectives to address climate change and to manage Europe’s natural resources sustainably, 
and to maintain rural areas and landscapes while encouraging the rural economy by promoting 
jobs in farming and agri-food industries. In order to achieve these objectives, the CAP takes 
provides: 

(i) Income support in the form of direct payments to farmers who engage in 
environmentally friendly farming; 

(ii) Market measures to address changes in demand and supply; 

(iii) Rural development measures which require member states to establish programmes to 
address needs and challenges of rural areas. 

Funding for actions undertaken by farmers comes from the EU budget, which allocated €160 
trillion in 2018.  The CAP operates through two funding streams: the European Agricultural 
Fund (EAGF) for direct payments and market measures, and the European Fund for Rural 
Development (EAFRD) for rural development programmes. Funds received by member states 
are managed nationally and must comply with EU transparency rules.  

3.2 Instrument Types and Target Groups 

Broadly, the actions and measures in the agriculture, forestry and land-use sector aimed at 
reducing emissions are targeted primarily at individuals and public sector and semi-state 
bodies.  The monitoring of progress of actions is the responsibility of DAFM, which is also 
responsible for ensuring compliance with EU Directives, and Teagasc, which is responsible for 
agricultural development via research and knowledge transfer. Instrument types are primarily 
legislative with financial incentives for compliance.  The central financial incentive is receipt 
of CAP payments.  

Information and education campaigns have been developed by DAFM and Bord Bia to build 
awareness of Irish agricultural products and the agri-food sector.  These have 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. 

3.3 Action Plan for Rural Development  

The draft action plan, Ireland’s Rural Development 2014-2020 was developed following a 
report by the Commission for the Economic Development of Rural Areas (CEDRA) (DAFM, 
2014) In 2017 the final plan, Realising Our Rural Potential: Action Plan for Rural 
Development, was published (DCHG, 2017). The Plan provides the overall vision for the 
development of rural Ireland that acknowledges the characteristics of different rural areas in 
Ireland.  The Plan is comprehensive and covers a range of issues from jobs and the economy 
to housing and the environment (DCHG, 2014). Under the plan, €3.4 billion is committed to 
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climate change objectives (DRCD, 2018). Critically, the first three of the five pillars include 
actions discussed in the NMP: GLAS, Food Wise 2025, and support of the agri-food sector 
(DCCAE, 2017). Furthermore, the Plan aims to ensure the inclusion of rural voices in the 
National Dialogue on Climate Action.  

3.4 Rural Environmental Protection Scheme 

The Rural Environmental Protection Scheme (REPS) was introduced in 1994 as a response to 
EU Regulation 2078/92. The intent of the scheme, which was non-statutory, was to provide 
financial support to farmers via voluntary grant schemes to undertake environmental 
conservation and protection measures that were compatible with agricultural practice.  The 
main objectives of the REPS were: 

(i) The establishment of farming practices and production methods which reflect the need 
for environmental conservation and protection; 

(ii) The protection of wildlife habitats and endangered species of flora and fauna; 

(iii) The production of quality food in an extensive and environmentally friendly manner. 

There were four rounds of the REPS between 1994 and 2010. Over this time period the 
programme had 54,000 participants and paid €3.1 billion to farmers (Finn, 2010). The REPS 
was replaced by the Agriculture Environmental Options Scheme (AEOS) in 2010.  

3.5 Agriculture Environmental Options Scheme 

Introduced in 2010, the Agriculture Environmental Options Scheme (AEOS) was designed to 
replace the REPS.  The objectives of the scheme were to:  

 Promote biodiversity, water management/quality and climate change mitigation; 

 Contribute to environmental management of Natura 2000 sites and river catchments as 
per the Birds Directive, Habitats Directive and Water Framework Directive.  

In contrast to the REPS, only specific areas of farms were eligible and objectives of projects 
had to address biodiversity, water or climate change via a mandatory and a complimentary 
action, or two mandatory actions as defined in the guidelines.  

3.6 Green Low Carbon Agri-Environment Scheme (GLAS) 

The Green Low Carbon Agri-Environment Scheme (GLAS) replaced the AEOS in the Rural 
Development Programme 2014-2020, and aims to comply with Articles 28 and 30 of the Rural 
Development Regulation, EU 1305/2013, which sets out support for rural development via the 
European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development. Furthermore, GLAS supports a green 
vision for Irish agriculture as per Food Harvest 2020 and Bord Bia’s Origin Green campaign. 
It is an incentive based mechanism that aims to address issues of climate change, water quality 
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and biodiversity loss stemming from agricultural production methods.  The key objectives of 
the program are (DAFM, 2018): 

 Farm level actions to promote biodiversity, protect water quality, combat climate 
change; 

 To contribute to positive management of NATURA 2000 sites, river catchments, etc.; 

 To promote and sustain attitudinal changes amongst farmers; 

 To achieve a balanced and effective environmental programme within the RDP. 

€1.4 billion worth of grants, jointly funded by the EU (55%) and the national exchequer (45%) 
are managed by the Heritage Council in partnership with DAFM. Since its introduction in 2015, 
there have been three tranches of grants.  The actions in each of the tranches have focused on: 
conservation and repair of traditional farm buildings, and related structures; preservation of 
traditional hay meadows and low input pastures; habitat preservation and practice through 
minimum tillage; actions to protect water quality, landscape and endangered species of flora 
and fauna (for example, bat boxes, bird boxes and bee boxes); and climate change mitigation.  
According to the Climate Change Advisory Council’s 2018 Annual Review, 53,174 farmers 
have been approved for participation in GLAS, resulting in actions being undertaken on 
943,332 hectares of farmland (CCAC, 2018).    

Lastly, based on a review of the GLAS programme in 2016, indicators are being developed to 
better assess the effectiveness of the programme.  This should enable a better understanding of 
the low participation rate by the dairy sector (CCAC, 2018). 

3.7 Beef Data and Genomics Programme 

The Beef Data and Genomics Programme (BDGP) was introduced in the Rural Development 
Plan 2014-2020 and implemented in 2015.  The government has committed €300 million over 
the next 6 years under this programme to build on research from its predecessor the Beef 
Genomics scheme, which received €23 million in funding.  The objective of the research is to 
identify genetic traits in the Irish suckler herd that improve production and profitability while 
reducing climate change impacts. In other words, cows that produce more milk will be bred 
instead of those that are low-producing. With fewer cows and higher yield, a smaller herd will 
produce fewer methane emissions.   

The programme also focuses on carbon emissions from beef production and therefore works 
with farms to implement grassland management.  It should be noted that due to cows/cattle in 
Ireland being primarily grass-fed, the dependence on silage for feed is significantly lower than 
other beef-producing countries.  Consequently, the embodied carbon is lower as well. 
However, with changing growing seasons and changing weather patterns, including changes in 
rainfall, the need for imported feed may grow (Flood, 2013).  
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3.8 Carbon Navigator Initiative 

The Carbon Navigator Initiative was developed as a tool by Teagasc and Bord Bia to assist 
farmers in understanding their emissions and how they can reduce their emissions. As part of 
the BDGP, farmers are required to use the tool (Lanigan et al., 2018). Under the NMP, the 
initiative is considered a knowledge transfer action (DCCAE, 2017).  

3.9 Food Harvest 2020 

The Food Harvest 2020 strategy aimed to guide the direction of the agri-food, forestry and 
fisheries sector in Ireland from 2010 to 2020. It was developed by a committee of stakeholders 
from the private and public sectors.  The vision of Food Harvest 2020 was ‘for an Irish food 
and drink industry that is innovative, efficient, and a global leader in environmentally 
sustainable production’ (DAFF, 2010, p.22). The strategy focused on building Ireland’s agri-
food brand by emphasising the opportunities for growth stemming from the increasing global 
population and Ireland’s green competitive advantage with its commitment to ‘robust and best-
in-class environmental protection’ (DAFF, 2010, p.6). Through the strategy, Irish companies 
were supported to identify new markets and to innovate by ‘acting smart’, ‘thinking green’ and 
achieving growth. Furthermore, the strategy acknowledged the potential of agri-tourism 
connected to Ireland being recognised as a natural foods producer.   

The key targets of Food Harvest 2020 (DAFF, 2010) were to: 

 Increase the value of primary output of the agriculture, fisheries and forestry sector by 
€1.5 billion, a 33% increase compared to the 2007-2009 average; 

 Improve the value added in the sector by €3 billion; 

 Achieve an export target of €12 billion for the sector, which is a 42% increase compared 
to the 2007-2009 average; 

 Increase milk production by 50%; 

 Add 20% to the value of the beef sector. 

The strategy was succeeded by Food Wise 2025.  

3.10 Food Wise 2025 

Food Wise is a continuation of Food Harvest 2020, and was also developed by a committee 
comprised of industry stakeholders and government.  The plan is focused on the growth of the 
agri-food sector. A key aim of the programme is to increase agri-food exports by 85% to €19 
billion while creating 23,000 direct jobs (DAFM, 2015b).  Food Wise 2025 builds on the 
learnings of Food Harvest 2020. As such, it is focused on the high end of the agri-food sector 
and endeavours to capitalise on Ireland’s ability to produce quality foods (DAFM, 2015b).  The 
plan argues that economic gains and environmental protection are complementary, and 
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‘recognises that the three pillars of sustainability - social, economic and environmental - are 
equally important and carry commensurate weight’ (DAFM, 2015b).   

Figure 11: SWOT Analysis in Food Wise 2025 

 
Source: DAFM (2015b) 

Critically, Food Wise 2025 situates the challenges and opportunities facing the Irish agri-food 
sector in an international context and acknowledges the challenges and opportunities for the 
industry, namely: the call of international climate change policy for reduced GHG emissions; 
the impacts of geo-political instability on the food market; changes in the international trade 
regulatory environment; and demographics. In recognition of this, the plan puts forward 
recommendations and actions such as (DAFM, 2015b): 

 Recognising agriculture’s role in ongoing national, EU and international climate 
change and energy policy development; 

o Action example: DAFM to continue active participation in the multi-
stakeholder ‘Global Alliance for Climate Smart Agriculture’, which promotes 
the application of climate smart approaches to agriculture production systems; 

 Measurement of Ireland’s environmental sustainability credentials; 

 Further development and enhancement of Origin Green Programme; 

o Action example: Examine how monitoring and measurement in areas such as 
soil health, nutrient management, biodiversity, animal health, herd 
performance and welfare and sustainable sources of animal feed can be used to 
enhance effectiveness of Origin Green. 

3.11 Knowledge Transfer Programme 

The Knowledge Transfer Programme is a scheme that aims to up-skill Irish farmers by 
partnering with expert advisors (DAFM, 2018).  Central to programme is the dissemination 
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and implementation of research findings on the latest innovative sustainability practice from 
agencies such as Teagasc that will improve the efficiency and effectiveness of work. The 
programme is voluntary for farmers.  Examples to date include Teagasc’s BETTER FARM, 
and CoFoRD’s forestry research agenda. 

3.12 Nitrates Action Programme 

In 2006, Ireland’s first Nitrates Action Programme (NAP), developed to comply with the EU 
Nitrates Directive, came into effect.  The programme sets out how the pollution of surface and 
ground water by run-off containing nitrogen and phosphorus from agricultural sources is to be 
prevented (DHLG, 2017).  As such, it is the primary agricultural measure of the River Basin 
Management Plan, but it is also relevant and complementary to the Rural Development 
Programme, Food Wise 2025, and the Knowledge Transfer Programme. To mitigate 
contamination, the NAP is built on the following key elements (DHLG, 2017): 

 Limits on farm stocking rates; 

 Legal maxima for nitrogen and phosphorus application rates; 

 Prohibited spreading periods preventing the application of organic and chemical 
fertilisers; 

 Minimum storage requirements for livestock manures; 

 Requirements regarding maintenance of green cover in tillage lands; and 

 Set-back distances from waters. 

3.13 Targeted Agricultural Modernisation Scheme II 

The Technical Agricultural Modernisation Scheme (TAMS) II aims to stimulate capital 
investment in farm infrastructure, facilities, and equipment via grants.  Critically, grants are 
intended for schemes that will increase the competitiveness and sustainability of the farm.  
Currently there are seven categories for investment (DAFM, 2018): 

 Young Farmers Capital Investment Scheme; 

 Dairy Equipment Scheme; 

 Organic Capital Investment Scheme; 

 Animal Welfare, Safety and Nutrient Storage Scheme; 

 Low Emission Slurry Spreading; 

 Pig and Poultry Investment Scheme; and 
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 Tillage Capital Investment Scheme. 

3.14 Organic Farming Scheme  

Launched in August 2007, the Organic Farming Scheme (OFS) was a separate incentive 
scheme aimed at increasing the percentage of total utilisable agriculture area (UAA) used for 
organic farming. At present, the area under organic production in Ireland at the end of 2007 
was 41,122 hectares, which represents just 0.9 % of the total utilisable agriculture area (UAA) 
in the country. The target of 5% of the land area translates to 215,000 hectares based on the 
current total UAA of 4.3 million hectares. This represented a targeted increase in actual land 
area of circa 520%.  As of 2015, the area under organic production was 73,000 hectares, 
representing a 0.7% increase to 1.6% of the total UAA in the country (Finnerty, 2016).   

The specifications for the scheme were laid out in the Organic Farming Action Plan 2007. This 
comprehensive plan considers all aspects of the supply chain from farm to table. Furthermore, 
climate change mitigation is a key consideration in the scheme.  

3.15 Organic Capital Investing Scheme 

The Organic Capital Investing Scheme (OCIS) succeeded the OFS.  It was opened for 
applications on 7 August 2015 and will close on 31 December 2020.  The OCIS is part of 
TAMS II.  Financial assistance is provided to eligible projects that (DAFM, 2015): 

 Improve the organic sector and provide the producers of the basic product with an 
opportunity of enhancing income; 

 Help to guide production in line with foreseeable market trends or encourage the 
development of new outlets for agricultural products; 

 Help to improve production, handling and preparation of organic produce; 

 Facilitate the adoption and application of new technologies; 

 Help to ensure the adoption of ‘best practice’ within the organic production/processing 
sector; 

 Develop facilities for preparation, grading, packing, storage, distribution, or the sale of 
organic products as part of a wider organic operation; 

 Facilitate the tillage sector to develop a targeted and precise approach focusing on 
environmental dividends, efficiency and growth; 

 Improve competitiveness and contribute to the improvement of agricultural incomes. 
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3.16 Origin Green 

Origin Green is a voluntary programme developed by Bord Bia to guarantee sustainable food 
production across the food supply chain (Bord Bia, 2016). While the programme is focused on 
marketing Ireland internationally as a world leader in sustainable food production, the 
requirements to comply with measurable sustainability targets that protect the environment and 
support communities are beneficial to emissions reductions. Participants in the scheme include 
farmers, food and beverage manufactures, retailers and food services. In order to maintain their 
Origin Green verification, they are required to comply with relevant sustainability criteria, 
including: greenhouse gas reduction; biodiversity protection; water measures; energy 
efficiency; soil management; and socio-economic factors. 

More than 50,000 farmers participate in several sustainability assurance schemes under the 
programme: the Sustainable Beef and Lamb Assurance Scheme; the Sustainable Dairy 
Assurance Scheme; and the Sustainable Egg Quality Assurance Scheme, which already covers 
97% of Irish egg production (Bord Bia, 2016). 

3.17 Forestry Programme 2014-2020 

The Forestry Programme 2014-2020 has been developed to ensure Ireland’s compliance with 
EU forestry policy as well as to increase the level of forest cover.  Key objectives of the 
programme include (DAFM, 2018):  

 Increasing the supply of forest-based biomass to bridge an expected supply gap from 
2020 onwards;  

 Increasing wood mobilisation by supporting private forest holders in actively managing 
their forests; and 

 Enhancing the environmental and social benefits of new and existing forests. 

To meet the objectives and needs of the forestry sector in Ireland, the programme proposed a 
range of actions/measures, such as: afforestation and creation of woodland; the 
NeighbourWood Scheme; forest roads; the Reconstitution Scheme; the Woodland 
Improvement Scheme; the Native Woodland Conservation Scheme; knowledge transfer and 
information actions; support for producer groups; support for early adopters of innovative 
forest technology, annual payments towards management and conservation of forest genetic 
reproductive material; and Forest Management Plans (DAFM, 2015a).  

A review of the programme in 2018 resulted in amendments to the programme objectives, 
which are summarised here (DAFM, 2018): 

 To promote greater species and habitat diversity with the introduction of higher grant 
and premium rates;  
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 To support the mobilisation of private timber, measures are being introduced to support 
private forest owners to help manage their forests in a productive and sustainable 
manner, based on recommendations by CoFoRD;  

 To encourage farmers to consider forestry as part of the farming mix with improve grant 
and premium rates for agro-forestry and forestry for fibre.  

3.18 Wood Fuel Quality Assurance Scheme  

The Wood Fuel Quality Assurance Scheme is an all-island scheme that monitors the quality of 
wood products sold (WQFA, 2019). An oversight committee of fuel producers together with 
representatives from DAFM, Waterford IT, the Irish Bioenergy Association (IrBEA), 
developed a certification process that monitors production processes and tests the quality of 
the final product to ensure sustainable sourcing of wood fuel in compliance with the EU Timber 
Regulation, in accordance with agreed industry standards.  Membership in the scheme requires 
that producers register with IrBEA and are subject to a site audit, where the production process 
is assessed based on ISO standard 17225-1:2014 (WQFA, 2019).   

4. Evaluation of Actions and Measures 

The EPA Technical Description for this research project stipulated an evaluation of 
“effectiveness, efficiency, coherence and relevance. The evaluation framework utilised should 
align with standard evaluation criteria and procedures used in ex-post evaluations of EU 
policies”. The project builds on these guidelines by using an evaluation framework that 
incorporate the effectiveness, efficiency, coherence and relevance criteria, but also adds two 
additional criteria: governance and distributional impact. This section evaluates the actions 
collectively, and provides a high level overview of the policies in the context of mitigation 
objectives.  

The analysis of the actions and measures was dependent on data available from the DAFM, 
Teagasc, and other stakeholders involved in the Agriculture, Forestry and Land-use Sector. 

4.1 Effectiveness and Efficiency 

Effectiveness and efficiency are considered together as they are both concerned with the 
outputs and outcomes of an action or measure, and their cost. Actions and measures that are in 
place to reduce emissions in agriculture are: the Rural Development Plan, AEOS, GLAS, 
BDGP, Carbon Navigator, Food Harvest 2020, Food Wise 2025, and Origin Green.  

An effective driver of policy uptake appears to be eligibility for basic payments. To date 53,174 
farmers have been approved for participation in GLAS, resulting in actions being undertaken 
on 943,332 hectare of farmland (CCAC, 2018). Of the farmers participating in the programme, 
4,600 are using low emission spreading techniques.  Furthermore, the programme has resulted 
in 12,000 km of new hedges, 1,100 orchards, and 5,000 groves of native tress being planted 
covering an area of 450 ha (DCCAE, 2018).  The latter amounts to approximately 900 tonnes 
of CO2 being sequestered every year (DCCAE, 2018).  
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Given that agriculture emissions in 2016 were similar to 1990 levels, it could be argued that 
measures to reduce GHG emissions have been ineffective.  However, as discussed above the 
sector is shaped by global pressures stemming from trade, demand for Irish agricultural 
products (which has been on the rise globally), and also critically the slow-burn and sudden 
impacts of climate change (Flood, 2013; IPCC, 2014). Food Harvest 2020, Food Wise 2025, 
Origin Green and the Rural Development Plan all have focused on increasing production and 
exports of Irish agri-food products, whilst maintaining a focus on sustainability and 
environmental protection. Exports increased by 6.9% in 2017 (DAFM, 2018), while GHG 
emissions increased by almost 3% (EPA, 2018). This, however, is not an argument for 
increasing dairy or meat production. As has been highlighted, the complexity of the food sector 
calls for policy responses that address the agri-food system, which will be discussed further 
below.  

Furthermore, longer timescales are required to evaluate the effectiveness and efficiency of 
programmes such as the BDGP. This is due to the fact that the BDGP requires detailed data 
collection over an extended period of time. Because the Programme involves identifying and 
breeding the efficient cows, it will take several generations to achieve a herd of lower methane-
producing cows. At present, 25,000 farmers are involved in the programme and 900,000 cattle 
have been genotyped, just over half of the dairy cow herd (DCCAE, 2018). 

4.2 Coherence  

Agriculture policy in Ireland is driven to a significant extent by EU policy, particularly the 
Common Agricultural Policy.  Policies are also linked to the EU Habitats Directive, the Water 
Framework Directive and the Nitrates Directive. Forestry policy in Ireland is based on EU 
policy related to forestry.  

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 AEOS and Food Harvest 2020, respectively.  As such, the programmes are 
coherent because they do not contradict each other and are referenced consistently in 
overarching policy documents.  For example, Food Wise 2025 references the Rural 
Development Plan, and vice versa.  

However, when the internal coherence of the actions stated in Origin Green, Food Wise 2025, 
and the Rural Development Plan is considered, challenges emerge.  Current policy actions 
focus on farm level action to reduce emissions from agricultural activities.   Yet the objectives 
of the policies 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, in practice the distribution of policies across the 
three pillars suggests otherwise. At present, policies are focused on economic growth of the 
agri-food sector, but largely fail to consider growing income disparities at the farm level 
connected to these policies and their social and environmental impacts. Actions under the 
environmental pillar are the responsibility of farmers, while actions under the economic pillar 
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are the responsibility of the broader agri-food sector; finally, actions pertaining to the social 
pillar are the responsibility of government.  

Research and policy needs to consider how the agri-food sector can respond and be climate 
resilient considering the vulnerability of global trade to climate change, as it is a symbiotic 
relationship; if the agriculture sector experiences a negative shock, the agri-food sector will as 
well.  

4.3 Relevance 

While the policies may be coherent and aligned with each other delivering a clear message, 
that Ireland’s agri-food sector is environmentally conscious and that sustainability is at the core 
of agricultural practices, and food production, the relevance of policies can be questioned.  
Policies in place are relevant, narrowly, to the aspects of the sector that they are attempting to 
address, namely methane emissions from ruminants. However, the overall policy goal for the 
sector is sustainable intensification through growth of the industry and increase of exports of 
Irish dairy and beef. This raises questions of policies relevance to emissions reduction, as well 
as food. 

Policies are not aligned with the wider issues of Ireland’s food and water security in the face 
of climate change. Additionally, policies seem to have been designed based on a supply model 
without consideration for demand.  Ireland has signed a trade agreement with China for Irish 
beef and dairy. However, in the medium term a growing middle class demanding beef is not 
guaranteed. Demand for a product is not determined by income alone.  Other factors drive 
demand such as quality of the product, as well as social and cultural norms and values.  As 
discussed earlier, there are growing calls for vegetarian and flexitarian diets to become the 
norm as a means to address climate change and improve health at an individual level.  As 
discussed in the EAT Lancet Commission report (Willett et al., 2019), changing diets requires 
a disruptive change in the global agri-food trade system. While Ireland alone cannot change 
the global food system, it can design policies with greater consideration to the social, cultural 
and geo-political nature of food and resources.    

There is an absence of policy that targets emissions stemming from food production.  While it 
can be argued that these emissions can be accounted for in the built environment and transport 
sectors, this does not acknowledge the complex supply chains connected to the agri-food sector.  
The raw ingredients for processed foods often do not originate in Ireland, and the emissions 
from transport of goods may not be captured in Ireland’s GHG inventory.  There is potential 
for Ireland to be a leader in this area through the bioeconomy and the circular economy, as the 
National Policy Statement on the Bioeconomy indicates (Government of Ireland, 2018). 
However, more detailed analysis of the agri food sector is required, with a particular focus on 
agri-business supply chains in Ireland, their emissions, and their resource demands, including 
employment.  Ireland’s food system is dependent on a complex global food system. Minimal 
diversification makes Ireland’s food system vulnerable to climate change.  Diversifying 
Ireland’s agriculture sector to support the broader agri-food sector would help to mitigate this. 
Farms in Ireland should be able to grow and supply raw materials directly to agri-businesses in 
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Ireland. This requires diversification, which can be driven by policy change and incentives for 
farmers.  

Forestry policy focuses primarily on the economic opportunities presented by the sector rather 
than environmental and social benefits. Viewing forestry solely or primarily as an income 
source and encouraging farmers to convert agricultural land to biomass farms potentially 
disregards the farmers’ connection to the land. Forestry policy presents an opportunity to 
address the social pillar of sustainability by viewing forests as public amenities, of which 
farmers are paid caretakers.  This policy could be broadened to include marginal lands where 
neither agriculture nor forestry are possible but lands have ecological value because they may 
be home to wildlife.  Furthermore, these lands could be a part of the network of greenways and 
blueways without purchasing the land.  

4.4 Distributional Impacts 

Understanding the impact of actions and measures geographically, socially and economically 
is valuable in assessing the outcomes and, critically, provides a means for holistically 
evaluating an action or measure.  Furthermore, the agriculture, forestry and land-use sector as 
whole has implications beyond the farm for the environment, the health of societies, and the 
economy.  Understanding distributional impacts is important, but not without challenges given 
the complexity of the agriculture and broader agri-food sector.  

Broadly, climate change mitigation and sectoral growth policies are primarily focused on the 
dairy and cattle sectors.  This is evident in the farm family income distribution and the 
composition of the sector discussed in section 2.  Insufficient attention has been given to the 
vulnerability of the tillage farming sector, which will be the most sensitive to climate change 
impacts because there are limited policy options to increase their resilience to climate change.  

The income disparity between dairy farmers and non-dairy farmers is in part due to the removal 
of dairy quotas.  However, the focus of policies in agriculture and the broader agri-food sectors 
on increasing exports of dairy and beef, and production of processed foods, has contributed to 
income disparities and a growing wealth gap between farmers.  While in the short term this 
will contribute to growth, it does not address the consequences for the wider system, and for 
society as a whole.   

In section 2, the risks to the sector were discussed, including the critical issue of Ireland’s food 
security. Recent weather events have demonstrated the vulnerability not only of farmers’ 
livelihoods but of Ireland as a whole to climate change. The ‘Beast from the East’ and Storm 
Emma showed that Ireland is dependent on imports for staples such as bread. The dependence 
on imports to meet food and nutritional needs has not been addressed adequately by current 
climate change policy in the sector. This may have negative social and economic impacts for 
Ireland (DOH, 2013). Climate change will affect the health status of people in Ireland, in 
addition to existing health challenges such as malnutrition, obesity, and other nutrient 
deficiencies and malnutrition as outlined in the ‘Healthy Ireland – A Framework for Improved 
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Health and Wellbeing 2013-2025’ report (Department of Health, 2012). Access to healthy food 
is critical to address Ireland’s existing population health challenges.  

Origin Green has sought to bring an awareness of the quality and sustainability of Irish produce 
to consumers, via a focus on ‘farm to table’. However, it does not seem to have increased 
awareness of the complexity of the food supply system, which, as highlighted in the EAT 
Lancet Commission report (Willett et al., 2019), needs to be addressed in the context of climate 
change.  Given the call for flexitarian diets and increased consumption of vegetables and 
legumes due to their perceived low carbon intensity, the emissions saved from the agri-food 
sector may be lost by the transport emissions gained, as locally-grown produce is not sufficient 
to meet the needs of a growing population.  

Policies in the agri-food sector need to account for these risks and opportunities.  There is an 
opportunity with the circular economy to address farmers’ incomes, food security and climate 
change.  This will require research and, critically, diversification of the agriculture sector. One 
possibility is ‘rounding’ the farm to table movement to be farm to table and back to farm, via 
the composting of food waste.  

4.5 Governance 

From the 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.  While arguably farmers’ voices are included in the 
development of agriculture policy through various representative bodies, such channels may 
not provide adequate representation of all voices.  Interviewees raised concern regarding the 
power of vested interests in the development of policy. This inhibits the development of policy 
that benefits society as a whole instead of a segment of the sector.  Critically, giving 
consideration to the calls for a just transition by the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Climate 
Action (Houses of the Oireachtas, 2019), it is important to include all relevant voices in 
designing policy that causes no harm and leaves no one behind. The onus, therefore, is on 
DAFM and Teagasc to develop and implement policy actions that aligns the needs of Irish 
farmers and citizens, and with EU policy.  

If Ireland is to be a leader in the design and implementation of innovative climate policy in 
agriculture, policymakers need to embed long term planning into policy. Farmers need to be 
actively engaged to understand what they are doing, what they have done and what they know 
will work.  Knowledge transfer needs to be replaced with knowledge exchange.  Quantitative 
research only captures inputs and outputs, profits and losses. Qualitative research is needed to 
understand the social aspects that underlie the quantitative measurements.  

5. Case Study: Action Plan for Rural Development 

The Action Plan for Rural Development (APRD) presents an interesting case study, and is 
different from the policies focused on in the other work packages. The APRD sets out its 
mission as follows: 
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Rural Ireland in the 21st century is modern, dynamic and creative, and is an integral 
part of our identity and economy. For too long, policy approaches to rural Ireland have 
lacked co-ordination or have focused on specific thematic issues such as agriculture or 
social inclusion. This approach has failed to address the wider and inter-dependent 
economic and social needs of rural communities in a cohesive way. This Action Plan, 
the first of its kind, takes a co-ordinated approach to rural development right across the 
remit of Government policy to 2020. (DCHG, 2017) 

The Action Plan is a holistic vision for rural Ireland. Consequently, the breadth and depth of 
the actions put forward consider issues beyond agriculture. The plan is a requirement under 
Pillar 2 of the CAP, under which member states are required to produce rural development 
plans that:  

support rural areas of the Union and meet the wide range of economic, environmental 
and societal challenges of the 21st century. A higher degree of flexibility (in comparison 
with the first pillar) enables regional, national and local authorities to formulate their 
individual seven-year rural development programmes based on a European ‘menu of 
measures’. Contrary to the first pillar, which is entirely financed by the EU, the second 
pillar programmes are co-financed by EU funds, and regional, national or local funds. 
(EP, 2019, p.1) 

Box 1 presents the priorities and objectives of EU rural development policy, while box 2 lists 
the ‘menu of measures’ from which member states can choose to develop their plans.  The 
APRD consists of 5 Pillars and related objectives as follows:  

 Pillar 1: Supporting Sustainable Communities 
o Making Rural Ireland a better place to live 
o Enhancing Local Services 
o Empowering Local Communities 
o Building Better Communities  

 Pillar 2: Supporting Enterprise and Employment 
o Growing and Attracting Enterprise  
o Support Sectoral Growth 
o Skills and Innovation  
o Supporting Rural Job Seekers and Protecting Incomes  

 Pillar 3: Maximising our Rural Tourism and Recreation Potential  
o Support targeted Rural Tourism Initiatives 
o Develop and Promote Activity Tourism 
o Develop and Support our Natural and Built Heritage  

 Pillar 4: Fostering Culture and Creativity in Rural Communities  
o Increase Access to the arts in rural communities  
o Enhance Culture and Creativity in Rural Ireland  
o Promote the Irish language as a key resource  

 Pillar 5: Improving Rural Infrastructure and Connectivity  
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o Broadband and Mobile Phone Access  
o Rural Transport  
o Flood relief measures 

Box 1: Purpose and Priorities of Rural Development  

‘The Commission has established three overarching priorities for rural development policy: 

1. Fostering agricultural competitiveness; 
2. Ensuring sustainable management of natural resources and climate action; 
3. Achieving balanced territorial development of rural economies and communities, 

including the creation and maintenance of employment. 

Those main objectives translate into the following six EU priorities for rural development 
policy: 

1. Fostering knowledge transfer in agriculture, forestry and rural areas; 
2. Enhancing the competitiveness of all types of agriculture and enhancing farm 

viability; 
3. Promoting food chain organisation and risk management in agriculture; 
4. Restoring, preserving and enhancing ecosystems dependent on agriculture and 

forestry; 
5. Promoting resource efficiency and supporting the shift toward a low-carbon and 

climate-resilient economy in the agriculture, food and forestry sectors; 
6. Promoting social inclusion, poverty reduction and economic development in rural 

areas.’ 

Source: European Parliament (EP, 2019, p.1–2) 

As part of evaluating the impacts of the Action Plan for Rural Development, semi structured 
interviews were conducted with stakeholders in academia, industry and farming.  The 
interviewees were asked whether past and present policies enabled them to respond to the need 
to mitigate emissions and contribute to climate action. Furthermore, interviewees were asked 
for their insights on challenges posed by existing policies and how policy can address climate 
change while contributing to the revitalisation of rural Ireland.  

5.1 Efficiency and Effectiveness 

Given the depth and breadth of actions, monitoring progress of the APRD appears to be a 
priority of the Department of Rural and Community Development (DRCD).  Three reports 
have assessed progress of actions in the plan.  These indicate that actions have been achieved.  
However, it is challenging to assess the efficiency of resources spent on specific agriculture-
related emissions. It will take time to see the impacts of knowledge transfer programmes, and 
therefore to be able to assess their effectiveness and efficiency.  Furthermore, it may take years 
to see the effectiveness of programmes such as the Beef Data Genomics Programme, which 
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will require several generations of cattle to bred in order to determine if the efficiency gains 
have been achieved.   

5.2 Relevance and Coherence 

In the development of the APRD, it is evident that consideration was given to the menu of 
options, with the majority included (Box 2).  However, while measures such as knowledge 
transfer, advisory services, and agri-environment schemes have been included, anecdotal 
evidence from interviewees suggests that the importance and value of certain measures is not 
realised.  For example, concern was raised about the lack of consistency between policies in 
terms of their impacts, both in the short term and long term.  One example highlighted was the 
policy on hedgerows.  It was recognised that hedgerows provide biodiversity, support 
pollinators, benefit soil quality, and help to alleviate flooding. However, certain policies in 
recent years have sent contradictory messages to farmers.  At one stage, farmers were asked to 
remove shrub and were penalised for not doing so. Now, they are asked to maintain hedgerows. 
Another example related to heritage meadows. Farmers are only permitted to cut these 
meadows on or after 1 July each year. However, weather may be suitable to cutting before this 
date, yet farmers will be penalised for cutting prior to this date. These are two simple examples, 
but reflect a need for policy to be relevant to the realities of farming.  Furthermore, the second 
example highlights the value of knowledge exchange, not simply knowledge transfer, in that 
farmers have an understanding of what needs to be done or can be done on their land.  Some 
interviewees also mentioned that while advisory services are provided to them, in some 
instances they have received calls from advisors asking for their expertise.  

Box 2: Measures on the ‘European menu’ 

According to the European Parliament: 

‘The measures that Member States must include in their programmes cover the following 
areas: 

 Transfer of knowledge and information measures (training, information campaigns, 
etc.); 

 Advisory services, farm management and farm relief services; 

 Quality systems applicable to farm produce and foodstuffs (new ways for farmers 
to participate in quality systems); 

 Physical investment (processing of farm products, infrastructure, improving the 
performance and sustainability of farms, etc.); 

 Restoring agricultural production potential damaged by natural disasters and 
catastrophic events and introducing appropriate prevention actions; 

 Development of farms and businesses (business start-up aid for young farmers, non-
farm business operations in rural areas, etc.); 

 Basic services and revitalisation of villages in rural areas (broadband, cultural 
activities, tourist facilities, etc.); 
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 Investment in the development of forests and improving their viability (afforestation 
and creation of woodland; establishment of agro-forestry systems, prevention and 
restoration of damage to forests from forest fires, natural disasters and catastrophic 
events, including parasite infestations and diseases, as well as threats from climate 
change; investment to improve the resilience and environmental value of forest 
ecosystems and their potential for mitigating climate change; investment in forestry 
technologies and in processing, mobilisation and marketing of forest products); 

 Setting-up of producer groups and organisations; 

 Preservation of farming practices which have a beneficial effect on the environment 
and climate and foster the necessary changes (agri-environment-climate measures). 
These measures have to be included in rural development programmes. 
Commitments must go beyond the mandatory standards; 

 Subsidies for organic farming (conversion or support payments); 

 Payments linked to Natura 2000 and the Water Framework Directive; 

 Payments for areas facing natural or other specific constraints; 

 Animal welfare payments; 

 Payments for forest, environmental and climate services and forest conservation; 

 Encouragement of cooperation between farmers and forestry operators and those 
involved in the food production chain (establishment of centres and networks, 
operational groups of the European Innovation Partnership for Agricultural 
Productivity and Sustainability (EIP)); 

 ‘Risk management toolkit’: crop, livestock, and plant insurance; mutual funds for 
adverse climate events, animal and plant diseases, pest infestations and 
environmental incidents; income stabilisation tool, in the form of financial 
contributions to mutual funds, providing compensation to farmers for a severe drop 
in their income.’ 

Source: European Parliament (EP, 2019) 

The planting of forests on the European menu of measures is viewed by policy makers as a 
measure that has multiple benefits and is an opportunity for collaboration. Forestry policy in 
Ireland within the time period of this project and the APRD is focused on increasing forest 
coverage and supporting the wood products industry.  When interviewees were asked about 
forestry, they acknowledge the value of it but stressed the importance of biodiversity and 
queried the benefits of a sector focused on exporting wood products. Little emphasis is placed 
on ecosystem services provided by forests, such cultural, recreation and amenity value.  
Considering that a key pillar of the plan is to build tourism, this is a missed opportunity 
especially for rural villages and towns.  

Rural development policy is intended to bring about economic growth in the rural towns and 
villages of Ireland.  This implies coherence with other policies on which that economic growth 
is dependent.  Arguably, the narrow focus on economic growth, job creation and new 
enterprises undermines the coherence of APRD.  Interviewees highlighted that choosing to live 
in a rural area and to be a farmer is not just a matter of income. There are elements related to 
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quality of life, community and identity. Nonetheless, economic policy is of value to farmers, 
and it was acknowledged that when ‘the economics makes sense’ farmers will do what they 
are asked to do. Policy needs to be coherent and logical.  

Breadth and depth do not translate into coherence.  The vagueness of some of the actions is a 
concern. For example, job creation is identified as an action, but there has been insufficient 
attention paid to the types of jobs that will emerge in rural Ireland that contribute to the low 
carbon transition, and the training needed for these jobs. While being too prescriptive can limit 
the formation of organic enterprises, if growth is an objective the merits of living and working 
in rural Ireland should be part of an overall vision that is developed collaboratively.   

5.3 Distributional Impacts 

The Cork 2.0 European Conference on Rural Development held in Cork in September 2016 
brought together key stakeholders to discuss rural development policy and create a vision for 
rural Ireland (ECRD, 2016). This resulted in the Cork Declaration, which stated that:  

Rural and agricultural policies should build on the identity and dynamism of rural areas 
through the implementation of integrated strategies and multi-sectorial approaches.  
They should promote diversification and foster entrepreneurship, investment, 
innovation and employment. (ENRD, 2016) 

The above excerpt acknowledges the cultural and social elements of rural livelihoods. 
However, current policies remain focused on the economic costs of climate action and broadly 
ignore the social and environmental costs. Furthermore, policies seem to assume that farmers 
are not concerned with climate change and need to be incentivised to take action.  

Research by Tzmeni and Breen (2014) suggests that climate change is not a pressing issue for 
farmers.  However, since 2014 there has been an increase in extreme weather events that have 
had an impact on farming. As a result, interviews conducted as part of this project showed that 
the farmers interviewed are now concerned with or aware of climate change. However, one 
interviewee suggested that climate change was not of concern at present for their operations, 
while others suggested that the past summer was perhaps the first time they and their 
neighbouring farmers suffered. Furthermore, interviewees highlighted that changes in the 
intensity and frequency of precipitation is forcing them to change their management practices 
and creating additional pressure and stress. Notably, one interviewee, an extensive beef farmer, 
mentioned that while they had silage remaining from the summer, their neighbour, an intensive 
beef farmer, had to purchase silage.  Furthermore, a dairy farmer indicated that changing 
precipitation patterns are resulting in cows being housed and fed feed for longer periods than 
in the past.  

When asked about responding to the impacts of climate change on farm management, it was 
reported by interviewees that the responses of key decision makers were developed in a top-
down manner, and that measures were developed because, as one interviewee stated, they 
‘sounded like a good idea’.  There was a notable frustration among farmers interviewed because 
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of policy actions and measures that, they reported, have not been thought through and, more 
critically, have been designed without consideration to what is happening on farms.   

An additional complication is that policy has been narrowly focused on reduction of 
greenhouse gas emissions, specifically methane, from farm activities.  This leads to missed 
opportunities to capture co-benefits from adaptation measures.  This was evident in one 
interviewee’s account of a recent knowledge transfer event they attended on the subject of 
biodiversity and soil.  They reported finding the event useful to addressing the challenges they 
were experiencing on their farm due to climate change.  They understood the value of 
hedgerows and grassland, not just for carbon sequestration but for soil health and water 
management. The interviewees also suggested that certain policies and their subsequent 
iterations (e.g. REPS) had contradicted these benefits. For example, farmers had been asked to 
protect hedgerows, then to cut or remove them, and subsequently were being asked to protect 
them.  

Another issue raised was that policy does not take into consideration variance in agricultural 
land across the country.  Due to variation in agricultural land quality there were marked 
differences in population density.  With certain parts of the country experiencing single farm 
activities and others diverse farm activities, the risks to health and well-being posed by isolation 
and loneliness were evident.  In some areas of the country, it was observed that, in instances 
where tillage farms were adjacent to dairy farms and cattle rearing farms, an informal circular 
economy operated where manure was provided to the tillage farmer, alongside a strong network 
of social supports.  In contrast to this, in areas dominated by a single type of farming such as 
animal rearing, farmers did not have the benefit of being able to rely on their neighbours.  
Furthermore, these farmers faced additional economic costs in terms of removing animal waste 
from their farm. Isolation and loneliness were also apparent from the interviews. 

Interviewees were also concerned by the long hours that have resulted from a high demands 
placed on quantity of production as opposed to quality.  A number issues will require further 
research in this regard, such as the ability to market Irish produce as sustainable. The demands 
placed on farmers’ physical and mental health due to managing large dairy herds, for example, 
require immediate attention. Long hours (up to 18 hour days, 7 days a week for 12 weeks, 
equivalent to approximately 40 weeks of full time hours) increase the risk of physical injury 
and poor mental health.  

It is evident that choosing to be a farmer is about more than income. Yet, when asked whether 
they would want their children to carry on, some interviewees were hesitant.  All interviewees 
highlighted that farming ‘is not an easy profession’.  Even in areas of the country where an 
outside labour force is available, the future of that employment force is in question. Being a 
competitive employer is a concern for the interviewees. For these farmers, transportation and 
housing become issues. Public transport networks in rural Ireland are effectively non-existent 
and the amenities found in urban areas are not available in villages and towns. 
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5.4 Governance 

Reporting requirements hold various departments accountable, yet primary responsibility of 
the plan lies with the DRCD.  To date, there have been three APRD progress reports, published 
in August 2017 (DRCD, 2017), April 2018 (DRCD, 2018a), and October 2018 (DRCD, 
2018b).  The first of these reported on 227 actions, of which 7 were delayed (DRCD, 2017).  
The second reported on 271 actions, with 254 completed or advanced (DRCD, 2018a).   

While the APRD is supposed to be an all-of-government plan for rural development, the actions 
do not appear to have been developed collaboratively across departments.  Some of the actions 
listed in the plan were already in existence. For example, the Better Energy Programme, which 
predates the Action Plan, is included.  The inclusion of actions that have already been 
developed is not an issue. What is of concern is that, in a plan that endeavours to achieve 
consensus across government departments, siloed action persists where collaboration is needed 
to design responses.   

The APRD consists of 276 actions, split across the 5 pillars presented above. A critical look at 
these pillars shows that there is overlap across them and their objectives. Furthermore, the 
responsibility for developing, implementing, monitoring, evaluating and reporting these 
actions is spread across 90 different entities (Appendix I). The APRD would benefit from a 
governance structure that moves beyond compilation of action and cooperation, to one that 
enables the collaborative development of actions. This would involve bringing key decision 
makers across the 90 entities together to discuss the challenges facing rural Ireland and to 
identify co-benefits to collective responses.  

6. Recommendations 

The policy actions and measures that have been implemented to date have primarily been 
focused on farm-level actions to mitigate emissions that contribute to climate change, with the 
expectation that farmers will enable the agri-food sector to reach production targets.  This has 
come at a cost. Interviewees highlighted that climate change is happening, and is impacting on 
their ability to maintain sustainability standards while meeting demand. While interviewees 
recognised the purpose behind various measures, there is a need to change how policies are 
developed, as well as their scope. Taking account of the insights of individuals interviewed and 
the outcomes of a stakeholder workshop held in January 2019 at the Royal Irish Academy, we 
put forward the following high-level 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 existing focus on 
knowledge transfer needs to be replaced with a focus on knowledge exchange.  

 Indicators: Given the complexity of the sector, policy success cannot be demarcated 
by a single indicator of GHG emissions. Additional quantitative indicators are needed 
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to capture factors such as air pollution, water quality and soil health.  Further, 
monitoring will require the development of qualitative indicators that consider the 
distributional impacts of policy, for example indicators pertaining to quality of life, 
especially in rural Ireland.   

 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, as it is a symbiotic relationship  

Policies in the agriculture, forestry and land-use sector need to account for risks and 
opportunities. In terms of risk, policy needs to acknowledge that farmers are small business-
owners especially vulnerable to a range of risks.  Their home is their office, and they are 
bringing people into their home to work for them.  Furthermore, their ability to attract and 
retain employees is dependent on a range of issues from transportation costs, to competitive 
wages in other sectors. Interviewees stated that short-term policies have added to their 
vulnerability by creating uncertainty. Interviewees were not opposed to existing policies but to 
the absence of a long-term plan and a clear understanding of how policies would be 
implemented and their potential risks and impacts. 

Stemming from this, we recommend that the design and development of policy actions and 
measures needs to include deliberate and considerate consultation. Farmers, interviewees 
suggested, need to be actively engaged to understand what they are doing, what they have done 
and what they know will work.  Policy needs to move from knowledge transfer to knowledge 
exchange in order to develop responses that align with the differing needs of farmers across 
the country. 

Research needs to explore opportunities for policy. One area of research that should be 
considered is the potential application of a fair trade model to guarantee, for both farmers and 
consumers, the quality of the food and its place of origin.  This would be beneficial in light of 
the growing shift to local consumption. Another promising area of research is the investigation 
of how the agri-food sector can respond and be climate resilient. For example, there is an 
opportunity with the circular economy to address farmers’ incomes, food security and climate 
change.  

Lastly, climate change policies targeting the agriculture, forestry and land-use sector needs to 
balance the need to feed people healthy and affordable food, while ensuring that farmers have 
a fair standard of living.  This need is not unique to Ireland, and is not without challenges. 
There is an opportunity for Ireland to lead in agriculture and climate policy. This will involve 
placing greater value on the social and environmental dimensions of policy development and 
implementation. A starting point would be for policy makers to consider how to define a fair 
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standard of living. Following this, qualitative and quantitative measures can be used to assess 
living standards. This also provides an opportunity to align with public health policy. 

Ireland has the opportunity to be a global leader in transitioning agriculture to a low carbon 
future.  This will only be achieved by broadening to the scope of policy development to give 
consideration to how all stakeholders can engage in policy development collaboratively. 
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 Appendix I: Action Plan for Rural Development Stakeholders 
 

Pillar 1 Pillar 2 Pillar 3 Pillar 4 Pillar 5 
DAHRRGA (DRCD) DAHRRGA (DRCD) DAHRRGA (DRCD) DAHRRGA (DRCD) DAHRRGA (DRCD) 
Local Authorities Local Authorities Local Authorities Local Authorities Local Authorities 
DHPCLG DHPCLG   DHPCLG 
Heritage Council Heritage Council Heritage Council Heritage Council  
Irish Planning 
Institute     
RIAI     
Third level 
institutions 

Third level 
institutions    

DJEI DJEI    
Retail Consultation 
Forum     
Údarás na 
Gaeltachta 

Údarás na 
Gaeltachta 

Údarás na 
Gaeltachta 

Údarás na 
Gaeltachta 

Údarás na 
Gaeltachta 

DCCAE DCCAE DCCAE  DCCAE 
Pobal Pobal    
LCDCs LCDCs    
HAS     
DAFM DAFM DAFM  DAFM 
An Post     
DoF DoF   DoF 
ILCU     
HSE    HSE 
DoH     
local 
communities check 
with Health     
DES DES  DES DES 
School Patrons     
DCYA  DCYA   
Regional Assembly     
Department of the 
Taoiseach 

Department of the 
Taoiseach    

HEIs HEIs    
Leader Local Action 
Groups,  

Leader Local Action 
Groups,   

DSP DSP   DSP 
SEAI SEAI    
An Garda Síochána     
Policing Authority     
Garda Síochána 
Inspectorate     
DJE DJE    
DTTAS  DTTAS  DTTAS 
Irish Men's Shed 
Association     
 Enterprise Ireland    
 IDA    
 LEOs    
 Foras N Mara    
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 BIM    
 Shannon Group   Shannon Group 

 
SME State Bodies 
Group  

 
 

 SBCI    
 ISIF    
 Irish Film Board    
 WDC    
 ITI    
 EPA    
 Bord Bia    
 ETBs    
 SOLAS    
 SFI    

 
Institutes of 
Technology  

 
 

 OPW OPW  OPW 

 CIF    
 Teagasc    
  Failte Ireland   
  Tourism Ireland  Tourism Ireland 

  LDCs   

  
Community 
Enterprises 

 
 

  
General Register 
Office 

 
 

  

National Library of 
Ireland and 
National Archives 
of Ireland 

 

 
  OSI   

  
International 
Universities 

 
 

  
Fulbright 
Commission   

  

Ireland-Canada 
University 
Foundation 

 

 
  Comhar na nOileán   
  Connemara West   
  Waterways Ireland   
  Bord na Mona  Bord na Mona 

  Coillte  Coillte 

  
State Claims 
Agency   

  
Farming 
Organisations   

  
Inland Fisheries 
Ireland 

 
 

  
Irish Landmark 
Trust   

   Arts Council  

   
National Cultural 
Institutions  

   Foras na Gaeilge  
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An Comhairle 
Ealaíon  

    TII 

    COMREG 

    Service Providers 

    NTA 

    ESB Networks 

    Eirgrid 

    
Irish Concrete 
Federation 

    DPER 

    Met Éireann 

    

Shannon Flood Risk 
State Agency Co-
ordination Working 
Group 

    GSI 
 


