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The Forum would like to thank the Department of Housing, Local Government and
Heritage (DHLGH), the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the Department of
Agriculture Food and Marine (DAFM) for providing a briefing on the Proposed Additional
Measures for the 5" Nitrates Action Plan (NAP) to Members of the Water Forum’s
Catchment Management Standing Committee on the 18" November.

The Forum would like to make the following recommendations for this public
consultation;

Public and Farmer Engagement

The Forum has concerns over the short-time frame of this public consultation, which not
only limits the extent of meaningful public engagement, but there is limited time for any
changes to be made to the proposed measures following consultation ahead of the
implementation of the measures. There are also concerns there is very little time for
farmers to understand and implement the measures, where some are expected to be
implemented only weeks after the consultation.

Interim Review and Supporting Evidence

The Forum welcomes the additional measures proposed in the plan, which the Forum
acknowledges will have some environmental benefits. The Forum also acknowledges
that farmers have undertaken a number of additional measures to date as part of the 5%
Nitrates Action Programme. The introduction of further measures to be undertaken by
farmers as part of the interim review is also welcomed. Farmers are the primary
custodians of their environment, and it is vital that they are supported to understand and
implement additional measures through support mechanisms, education and training. e
members have concerns however, with the expected outcomes of the additional
measures now proposed following the interim review.



As part of the Natura Impact Statement (NIS), the proposed measures were assessed in
the context of the Habitats Directive. The NIS states that while “The additional measures
proposed in the draft Policy Document could reasonably be viewed as beneficial to water
quality”, the additional measures will not be sufficient to reverse “the continued decline
in water quality which would further inhibit the ability of European sites and their water-
dependent QI’s to attain and then maintain favourable conservation status.” Overall, the
NIS highlights that there is insufficient scientific evidence provided to indicate that the
proposed measures will sufficiently improve water quality. In this context, the Forum
would like to seek clarity on how the effectiveness of the NAP measures will be measured
and reported.

The Forum is concerned that the Interim Review of the Nitrates Action Plan was not
published as a stand-alone report but was instead incorporated into the Proposed
Additional Measures. While we are aware there is a lot of scientific evidence to support
the type of additional measures being proposed (e.g. limitations to stocking rate, reduced
chemical fertilisers), there is insufficient evidence provided within the NAP to illustrate
the expected outcomes or effectiveness of the measures being proposed. Clearly
outlining the expected outcomes of each measure is not only important for water quality,
itisimportant for farmers to understand and have confidence in why they are being asked
to implement a particular measure. It is important that efforts and measures are
assessed for water quality outcomes.

Identifying the expected outcomes for measures

The Forum recommends that the final document for additional measures, and the 6" NAP
which will be developed in 2025, should clearly state what specific issue will be
addressed by each proposed measure (e.g. whether it is a measure for nitrate,
phosphate, sediment or climate). This would support putting the right measure in the
right place and put a clear focus on outcomes for the different measures. It would be
particularly important that farmers clearly understand the desired outcomes for each
measure to better place their efforts towards local issues and conditions. It would also
support the development of the 6" NAP as it could highlight gaps to address particular
issues. Farmers acknowledge that there are local water quality issues, however it is
importantthat every effortis made to make the complex measures that are required more
understandable.

Training

The Forum recommends that a new additional measure is added to the 5" NAP to
account for the need for specific training for farmers (both derogation and non-
derogation) and contractors to support them identify and implement various measures



for water quality. This training should be funded by the Government. Training should be in
person where possible, local and farm focussed. For example, the Forum recommends
that specific training is required on;

e Nutrient management and on-farm slurry storage and management

e Training on water quality issues and specific measures for Agriculture contractors
(as recommended by the Regional Operational Committees)

e Nitrogen Use Efficiency — calculating and identifying measures to increase
efficiency

Education

The Forum recommends that a new additional measure is added to the 5" NAP to develop
an educational campaign targeting the agricultural sector on the value of waterbodies,
how farming can play a positive role in protecting water quality, the risks posed by farming
practices (to the environment and public health) and the range of targeted measures for
differentissues (e.g. measures thatreduce nitrogen losses compared with measures that
reduce phosphorus losses). This was recommended by the Nitrates Expert Group and the
Regional Operational Committees and is supported by the Water Forum. It should also
include education and supports for social learning, through a series of exchange events
for farmers to facilitate the co-design of solutions in their area.

Nitrogen Use Efficiency

The Forum acknowledges that there are some measures being proposed that are targeted
to reducing nitrate losses to water (stocking rate and reduced chemical fertiliser). The
Forum has concerns that in the NIS, the review of the stocking rate measure is that
“although a reduction is welcome, there is insufficient scientific evidence, and therefore
uncertainty, to demonstrate that the level of reduction is sufficient to halt and reverse
declines in water quality or deliver sustained progress towards restoring and maintaining
water quality to levels necessary to achieve maintenance of favourable conservation
status of water-dependent habitats and species of community interest.” Furthermore, the
NIS review of the measure on chemical nitrogen is that “there is scientific uncertainty as
to whether (i) the further reduction, albeit welcome, is sufficient in achieving the level
necessary to halt over 10 years of decline in water quality and start the sustained reversal
in water quality trends”.

The Forum recommends that a new non-regulatory measure is added to the additional
measures for the 5" NAP to develop a program for calculating the water-based nitrogen
use efficiency (NUE) on farms. Increasing the NUE benefits water quality by reducing
nitrate losses to water, while it also benefits the farmer by increasing the efficiency of
food production on their farm. This could be included as a non-regulatory measure for



the 5" NAP, which could be further expanded (as a non-regulatory measure) in the 6" NAP.
This program should include a model for the calculation of NUE at farm level and an
approach for farmers to choose appropriate measures to increase the NUE on their farm.
Itisimportantto separate water-based NUE from climate-based NUE, as some measures
will be different for water versus climate (e.g. clover use). The Forum recommends that
this is prioritised in orange-flagged areas shown on the EPA's Targeting Agricultural
Measures map where  nitrate has been identified as an issue
(https://gis.epa.ie/EPAMaps/Water), supporting putting the right measure in the right
place. Furthermore, the Forum recommends that this program should include education
and training for farmers on NUE to support farmers in designing farm plans to increase
NUE by incorporating measures to reduce nitrate losses to water. There should be an
acknowledgementthat NUE is sometimes impacted by conditions outside of the farmers
control (e.g. weather). Therefore, any targets for NUE can only be within the reasonable
control of farmers. It is important to note that this measure would only be effective with

an adequate advisory service in place to advise farmers on how they can improve their
NUE score. While designing an NUE model, the advisory service must be included as a
key component of the plan.

Water Quality Working Group

The Forum supports the recommendation for a subgroup to undertake modelling on the
impacts of agriculture and the NAP on water quality. The Forum seeks clarity on who
would be represented on this group and recommends that the outputs from the group are
made available to support future consultations on the NAP.

6" NAP

The Forum requests engagement with the DHLGH throughout the development of the 6™
NAP, to allow input from members at an earlier stage in the process.

Integrated Environmental Management

Ireland’s Nitrates Action Plan is a significant policy tool which should outline measures
to minimise the impacts of agricultural practices on water quality. However, the Forum
would like to note that water quality does not exist in isolation of the other
environmental challenges and that the most rational way forward to manage the
environment is to address these issues holistically. Farmers are faced with a myriad of
environmental objectives to meet across water, climate and biodiversity, therefore
aligning these objectives and their management, would not only support farmers to make
environmental management more understandable, less fragmented and thus more
achievable, it would maximise the environmental impact of different measures.
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