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Final report of the Chairman of the working group, based upon 
discussions within the group and presentations by guest speakers 
to the group, established to examine the issues identified during 
the Review of the use of Peat Moss in the Horticultural Industry 
with particular emphasis on potential alternatives. 

1. Introduction 

Based on the recommendations of the report on the review of the use of peat moss 
in the horticultural industry (published in September 2020), Minister for State for 
Heritage and Electoral Reform, Malcolm Noonan T.D., set up a working group 
comprised of representatives from the relevant Government Departments, State 
Bodies, Environmental Non-Government Organisations and various sectors of the 
horticultural industry, under the independent chairmanship of Dr. Munoo Prasad.  

The working group has had 12 meetings to date and an Interim Report1 from the 
Chairman of the Working Group was sent to the Minister in May 2021.    

This interim  report sets out (i) the biodiversity value of Peatlands, which also provide 
a range of ecosystem services, (ii) information on Peatlands used for the production 
of peat for horticulture in Ireland and on the horticultural industry in Ireland, (iii) the 
reliance on peat in the Irish horticultural industry, (iv) the challenges in securing 
alternative growing media to peat, (v) the proposed alternatives to peat, (vi) 
information on the importation of peat and (vii) the current legislative provisions in 
relation to large scale peat extraction.  

One of the proposed solutions in the Interim report was that the horticultural industry 
needs to explore the exempt development provisions for peat extraction under the 
planning code to ascertain if these may provide the basis for a solution to its needs 
in 2021-2022 i.e. the potential to harvest from <30 ha peat bogs from already worked 
bogs, where the drainage of the bogland commenced prior to 21 January 2002. 

The report also identified that harvesting of peat by growing media and mushroom 
casing manufacturers in recent years has been challenging from a legal and 
regulatory point of view in the context of planning permission and Integrated 
Pollution Control licence requirements. Consequently, another of the proposed 
solutions in the report was that the Departments of the Environment, Climate and 
Communications and Housing, Local Government and Heritage explore the 
legislative avenue for the replacement of the dual consent system for large scale 
commercial peat extraction by a new (single) consent system. The report also 
recognised that any system of regulation would need to provide for Environmental 
Impact Assessment, Appropriate Assessment and substitute consent as regards 
previously unregulated peat extraction.   

                                            
1 The Interim Report is available as Appendix 2 
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The remainder of the proposed solutions in the Interim report were that:  

(a) the legislative proposals put forward on behalf of GMI (Growing Media Ireland) in 
order to allow for a resumption of peat extraction in 2021 on an emergency basis  
(i.e. without Environmental Impact Assessment, Appropriate Assessment and 
substitute consent as regards previously unregulated peat extraction) should be 
fully explored.  

(b) there should be increased investment in research on the potential for the use of 
alternatives to peat in the horticultural industry,  

(c) compost and other alternative products available now in Ireland for peat dilution 
should be identified,  

(d) an independent organisation could be established similar to WRAP in the UK 
(www.wrap.org.uk). This organisation would assist the transition in the industry in 
its short, medium and long term goals in developing new sustainable products in 
peat dilution,  

(e) the provision of just transition funding to the commercial horticulture sector 
should be explored due to the substantial cost increases arising from any need 
to source peat elsewhere, the need for further research on alternatives to peat 
and to ensure its long-term competitiveness and survival, and  

(f) the use of peat in the horticulture sector should be gradually phased out, with a 
target date of 2030  and a maximum target date of 2035 for a complete 
cessation of the use of peat by the sector, but in the shortest timeframe possible. 

 
Current Legislative Framework for Peat Extraction 

Under the Planning and Development Act 2000, as amended, all development, 
unless specifically exempted under the Act or associated Regulations, requires 
planning permission. Under the Planning and Development Regulations 2001, peat 
extraction (i) in a new or extended area of less than 10 hectare or (ii) in a new or 
extended area of 10 hectares or more, where the drainage of the bogland 
commenced prior to 21 January 2002, is exempted development. This exemption is 
subject to a restriction at section 4(4) of the 2000 Act, whereby that exempted 
development status is lost if an Environmental Impact Assessment under the EU 
Environmental Impact Assessment Directive or Appropriate Assessment under the 
Habitats Directive is required in respect of that development. 

Peat extraction involving a new or extended area of 30 hectares or more requires an 
Environmental Impact Assessment and therefore planning permission. Peat 
extraction of an area of greater than 50 hectares requires both planning consent 
from a planning authority or An Bord Pleanála, as well as Integrated Pollution Control 
licencing from the Environmental Protection Agency, both of which regimes require 
Environmental Impact Assessment to be carried out by the respective competent 
authorities (i.e. planning authority and the Environmental Protection Agency) and 
also Appropriate Assessment if relevant. 
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The current legislative framework for large scale peat extraction requires an entity 
which wishes to engage in the activity to apply for substitute consent under the 
Planning and Development Act 2000 in respect of past unregulated activity, if 
applicable, to make an application for planning permission under the Act in respect 
of future activity and to apply for an Integrated Pollution Control licence from the 
Environmental Protection Agency. 

The requirements of this legislative framework have been confirmed in recent High 
Court decisions culminating in the 2019 decision of the High Court in Friends of the 
Irish Environment v. Minister for Communications, Climate Action and Environment 
and ors.   

Focus of the Working Group 

Given the severity of the impact of the current legislative framework and associated 
High Court decisions, the working group initially discussed the impact, in relation to 
the availability of peat, on the horticultural industry and then focused on the potential 
alternatives to the use of peat in the horticultural industry. The group received 
presentations from various speakers including the Chair of the UK Growing Media 
Association, Secretary General of Growing Media Europe, an Associate Professor at 
the School of Agriculture and Food Science UCD, Teagasc, an Independent 
Horticultural Consultant, Growing Media Producers and several highly recognised 
key growers from various sectors of the horticultural industry including an organic 
grower.                                                                                                                                                      

The members of the working group understand and appreciate the value of 
Peatlands to the Irish landscape and their key biodiversity value and the range of 
ecosystem services they provide especially the tremendous amount of carbon they 
store.                                                                                                                                                     

There was general agreement across all members of the working group that the use 
of peat in horticulture should be phased out by 2030 or by the very latest by 2035 
providing alternative materials were available.     

However, there was a recognition that peat is required in the short term in many 
sectors including retail, amenity, for the medium term in professional horticulture until 
alternatives are available and for a longer term in some of the difficult professional 
horticultural sectors e.g. mushrooms, propagation and ericaceous species. Members 
of the working group felt that Irish peat should be available to fulfil this need and that 
importing peat, growing media and alternatives from outside Ireland does not make 
environmental, economic, or ethical sense.     

The horticultural industry in Ireland wants to be compliant and for all quality and 
sustainable audits internally and externally all companies need to be compliant. 
However, the industry wants a fair and workable consent system to allow the 
industry as a whole to function. 
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2. Horticulture in Ireland 

The Irish horticultural industry has great potential to expand and makes a very 
significant contribution to the Irish gross agricultural output with a farm gate value of 
almost €477 million in 2019, which is the 4th highest sector in terms of output value2. 
The horticultural sector generates an important economic contribution where an 
estimated 6,600 are employed full time in primary production activity and a further 
11,000 employed in value added and downstream businesses. Within the 
commercial horticulture sector approximately 60% of the value of Irish horticulture is 
dependent on peat as a growth medium with the mushroom, amenity and soft fruit 
sectors most reliant on peat.  

Basically there is an emphasis on changing to a plant-based diet and buying local 
produce for the freshness and food security and to reduce carbon miles by not 
importing fruit and vegetables. In addition, ornamental plants also have an effect on 
the mental wellbeing of people which is especially important in difficult times e.g. in 
recessions or global pandemics. In fact the great potential of the horticultural industry 
in the present time in Ireland should be recognised and supported3. 

                                            
2 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/c73a3-food-vision-2030-a-world-leader-in-sustainable-food-
systems/#food-vision-2030 
3 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/c73a3-food-vision-2030-a-world-leader-in-sustainable-food-
systems/#food-vision-2030 
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3. Peat 

The National Peatlands Strategy4 states that peatlands store about 1.6 M tonnes of 
Carbon which represents 64% of the total organic soil stock in Ireland. Over the 
centuries peatlands have been naturally “cooling” the atmosphere, the opposite to 
human-induced “warming” caused by the emission of carbon dioxide, by removing 
CO2 from the atmosphere. When peatlands are drained or damaged, the peat 
oxidises and the carbon is released back to the atmosphere. Peat oxidation can be 
stopped or reduced through the restoration of sites and hydrological management 
measures. A restored bog can actively sequester carbon and once restored it 
becomes a carbon store. It is essential to keep the carbon stored in the ground and 
restore/rehabilitate their hydrological balance (i.e. water must be maintained close to 
the peatland surface over most of the year) to return degraded peatlands to sinks or 
carbon neutral systems. 

The Irish Peatlands Conservation Council (IPCC) in its Peatlands and Climate 
Change Action Plan 2030 (IPCC, 2021) states that peatlands which once supported 
1/5th of Ireland’s biodiversity have been seriously damaged and that only 25% of the 
original extent of peatland in Ireland is of conservation quality.  

This has to be reversed if Ireland is to not only meet its international legal obligations 
in terms of the Water Framework Directive and Habitats Directive but also in terms of 
its climate action measures.   

My understanding is that bogs that have already been ecologically destroyed5 and 
are currently lying fallow should be considered for harvesting of peat, provided the 
law is changed. It should be made clear that no one in the Working Group suggested 
that any new bogs should even be considered to be opened. 

Peat became the major component of growing media throughout Europe and North 
America because of its ready availability, consistent nature and its highly suitable 
physical and chemical characteristics. Horticultural peat has high porosity, provides 
good aeration, and has high water-holding capacity. Its low pH and nutrient content 
are readily modified to desired levels by the addition of lime and fertilizers. Irish peat 
is practically free of weeds as well as pests and plant pathogens.

                                            
4 https://www.npws.ie/peatlands-and-turf-cutting/peatlands-council/national-peatlands-strategy  
5 Note: If the drains are blocked these bogs can be brought back to some repair over a long period of 
time and will start to retain carbon again. 
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3.1 Peat Issue 

General 

Currently there are no viable alternatives to peat as a growing media that have been 
proven to be available, affordable and sustainable and meet quality as well as 
environmental requirements. To our knowledge there is no country with significant 
horticulture production that has got rid of peat totally, even New Zealand with vast 
quantities of bark and woody material from its extensive forestry resources still 
harvests peat in both the South and North Islands despite 100% bark being used 
widely as a growing media since the 1980s. 

3.2 Retail Sector 

Peat usage in this sector could be fast-tracked to stop earlier than in the professional 
sector with a target date of 2025 and dilution with promising peat alternatives at 
higher levels than at present should be tried almost immediately.  

It is the view of the Chairman it should be possible to reduce peat usage in the retail 
sector to 20 to 40% in a year or two and almost have it eliminated by 2025. This 
should be done not by the use of imported material e.g. but by using indigenous 
material preferably biomass waste. Although the retail sector will benefit from 
planned research on peat alternatives for the professional market, in order to fast 
track this process, research funding for this applied research (and demonstration) 
should be made available.  

The private sector should be involved in the research but should not have total 
control of it to avoid the possibility of the research becoming too narrow. The peat 
alternatives given below will equally apply to the professional and retail sectors to 
varying degrees. 

3.3 Landscape/Amenity Sector 

The majority of products used in this sector should be peat alternatives and an 
immediate goal should be to ensure that no further peat products are used as soil 
conditioners, mulches or tree and shrub planting growing media. This can easily be 
achieved as the soil acts as a good buffering for any alternative products such as 
green waste, other organic wastes, bark and wood-based products that can readily 
be used in this sector.
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3.4 Professional Horticulture 

A continued supply of Irish peat to the professional horticulture sector In Ireland is 
essential at least in the short term and preferably from Irish bogs in order to allow 
adequate time to research alternative growing media. In the short term while some 
sectors of the horticultural industry can add suitable diluents to peat e.g. woodfibre in 
the nursery stock, other sectors have no choice but to use 100% peat e.g. plant 
propagation or mushroom casing. Nonetheless there should be a firm commitment 
by growers to reduce peat usage in an incremental way so peat use in horticulture 
should stop by 2030 or 2035 provided alternatives are available.  

The amount of peat required for the various sectors on an annual basis are 
estimated as follows:6 

Sector Quantity m3 

Professional Horticulture                                    131,000 m3 

Mushroom Casing Ireland                                  155,000 m3  

Mushroom Casing UK (Irish Owned)                    90,000 m3 

Retail/Hobby/Amateur Market                         470,000 m3   (probably less than half required)7 

Total                  846,000 m3                 

This would translate into approximately 1,700ha of bogland of which 272ha 
would be for Professional Horticulture and Mushroom Casing Ireland. 

Peat harvesting for horticulture should be looked on in its own right. To put this into 
context the following table shows approximate quantities of peat that were used for 
other purposes in Ireland in 2018. 

Use Quantity 

Peat for Energy                              9,000,000 m3 (source Bord na Móna for 2018) 

Peat for heating, briquettes              525,000  m3 (approximate estimate for 2018) 

Export   1,911,962 m3 (source CSO Figures for 2018)  

Total 11,436,962 m3 

 
As a result of the sudden closure of two peat fired electricity generation stations and 
the closure of Bord na Móna peat harvesting activities, a huge contribution has been 
made towards the environment conservation objectives of the Government.  
                                            
6 Source members of the working group. This is supported by a total figure for Ireland of 1million m3 
supplied by Growing Media Europe (GME) which includes 150,000m3 for Northern Ireland). 
   
7 Most peat producers, especially the larger ones, are already reducing peat usage in growing media 
or are planning to do it e.g. Klassman ,Westland( Presentation to the Working Group by Kevin Mahon 
and James Spillane, respectively) 
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Peat harvesting, on Irish bogs, has now been reduced by over 95% with the 
consequent reduction in CO2 emissions and exports. The area of 1,700ha to be used 
for peat for horticulture is miniscule at 0.12 % of Irish peatlands. The amount of Irish 
peat required for horticultural use represents 0.15% of Ireland’s total CO2 emissions 
on an annual basis8.  

It should also be remembered that the peat used in the professional horticultural 
industry would be used to grow plants which capture CO2 from the air. In addition, it 
would end its life going back to the soil where it would retain the carbon in the soil 
due to its generally high content of humic substance in Irish peat (20 to 35%), 
Prasad et al., 20199 The constituents of the peat e.g. cellulose, lignin etc. would be 
transformed into humic acids in the soil by micro-organism, again locking up carbon 
for a number of years. This is in sharp contrast to combustion where all the carbon 
goes into the air as CO2. This aspect has often been overlooked in the peat debate.  

The horticultural bogs that have been drained for a number of years and have been 
lying idle in 2021 and for a greater part will be lying idle in the best case scenario in 
2022 or even later and probably could be used in horticulture instead of emitting CO2 
due to natural wetting and drying cycle.  

It is estimated CO2 emissions from Peatland extraction sites in the Republic of 
Ireland/UK to be of the order of 1.9 t CO2 -C.ha-1 y-1, from Scandinavian sites at 2.3 
t CO2 -C.ha-1 y-1, (Carlile et al., 2019)10. In the opinion of the chairman, it can be 
assumed if a prepared bog for harvesting is left fallow, losses of this or greater 
magnitude could occur.  

Work carried out in the USA with peats shows the water table below surface 
subsidence (inches)11 and organic matter loss (in tons). This study was done 
over one year. 

                                            
8 Source members of the working group. 
 
9Prasad. M, McDaniel, Hynes. C and Kavanagh. A, 2019. Humic acid contents of peats of different 
degree of decomposition destined for horticultural use (Poster) at III International Symposium on 
Growing Media, Composting and Substrate Analysis, Milan, Italy, 2019) 
 
10 Carlile W, Raviv M and M Prasad 2019. Organic Soilless Media Components in Raviv, M.  and 
Lieth, J.H, Bar-Tal.  (Eds.), Soilless Culture: Theory and Practice, 2nd Edition Elsevier, Amsterdam, 
303-378 
 
11 Ph.D. thesis M,H.B Hayes, Ohio State University, 1960  
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Depth of water in inches Subsidence (inches) Organic Mater loss (tons) 

 Indiana Florida Indiana Florida 
12” 0.105 0.694 3.68 24.00 
24” 0.64 1.45 22.50 50.70 
36” 1.17 2.30 41.00 80.00 

 

Note: The table above shows the relationship between the breakdown of 
peat as evidenced by subsidence, CO2 emissions as evidenced by loss of 
organic matter and water table levels. The temperature in Florida would be 
much higher than in Indiana. The water table depth in Irish Horticultural Bogs 
would be more than the level shown in the data above. Hence the 
breakdown of peat and the CO2 emissions could be greater. In addition the 
Irish peat would be younger and more susceptible to losses of CO2. 

There is a need for forward thinking here and to dovetail the use of already worked 
and ecologically destroyed peatlands with the phasing out of the use of peat in 
horticulture.  

The requirements of the current legislative framework for large scale peat extraction 
(the dual consent system), as confirmed by recent High Court decisions, have been 
challenging for growing media and mushroom casing manufacturers and the 
harvesting of peat for horticultural in Ireland has effectively ceased. We understand 
that the dual consent system (planning permission and an Integrated Pollution 
Control licence issued by the Environmental Protection Agency) only applies in 
Ireland and not in any other EU Member State. All other Member States have a 
single consent system (as reported to the working group by Guest Speaker Cecelia 
Luetgebrune, Growing Media, Europe). 

Growing media is a central pillar of most horticultural production and peat is the main 
constituent. A radical change in this central pillar would put growers’ businesses at 
risk.  

To completely remove a fundamental building block entirely and abruptly is seriously 
worrying for growers who wonder about the viability of their production system into 
the future. Growers would have decades of experience using peat and adjusting their 
system, tweaking it, finessing the fertiliser regiment and the blends, manipulating the 
balance between air filled porosity and water holding capacity.   
 
There is a very large body of research and experience on managing and optimising 
peat based growing media in commercial horticulture built up over decades. 
According to Neil Bragg, Chairman of the Growing Media Association in the UK “it 
should be remembered that the industry has been working with peat dominated 
mixes for at least 50 years and even then, there are times when the assumed 
performance of the mix does not match growing results.  
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The very idea that in less than ten years the industry can easily replace peat(s) and 
have a seamless transition is at best naïve.”12    

In the opinion of the Chairman, after listening to the presentations made to the 
working group by the horticultural growers, 

“the horticultural industry would be devastated and this is ironic as the 
Government is encouraging a plant-based diet and to use local produce to 
reduce carbon miles due to imports.”                                                                                                                             

It is generally accepted that fresh produce has a better flavour and has a better 
nutritional value. One should expect the growers to reduce peat usage in an 
incremental way so peat use should stop by 2030 or 2035 provided alternatives are 
available. This would also be in line with Government targets in the Climate Action 
Plan.              

Demand for growing media worldwide is also increasing and predicted to increase by 
400% by 2050.13 This is going to put even more pressure on the availability of 
growing media products especially peat .The industry needs to be committed to the 
responsible sourcing of peat and after use of the peat bogs - as has been the case 
e.g. in Boora Parklands. 

                                            
12 Information from a Presentation to Working Group meeting on the 6th of August by Niall Bragg, 
Chair of the UK Growing Media Association.  
 
13 . Blok, C., Eveleens, B. and van Winkel, A. (2021 Growing media for food and quality of life in the 
period 2020-2050. Acta horticulturae. 1305, 341-356 
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4. What is happening on the Peat Issue in Some Other 
European Countries? 

German Ministry of Agriculture Meeting ‘Peat Reduction’, February 
202014 

 The use of peat as a growing medium, in particular in horticulture as well 
as in horticulture and landscaping, is to be reduced significantly, so that 
peat is to be dispensed with almost completely in this area of use in 
the next six years (2026). 

 The federal government will implement requirements for the use of peat 
substitutes in the award guidelines for public contracts in gardening and 
landscaping. 

 In commercial professional horticulture, it is unlikely that a complete but 
extensive replacement will be possible, which should be achieved within a 
decade to a decade and a half (2035) with the help of the federal 
program. 

Netherlands, Growers and Growing Media Producers - Press Release 
July 202115 

 Ten organisations involved in the production, use and sale of potting soil 
and substrates have indicated in a joint letter to Ms. C. Schouten, Minister 
of Agriculture that they want to take further steps in the field of renewable 
raw materials and responsible peat extraction. 

 For the professional market, the organic substrate must consist of at least 
35% renewable raw materials (such as tree bark, compost, woodfibre and 
coconut grit) by 2025. 

For the consumer market, the target is 60% renewable raw materials by 2025. 

                                            
14 Source: German Action Plan, Climate Action Plan 2050  Federal Ministry for the Environment, 
Nature Conservation and Nuclear Safety (BMU) 
 
15 https://www.vanderknaap.info/en/latest-news/news/press-release-making-potting-soil-and-
substrates-more-sustainable/471 
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England Peat Action Plan16  

The England Peat Action Plan sets out the Government’s long-term vision for 
the management, protection and restoration of peatlands. 

 In 2011, the Government set out its ambition for the horticultural sector in 
England to be peat free by 2030, with voluntary targets for a peat free 
amateur sector by 2020 and the professional sector by 2030. There has 
been some progress by particular manufacturers, retailers and growers.  
For example, the UK’s soft fruit industry have successfully transitioned 
from using peat to coir  
 
  “which is not really environmentally friendly due to carbon miles involved  
  in imports.” (Comments of the Chair) 

 
However, the voluntary approach has not succeeded overall; as the total 
volume of peat sold in the UK is 25% lower in 2019 compared to 2011 but 
is still way off the ambition.  

 The volume of peat sold in the UK rose by 9% in 2020 due to 
unprecedented demand throughout the year and the impact of the global 
pandemic on the supply chains for alternative materials. 

Actions UK Ministry of Agriculture17 

 Will formally consult on a range of potential legislative measures in 2021, 
as well as seeking views on the support the industry will require to make a 
successful transition. 

 Will consult on banning the sale of peat and peat containing products in 
the amateur sector by the end of this parliament. 

 Will publish a full consultation in 2021 to examine the feasibility of the 
following measures, to end the use of horticultural peat in both the 
amateur and professional sectors: Setting absolute deadlines to ban the 
sale of peat in both the amateur and professional sector. 

                                            
16 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/england-peat-action-plan 
 
17 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/10
10786/england-peat-action-plan.pdf  
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5. Peat Alternatives 

5.1 General 

There are some growing media alternatives to peat currently available for the 
horticultural sector. Growing media companies, whose business it is to sell into both 
the professional and retail markets, have been engaged in new product development 
for many years, resulting in various products coming on the market. A significant 
number of products are mostly based on part replacement using good quality 
alternatives e.g. coir, wood fiber, composted bark materials and composted green 
waste. A Klassman Deilmann subsidiary based in Ireland uses wood fiber, 
Composted Bark, Coir and Green Compost in that order for their peat dilution for the 
professional grower. 

In a paper (Peat supply for growing media and mushroom casing in Irish horticulture 
– Current impact assessment and key challenges 16/03/2021), Teagasc sets out that 
the knowledge base in Ireland for alternative growing media has largely focused on 
the physical structure of materials, the dilution ratios with peat, and the performance 
of the material in terms of yield and quality. In the paper, Teagasc summaries the 
challenges to the adoption of alternative growing media as social, economic, 
technological and environmental barriers.  

The Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine issued a Research Call for 
2021 (this closed for research submissions on 9 March 2021) - one area of research 
is to find alternatives to peat based growing media for horticultural production which 
are available, affordable and sustainable and meet quality, environmental and 
productivity requirements.  It is envisaged that successful applicant approvals18 will 
issue from the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine around November 
2021, with the research expected to start in Q2 2022. This research funding will 
allow Teagasc and partners to make significant progress but will not be sufficient to 
solve the peat issue and sustained funding for research over a number of years is 
required. 

Almost all growing media manufacturers have done work on peat alternatives and 
produce peat reduced products as a response to customer demand. However, 
complete replacement of peat across the entire horticulture sector is entirely a 
different challenge. 

The standards of material used in growing media has to be strict as well as having to 
meet other requirements such as free of contaminants (plastic, glass), free of weeds, 
free of plant pathogens, phytotoxicity, and low in electrical conductivity.  The growing 
media will be used in pots of very limited volume and hence the margin for error is 
very small. 

                                            
18 An application for funding was made to the Department of Agriculture Food and the Marine, 
Research Call, by Teagasc and partners in March 2021.  
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The watering and nutrients can be rapidly depleted and therefore materials which 
have a high cation exchange capacity will hold on to nutrients and still be available to 
plants. With regards to water it should have a good water buffering capacity. A good 
balance of aeration and water-holding capacity is essential. 

Growing media are bulky materials and therefore the moving of a large volume of 
these materials can be expensive. Hence one needs indigenous and local material. It 
also needs to be consistent in quality throughout the year. 

The following other considerations are important:  

 Determine the amount of biomass and other materials that have the potential 
after processing to be used as a component or fully as a growing media. This 
should include biomass that has not been hitherto considered as a source 
processing for growing media. 

 The cost of collecting these materials for processing should be considered under 
the economic criteria (see Recommendation section). 

 Life cycle analysis of these growing media replacements in relation to and 
including peat need to be carried out. As Cecilia Luetgebrune, Secretary General 
for Growing Media Europe presented at the 10th meeting of the working group on 
20th August 2021 “No good versus bad…all materials have an impact, products 
need to be sourced responsibly”. 

List of Potential Alternatives to Peat 

The following list of potential alternatives to peat was compiled and discussed in 
working group meetings. This is given as an overview and is not an exhaustive list 
but the working group feels that most of the important/likely materials are included. 
This list is in relation to professional horticulture. The requirement for the retail sector 
will be less stringent and should be easier to achieve but these materials are 
candidates for this sector as well.
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Potential Growing Media Constituents 

Organic Performance  and 
Consistency 

Economic  
Consideration 

Environmental 
Considerations 

Chance of Success Quantity 

Product       Additive   Replacement  Available 

Coir xxxx xx x xxxx    

Woodfibre xxx xxx xxx xxx    

Bark,Aged or Composted xxx xxx xxx xxx    

Composted Greenwaste xxx xxx xxx xxx    

Biochar xxx x xxx xxx    

Sphagnum moss xxx x xxxx xxx    

Brewery Waste xxx xxx xxx xxx    

SMC xx xxx xxx xx    

Waste wood xx xx xxxx xxx    

Marine waste x? xx xxxx x    

AD Digestate x xxx xxxx x    

Biosolids xx xxx xxxx x    

Reuse of peat xx xx xxx xx    

hedge clippings etc x? xx? xxxx x?    

Wool waste xx xx xx x    

Inorganic Performance  and 
Consistency 

Economic  
Consideration 

Environmental 
Considerations 

Chance of Success Quantity 

Product       Additive   Replacement  Available 

Perlite xxx x x xxx    

Rockwool xxx x x xxx    

Pumice xxx x xx xxx    

Clay xxx x xx xxx    

Sand and grit xxx xxx xxx xxx    

Foam xxx x x xxx    

Vermiculite xxxx x x xxxx    

Product  Performance  and 
Consistency   

Economic 
Consideration 

Environmental 
Considerations 

Chance of Success Quantity 

      Additive   Replacement  Available 

Mushroom Casing        

Tea and Coffee Waste x xxx xxxx x    

Spent Mushroom Compost x xxx xxxx x    

Spent Mushroom Casing x xxx xxxx x    

Bark,Aged or Composted x xxx xxxx x    

        

Key: xxxx=very high      

 xxx= high      

 xx=moderate      

 x=low      

Note: 

Inclusion in this list doesn't mean a product is automatically a peat replacement but that it may be worth further research and 
development. 
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5.2 Coir  

Coir is the material that forms the middle layers or mesocarp (outer husk) of coconut 
fruits (Cocos nucifera L.). These layers are composed of fibres embedded in so-
called coir pith, also referred to in its dry state as coir dust. Coir is one material that 
could replace peat without too much problems. Sources of coir may differ greatly in 
physicochemical (pH, Electrical Conductivity) as well as chemical and physical 
characteristics, due to source, age and degree of processing: It would have to be 
processed, that is it has to be washed with a cation e.g. Calcium Nitrate and it is 
termed as buffered. This processing removes the salts that are naturally present in 
coir. By grading the particle sizes it is likely to be possible to change the ratio of air 
space and available water. It has good cation exchange capacity. Its environmental 
footprint is not very good as it is transported to Europe from India, Sri Lanka etc. and 
the washings could pollute the ground water in those countries as mentioned by Neil 
Bragg who visited these sites. Coir can be compressed more than peat for ease of 
transport. 

5.3 Composts 

Composts produced from so-called green materials (pruning’s, shredded branches, 
plant debris and waste from gardens and nurseries) as well as some industrial 
organic waste are widely used as components of growing media in Ireland, the 
Netherlands, UK, Italy and Germany, primarily in growing media for the hobby 
market. Other materials such as bracken, rushes, materials from Paludiculture (e.g. 
cattails, phragmites), and brewery waste could be equally or better utilized in 
composting if available in sufficient quantities. Compost use in growing media in 
Germany increased from 0.25Mm3 in 2005 to 0.7Mm3  in 2013;  in the Netherlands 
from 10, 000 m3 in 2001 to 95,000 m3 in 2013; and in Italy, over 0.29 Mm3 was used 

in 2013 (Schmilewski, 2017)19. In the UK 0.31 Mm3 of compost was incorporated into 
growing media in 2013 (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs)  

Strict quality control procedures are essential in preparing composts for use in 
growing media, with, for example the Waste and Resources Action Programme 
(WRAP) in the UK and the principal body monitoring growing media standards in 
Europe, the Netherlands-based RHP foundation, outlining acceptable parameters for 
composts destined for use in growing media. In Ireland Bord na Móna had very strict 
standards for use of composted greenwaste for mixing with peat and in the retail 
market up to 40% greenwaste compost: peat mixtures have given good results for a 
number of crops. The composting process needs to be rigidly controlled if compost 
made from green waste can be applied at these high rates.  

                                            
19 Schmilewski, G. (2017). Growing media constituents used in the EU in 2013. Acta Hortic. 1168, 85-

92 
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This area needs more research as until now most products which had greenwaste 
compost: peat mixtures were destined for the retail/hobby market.  
Green compost contains nutrients such as potassium, phosphorus, calcium and 
micronutrients and there can be savings on fertilizer and lime inputs.  

It should be noted that based on current know-how and with more research, it should 
be possible to produce composted greenwaste that may fully substitute peat moss in 
growing media with similar yield results as for example shown in the publication of  
Prasad and Maher (2006).20 Results like this could be a pointer for use of these 
materials as a growing medium in the retail sector where the quality criterion may not 
be so strict. But further research especially regarding compost processing and 
stricter control would still need to be done. 

5.4 Bark  

Barks are by-products of sawmills, often categorized as ‘residue’. Quality of bark can 
vary in Ireland according to whether it is pine or spruce. Pine bark is more suitable 
due to principally higher lignin content but unfortunately its availability is less 
compared to spruce bark. The level of air space and water holding capacity can be 
adjusted by varying the particle size. To get a good product (e.g. reduce 
phytotoxicity) and reduce nitrogen immobilisation it should be composted with a 
nitrogen source. Ageing the bark also helps. The bulk density is higher than peat and 
this can increase transport costs. It can be used at 100% i.e. may not need dilution 
with peat if properly processed. 

5.5 Woodfibre 

Woodfibre is produced by mechanical defibrillation or more commonly steam-
assisted thermal extrusion of clean wood chips through a thermo-screw press. Due 
to the friction involved in the processing, the product is heated to 80–90oC and is 
therefore free from pathogens and pests, and the process may also drive off volatile 
toxins. Additionally, the system also has the capability to impregnate wood fibre with 
additives such as nitrogen fertilisers and this can reduce or eliminate nitrogen 
immobilisation. By varying the particle size it should be possible to change the 
amount of air space and available water but the water holding capacity would still be 
far too low in comparison to peat. Biologically it is not stable and it tends to slump in 
the pot, a big disadvantage for long-term cropping. It is a lightweight material and as 
with coir, wood fibre can be compressed for ease of transport. Source of wood e.g. 
pine or spruce can affect the properties of the final products.

                                            
20 Prasad M and M. J .Maher, 2006.Evaluation of composted botanic materials as components of a 
reduced-peat growing media for nursery stock. Refereed Paper, Proceeding of the International 
Conference ORBIT 2006-Biological Waste Management-From Local to Global International 
Conference Orbit 2008, Wageningen UR, The Netherlands. 401-408. 
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5.6 Biochar 

There is great interest in the use of biochar as an additive of a growing media (peat 
replacement) in the last five years. In some trials a mixture of peat and biochar has 
outperformed 100% peat for seedling production.21 At present the price of biochar is 
very high especially in Ireland and cannot be used as a peat additive. The pyrolysis 
process produces biochar as well as two additional products, syngas and bio-oil that 
can also have commercial value in other sectors.  If all the products of pyrolysis are 
used, e.g. heat to generate electricity and bio-oil for downstream chemical products, 
then, the residue (biochar) can be sold at a reasonable price. In this process most of 
the carbon is retained in the char unlike combustion to generate electricity where 
carbon literally all goes into smoke. It is possible to change the properties of the 
biochar e.g. surface area by changing the processing conditions, i.e. temperature, 
residence time and of course feedstock. There is a great potential for biochar due to 
its ability to lock carbon for decades or millennium - carbon sequestration. It would 
become more attractive if payment or consideration was made for carbon off-sets. 

5.7 Sphagnum Moss Farming 

Peat grown from fragments of Sphagnum moss used to ‘seed’ cutover bogs from 
which extraction has taken place is viewed as a renewable and thus a sustainable 
alternative to extracted peat. Such Sphagnum biomass has similar physical and 
chemical properties to H2-H3 peat. The cultivation of Sphagnum (‘Sphagnum 
farming’), the technology of using Sphagnum biomass in industrial substrate 
production, and the use of growing media based on Sphagnum biomass in 
professional horticulture have been extensively studied, particularly in Germany. 
Accumulation of Sphagnum biomass reached as high as 6.9 t.ha-1 in one year in 
small scale field studies. Growing media made from Sphagnum biomass have been 
tested on a wide variety of crops and have generally performed at least as well as 
standard peat-based media (Carlile et al., 2019)22. But due to its low lignin content 
(<15%) it may not be suitable for long term cropping (Carlile et al., 2019)23. However, 
at present the cost of producing Sphagnum biomass far exceeds that of peat 
obtained for horticultural purposes by conventional extraction. This type of farming in 
the cutaway bogs, however, should be encouraged in Ireland.

                                            
21 Biochar Type and Ratio as a Peat Additive/Partial Peat Replacement in Growing Media for 
Cabbage Seedling Production Antonios Chrysargyris  Munoo Prasad , Anna Kavanagh  and Nikos 
Tzortzakis - Agronomy 2019 
 
22Carlile W, Raviv M and M Prasad 2019. Organic Soilless Media Components In Raviv, M.  and 
Lieth, J.H ,Bar-Tal.  (Eds.), Soilless Culture: Theory and Practice, 2nd Edition Elsevier, Amsterdam, 
303-378 
 
23 Carlile W, Raviv M and M Prasad 2019. Organic Soilless Media Components In Raviv, M.  and 
Lieth, J.H ,Bar-Tal.  (Eds.), Soilless Culture: Theory and Practice, 2nd Edition Elsevier, Amsterdam, 
303-378 
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5.8 Waste Wood 

Sawdust is a by-product of the lumber industry whilst wood fibre is manufactured 
from clean, chipped wood. Whole tree substrates are typically produced by 
shredding and grinding of complete trees as well as leaves, twigs, branches and 
needles removed during forest thinning.  

Sawdust is available from lumber operations world-wide and has been used as a 
component of growing media in many countries, particularly where peat is scarce or 
expensive, including Australia, New Zealand, the United States and South Africa. 
Sawdust may be weathered outdoors for a year or more, or composted, before 
incorporation into growing media. Due to the minor nature of the sawmilling industry 
in Ireland it has limited scope for replacing peat. Like wood fibre it suffers from 
inadequate supply of wood due to the Government subsidy of burning wood for 
energy generation. There is a need to look at this policy from the environmental point 
of view.24 

If sufficient waste lingo-cellulosic (a mixture of natural polymers based on lignin, 
celluloses and hemicellulose) material is not available for processing into peat 
replacement consideration should be given to the planting of fast-growing crops such 
as Miscanthus and harvesting them as feedstock for processing. Miscanthus takes 
about 3 years to mature and can be grown in poor soil. As an example yields on the 
third year of planting can be in the order of 12-13 tonnes ha-1, for say 25,000 tonnes 
an area of approximately 2,050 ha will be required giving volume turnout of 350,000 
m3   at an average bulk density of 70 kg/m2 (bulk density can vary from 50 kg-
130kg/m2)25- Miscanthus could be used as a feedstock for composting or pyrolysis.

                                            
24 The Wood Supply and Demand on the Island of Ireland to 2025 report notes that wood supply is set 
to increase over that period. The demand from wood-based panel and wood energy sectors is also 
predicted to increase, especially on the energy side. Whether this level of demand will arise and over 
what time is uncertain, depending not only on Government policy measures but also on fossil fuel 
prices and other factors. As a result this may affect the possible supply of wood products to the 
horticultural sector and policy around this may need to be considered. 
The ‘Government subsidy reference’ is effectively a reference to biomass co-firing for electricity 
generation which refers only to one company in receipt of REFIT 3 support since 2015, albeit it is out 
of planning permission at end 2023 unless this is extended by the relevant planning authority. REFIT 
3 is closed to new applications since December 2015 and is typically a 15 year tenure. 
 
25 Teagasc and AFBI Miscanthus Best Practice Guideline. Feb., 2015 pp 91. 
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5.9 Spent Mushroom Compost, Bio-Compost, Black Grain from 
Brewery Waste, Roadside Hedge Clippings and Waste Grass 
(Possibly AD Digestate)  

It should be possible to convert some of these materials using a hydrothermal 
carbonation process (HTC). For example the carbon efficiency of pyrolysis is nearly 
50% whereas carbon efficiency of HTC is higher at 80-100%. By contrast 
composting has a carbon efficiency of 5 to 10 % (carbon efficiency, usually used in 
energy calculation, is the amount of carbon of biomass contained in the end product 
compared to the amount before the treatment).   

HTC is a thermochemical process for converting high moisture content 
biomass/waste under hot compressed water. It is performed in a closed reactor at a 
temperature range of 180–280°C under pressure (2–6 MPa) for 5 to 240 min. The 
primary product of HTC is a solid hydrochar and a nutrient rich aqueous stream. The 
solid fraction would be similar to peat as regards stability as a result of temperature 
and pressure which results in aromatization and in addition hydrochar will have a low 
electrical conductivity (salt level) in the context of its use as a growing media. The 
process has shown promising results e.g. Dalias et al., 201826. Research is required 
if this is to be a success. 

5.10 Reuse of Peat 

A previous publication by the Agricultural Institute, Kinsealy, County Dublin has 
shown the potential of using used peat as a growing media provided it is sterilized 
after each cropping. These results were based on three cropping of tomatoes. It 
shows that steaming did not result in the breakdown of the peat structure27 28. One 
can surmise a mobile steaming unit would travel from grower to grower to steam the 
used peat. More research into the economics of this is required.

                                            
26 Dalias P, Prasad M, Mumme J, Kern J, Stylianou M and A Christou – Low-cost post-treatments 

improve the efficacy of hydrochar as peat eplacement in growing media. Journal of Environmental 

Chemical Engineering 6, 2018, 6647-6652 

 
27 Woods M J, Prasad M, Maher M J :1972. 
The effect of steaming on the properties of growing media and on the yield and nutrient content of 
tomatoes Plant and Soil 36:209-213 
 
28 Aendekerk, T.G.L., H. Cevat,  N. Dolmans, C. van Elderen , J.A. Kipp, C. de Kreij, Sonneveld, 
J.B.G.M. Verhagen and G. Wever. 2000. International Substrate Manual. Elsevier, Doetinchem, The 
Netherlands. 
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5.11 Waste Wool 

Very little research has been carried out on waste wool as a constituent of a growing 
media. Some work in Germany (Carlile et al 2019), New Zealand and UK has shown 
that it can be used as a constituent of a growing media. We know that it is stable due 
to its keratin content and has an additional benefit in that it could provide some 
nutrients in slow-release form. If it is available in sufficient quantities and at an 
economical price it is worth investigating. 

5.12 Inorganic constituents for peat replacement  

(Listed in the POTENTIAL GROWING MEDIA CONSTITUENTS table on page 17) 

All these materials are not indigenous and, except for sand and grit, have to be 
imported. They also, as a result of mining or processing, require huge quantities of 
energy (heating up to 1000 C) and therefore are not environmentally friendly. They 
are therefore not further considered in this report. Sand and grit are far too heavy 
and have little or no cation exchange capacity and cannot hold nutrients. These 
materials are therefore not suitable for peat replacement but can be used as 
additives at very low rates. 

5.13 Biowaste Compost 

Biowaste compost has been used in peat dilution in recent years and has the 
potential to increase as more biowaste is separately collected. This material would 
have high electrical conductivity and would need to be mixed with other materials 
with low electrical conductivity to ensure plant growth is not inhibited. Thus the 
potential for its use is low at present due to the high EC but with further processing it 
could be used in much larger quantities. 

5.14 Digestate 

Dewatered digestate derived from chicken manure has been used in the growing 
media industry in Northern Ireland for the last number of years in significant 
quantities. It is important the whole digestate is dewatered in order to have the solid 
fibre available.
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6. Mushroom Casing  

The unique characteristics of Irish peat is a key factor in maintaining a World Class 
Irish Mushroom Industry. 

The industry relies on a just-in-time supply of fresh mushroom casing. Peat has the 
ideal physical properties required: water holding capacity, available water, air filled 
porosity, bulk density and physical stability. Peat also has the microbial content 
essential to switch mycelium to reproductive growth for an effective casing material. 

The capacity to retain a high volume of water over the crop cycle and sufficient 
porosity for water storage and to allow efficient gaseous exchange is vitally 
important. 

Consistency in the production of mushroom casing produces high quality 
mushrooms viz dry matter, size, shape and white colour. In one trial the Peat/SMC29 
blend had similar yield as the peat based casing but produced lower quality 
mushrooms. 

To import peat from Baltic States for mushroom casing is basically importing water 
from the Baltic States as casing peat has mostly > 80% moisture!  

However, a great deal of investigation has been carried out to look at alternatives to 
peat for casing. To date it has not been possible to find an alternative to this special 
type of peat, freshly dug peat at very high moisture content and containing a 
particular bacteria.  

Dr Owen Doyle, Associate Professor at the School of Agriculture and Food Science, 
UCD says: “Mushroom growing is a very complex biological process and that a 
Google Scholar Search for Mushroom Casing alternatives yields 1180 publications 
but to date no suitable alternative has been found." 

The use of relatively high tech processes for example pyrolysis or hydrothermal 
carbonization may produce a successful mushroom casing product in the future. 

It may also be possible to use hydrothermal carbonation on the spent mushroom 
casing/compost material for reuse. We need to characterize the particular type of 
peat used for casing for surface area, micro and macro-pore volume and size (BET 
method) and further characterization using scanning electron microscope. We can 
try to imitate those properties using HTC technology and pyrolysis. 
 
It should also be noted that mushroom growing media materials use products from 
other waste streams and that spent mushroom compost is used to improve the soils 
of farmers, thus promoting transition towards a circular economy.

                                            
29 Noble,R and A. Debrovin-Pennigton,Peat and alternative materials for mushroom casing, AHDB 
Horticulture, Factsheet Mushrooms 15/15 
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7. Recommendations 

1. There was general agreement across all members of the working group that the 
use of peat in horticulture should be phased out by 2030 or by the very latest by 
2035 providing alternative materials were available.  However, there was a 
recognition that peat is required in the short term in many sectors including 
retail, amenity, for the medium term in professional horticulture until alternatives 
are available and for a longer term in some of the difficult professional 
horticultural sectors e.g. mushrooms, propagation and ericaceous species. 
Members of the working group felt that Irish peat should be available to fulfil 
this need and that importing peat, growing media and alternatives from outside 
Ireland except in a one off situation, does not make environmental, economic, 
or ethical sense.     

2. The horticultural industry needs to continue to explore the exempt development 
provisions for peat extraction under the planning code to ascertain if these may 
provide the basis for a solution to its needs in 2022 i.e. the potential to harvest 
from <30 ha peat bogs from already worked bogs, where the drainage of the 
bogland commenced prior to 21 January 2002. In 2021 the industry explored 
this approach but to date it has not delivered a solution to the problem the 
industry is facing although work continues in this area. In addition harvesting 
from these bogs may not provide enough peat for the entire professional sector. 

3. In order to facilitate peat producers, primary legislation should be drafted by the 
relevant Government Departments in order to move from the current dual 
consent system, given its complexity as acknowledged in the Government’s 
initial response to the first progress report of the Just Transition Commissioner 
and as indicated by the horticulture industry, to a single consent system as is 
the case in all other EU peat producing countries. This legislation should be 
drafted, approved by the Government and presented to the Houses of the 
Oireachtas as a priority. 

4. Irish peat should be available over the short term in sufficient quantities from 
existing ”ecologically destroyed” bogs that were prepared for harvesting for the 
last few years and are lying fallow, provided amendments are made to the 
current legislative provisions for large scale peat extraction - for the 
professional horticulture sector this is absolutely critical for the 2022 season. 
Some of this peat should also be available for the retail horticultural sector in 
the short term. It should be noted the amounts used in horticulture are 
miniscule in terms of hitherto peat extraction - 846,000m3 for the 
professional/retail/hobby/amateur horticultural sector vis-a-vis 11,436,962 m3 
for peat for energy, heating/briquettes and peat exports. 
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5. If legislation is enacted by the Houses of the Oireachtas and a new single 
consent system is complied with, Irish ecologically damaged horticultural bogs 
that have been used for years with few yet having ditches blocked for 
rehabilitation could be used for peat extraction. This peat is currently releasing 
CO2 due to the wetting and drying cycle of the Irish weather as it lies fallow. 
This would have been the case for 2020 and 2021 and most likely the case for 
the next couple of years. Consideration should be given for harvesting these 
bogs (already ecologically destroyed as a result of draining the bogs over a 
number of years) by existing peat harvesting companies or even by a worker 
co-op. (only after the above, that is new legislation and regulatory compliance is 
completed). 

6. A study should be made on the total quantities of biomass available in Ireland. 
This should include conventional waste such as green waste and bio waste but 
also hedge and grass clipping, brewery waste, canal organic waste etc.  For 
instance according to Cré (Composting and Anaerobic Digestation Association 
of Ireland), the quantities of green waste is much higher in Northern Ireland 
than the Republic in spite of the population being much smaller. What is 
happening to the green waste in the Republic? Based on Northern Ireland 
figures, we should be collecting an additional 100,000 tonnes of garden waste. 
If green waste is to be used as a feedstock for eventually as a constituent of a 
growing media, the level of plastic and other containments in it has to be 
reduced drastically. To increase the quantity of clean garden waste available 
for composting, it is proposed that there is an exemption from planning 
permission for the establishment of local collection points for garden waste from 
the public located at locations such as garden centres. This concept would be 
aligned with the current exemption for bottle banks for the collection of waste 
glass. The collection points however would require a ‘Certificate of Registration’ 
to control all environmental impacts. 

7. Following a comprehensive review by growing media producers and the 
horticulture industry, if a deficit is identified in the supply of wood based 
material as a peat alternative to the horticulture sector, consideration should be 
given to supporting the production of crops that could supply this material, such 
as Miscanthus, Willow etc. having regard to the area and type of land e.g. poor 
soil can be used to grow these crops.
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8. As part of ongoing and future research, a life cycle analysis should be carried 
out on all peat alternatives as well as Irish peat. Life cycle analysis (LCA) is an 
increasingly important tool for environmental policy, and even for industry. A 
fundamental tenet of LCA is that every material product must eventually 
become a waste. To choose the ‘greener’ of two products or policies it is 
necessary to take into account its environmental impacts from ‘cradle to grave’. 
This includes not only indirect inputs to the production process, and associated 
wastes and emissions, but also the future (downstream) fate of a product. The 
first stage in the analysis is quantitative comparisons of materials flows and 
transformations. 

9. Increased investment in research is needed immediately on the potential for the 
use of alternatives to peat in the Horticultural Industry, with a view to the 
commercial development of the results of this research and with a view to 
having alternatives in use by the industry over the next 5-10 years. 

 Some of it could be basic research, new technology e.g. HTC research in the 
Universities and some could be very applied e.g. grower trials and 
commercially oriented. These could go on simultaneously.  

 A study should be conducted to develop a strategic research roadmap with 
all key stakeholders including the growing media producers and processors 
in the sector on developing solutions of peat alternatives. This research 
roadmap should be significantly funded at State Level. 

10. The Government should facilitate the creation of a Growing Media Centre of 
Excellence which could be a national repository of research and development 
in the exploration of peat alternatives and new horticultural methods. 
International co-operation with organisations such as ‘Knowledge Centre for 
Growing Media’, in Holland and researchers in Germany, where they already 
have a research programme on peat alternatives should be actively fostered. 
All this could help Ireland in-perpetuity in directing and disseminating research, 
being a national hub for new ideas and trialling new materials while also 
exploring all the other industries developing in Ireland. This would also be 
pivotal in the creation of the circular economy as new industrial, agricultural and 
other outputs could be investigated as peat alternatives. NGOs and different 
industries could be encouraged to collaborate in the interests of national food 
security.
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11. Funding should be made available to start fairly large production plants in the 
Midlands based on the research findings, be it hydrothermal carbonization 
processing units, high tech composting or pyrolysis units that would create long 
term jobs. If carbon credits were available due to the ability of the process to 
sequester carbon these technologies would be more viable. Money from the 
Just Transition Fund in the order of €5 -10 million should be set aside (this 
money should only be available after a proper business plan is submitted and 
vetted). Funds from the Just Transition Fund should also be made available to 
growers who have been affected due to the disruption of peat supply and until 
such time as competitive products are available .The increased costs the 
growers have had to endure have made them uncompetitive in the market 
place. Prices quoted by growing media manufacturers for the coming season 
are all higher than previous years. There is a need to look at new handling 
equipment in some instances also. There may even be a need to provide 
training for handling of new generation growing media. 

12. Given environmental, economic and ethical concerns, the import of peat, 
growing media and alternative materials should only take place under special 
circumstances e.g. to make up a shortfall. To date 6 ship loads of peat have 
already arrived into the island of Ireland and there is conjecture that 2 shiploads 
of peat would be needed to be imported every month on an annual basis from 
next year. 

13. The horticultural industry needs to be committed to the responsible sourcing of 
peat and remediation of the peat bogs after use.  

14. An independent organisation could be established similar to WRAP in the UK 
(www.wrap.org.uk). This organisation would assist the transition in the industry 
in its short, medium and long term goals in developing new sustainable 
products in peat dilution. The organisation could attract public, private and EU 
funding. The organisation would interact with leaders around the world to bring 
best practice to Ireland in developing research, establishing standards and 
sharing knowledge. This organisation would also independently monitor the 
progress of the industry in peat dilution.  

15. Peat usage in the retail sector should be eliminated by 2025 providing suitable 
alternatives are available. This should be done not by eliminating the use of 
imported material e.g. but by using indigenous material preferably biomass 
waste. 
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8. Research Objectives 

The following would usefully serve as research objectives: 

1. Establish baseline data on existing and possible bio-resources and their 
availability in Ireland as possible alternatives to peat based growing media and 
mushroom casing.  Performance and consistency of the material will be 
important criteria.   

2. Develop a framework for selection of alternative materials to replace peat across 
these horticultural crops. The availability of alternative materials is an important 
criterion, assessing the availability of bio-resources and competing demands for 
these in a range of horticulture sub sectors. 

3. Select, formulate and test these materials in terms of functional performance in 
the production system and across a myriad of model crops.   

4. Evaluate and model functionally successful candidate materials against 
economic criteria. The adoption of alternative materials to replace peat will be 
contingent on meeting a price point that allows the sector to operate and remain 
profitable with market prices set by imports from producers still using peat. Most 
importantly Growing Media Manufacturers will have to see the commercial 
viability of producing these materials for the horticulture sector.  We could have a 
potentially useful alternative but no growing media manufacturer sees 
commercial viability.   

5. Establish the environmental profile of alternative materials but also of peat in a 
context where reduction, reuse and recycling has provided an environmental 
dividend. This is not an easy task when the diversity of materials, combinations 
and mixes required to replace peat is noted across the diversity of crop types 
represented in the horticulture sector. Bio-materials may provide extensive 
benefits in terms of emissions once created, however the process of creating the 
materials can be environmentally expensive.  It will be important that 
environmental scientist collaboration is built into the research to consider the 
best modelling approaches and those most accepted by the environmental 
scientific community. 

6. Knowledge Transfer and Dissemination.  This level of research output 
dissemination is a priority as it is essential that the stakeholders and growers are 
informed regularly of developments in the programme and are given the 
opportunity to air their views.  
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9. Timeline for Actions and Responsibilities 

Recommendation 
Number 

Responsible Party 
(Parties) for 
Implementation 

Timeline for 
implementation of 
Recommendation 

1. There was general 
agreement across all 
members of the 
working group that the 
use of peat in 
horticulture should be 
phased out by 2030 or 
by the very latest by 
2035 providing 
alternative materials 
were available….  

 Horticultural Industry 2030 or by the very latest 
by 2035 providing 
alternative materials 
become available 

2. The horticultural 
industry needs to 
continue to explore the 
exempt development 
provisions for peat 
extraction under the 
planning code to 
ascertain if these may 
provide the basis for a 
solution to its needs in 
2022 i.e. the potential 
to harvest from <30 ha 
peat bogs from already 
worked bogs, where 
the drainage of the 
bogland commenced 
prior to 21 January 
2002. 

 Horticultural Industry 

 

From Q4 2021 
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3. Irish peat should be 
available over the 
short term in sufficient 
quantities from existing 
”ecologically 
destroyed” bogs that 
were prepared for 
harvesting for the last 
few years and are lying 
fallow, provided 
amendments are made 
to the current 
legislative provisions 
for large scale peat 
extraction - for the 
professional 
horticulture sector this 
is absolutely critical for 
the 2022 season. 

 Horticultural Industry 
 Departments of the 

Environment, Climate 
and Communications 
and Housing, Local 
Government and 
Heritage 

Work by the industry in 
preparing applications for 
consent under a new 
system and by the two 
Departments in preparing 
the necessary legislative 
provisions to commence 
in Q4 2021 

4. In order to facilitate 
peat producers, 
primary legislation 
should be drafted by 
the relevant 
Government 
Departments in order 
to move from the 
current dual consent 
system to a single 
consent system as is 
the case in all other 
EU peat producing 
countries. 

 Departments of the 
Environment, Climate 
and Communications 
and Housing, Local 
Government and 
Heritage 

Department of the 
Environment, Climate and 
Communications to 
commence to prepare the 
necessary legislative 
provisions to establish a 
single consent system 
and the Department of 
Housing, Local 
Government and Heritage 
to commence to prepare 
the necessary legislative 
provisions to take large 
scale peat extraction out 
of the planning code –Q4 
2021 
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5. If legislation is enacted 
by the Houses of the 
Oireachtas and a new 
single consent system 
is complied with, Irish 
ecologically damaged 
horticultural bogs that 
have been used for 
years with few yet 
having ditches blocked 
for rehabilitation could 
be used for peat 
extraction. 

 Horticultural Industry From Q1 2022 

6. A study should be 
made on the total 
quantities of biomass 
available in Ireland. 
This should include 
conventional waste 
such as green waste 
and bio waste but also 
hedge and grass 
clipping, brewery 
waste, canal organic 
waste etc. For instance 
according to Cré 
(Composting and 
Anaerobic Digestation 
Association of Ireland), 
the quantities of green 
waste is much higher 
in Northern Ireland 
than the Republic in 
spite of the population 
being much smaller 

 Horticultural Industry  
 Cré 
 Department of 

Agriculture, Food and 
the Marine, 

 Department of the 
Environment, Climate 
and Communications. 

 Department of 
Housing, Local 
Government and 
Heritage (exemption 
from planning 
permission) 

 Teagasc 

Q2 2022 
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7. Following a 
comprehensive review 
by growing media 
producers and the 
horticulture industry, if 
a deficit is identified in 
the supply of wood 
based material as a 
peat alternative to the 
horticulture sector, 
consideration should 
be given to supporting 
the production of crops 
that could supply this 
material, such as 
Miscanthus, Willow 
etc, having regard to 
the area and type of 
land e.g. poor soil can 
be used to grow these 
crops. 

 Horticultural Industry  
 Department of 

Agriculture, Food and 
the Marine 

 Teagasc 

From Q1 2023 

8. As part of ongoing and 
future research, a life 
cycle analysis should 
be carried out on all 
peat alternatives as 
well as Irish peat. 

 Horticultural Industry  
 Department of 

Agriculture, Food and 
the Marine 

 Teagasc 

From Q4 2021 

9. Increased investment 
in research is needed 
immediately on the 
potential for the use of 
alternatives to peat in 
the Horticultural 
Industry, with a view to 
the commercial 
development of the 
results of this research 
and with a view to 
having alternatives in 
use by the industry 
over the next 5-10 
years. 

 Horticultural Industry  
 Department of 

Agriculture, Food and 
the Marine 

 Teagasc 

From Q4 2021 
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10. The Government 
should facilitate the 
creation of a Growing 
Media Centre of 
Excellence which 
could be a national 
repository of research 
and development in 
the exploration of peat 
alternatives and new 
horticultural methods. 

 Department of 
Agriculture, Food and 
the Marine 

 Teagasc 

Q3 2022 

11. Funding should be 
made available to start 
fairly large production 
plants in the Midlands 
based on the research 
findings, be it 
hydrothermal 
carbonization 
processing units, high 
tech composting or 
pyrolysis units that 
would create long term 
jobs. 

 Horticultural Industry  
 Department of 

Agriculture, Food and 
the Marine 

 Department of the 
Environment, Climate 
and Communications 

Q1 2023 

12. Given environmental, 
economic and ethical 
concerns, the import of 
peat, growing media 
and alternative 
materials should only 
take place under 
special circumstances 
e.g. to make up a 
shortfall. 

 Horticultural Industry  

 

From Q4 2021 
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13. The horticultural 
industry needs to be 
committed to the 
responsible sourcing of 
peat and remediation 
of the peat bogs after 
use.  

 

 Horticultural Industry  

 

Responsible sourcing of 
peat – from Q4 2021 
 
After use of peat bogs - 
2030 or by the very latest 
by 2035 providing 
alternative materials 
become available 

14. An independent 
organisation could be 
established similar to 
WRAP in the UK 
(www.wrap.org.uk). 

 Horticultural Industry  
 Department of 

Agriculture, Food and 
the Marine 

Q1 2023 

15. Peat usage in the retail 
sector should be 
eliminated by 2025 
providing suitable 
alternatives are 
available 

 Horticultural Industry  

 

Q4 2024 

 

Notes: 

If the reader needs more information on organic peat alternatives and peat they are 
available from the following publication and report. 

I. Carlile W, Raviv M and M Prasad 2019. Organic Soilless Media Components In 
Raviv, M. and Lieth, J.H ,Bar-Tal.  (Eds.), Soilless Culture: Theory and Practice, 
2nd Edition Elsevier, Amsterdam, 303-378 

II. Callaghan D, Walsh, L, Flanagan D and Gaffney M 2021.Challanges in peat 
supply for growing media and mushroom casing in Irish horticulture. Current 
Impact assessment and key challenges. Teagasc, Report prepared for this 
Working Group. 
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11. Appendix 1  

List of Organisation Members and the Individual Members of the 

Working Group 

Name of Department/Industry/ENGO  Name of Person 
Representing 

University of Limerick Professor Michael H. 
Hayes 

Independent Consultant Anna Kavanagh 

Department of Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine 

Declan Harty 

Department of Communications, Climate and 
Environment 

Leslie Carberry 

Irish Peatland Conservation Council Tristram White 

Kildare Growers Kieran Dunne 

Commercial Mushroom Producers Mel O’Rourke 

Growing Media Ireland John Neenan 

An Taisce Ian Lumley 

Good Energies Alliance Silvia Contin 

Friends of the Irish Environment Caroline Lewis 

Horticulture Industry Forum Brian O’Reilly 

IFA Nursery Stock Committee Val Farrell 

IFA Mushroom Committee Leslie Codd 

Teagasc Dermot Callaghan 

Bord na Móna Dr. John MacNamara 

Cré Percy Foster 

Irish Congress of Trade Unions Padraig Mooney 

Department of Housing, Local Government and 
Heritage 

Linda Bradley 



Review of the use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 

36 
 

Meeting Attendance Register 

Name 

M
ee

ti
n

g
 1

 
04

/0
3/

2
02

1 

M
ee

ti
n

g
 2

 
18

/0
3/

2
02

1 

M
ee

ti
n

g
 3

 
22

/0
4/

2
02

1 

M
ee

ti
n

g
 4

 
30

/0
4/

2
02

1 

M
ee

ti
n

g
 5

 
03

/0
6/

2
02

1 

M
ee

ti
n

g
 6

 
30

/0
6/

2
02

1 

M
ee

ti
n

g
 7

 
16

/0
7/

2
02

1 

M
ee

ti
n

g
 8

 
06

/0
8/

2
02

1 

M
ee

ti
n

g
 9

 
13

/0
8/

2
02

1 

M
ee

ti
n

g
 1

0 
20

/0
8/

2
02

1 

M
ee

ti
n

g
 1

1 
10

/0
9/

2
02

1 

Meeting 
12 
Review 
Of Draft 
Final 
Report 
06/10/202
1 

Dr. Munoo Prasad 
- Chairperson 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Brian Lucas - 
DHLGH 

Yes Yes Yes Yes   

Alison Joyce - 
Secretary to 
Working Group  

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Prof.Michael 
Hayes - University 
of Limerick 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Apologie
s 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Leslie Codd - IFA 
Horticultural Cmte 
– Mushroom 
Sector  

Yes Yes Yes Yes Apologie
s 

Apologie
s 

Apologie
s 

Absent Yes Absent Absent Absent 

Declan Harty - 
DAFM 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Apologie
s 

Apologies Yes Yes Yes 

Kieran Dunne - 
Kildare Growers 
Group 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Apologie
s 

Apologie
s 

Absent Absent Apologies Yes Yes 

Mel O'Rourke - 
Commercial 
Mushroom 
Producers 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 



Review of the use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 

37 
 

John Neenan - 
Growing Media 
Ireland 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Leslie Carberry - 
DECE 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Apologie
s 

Yes Yes Apologie
s 

Apologies Apologies Yes Yes 

Ian Lumley - An 
Taisce 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Apologie
s 

Apologie
s 

Absent Absent Absent Absent Absent 

Silvia Contin - 
Good Energies 
Alliance Ireland 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Absent Absent Absent Absent 

Kieran Cummins - 
Eco Advocacy 

Yes Yes Replaced By Caroline Lewis Of Friends Of The Irish Environment     

Brian O'Reilly - 
Horticultural 
Industry Forum 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Apologie
s 

Absent Absent Absent Absent Absent 

Val Farrell - IFA 
Horticultural Cmte 
- Nursery Stock 
Sector 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Dermot Callaghan 
- Teagasc 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Apologie
s 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Dr. John 
McNamara - Bord 
na Móna 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Anna Kavanagh - 
Independent 
Horticulture 
Consultant 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Tristam Whyte - 
Irish Peatland 
Conservation 
Council 

Absent 
Due To 
Email IT 
Issues 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Percy Foster - Cré Yes Yes Apologies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 



Review of the use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 

38 
 

Caroline Lewis - 
Friends of the Irish 
Environment 

Only A Member 
Of The Group 
From 3rd Meeting 

Yes Yes Apologie
s 

Yes Yes Yes Absent Yes Yes Logged In 
To Give 
Apologies 

Tom McBride - 
DHLGH 

Only A Member 
Of The Group 
From 3rd Meeting 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Apologie
s 

Yes Yes Yes Apologie
s 

Yes 

Linda Bradley - 
DHLGH 

Only A Member Of The Group From 
The 5th Meeting 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Padraig Mooney - 
ICTU Energy 
Sector 

Only A Member Of The Group 
From 4th Meeting 

Yes Yes Apologie
s 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 



Review of the use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 

39 
 

Presentations and Guests 

Macdara Doyle -  
ICTU Energy Sector 

    Yes                   

William Noone - SIPTU     Yes                   
Padraig Mooney - Bord na 
Móna Workers Representative 

    Yes                   

Owen Doyle - UCD                 Yes       
Orla McManus – Commercial 
Mushroom Producers 

                Yes       

Niall Bragg - UK GMA               Yes         
Dónall Flanagan               Yes         
Andrew Davidson – 
Beadamoss 

                  Guest     

Dr Neal Wright - Beadamoss                   Yes     
James Spillane – Westland                   Yes     
Kevin Mahon –  
Klasmann Dielman 

                  Yes     

Cecilia Luetgebrune –  
Growing Media Europe 

                  Yes     

David Sharpe – Bord na Mona                   Guest     
Elmer Koomers -  
Fruit Hill Farm 

                    Yes   

Willie Byrnes - Dockrells                     Yes   
Denis Buckley of Irish Plant 
Propagation 

                    No   

Patrick Clarke -  
Clarkes Fruit Farm 

                    Yes   

PJ Jones - Large Scale 
Vegetable Producer 

                    Yes   



Review of the use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 

40 
 

12. Appendix 2  
Interim Report of the Chairman of the Working Group 

Interim report of the Chairman of the working group established to examine the 
issues identified during the Review of the use of Peat Moss in the Horticultural 
Industry 

Introduction 

Malcolm Noonan T.D., Minister of State for Heritage and Electoral Reform, has 
established a working group to examine the issues identified during the Review of 
the use of Peat Moss in the Horticultural Industry, under the chairmanship of Dr 
Munoo Prasad. Arising from the deliberations of the working group at its meetings of 
4 March, 18 March, 22 April and 30 April 2021, the chairman has produced this 
interim report for Minister Noonan. 

Peatlands in Ireland 

Peatlands have been one of the most abiding features of the Irish landscape since 
the last Ice Age. They cover a large area of the land surface, occurring as raised 
bogs, blanket bogs and fens. Peatlands have a key biodiversity value and provide a 
range of ecosystem services. They are considered among the most important 
ecosystems of the world because of their huge carbon stores and their ability, when 
growing, to capture carbon and thus to help regulate climate. 

Irish peatlands are a significant carbon store, containing up to 75% of all the national 
soil organic carbon. On average, peatlands are estimated to contain between 30-
70kg of soil carbon per cubic metre, i.e. about 10 times as much as a typical mineral 
soil.   

Over the centuries peatlands have been naturally “cooling” the atmosphere, the 
opposite to human-induced “warming” caused by the emission of carbon dioxide, by 
removing CO2 from the atmosphere. When peatlands are drained or damaged, the 
peat oxidises and the carbon is released back to the atmosphere. Peat oxidation can 
be stopped or reduced through the restoration of sites and hydrological management 
measures. A restored bog can actively sequester carbon and once restored it 
becomes a carbon store. It is essential to keep the carbon stored in the ground and 
restore/rehabilitate their hydrological balance (i.e. water must be maintained close to 
the peatland surface over most of the year) to return degraded peatlands to sinks or 
carbon neutral systems. 
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Peatlands Used for the Production of Peat 

The Horticultural Peat Industry in Ireland is largely based in the midlands and west. 
The horticultural peat and growing media producers in Ireland are a grouping which 
has contributed to the socio-economic development of rural communities and 
regions.  

The peat bogs in Ireland used for the production of peat for horticulture are not intact 
peatlands. According to the industry, horticultural peat harvesting equates to 0.12% 
of total Irish peatlands. The annual CO2 emissions from this area is 186,000 tonnes, 
just 0.15% of total Irish emissions. Peat harvesting in Ireland has been reduced by 
over 90% due to the cessation of peat use for power generation and home heating 
and a diminished export of peat.  

According to the Horticultural Industry members of the working group, the Growing 
Media Market Best Estimates - Ireland 2021 are as follows; 126 ha of bogland 
amounting to 245,000 cubic metres is required to supply the mushroom sector 
(including Irish mushroom companies in the UK - 46 ha amounting to 90,000 cubic 
metres), 262 ha of bogland amounting to 131,000 cubic metres is required for the 
professional horticulture sector in  Ireland and 940 ha of bogland amounting to 
470,000 cubic metres is required for the hobby market in Ireland.  

 In summary, the best estimate from the Horticultural Industry members of the 
working group of the total peat requirement for the industry for 2021 is 1,328ha of 
bogland amounting to 846,000m3. On the basis of the need for a buffer due to 
weather conditions, 1,700ha of bogland amounting to 850,000 cubic metres would 
satisfy all the requirements of the Irish Horticultural Industry in 2021.   

The bogs used for horticultural peat extraction have already been drained, all the 
vegetation has been taken out and is hectares and hectares of land, devoid of 
vegetation almost like a desert (see photo below). Harvesting of the peat here now 
means milling, then spoon harrowing to form small ridges to increase surface area 
and speed drying, ridging and then harvesting/collecting the peat.  

In other words the bogs have no habitats for flora or fauna, which are already 
destroyed and there is no biodiversity and they are ready for harvesting - 70 to 80% 
of the work has already been done. The peat will keep biodegrading and will only 
stop releasing CO2 when it is rewetted and the water table brought close to the 
surface.  The plan is that peat energy bogs will be rewetted first.  The biodegradation 
of peat in the bog in-situ will still emit carbon dioxide. 
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A drained and a prepared bog ready for harvesting  
(such prepared bogs are all over the Midlands and West). 
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The Horticultural Industry in Ireland 

In Ireland, peat is used in horticulture to produce food and ornamentals for the 
wellbeing of mankind. We feel food security is vitally important. In addition, the 
carbon footprint of imported food needs to be seriously evaluated.  

Horticulture had an output valued at €477m (farm gate) in 2019. Horticulture Food 
represented €400m and Amenity (Non-Food) Horticulture €77m respectively. The 
home market is the most important market for the Horticulture Industry but important 
export markets have been developed for both the mushroom and amenity sectors of 
horticulture. The mushroom industry exports 80% of this production to the UK market 
with the balance sold on the domestic market.  

The UK retail market is a key channel for these exports (Bord Bia, 2021). The total 
value of exports from the amenity Horticultural Sector was estimated at €17m in 
2020, which included bulbs & flowers (€1.5m); Foliage (€4.8m); Christmas Trees 
(€3.4m) and Nursery Stock (€7.3m) (Bord Bia, 2021). 

It is estimated that: 

(a) 6,600 are employed full time in primary production activity in the 
Horticulture Sector and a further 11,000 employed in value added and 
downstream businesses; 

(b) 1,858 people are employed on farm and a further 2,301 employed 
downstream in mushroom packhouse and marketing. The sector provides 
further downstream employment in transport and logistics, compost 
production facilities and research; and  

(c) Employment within the protected crop sector is 866 full time equivalent jobs 
and within the amenity sector is 1,314 full time equivalent jobs. 

Reliance on Peat in the Irish Horticultural Industry 

The productive potential of the horticulture sector in Ireland currently relies on peat 
based growing media and peat casing. The sector is divided into subsectors each 
having unique requirements in terms of peat harvesting.  

The extensive use of peat as a major component in growing media and mushroom 
casing is due to a number of significant attributes such as a low pH so it can be 
adjusted to a target level and it being devoid of plant nutrients (“clean sheet”). These 
have, in addition to a range of physical properties, provided the basis of modern soil-
less plant and food production systems. 

Nutrients can be added to a target value depending on the crop. The possibility to 
adjust the amount of specific nutrients accurately is important to growers. It is 
important because the type and amount of fertiliser depends on the type of crops 
and stage of growth.  
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The casing for the mushroom industry requires a special black peat which has 
specific water holding capacity and contains certain unique bacteria which are 
essential in stimulating the fungal stage to fructification. The mushroom industry, 
which is a big exporter of mushrooms and leader in this field in Europe, would be 
decimated according to the representatives of the mushroom industry in the working 
group if this type of peat is not available. The amounts required are approximately 
150,000 cubic metres for the home growing industry and 90,000 cubic metres for 
Irish owned farms in the UK. This industry would move to the UK and Holland. There 
are reports that, currently, a company is opening up a bog in Holland and is being 
allowed to supply peat for casing before restoring the bog for after use - 
https://klasmann-deilmann.com/en/casing-soils-for-mushroom-production/  

The cessation of Bord na Móna horticultural peat harvesting and recent High Court 
decisions have created market supply issues, particularly for the professional 
ornamental and nursery stock sector in Ireland. 

Without a domestic source of peat, supplies of horticultural peat will need to be 
imported from the Baltic States, Canada or Russia and growing media is already 
being imported from the UK. This does not make sense as the quality of peat from 
the above countries is of poorer quality and if one looks at the end of life of this peat 
(end up in the soil) it will emit higher levels of CO2 due to its chemical composition 
(lower recalcitrant materials e.g. lignin and humic substance). In addition to the 
higher prices (see below), the carbon miles will be very significant in comparison to 
those for locally harvested peat. 

 
 

The breakdown of peat (here after 2 years) - slumping of peat is mainly due to 
microbial decomposition and thus  CO2 emission. The peat in the pot is Irish peat. To 
compare with North European peat, see Bar graph above. 

Paper by Prasad, M and O’Shea, J (1999). Relative breakdown of peat and non-peat 
growing media. Acta Horticulturae, 481: 121-128.

Irish Peat 1 Northern European Peat 1 
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Challenges in Securing Alternative Growing Media to Peat 

The biggest challenges from moving away from peat arise in the professional 
horticulture sector.  

There are significant but different challenges to securing alternative growing media 
to peat depending on which sub-sector of professional horticulture is involved. 
Finding peat growing media alternatives for plant and food production is a particular 
challenge as peat based growing media is a highly valued ingredient in complex and 
diverse production systems including propagation. With the emphasis on the green 
agenda and a push towards a more plant based-diet both at the national and EU 
level, the demand for seedling production is increasing for growing vegetables in the 
backyard, allotments and for the professional grower. Peat is superior for seedlings 
due to the growing systems and mechanisation involved. Growing media based on 
peat have been developed over many decades into numerous horticultural products 
with different uses. Replacing that portfolio of peat products is a very big challenge 
for the professional sectors with the need to overcome social, economic, 
technological and environmental barriers.  
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Proposed Alternatives to Peat  

There are two distinct markets for growing media. The amateur retail market and the 
professional horticulture market. There are some alternatives currently available for 
the retail Horticulture Sector. Growing media companies, whose business it is to sell 
into both markets, have been engaged in new product development for many years, 
resulting in various products coming on the market. A significant number of products 
are mostly based on part replacement using good quality alternatives e.g. coir, wood 
fibre, composted bark materials and composted green waste. 

Research, to date, has focused on the functional performance of alternatives, 
particularly in the retail market, less so in the professional market. Two important 
considerations appear to have been overlooked in research terms. These are mainly 
the economic cost and the environmental performance of alternative materials.  

In a paper prepared by Teagasc (Peat supply for growing media and mushroom 
casing in Irish horticulture – Current impact assessment and key challenges 
16/03/2021 – produced at Appendix 3), twenty one alternative materials to peat were 
identified in a literature review. The selection of materials appears to be driven by 
two common factors, the potential to recycle or reuse waste streams and the local 
availability of and access to materials.  

Teagasc’s review of the literature suggests that Biochar (which uses various feed 
stocks), wood chip and fibre, green waste and to a lesser extent spent mushroom 
compost, have some potential as alternatives, to fully or partially replace commercial 
peat use in Ireland.   

Although there are no guarantees that research will yield alternatives, which are 
economically and environmentally sustainable and available in sufficient quantities, if 
research funding is available for fundamental/basic research (out of the box), it is 
likely to be between 5-10 years before a suitable alternative to peat is available. 
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Importation of Peat 

Prices for importing peat are reported to have risen by more than 10-15% in 2021 
based on reports from various suppliers and this situation is compounded by a 
similar price increase in 2020. There have been several reports of suppliers from 
outside the jurisdiction quoting at 15% more than Irish suppliers do for 2021 and 
additional delivery alone would be €11.11/ m3 for loose peat. Peat specifically for the 
mushroom industry would add at least €0.8 cent per kg to the cost of production 
which would wipe out the profit margin for most Irish growers.  

Additionally, growers are reporting that they are being quoted prices for imported 
peat in 2022 being greater than 45% more expensive for volume purchasing but 
could rise to prices doubling for smaller customers. 

Smaller customers particularly in rural areas would not be able to handle loose peat 
e.g. big bale and would need to buy special expensive machinery to break up the 
compressed peat and for mixing precise amounts of fertilizer. They are under the 
greatest threat of going out of business. This increase in price is because of 
transport from Eastern Europe for peat or coir from Sri Lanka and India, both 
requiring road and sea freight. Coir prices have increased substantially due to 
increased demand worldwide.  

It has been reported that the cost of moving peat from the Baltic region will be 
significantly more expensive than peat from continental Europe as there is a global 
shortage of containers and it is not feasible to move the peat from the Baltic region 
by truck. The time line of supply from the Baltic area is approximately 6 weeks.  

Production bogs in Northern Ireland have been suggested as an alternative to 
importing peat from further afield. However, the industry members of the working 
group report (see Appendix 2) states that Northern Ireland does not have enough 
horticultural peat for its own use. 
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Peat Extraction – Current Legislative Provisions 

Peat Extraction and Planning Consent - General Requirements 

Under the Planning and Development Act 2000, as amended (the 2000 Act), all 
development, unless specifically exempted under the Act or associated Regulations, 
requires planning permission. Under the Planning and Development Regulations 
2001, peat extraction (i) in a new or extended area of less than 10 hectare or (ii) in a 
new or extended area of 10 hectares or more, where the drainage of the bogland 
commenced prior to 21 January 2002, is exempted development. This exemption is 
subject to a restriction at section 4(4) of the 2000 Act, whereby that exempted 
development status is lost if an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) under the 
EU EIA Directive or Appropriate Assessment (AA) under the Habitats Directive is 
required in respect of that development. 

Peat extraction involving a new or extended area of 30 hectares or more requires an 
EIA and therefore planning permission. Peat extraction below that threshold may 
require EIA if it is considered that it would be likely to have significant effects on the 
environment. Any peat extraction which would be likely to have significant effects on 
a European Site (a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) or a Special Protected Area 
(SPA)) requires an Appropriate Assessment and therefore planning permission.  

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) Requirements – Background 

The EIA Directive (2011/92/EU as amended by 2014/52/EU) is a European Union 
law which requires that development consents for certain public/private projects 
likely to have significant environmental effects should be granted only after an 
assessment of those effects has been carried out by a competent authority.  
The first iteration of the EIA Directive was adopted in 1985. This Directive is broadly 
transposed into Irish legislation through several development and activity consent 
systems covering, for example, land-use planning, waste permitting, Integrated 
Pollution Control (IPC) licensing, roads and motorway construction, and foreshore 
development.  

Peat Extraction and EPA’s (Environmental Protection Agency) IPC Licencing – 
the Dual Consent Regime 

Peat extraction of an area of greater than 50 hectares requires both planning 
consent from a planning authority or An Bord Pleanála, as well as IPC licencing from 
the EPA (with reference to the EPA Act 1992, as amended), both of which regimes 
require EIA to be carried out by the respective competent authorities (i.e. planning 
authority and the EPA) and also AA if relevant.   

A 2019 High Court judgment set aside the European Union (Environmental Impact 
Assessment) (Peat Extraction) Regulations 2019 and the supplementary Planning 
and Development Act 2000 (Exempted Development) Regulations 2019.  
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These Regulations, in combination, which were proposed in response to 
recommendations in the National Peatlands Strategy 2015, introduced a streamlined 
system for the regulation of large-scale peat extraction relating to areas of 30 
hectares or more, to be solely under the remit of the Environmental Protection 
Agency’s Integrated Pollution Control (IPC) and EIA/AA system. 

The effect of the judgment is that the consenting process for large-scale peat 
extraction has reverted to the dual consent regime under both the planning and IPC 
licensing systems, which was in operation prior to 25 January 2019.  

It is noted that the planning system includes the availability of the ‘substitute consent’ 
process set out at Part XA of the Planning and Development Act 2000, as amended, 
under which regularisation of any development requiring retrospective Environmental 
Impact Assessment or Appropriate Assessment under the planning side of the dual 
consent regime may be sought.   

If a proposal for peat harvesting requires retrospective regularisation of historic peat 
extraction that should have been subject to EIA or AA, but was not, then the 
proposed activity would require both substitute consent approval as well as a 
prospective planning permission under the planning regime, in addition to relevant 
consents under the EPA’s IPC licence regime.  

The Dual System of Planning Regulation and the Environmental Protection 
Agency’s Integrated Pollution Licensing for Large-Scale Commercial Peat 
Extraction 

Harvesting of peat by growing media and mushroom casing manufacturers in recent 
years has been challenging from a legal and regulatory point of view in the context of 
planning permission and Integrated Pollution Control (IPC) licence requirements.  

The complexity of this dual system of consent for large-scale commercial peat 
extraction has been acknowledged in the Government’s initial response to the first 
progress report of the Just Transition Commissioner. Regardless of the regulatory 
regime in place, operators need to regularise past activities prior to resuming peat 
extraction. Inevitably, the process is both onerous and time-consuming. Any system 
of regulation would need to provide for Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA), 
Appropriate Assessment and substitute consent as regards previously unregulated 
peat extraction. The undertaking of an EIA would be mandatory in relation to an 
application for consent to undertake large scale peat extraction in a site of 30 
hectares or more. 
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Any substitute consent provision would explicitly include each of the following 
elements: 

 Absence of an automatic entitlement to apply for substitute consent (the 
need to establish the existence of exceptional circumstances); 

 Requirement to prepare a remedial Environmental Impact Assessment 
Report and, if applicable, a Natura Impact Statement; 

 Possibility for the consenting authority to impose conditions relating to 
remediation, where substitute consent is granted; and 

 Possibility for the consenting authority to direct remediation / restoration 
where consent or leave to apply for consent is refused.  

The establishment of a new consent system would also require the relevant 
consenting authority to put in place new procedures and structures, including public 
participation, to operate that new system and any applicant to prepare and submit an 
application (for assessment of retrospective and prospective peat extraction). This 
would itself take some time. 

The establishment of a new consent system would not guarantee that any 
resumption of large scale peat extraction would ultimately be permitted. That would 
still be a decision for the relevant consenting authority on a case-by-case basis. 

Therefore, the current dual consent system may remain a quicker avenue for 
achieving regulatory compliance than could be achieved through a new system. 
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Points of General Consensus: 

There is some consensus among the members of the working group on the following 
points: 

 There is general agreement that peat for the professional horticulture sector 
should be available till a target date of 2030 and a maximum target date 
of 2035, with the amount of peat being used by the sector being phased 
out over that time. There should be strict monitoring of the reduction by an 
independent body. The level of reduction would depend on the success of 
the R&D programme on peat alternatives. 

 There is general agreement that harvesting from <30 ha peat bogs from 
already worked bogs, where the drainage of the bogland commenced prior 
to 21 January 2002, should be considered. 

 Any shortfall of peat could be met by importation from abroad, as an interim 
solution. Countries, from which the peat could be imported, should be 
selected on the basis that they have the right quality of peat and the 
transportation of the peat results in the least carbon footprint. The provision 
of just transition funding should be explored to cover the extra cost to the 
horticultural industry of using imported peat. 

 This is a need for increased investment in research on alternatives to the 
use of peat in the horticultural industry. In this context, the Department of 
Agriculture, Food and the Marine issued a Research Call for 2021 (this 
closed for research submissions on 9 March 2021) - one area of research 
is to find alternatives to peat based growing media for horticultural 
production which are available, affordable and sustainable and meet 
quality, environmental and productivity requirements. Any research 
proposals for this call should take account of how peat based growing 
media are used in each sector (ornamental and amenity horticulture, 
vegetable sector, fruit sector, mushroom sector) and the unique 
characteristics demanded by each formulation of growing media in the Irish 
context. 

It is envisaged that successful applicant approvals will issue from the Department of 
Agriculture, Food and the Marine around November 2021, with the research 
expected to start in Q2 2022. 

Any extra funding that can be made available to advance the commencement of this 
research is welcome, as a matter of urgency. 
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Proposed Solutions 

Short-term 

For the horticultural industry, the harvesting of Irish peat for 2021 and 2022 is now at 
a critical point. The industry needs to explore the exempt development provisions for 
peat extraction under the planning code to ascertain if these may provide the basis 
for a solution to its needs in 2021-2022. It could be considered to make up for any 
shortfall through the importation of peat.  

In parallel, the legislative proposals put forward on behalf of GMI (Growing Media 
Ireland) in order to allow for a resumption of peat extraction in 2021 on an 
emergency basis (i.e. without Environmental Impact Assessment, Appropriate 
Assessment and substitute consent as regards previously unregulated peat 
extraction) should be put to the Office of the Attorney General in order to ensure that 
the State has fully considered this legal avenue to possibly facilitate a limited 
resumption of commercial peat extraction this year through this channel, solely for 
the purposes of supplying the domestic horticultural sector. 

Increased investment in research is needed on the potential for the use of 
alternatives to peat in the Horticultural Industry, with a view to the commercial 
development of the results of this research and with a view to having alternatives in 
use by the industry over the next 5-10 years. 

Compost and other alternative products available now in Ireland for peat dilution 
should be identified. If there are any barriers to the use of these products, they 
should identified and solutions provided to facilitate their use in peat dilution. 

An independent organisation could be established similar to WRAP in the UK 
(www.wrap.org.uk). This organisation would assist the transition in the 
industry in its short, medium and long term goals in developing new 
sustainable products in peat dilution. The organisation could attract public, 
private and EU funding. The organisation would interact with leaders around 
the world to bring best practice to Ireland in developing research, establishing 
standards and sharing knowledge. This organisation would also 
independently monitor the progress of the industry in peat dilution. 

The provision of just transition funding to the commercial horticulture sector 
should be explored due to the substantial cost increases arising from any 
need to source peat elsewhere, the need for further research on alternatives 
to peat and to ensure its long-term competitiveness and survival. 
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Medium-term 

The Departments of the Environment, Climate and Communications and Housing, 
Local Government and Heritage should explore the legislative avenue for the 
replacement of the dual consent system for large scale commercial peat extraction 
by a new (single) consent system. Any such system of regulation would need to 
provide for Environmental Impact Assessment, Appropriate Assessment and 
substitute consent as regards previously unregulated peat extraction.  

It is understood that, within the EU, the dual consent system applies only in Ireland. 

Long-term 

The gradual phasing out of the use of peat in the horticulture sector, with a target 
date of 2030  and a maximum target date of 2035 for a completion cessation of the 
use of peat by the sector, but in the shortest timeframe possible. There should be 
strict monitoring of the reduction by an independent body. The level of reduction 
would depend on the success of the R&D programme on peat alternatives. 
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13. Appendix 3  
Notes to the Interim Report of the  Chairman of the 
Working Group 

An Taisce, Good Energies Alliance Ireland (GEAI), Irish Peatlands Conservation 
Council (IPCC) & Friends of the Irish Environment (FIE) cannot approve of the 
content of the GMI report and wish to have a dissent note appended to the interim 
report for paragraph 2 of the section headed Proposed Solutions Short-term. In 
addition, the NGO sector cannot support the current interim report and presents its 
own report attached in Appendix 2.  

In the opinion of the Department of the Environment, Climate and Communications, 
the process of (a) introducing legislation providing for an alternative consent system 
to the dual consent system, (b) that new system becoming operational, and (c) the 
new system then delivering licensing decisions would take a minimum of 3 to 4 
years.  

The report contains a number of points with which GMI members disagree. We have 
amended the report to reflect these - copy of amended report is attached. Whilst GMI 
wishes to contribute positively to the business of the working group it is our opinion 
that we cannot endorse this report unless our comments are taken into account. 



Review of the use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 

55 
 

Appendix 3A  Chairman’s Answers  

Answers to questions raised by Minister Noonan in his letter of 21st April 2021 to the 
Chairman of the Working Group on the issues on the use of Peat in the horticultural 
industry in Ireland. 

Can the working group seek to establish the needs of the domestic 
professional growing industry re volumes of peat required for professional 
growers, in terms of annual requirements, peat type and sector, and also 
consider volume requirements in the context of lower peat ratios in mixes?  

According to horticultural industry members of the Working Group in 2021, 388 ha of 
bogland amounting to 376,000 cubic metres is required to supply the mushroom 
sector (including Irish mushroom companies in the UK) and the professional 
horticulture sector in Ireland and 940 ha of bogland amounting to 470,000 cubic 
metres for the hobby market in Ireland. According to GMI, 1,700 ha of bogland 
amounting to 850,000 cubic metres is required for 2021, in order for Growing Media 
Manufacturers to economically justify the existence of their businesses from the point 
of view of harvesting, grading and mixing and packing plants. These figures both 
from the industry members of the working group and GMI are supported by data 
from GME (Growing Media Europe).                     

There is potential for peat reduction in both the retail and professional sectors of the 
industry with the potential for a quick win in the retail sector provided the quantities of 
suitable materials are available. Funding and research and development is critical 
especially in the professional sector. 

While acknowledging that the importation of peat from other countries is 
highly environmentally unsatisfactory, can the working group explore the least 
unsustainable options in the short term, and provide some insight on cost 
implications for the professional growing industry in the context of a just 
transition?  

Prices for importing peat are reported to have risen by more than 10-15% in 2021 
based on reports from various suppliers and this situation is compounded by a 
similar price increase in 2020. There have been several reports of suppliers from 
outside the jurisdiction quoting at 15% more than Irish suppliers do for 2021 and 
additional delivery alone would be €11.11/ m3 for loose peat. Peat specifically for the 
mushroom industry would add at least €0.8 cent per kg to the cost of production 
which would wipe out the profit margin for most Irish growers.  

Additionally, growers are reporting that they are being quoted prices for imported 
peat in 2022 being greater than 45% more expensive for volume purchasing but 
could rise to prices doubling for smaller customers.  
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This increase in price is because of transport from Eastern Europe for peat or coir 
from Sri Lanka and India, both requiring road and sea freight. Coir prices have 
increased substantially due to increased demand worldwide.  

It has been reported that the cost of moving peat from the Baltic region will be 
significantly more expensive than peat from continental Europe as there is a global 
shortage of containers and it is not feasible to move the peat from the Baltic region 
by truck. 

The import of peat could cause problem particularly to smaller growers. Small 
growers used to get their specialized blends (fertilizer rates and particle size). These 
specialized products would be very difficult to get imported. The small growers would 
not have the specialized machinery to do the mixing. The small growers could easily 
be out of business.   

Production bogs in Northern Ireland have been suggested as an alternative to 
importing peat from further afield. However, the industry members of the working 
group state that Northern Ireland does not have enough horticultural peat for its own 
use.                                                         

Import of peat for mushroom casing would be almost impossible as it contains 80% 
moisture, basically importing water to Ireland? 

The actual cost implication to the horticultural industry in the context of just transition 
would take some time to evaluate based on the complexity and extent of the issue. 

Can the working group seek to establish the volume of peat currently available 
from Bord na Móna and the length of time that this supply would meet the 
needs of the industry?  

It is understood that Bord na Móna will have no supplies of peat available after 31 
May 2021 and GMI (Growing Media Ireland) members will have no supplies 
available after mid-September 2021. However, BNM have facilities for blending peat 
and fertilizer and maybe the Government could direct BNM to assist the horticultural 
industry if it is deemed necessary. 

Can the working group also seek to establish the availability of potentially 
appropriate extraction sites in Ireland under 30ha where drainage occurred 
pre-2002 (i.e. not new bogs), and their potential to meet the needs of the 
industry in the short term?  

One of the proposed short-term solutions set out in my interim report is that the 
industry needs to explore the exempt development provisions for peat extraction 
under the planning code to ascertain if these may provide the basis for a solution to 
its needs in 2021-2022.  Any immediate shortfall in peat supply in the short term 
could be made up by the importation of peat if necessary. 
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Can the working group seek to explore research gaps regarding the 
development of alternatives to peat and scope needs to fast track R&D? This 
would be particularly beneficial in the context of circular economy/closed loop 
principles, including a survey of available biomass in Ireland.  

In a paper prepared by Teagasc (Peat supply for growing media and mushroom 
casing in Irish horticulture – Current impact assessment and key challenges 
16/03/2021 – produced at Appendix 3 of my interim report), twenty one alternative 
materials to peat were identified in a literature review. The selection of materials 
appears to be driven by two common factors, the potential to recycle or reuse waste 
streams and the local availability and access to materials.  

Teagasc’s review of the literature suggests that Biochar (which uses various feed 
stocks), wood chip and fibre, green waste and to a lesser extent spent mushroom 
compost, have some potential as alternatives, to fully or partially replace commercial 
peat use in Ireland.  Although there are no guarantees that research will yield 
alternatives, which are economically and environmentally sustainable and available 
in sufficient quantities, if research funding is available for fundamental/basic research 
(out of the box), it is likely to be between 5-10 years before a suitable alternative to 
peat is available. 

It was also suggested by a member of the group that green compost and other 
alternative products available now in Ireland for peat dilution should be identified and 
if there are any barriers to these products use, they should also be identified and 
solutions provided to facilitate their use in peat dilution. 

A further suggestion was also proposed that an independent organisation should be 
established similar to WRAP in the UK (www.wrap.org.uk). This organisation would 
assist the transition in the industry in it’s short, medium and long term goals in 
developing new sustainable products in peat dilution. The organisation could attract 
public, private and EU funding. The organisation would interact with leaders around 
the world to bring best practice to Ireland in developing research, establishing 
standards and sharing knowledge. 

In my interim report I have stated that increased investment in research is needed on 
the potential for the use of alternatives to peat in the Horticultural Industry, with a 
view to the commercial development of the results of this research and with a view to 
having alternatives in use by the industry over the next 5-10 years. There is a 
research call from the Department of Agriculture (see interim report). There is no 
guarantee that this call for research would be successful but even if this is successful 
it would not start till February 2022. Thus it may be worthwhile considering if an 
immediate start could be made by making a small amount of funding available 
through Just Transition funding so some of the work mentioned above or a feasibility 
study could start immediately e.g. at Teagasc/UL this summer. This could be for 
example in a form of a scholarship for a Masters student.   
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Appendix 3B Observations and Reports on the Interim Report of  
the Chairman of the Working Group Not Included In 
the Interim Report Itself 

FIE, An Taisce, GEAI and the Irish Peatlands Conservation Council  

Harvesting of the peat here now means milling, then spoon harrowing to 
form small ridges to increase surface area and speed drying, ridging and 
then harvesting/collecting the peat. There are a significant number of 
exceptions where independent contractors are scooping peat from previously 
intact vegetated bogs particularly in Counties Westmeath and Cavan. This 
peat then goes to the large commercial horticultural peat sector. 

The breakdown of peat (here after 2 years) - slumping of peat due to 
microbial decomposition and CO2 emission. The peat in the pot is Irish peat. 
To compare with North European peat, see Bar graph above. 

Airspace decreased from 21% to as low as 3.5% over the 15 month incubation 

period for fine textured H2 Peat.- The loss in volume after nearly 2 years incubation 

was in the order of 13–20% for H4 and H5 peats and 29–40% for H2 and H3 peats 

so slumping is not only due to decomposition but due also to reduction in airspace. 

Also peat is very variable including within Ireland so what range of peats exist here 

from H2 to H5. 

Plants do not need to be grown in pots but can be sown in and grown in soil. In 

addition, there will not be one uniform product but a wide range of alternatives and 

the horticultural sector will need to adjust to this. It is not sustainable to continue a 

sector that relies on peat and plastic pots.  

Since the 1990’s there has been a lot of research into alternatives to the use of peat 

in horticulture. The utilisation of composted heather, alder and cattail biomass can 

serve as a peat substitute for commercial horticulture if cultivation conditions are 

adapted as indicated https://www.actahort.org/books/1305/1305_72.htm. 

The physical-chemical properties of pure composted gorse type, bulk density, 

electrical conductivity, pH, Carbon/Nitrogen ratio (C/N) and organic matter content 

are suitable for use in growing medium. It could be used alone or in a mixture for 

nursery stock production https://www.ishs.org/ishs-article/779_79. 

Planning permission is required for the development of wetlands (including wet 

grasslands) over 0.1 hectares with an EIA screening required at 2 hectares. 
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Just Transition has to develop sustainability as an overarching organising concept 

which includes endorsing the following: 

 we seek to do no harm 

 we seek to repack anything unsustainable that we use in our work process 

 where we cannot replace we shall develop new substitutes 

 where we cannot substitute we shall seek a timed withdrawal from this 
product or service. 

Fiscal measures must be made available to help move the industry forward along a 

Just Transition ethos. 
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The Horticultural Industry Members - IFA Horticultural Committee - 
Mushroom Sector, Kildare Growers Group, IFA Horticultural 
Committee – Nursery Stock Sector, Professor Michael B Hayes - 
University of Limerick, Anna Kavanagh - Independent Consultant, 
GMI (Growing Media Ireland), Horticultural Industry Forum and 
Commercial Mushroom Producers 

The horticultural industry perspective on the review of the issue of the use of 
peat in the horticultural industry in Ireland. 

Introduction     

The issue of a review of peat in the horticultural industry although highlighted in a 
report by the Minister for Heritage and Electoral Reform in September 2020 was only 
realised by the horticultural industry at the end of 2020 on the announcement by 
Bord na Mona of their complete cessation of horticultural peat harvesting. This has 
had immediate market supply issues for 2021 particularly for the professional 
horticultural sector who relied heavily on Bord na Móna for growing media supply. 

Extraction of peat by all other peat producers in Ireland in recent years has been 
very challenging from a legal and regulatory point of view in the context of the 
planning permission requirement in addition to Integrated Pollution Control (IPC) 
license. This has resulted in any other sizable peat producers not being able to 
harvest peat.    

The industry members of the working group are very concerned at the current and 
future impact the lack of Irish peat will have on their industry. They are worried that a 
lack of immediate intervention will result in the demise of the Irish horticultural 
industry with 17,000 jobs at stake predominantly family run businesses in rural 
communities in Ireland. There is an urgency in achieving a resumption of peat 
harvesting for the Irish horticultural sector that does not appear to be understood or 
embraced by the government departments that have a responsibility in this area.   

The importance of Irish peat for the Horticultural Industry in Ireland      

Horticulture plays a significant place in the economy and contributes greatly to food 
production and the wellbeing of the citizens of this country. Horticulture alongside the 
D.I.Y. industry is seen to be the go-to activity in times of recession and as we have 
seen in the last year to fifteen months in the Covid 19 pandemic.   

The extensive use of peat as a major component in growing media and mushroom 
casing is due to its physical, chemical and biological properties which make it the 
number one growing medium.  
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In addition, Irish peat is considered to be the highest quality peat for horticulture 
globally. Growing media have provided the basis of modern soil-less plant and food 
production systems.  

The biggest challenge arises for the professional sector where safety, quality and 
consistency of the growing medium is paramount. Protected cropping (growing 
plants in growing media in a protected environment (greenhouses)) is indispensable 
for producing more fruits and vegetables, while reducing food waste, ensuring food 
security, using less resources, pesticides and fertilisers, and using less arable land. 
We should be aiming at producing all our horticultural requirements and looking at 
expanding production to exploit the potential of home and export markets.    

For a full review of the Challenges in Peat supply for growing media and mushroom 
casing in Irish Horticulture see the Teagasc report dated 16th March 2021 submitted 
to the Working Group. 

Alternatives  

The industry agrees with the target of 2030 for the transitioning from peat to peat 
alternatives. 

A considerable amount of research has been undertaken globally. Finding peat 
growing media alternatives for plant and food production is a particular challenge as 
peat based growing media have been developed over several decades of research 
and development. Added to this the propagation, ericaceous and mushroom sectors 
are particularly challenging.  

There is no guarantee that research will yield alternatives, which are economically 
and environmentally sustainable and available in sufficient quantities in Ireland.                                                                                                                        

Funding of research and development is urgently needed to provide responsibly 
sourced sustainable alternative growing media solutions for the various sectors of 
the Irish horticultural industry. It is likely that peat will be necessary in the transition 
from peat based to peat free growing media. Irish peat has the best buffering 
capacity of all peats and therefore could play a major role in the phased transition to 
peat free growing media.    

It should be noted that currently in Ireland peat reduction up to 30% has been 
achieved in professional growing media mixes and up to 50% in the hobby growing 
media market. 

Just transition       

There is currently a crisis in the horticultural industry in Ireland.                                                                                                                                             

There have been significant price increases in growing media, while issues of quality 
and availability are affecting both large and small growers.  
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Peat and growing media are being imported to meet the demand. This does not 
make sense from an environmental, ethical or economic perspective.     

Irish peat should be available to Irish growers until such time as viable alternatives 
are available.  

Please find attached a table of the best estimates of peat use in Ireland. There is no 
independent data available on the size of this market. The 1,700ha of peat bogs 
required for the horticultural industry represents 0.12% of the peatlands (1.4million 
ha) in Ireland. Furthermore, the amount of peatlands required for horticulture 
represents 0.5% of raised bogs (310,000 ha) in Ireland. Irish Horticulture used less 
than 5% of the total usage of peat harvested in Ireland prior to 2019 (over 95% was 
used for energy, fuel and export) and the horticultural industry feels that it contributes 
significantly to the economy and wellbeing of the country. A just transition fund is 
necessary to compensate the industry for any additional costs incurred as a result of 
the lack of availability of Irish Peat.  

Proposed Solutions   

1. Emergency small scale peat harvesting of <30ha from already worked bogs, 
where the drainage of the bogland commenced prior to 21 January 2002, to 
be facilitated and fast-tracked with upmost urgency for the current 2021 
season to resolve the current crisis and minimise imports, which are not 
environmentally, ethically or economically viable. 
 

2. Reading the EU directive 2011-92-EU we believe that if there is a real interest 
in resolving the issue the act allows for the competent authority to set the 
thresholds for imposing rules. “Member states may set thresholds or criteria 
for determining which projects should be subject to assessment on the basis 
of significance to the environment’’. Following on from this “Without prejudice 
to Article 7 Member States in exceptional circumstances, can exempt a 
specific project in whole or in part from the provisions laid down in this 
Directive. In that case the member state shall consider whether another form 
of assessment would be appropriate.” Based on this we wish to make a case 
for the exemption of Irish horticultural peat for use under exceptional 
circumstances and to introduce the necessary emergency legislation to allow 
resumption of peat harvesting in 2021. 
 
It is our view that peat should be allowed continue only on degraded sites 
where there is no remaining surface vegetation (i.e., harvested peat bogs), for 
the Irish Horticultural industry and introduce emergency legislation should 
reflect this. 
 
Introduce just transition funding and mandatory renaturing of these sites when 
harvesting is completed to allow for the proper renaturing of these peat bogs.  
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3. Replace the dual consent system (Planning Permission and EPA Licence) for 

large scale peat extraction by a new (single consent) system.  We understand 
the dual consent system only applies to Ireland not any other EU member 
state.  
 
Emergency legislation is required for a resumption of harvesting from existing 
horticultural bogs irrespective of size. 
 
Legislation similar to other EU member countries for one system is required 
for 2022 season and onwards as proposed by GMI (Growing Media Ireland). 
 

4. A just transition fund to be available to compensate the industry for any 
additional costs incurred as a result of the lack of availability of Irish peat. 
 

5. A monitored Research and Development programme to be funded and put in 
place on peat reduced and peat free growing media on a sector-by-sector 
basis ensuring satisfactory crop results. 
  

6. A mandate to be placed on Bord na Mona to give every assistance to the 
horticultural industry in this transitionary period if it is deemed necessary. 
 

Growing Media Market Best Estimates - Ireland 2021 

Sector m3 
Growing 
Media 

Ha Comments 

Mushroom Casing 
Ireland 

155,000 80 

 

Specific quality of decomposed black peat with high 
water holding capacity and moderately decomposed 
peat required 

Mushroom Casing 
UK 

  90,000 46 Specific quality of decomposed black peat with high 
water holding capacity and moderately decomposed 
peat required 

Professional 
Horticulture 
Ireland 

131,000 262 High quality moderately decomposed peat without 
pest, disease, weeds, stones, wood and other 
contaminants 

Hobby Market 
Ireland 

470,000 940 Lower quality peat acceptable for this market sector 

Total 846,000 1,328  
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Notes 

 Mushroom Casing UK refers to Irish Mushroom Companies in the UK. 

 The Irish hobby market is critical for the Irish Horticultural Industry and end 
consumers. 

 GMI (Growing Media Ireland)’s Growing Media Manufacturers say they 
require 850,000m3, 1,700ha of peatlands to economically justify the 
existence of their businesses from point of view of harvesting, grading and 
mixing and packing plants. 

 There was reference from the NGOs that peat could be imported from 
Northern Ireland. From our experience Northern Ireland does not have 
enough peat to supply its own market which we estimate at 150,000m3. 

 This total figure of just under 1million m3 of growing media usage in Ireland 
correlates to a figure from GME (Growing Media Europe). 

 A buffer may need to be considered in the event of poor harvests due to 
weather. 
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GMI (Growing Media Ireland) 

The report does not clearly set out the following facts for Minister Noonan TD: 

1. The emergency situation facing the Irish horticultural industry by the end 
August 2021. 

2. The real difficulties facing the industry in importing peat or growing media. 

3. The fact that few sub 30 ha sites exist, so that the peat available will make 
little or no practical difference to volumes locally supplied. 

4. There 1,000s of cubic metres of peat that will be imported over the coming 
12 months. 

Given the negligible effect on CO2emissions and the minimal acreage involved it is 
perverse that horticultural peat harvesting should be terminated abruptly especially 
when alternatives are not available and proposals are being made to import peat 
moss from Europe and farther afield with consequent economic and environmental 
effects. 

The report contains a number of points with which GMI members disagree. We have 
amended the report to reflect these--- copy of amended report is attached. 
 
Whilst GMI wishes to contribute positively to the business of the Working Group it is 
our opinion that we cannot endorse this report unless our comments are taken into 
account. 
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Cré 

A public consultation on proposals should be conducted in which specific targets are 

set of x tonnes by x year for inclusion of compost and other suitable products in peat 

dilution. The proposed target for the consultation document should be set once an 

evaluation of suitable products and their available quantities is done. 

Peat for the professional horticulture sector should be available till a target date of 

2030, but in the shortest timeframe possible based on progress in R&D and 

substitution. 
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An Taisce, Irish Peatlands Conservation Council, Good Energies 
Alliance Ireland and Friends of the Irish Environment  

                                                                                                       Friday 14 May 2021 

To : Minister Noonan    MOS@housing.gov.ie 

Chair Munoo Prasad munooprasad@yahoo.com 

From: An Taisce 

Irish Peatlands Conservation Council     

Good Energies Alliance Ireland 

Friends of the Irish Environment 

The Conclusion of the Report on the Review of the use of Peat Moss in the 
Horticultural Industry (NPWS August 2020) summarised the issues relating to the 
use of peat moss in the horticultural sector. The report’s recommendation was to 
establish a working group to include representatives from relevant Government 
Departments and State Agencies, Environmental Non-Governmental Organisations 
and industry stakeholders under an independent chairperson. 

The purpose (Terms of Reference) of the working group is to consider how best to 
achieve the reduction or complete cessation of the use of peat moss in the 
horticultural Industry and to examine a number of issues as identified in the NPWS 
report. 

We wish to bring it to your attention that the working group has not focused its 
attention on the Terms of Reference and has instead acted as a platform for the 
industry to lobby for continuation of peat extract including a change in law to negate 
the need for Appropriate Assessment or Environmental Impact Assessment. and 
continued exports of peat. It is apparent that there is an urgent need for a Carbon 
Soil Scientist on the working group and one possibility would be to include someone  
from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). 

The NGO sector cannot support the current interim report and presents its own 
below. 
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Eliminating the use of peat moss in the amateur gardening sector in order to leave what 
remains in use for the industry sector to buy time to develop alternatives, enabling food 
security and to provide industry surety. 

 The horticultural/growing media sector still has not provided sufficient 
information on the amount of peat used to produce food and the amount used to 
produce ornamental plants. Peat should be reserved for the production of food 

 There is a need to subsidise non-peat and to tax peat to make alternatives 
financially viable.  

 The horticulture sector needs to identify what can be grown well in Ireland not 
using peat as substrate. 

 The shift to plant based diets should not focus on peat based horticulture but on 
soil based crops eg oats, field vegetables such as carrots, potatoes, leeks etc.. 

 The Mushroom industry 2013 Plan to 2020 does not even mention peat. Bord 
Bia and Teagasc must address the un-sustainability of using peat. 

 Peat continues to be exported and we need to know what is exported peat 
actually being used for eg exports to Holland , Spain etc. 

 No more Irish peat should be exported. 

Graduating the elimination of the use of peat moss in the Horticultural Industry over an 
agreed period of years with an agreed end date. 

There must be a target date by which peat use. is eliminated . We propose 2030 or 2035 
at the very latest. Peat needs to made more expensive via a carbon or environmental levy 
which should be used to subsides and fund research into indigenous peat free options. 

It is unlikely that there will be one uniform peat free product and the nurseries/horticultural 
sector must adapt to what can they get in terms of compost locally . 

Finance and support for those workers whose skills cannot be accommodated in 
proposed alternative industries. 

It is up to the Government to put measures in place and up to the industry to say what is 
needed. 

 

Investment in further research into the development, education and use of alternatives to 
peat moss, such as bark, wood fibre, coir, biosolids, bracken and green compost, perlite, 
vermiculite, rockwool, and horticultural clay and in new methods of farming such as 
Paludiculture and Sphagnum farming. 
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Identify areas that could be used for cutaway use for Paludiculture and Sphagnum 
farming that would be at least carbon neutral or preferably a carbon sink. 

Looking at the research already done and bring in advice from the best experts in this 
field. - first a desktop study how to bring it into Ireland: what are the costs?, what 
machinery would be needed?, and use etc. Field trials should be established without 
further delay followed by grant aided commercial operations.  

Ireland should  investigate why Northern Ireland has much higher levels of compostable 
waste and put measures in place to raise levels here. 

Up-skilling the existing workforce to regenerate the existing bogs for use in Paludiculture, 
Eco-Tourism, Carbon Farming, and Tree Farming as appropriate to optimise 
environmental outcomes. compost production , bog restoration ecotourism etc. 

Investment in training for compost production , bog restoration, ecotourism etc. 
Quantifying the value of the existing viable peat lands as carbon sinks and then determine 
a carbon market to incentivise owners and operators of peat lands to preserve, rewet or 
restore their assets. 

Use the The Irish Peatland Conservation Council’s (IPCC) Peatland Climate Change 
Action Plan and any other published research to inform the quantification. The 
Government must establish appropriate fiscal measures to incentivise land owners to 
keep the carbon in the ground. 

Educating the public to the benefits of what would be proposed to include the climate and 
environmental benefits, the economic, social, cultural and public health benefits. 

Product Labelling identifying peat free products or giving the percentage of peat and the 
date by which the product will be peat free: put it on everything;. Horticulture promotion to 
reduce peat and promote the peat free;. National competition to come up with ideas. eg 
stamp design. Include in in the Young Scientist of the Year program;. Coverage in the 
media explaining why using peat is not sustainable. 

EU Law & peat in Ireland needs to be carried across to the Baltic countries. Ireland 
needs to follow Switzerland’s example and put in a ban on the import of peat based 
products. 

Contact Person: Caroline Lewis 

      caroline@friendsoftheirishenvironment.orh 
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Appendix 3C Paper Prepared by Teagasc - Peat Supply for Growing 
Media and Mushroom Casing in Irish Horticulture – 
Current Impact Assessment and Key Challenges 
(16/03/2021)  
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Executive summary 
 
Horticulture has an output value ranked fourth behind dairy, beef and pig meat but ahead 
of the sheep and cereals sectors. It was valued at €477m (farm gate) in 2019. 

The extensive use of peat as a major component in growing media and mushroom 
casing is due to a number of significant attributes, which in combination have provided 
the basis of modern soil-less plant and food production systems. 

The productive potential of the horticulture sector in Ireland currently relies on peat 
based growing media and peat casing. 

The biggest challenges arise for the professional sector. Extraction of peat by all 
growing media and mushroom casing manufacturers in recent years has been 
challenging from a legal and regulatory point of view in the context of planning 
permission and Integrated Pollution Control (IPC) license process requirements. 

The sudden and complete cessation of Bord na Móna horticultural peat harvesting in 
June 2020 has had immediate market supply issues particularly for the professional 
ornamental and nursery stock sector who rely heavily on Bord na Móna for growing 
media supply. 

There are significant short-term price, quality and availability issues for this sector. 

Pressure to reduce the extraction and use of peat across horticulture has received 
significant attention in the last decade. 

Other sectors potentially seriously impacted will be the mushroom, fruit and vegetable 
sectors. 

Finding peat growing media alternatives for plant and food production is a particular 
challenge as peat based growing media is a highly valued ingredient in complex and 
diverse production systems including propagation. 

The mushroom sector faces a particular challenge. A considerable amount of research 
has been undertaken in Ireland and internationally on mushroom casing using a wide 
range of organic and non- organic materials including recycled casing, bark, green 
waste compost, coir, and rockwool. To date a commercially viable alternative to peat 
based casing has not been identified. 

There are no guarantees that research will yield alternatives, which are economically 
and environmentally sustainable and available in sufficient quantities. 

Research to date based on a rapid assessment of the literature has focussed on the 
functional performance of alternatives, particularly in the retail market, less so in the 
professional market. 

Two important considerations appear to have been overlooked in research terms.  



Review of the use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 

72 
 

These are mainly the economic cost and the environmental performance of alternative 
materials. 

The challenges to the adoption of peat alternatives are summarised as social, economic, 
technological and environmental barriers. 
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Introduction 
 

Horticulture has an output value ranked fourth behind dairy, beef and pig meat but ahead 
of the sheep and cereals sectors. It was valued at €477m (farm gate) in 2019. Horticulture 
Food represented €400m and Amenity (Non-Food) Horticulture €77m respectively. 
The Food Sector includes Mushrooms €119m, Potatoes €111m, Field Vegetables 
€78m, Protected Fruit €43m, Protected Vegetables €34m, Outdoor Fruit €11m and 
Honey €4m. The Non-Food Sectors includes - Nursery Stock €38m, Protected Crops 
€19m, Christmas Trees €9m, Cut Foliage Outdoor Flowers & Bulbs €9m and Turf Grass 
€2m. Employment in Horticulture is estimated at 6,600 full time in primary production 
with a further 11,000 employed in downstream businesses. Total employment value of 
the horticulture industry delivered to the Irish economy in 2016 was €479m (Bord Bia, 
2021). 

Markets 

The home market is the most important market for the Horticulture Industry but 
important export markets have been developed for both the mushroom and amenity 
sectors of horticulture. 

Fresh Produce: The retail market is the key market for fresh produce market.  
It was valued at €1.7billion in 2020 with fruit accounting for €841m, vegetables €610m 
and potatoes €242m. The food service market for fresh produce is valued at €400 million 
annually (@wholesale pre Covid-19). 

Exports: The farm gate value of the mushroom industry is valued at €119m. The 
mushroom industry exports 80% of this production to the UK market with the balance 
sold on the domestic market. The UK retail market is a key channel for these exports 
(Bord Bia, 2021). 

Amenity Horticulture: In 2020 the total gardening market at consumer level was 
valued at €1.2bn which was a significant increase on recent years. Of this the total 
plants and flower category was valued at €385m which was an increase on the previous 
year. The increased interest in gardening with more people based at home contributed 
to this strong performance in the market last year. 

The commercial landscaping sector is valued at €279m. 

Exports: The amenity horticulture sector relies heavily on the UK market for sales and 
2020 produced many disruptions in the market as a result of Covid-19. The total value 
of exports was estimated at €17m in 2020, which included bulbs & flowers (€1.5m); 
Foliage (€4.8m); Christmas Tree (€3.4m) and Nursery Stock (€7.3m) (Bord Bia, 2021). 

The extensive use of peat as a major component in growing media and mushroom 
casing is due to a number of significant attributes, which in combination have provided 
the basis of modern soil-less plant and food production systems.  
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It is important to view peat based horticulture growing media in the context of the role 
that they play in modern high output food and plant production systems in professional 
horticultural production in Ireland. Growing media is commonly used in Controlled 
Environment agriculture (CEA) or greenhouse production, and as the primary 
constituent in mushroom casing and as an important plant propagation material for 
seedlings and transplants. 

Moving from soil to soil-less culture systems has had very significant advantages for 
horticulture production in recent decades in Ireland. Some of this upside has been in 
environmental terms where the opportunity to combine growing media technology and 
green house growing has led to input reduction and output recovery with significantly 
improved yield and quality all the while improving the opportunity for successful 
integrated pest management approaches. 

Glasshouse production and protected crop production including mushroom production 
has the capacity to mitigate unsuitable climate or geographical locations to permit 
domestic food and plant production in Ireland. Sustainability in food supply and food 
security are important considerations and are attracting significant attention in light of 
Brexit and the shift to more plant based diets. Food formulation and prepared consumer 
foods have pivoted towards plant based ingredients and the demands for plant-based 
ingredients is increasing exponentially. The demand for ornamental plants, trees and 
shrubs for the retail market and for our built environment has never been higher. 

The productive potential of the horticulture sector in Ireland currently relies on peat 
based growing media and peat casing. Growing media in all its forms has been one of 
the breakthrough technologies, which lifted horticultural production to new levels of 
performance in recent decades in Ireland and abroad allowing for productivity and 
quality gains in food and plant production. 

Pressure to reduce the extraction and use of peat across horticulture has received 
significant attention in the last decade. Peatlands provide natural habitat for biodiversity 
and sequester carbon, which when disturbed lead to biodiversity loss, carbon emissions 
and ultimately to climate change. Sphagnum peat has been the most important bulk 
constituent of growing media for several decades (Litterick et al., 2020). Significant 
interest in identifying suitable alternative materials to replace peat has resulted (Carlile 
& Coules, 2013). 

There are two distinct markets for growing media. The amateur retail market and the 
professional horticulture market. There are some alternatives currently available for the 
retail horticulture sector. Growing media companies whose business it is to sell into 
both markets have been engaged in new product development for many years, resulting 
in various products coming on the market, particularly for the amateur retail sector. A 
significant number of products are based on full and part replacement using good quality 
alternatives e.g. wood fibre, composted bark materials, and composted green waste. 
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The biggest challenges arise for the professional sector. Extraction of peat in recent 
years has been challenging from a regulatory point of view in the context of planning 
permission and Integrated Pollution Control (IPC) license process requirements. The 
sudden and complete cessation of Bord na Móna horticultural peat harvesting in June 
2020 has had immediate market supply issues particularly for the professional 
ornamental and nursery stock sector who rely heavily on Bord na Móna for growing 
media supply. 

Regarding the question of securing alternative growing media, there are significant but 
different challenges depending on which sub-sector of professional horticulture is 
involved. Finding peat growing media alternatives for plant and food production is a 
particular challenge as peat based growing media is a highly valued ingredient in 
complex and diverse production systems including propagation. Growing media 
developed over many decades into numerous horticultural products with different uses. 
Replacing that portfolio of peat products is a very big challenge for the professional 
sectors; there are no guarantees that research will yield alternatives, which are 
economically and environmentally sustainable and available in sufficient quantities 
based on our estimates of the annual domestic horticulture requirements in Ireland. 
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Table 1 
 

Estimated Annual Domestic Professional Horticulture Peat Requirements 

Sector Annual volume m3 Product 

Mushrooms (ROI) 112,632 Casing 

Nursery & ornamentals 50,000 Growing media 

Fruit & Vegetable 20,000 Growing media 

 
Total 182,632 m3  

 
 

1. Peat in horticulture -‘Market Shock’ 2021 

1.1 Background 

Bord na Móna, (BNM), ceased harvesting Peat in 2020 due to issues pertaining to the 
legality of peat extraction on larger sites in Ireland The impact of that cessation on 
supply to the horticulture sector in the 2021 season has been sudden and negative. 
While peat extraction has come under scrutiny regarding planning, pollution control 
and environmental regulations in the recent past, predictions during 2019, as to when 
peat extraction would end, pointed to 2030. We have tried to ascertain the state of 
play within the Horticulture sector regarding the immediate supply issue regarding 
growing media. In particular, the focus in this section of the report will be around 
availability of growing media, price and quality for this season and beyond and the 
possible impacts and side effects for the sectors, specifically the hardy nursery stock 
and ornamentals sector. The broader issue as it relates to the food sectors of 
horticulture will be dealt with in section two of this report. 

Teagasc horticulture development department has a long history of working directly 
with the hardy nursery and ornamental sector having direct contact with growers on the 
ground working directly with them in an advisory capacity to support sector 
development. While we do not monitor price, quality and availability of inputs on an 
ongoing basis, for the purposes of this report, we have directly engaged with 45 
growers to ascertain how the current scenario is affecting each. 

The Irish hardy nursery & ornamental sector is estimated to have a farm gate value of 
€67 million in 2019, of this nursery stock production was estimated to be worth €37.8m 
and protected crops €19.3m. There are further sub-divisions depending on production 
type and market. The most competitive sub sectors are landscape shrubs, garden 
centre plants and pack bedding for discounters.  
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Growers have to manage input costs carefully to ensure they generate sufficient 
turnover/revenue to remain profitable, particularly when set against the context of an 
operating environment of strong competition from a well-developed next day delivery 
system from Dutch specialist suppliers. There is a further challenge in that Irish 
nurseries compete with European nurseries for much of the lower stock value items, in 
particular small products with lower transport cost per unit. Product dumping of cut-
price stock due to oversupply in European is often seen in mid-summer in Ireland. If 
Irish growers have a higher input cost due to importing growing media it will have a 
direct impact on their competitiveness. European and UK competitors continue to 
have access to peat growing media. 

In terms of supply, Teagasc estimates there is approximately 50,000m3 of peat based 
growing media needed for nursery stock and protected crop production annually. Peat 
growing media is delivered in 90m3 bulk loads, 3m3 tote bags with 24 bags per truck or 
compressed bales ranging in size from 4.5- 6m3. A typical, viable, one person 
operation could use 40-60m3 per annum but this would increase significantly with 
business scale and product type. Large, shrub growers could be using between 1,000 
and 2,000m3 per year, which is equivalent to a truckload being delivered every 2-3 
weeks. 

1.2 Peat Cost 

Prices are reported to have risen by more than 10-15% in 2021 based on reports 
from various suppliers, and this situation is compounded by a similar price increase 
in 2020. There have been several reports of suppliers from outside the jurisdiction, 
quoting at 15% more than Irish suppliers do for 2021 and that additional delivery 
alone would be €11.11/ m3 for loose peat. The short term impact of such uncertainty 
on the industry is a lack of profitability which in turn leads to business failure and 
reduced industry attractiveness, which discourages new entrants. The longer term 
result  may be an industry that lacks market efficiency, productivity and innovation. 

Costs vary depending on volume sold and carriage required. With the benefits of 
proximity to distribution centre and volume-purchasing, bulk prices can be as low as 
€12-€15/m3. Average prices for a small to mid-sized grower in 2020, for a basic 
medium grade loose peat, were €38/m3 with standard nursery stock growing media 
with amendments running to €77/m3. 

Additionally Growers are reporting that they are being quoted prices for imported peat 
in 2022 being greater than 45% more expensive for volume purchasing, but could rise 
to prices doubling for smaller customers. This increase in price is because of transport 
from Eastern Europe for peat or coir from Sri Lanka and India, both requiring road and 
sea freight. Coir prices have increased substantially due to increased demand 
worldwide. 

With longer growing media supply chains expected to come into place in 2021, 
minimum size orders will be required with advance purchasing and payment.  



Review of the use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 

79 
 

It has been reported that the cost of moving peat from the Baltic region will be 
significantly more expensive than peat from continental Europe as there is a global 
shortage of containers and it is not feasible to move the peat from the Baltic region by 
truck. A container would cost €3,500 on this route, compared to €1,000 form 
continental Europe and €10,000 from Asia. The time line of supply from the Baltic area 
is approximately 6 weeks. 

1.3 Peat Quality 

Irish peat has a strong reputation for quality at home and abroad, with the majority 
of horticulture growing media exported. Media producers in Ireland develop 
products that are uniform, weed free, with excellent air filled porosity, water holding 
capacity, low conductivity, and resist degradation. 

Annual harvesting of peat and minimising storage periods has been one of the reasons 
for maintaining such high quality. Some of the peat currently supplied to the market 
was harvested in 2019. Growers are reporting to us that the impact of multiple years of 
storage in windrows has meant there are higher levels of weed seed contamination. 
Particle size and uniformity have also been negatively impacted over time according 
to growers. This will result in decreased plant quality and hamper the use of 
automated potting systems. 

A bedding plant producer reported in January 2021 that the most recent delivery of 
peat had shown high levels of weed seed (willow), resulting in the crop needing hand 
weeding which is an additional labour cost. The quality of peat has serious impacts on 
productivity and crop quality as noted by growers. 

A grower recently described the last delivery of peat as  

“wet, bad grading…..clogging our machines….the smaller particles were sticking to the 
lifting paddles … There wasn't any proper grading in the last few loads we got …. the 
remaining peat had very little "spring" in it, meaning the peat will sink as time goes by, 
leaving an ugly gap at the top of the pots.” 

Peat with higher levels of fine particles has poor drainage, which can result in greater 
incidence of root rots, higher requirement for plant protection products and slower crop 
production cycles. Another grower received a delivery in early 2021 that was described 
as “dusty and inconsistent” for the specific crop being potted. Again fine particles 
result in poor drainage and root problems. Other growers have reported that while 
quality has declined they have had to accept it under current circumstances. In other 
years, they would have rejected the loads on quality grounds.
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1.4 Peat Availability 

Customers of Bord na Móna face the greatest uncertainty of supply in 2021 and 2022 
as they need to find alternative suppliers. The supply from other media companies is 
on track for 2021 and they appear to be managing to supply their customers. The 
situation regarding 2022 is unclear, but in the absence of any peat harvest in 2021 
season, it would be fair to say that the market impact in 2022 will be more impactful, as 
it will see some companies with smaller stock reserves unable to support their 
customers. 

The size of the order from a grower has a significant impact on capacity to source peat-
growing media in 2021. A grower who can purchase full loads of loose peat, bulk bags 
or compressed bales is facilitated more readily than smaller growers are. 
Approximately 170 viable small plant producers are having difficulty in ordering 
quantities less than full loads. 

During the peak potting season, large growers normally operate with regular weekly or 
biweekly delivery for media ordered more than six months in advance. This is usually 
loose peat. Delivery is normally arranged within a week of requirement, most work with 
a just in time principle. Only a small number of growers would work with surplus stock 
to hand. 

Bulk bales compared to compressed bales will be uneconomical to transport over 
longer distances. A compressed bale can hold more than 4.5m3 compared to 3m3 in 
loose fill bags. Compressed bales require a forklift or loader to handle them and a 
bale breaker that shreds the block to return the product to the required consistency. 
Bale breakers require three phase electricity or modifications to operate on two-phase. 
Many smaller growers will not have these facilities in place currently and will need to 
make one off investments. Compressed bales have the advantage over other peat in 
that they are suitably wrapped for storage in the open. 

Growers supplying plants to multiples are operating in a highly competitive market 
with very low margins. They are required to tender for this business 6-10 months in 
advance of delivery. With growing media supply uncertain beyond this summer, they 
are tendering with no knowledge of their key input costs. 

There is currently a 10-week supply backlog across Europe. As Bord na Móna was an 
exporter of approximately 900,000m3 of peat per annum to Europe there is a knock on 
impact to other international customers and significant market disruption. However, 
European competitors are closer to peat based growing media supplies and have a 
cost advantage. 

 

 

 



Review of the use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 

81 
 

1.5 Growing Media Companies Overview 

Bord na Móna (ROI) supplied the majority of nurseries in Ireland up to 2020. Some 
growers have still not identified a secure supply of growing media for the beginning 
of the season. 

Klassman Dielmann (ROI and Germany) Requirements for existing customers will 
be met for 2021, new clients can be considered but may receive products from the 
continent at increased cost. 

Bullrush (NI) are able to supply existing customers with peat from a mix of sources 
including Irish peat until the end of 2021. They have access to a mix of Scottish, 
Balkan, Russian and German peat supplied by their parent company based in Latvia 
and Germany. 

Tippland have committed to supply existing customers to the end of 2021. As they 
are Irish based, they will have no peat to supply after their stock reserves run out. 

ICL (GB) are seeking to establish a new customer base in the Irish market currently 
using a blend of Irish, Scottish and Latvian peat. 

Independents supply raw peat to a small number of shrub and tree growers. These 
growers prepare their own growing media using their own recipes and inputs.
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Conclusion. 

Growers have an uncertain future for 2021 & 2022 and no supply thereafter, except for 
imported peat with a diminished sustainability profile at a significantly higher price 
point. Quality and price are key considerations for producers in terms of maintaining 
profitability and adhering to service levels demanded by customers. Additionally 
growers may have to carry more growing media inventory and machinery to handle 
compressed bales including forklifts and shredding equipment. 

2. The role of peat in growing media and mushroom casing 
 
Peat is a universal ingredient valid for almost all plant species in almost all production 
systems in Ireland and Northern Europe. Its consistency, in terms of its physical and 
biological attributes, combined with its low nutrient status and predictable interaction 
with chemical fertilisers is what sets it apart for professional production. The batch-to-
batch consistency is the key factor contributing to successful large-scale plant, crop 
and mushroom production. The design of plant production systems, production 
protocols including nutrition regiments, and integrated pest management approaches 
have all been developed with peat-based media at their centre. Peat as a main 
component of substrates is due to its excellent biological, chemical and physical 
properties. It is inert, has low nutrient status, low pH and has that unique combination 
of high water holding capacity and air filled porosity (AFP) giving good drainage 
characteristics in growing media. Peat does not degrade quickly and maintains a 
stable physical structure. Another important attribute is that it is comparatively 
lightweight, allowing it and the products grown in it to be easily transported and it also 
interacts well with existing nursery and farm machinery. 

2.1 Ornamental and Amenity horticulture 

Most commercial growers in this sector use peat based growing media. It is the 
preferred growth medium due to several factors: 

 Physical properties: Peat is milled after harvesting to achieve different particle 
sizes; bigger sizes are suited to bigger plant sizes and result in faster 
drainage of water. Finer peats are used for small pot sizes and in propagation. 
In general, finer peats have great capillary action and store more water than 
coarse peats, but also provide sufficient aeration through pores in the 
structure, critical for containerised plant production 

 Chemical properties: Peat has a naturally low nutrient content (E.C.) and low 
pH. These characteristics allow for the accurate setting of the substrate pH, 
optimising plant growth while also allowing for consistency in the application of 
both base and liquid fertilisers. Hardy nursery stock growers normally use slow 
release resin coated fertiliser, which releases at a rate linked with temperature 
and plant growth. 

 Biological properties: Peat is generally free of weed seeds, pests and disease. 
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Also as it is well degraded, it is considered to be biologically stable, which 
means it will not readily interact with nitrogen applied as a fertiliser and can 
also be stored for periods without its properties altering. 

 Propagation: Plant propagation by seed or cutting is most widely completed in 
individual cells, plugs or pots. Plugs are used for all modern vegetable and 
bedding production. Small cell size and complex rooting environment require 
very precise and uniform growing media. As air filled porosity (AFP) 
decreases with finer peat, additives such as perlite can be added to improve 
AFP. In terms of liners or jumbo plugs, a fine peat is used for the propagation 
of vegetative cuttings in 9cm pots or large plugs with paper sleeves. Plants in 
propagation are highly delicate and require intensive management because of 
the low AFP in the growing media and small cell/plug volume. 

Challenges to Replacing Peat in Ornamental Production 

There are currently no other abundant material(s) that have the suitable physical 
properties that can provide a comparable agronomic performance to peat based 
growth media across the broad range of plant species currently produced. Currently, 
the selection of other materials would be a compromise in terms of crop performance 
where aspects of crop husbandry, yield and quality are potentially impacted and 
currently under-researched. 

Significant investment, in terms of automated systems and equipment have been 
made by most professional growers and producers (e.g. tray fillers, transplanters, 
potting machines etc.). These systems have been designed and optimised to work 
with peat of specific grades for the crops being grown and the implications of new 
materials and blends for machinery and the equipment operational efficiency, suitability 
and impact on the lifespan of this machinery is not known. 

Growers have, over decades developed a significant technical understanding of peats 
performance and its response in Irish growing conditions. It will take many years to 
develop competence and understanding of managing growing media with new 
physical, biological and chemical characteristics. This will require a significant input of 
technical support as well as on-nursery development and training. 

2.2 Vegetable Production 

The use of peat in the field vegetable industry is through the raising of young plants in 
modules and blocks. Raising young plants in blocks as opposed to direct drilling in 
soil, saves significantly on seed use, the use of herbicides to reduce weed competition 
and is essential to the production of a consistent and vigorous crop. Brassicas and 
leeks are raised in modules, celery in modules and blocks and lettuce in blocks. Most 
growers out-source the production of young plants to specialist propagators, who 
have the necessary facilities to produce high volumes of the high quality plants 
required. There are six plant raisers on the island of Ireland. It is estimated that up to 
2,500 m³ of peat is utilised annually in raising vegetable transplants. 
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The advantage of using modules over bare root transplants include: 

 allow propagation process to be mechanised 

 provide a means of controlling seedling growth and allows for the lengthening 
of the production season 

 faster transplanting 

 improved crop establishment, particularly under dry conditions 

 Improved crop uniformity. 

Many years of research into optimum blends for plant propagation have resulted in the 
development of these various peat blends used for raising plants for transplanting. The 
blends have been developed to optimise the agronomic conditions for each crop, 
including germination, handling, transplanting, pest and disease control, watering, 
nutrition and ultimately allowing for the crops to be produced at a cost which is 
acceptable to the Irish market. 

Peat substitutes or blends will need to have similar characteristics to be able to give 
the uniformity of growth in modules or the handling ability of blocks, which is currently 
available from peat composts. The characteristics of peat for this purpose are 
unrivalled. Vegetable propagation uses a very small percentage of the peat volume 
that is currently used in horticulture. The material that is used is critical for the sector 
and has been developed into a very particular product for plant propagation, which is 
critical for the production of over 2,400 ha of field and protected vegetable crops 
(DAFM, 2018). 

In conjunction with plants raised for growth in fields, there are also plants raised to 
continue growing in small liners and pots for the production of culinary herbs. Given 
the very exacting production conditions and use of ebb and flow irrigation systems, 
the need for a predictable growth material, with the appropriate moisture retention and 
other properties of peat is critical. Significant investment infrastructure has been made 
on these automated systems, largely based on the behaviour of water within the peat 
substrate. 

2.3 Mushroom Sector 

The mushroom sector is the largest horticulture sector in Ireland. In 2018, the sector 
farm gate value was €117 million. It is estimated that the sector employs 3500 people. 
There are 45 large mushroom farms in Ireland producing 65,304 tons of mushrooms 
per annum, of which over 80% is exported to the UK (Teagasc estimates based on 
industry compost sales collated and through communication with composters). 
Teagasc estimates that peat usage for the Irish mushroom industry is in the region of 
112,000 m³ per annum (based on Teagasc estimate of 0.59m3 peat casing per ton of 
compost used).  
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Peat which is referred to as ‘casing’ in the mushroom industry is an essential 
component in the mushroom growing process.  

Irish mushroom growers predominantly use a black heavy peat which is mixed with 
lime to increase pH. The resultant casing material acts as a water buffer by absorbing 
water and slowly releasing it during cropping. Another important characteristic of 
mushroom casing is its structure and texture which positively promotes the growth of 
mycelium through the casing and onto its surface where fruiting occurs. 

A considerable amount of research has been undertaken by peat based growing 
media producers in Ireland (Doyle et al, 2011) and with researchers in England and 
elsewhere on mushroom casing using a wide range of organic and non-organic 
materials including recycled casing, bark, green waste compost, coir, and rockwool. 
The industry itself has investigated casing dilution and reduction techniques and re-
use of casing materials in certain instances. While this work continues at a pace, to 
date a commercially viable alternative to peat based casing has not been identified. 
Research continues around determination of the composition of the casing 
microbiome which could pave the way for the development of alternative casing 
materials but more research and significant time is required to advance this work. 

Peat based mushroom casing confers a unique set of characteristics to the production 
system. The current production system including machinery and equipment has been 
designed around the handling and management of this material. In mushroom 
production terms, the nutritional compost layer, which is colonised with mushroom 
mycelium, is covered with a casing layer in order to promote mushroom formation (den 
Ouden, 2017). This casing material is primarily peat mixed with a source of lime to 
adjust pH to between 7 and 7.5. The casing material possesses the unique physical 
characteristics required for successful production such as water holding capacity, pH, 
texture and workability, but also the casing layer has a diverse population of bacteria. 
A critical constituent of the casing bacterial community is Pseudomonas putida which 
is required to help stimulate the transition of mycelium from vegetative to generative 
stage (fruiting) (den Ouden, 2017). Pseudomonas putida degrades the chemical 
octan-3-ol, which is produced by the mycelium and inhibits the formation of fruiting 
bodies. Therefore, the formation of fruiting bodies (mushrooms) requires the 
microbiological input from the casing material. The management (by the grower) of the 
interaction between the compost/casing material and the growing room environment 
holds the key to successful mushroom production. Changing a significant input like the 
casing layer will require a complete evaluation of the production system, and that is 
based on a suitable material, with the necessary characteristics to support fungal 
growth being identified. A recent report by Mulholland and Watson (2019) indicated 
that there were no viable alternative materials to fully or partially replace peat as a 
casing material. Ultimately, it may be possible to alter the production system to 
mitigate the use of peat as an input at current volumes. This would have significant 
implications for capital investment at industry level and would require a much longer 
period to transition to this, if alternative materials or new processes can be identified. 
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3. Peat Alternatives -The Research Challenge 
 
3.1  Introduction 

Research is concerned with the creation of new knowledge and the use of existing 
knowledge in a new way to generate new concepts, methodologies and 
applications. This includes synthesis and analysis of previous research to the 
extent that it leads to new and creative outcomes. 

To support the identification of peat alternatives, certain hypotheses need to be 
proposed and tested, such as alternatives to growing media have the potential to 
match peat casing or peat growing media in quality and consistency and are able 
to achieve equitable yields and quality compared to standard peat controls, and 

(i) Moving to these alternatives would be a more environmentally sustainable 
option when compared to peat casing or peat growing media. 

The opportunity to predict outcomes and timelines for new product development in 
the realm of peat alternatives for the professional horticulture market are very reliant 
on the capacity to test as many hypothesis in as short a timeframe as possible. 
Competency sets drawn from across research providing organisations, universities, 
industry, and private consultancy will all be required together with a sustained 
funding stream. 

We believe that to be economically and environmentally competitive with peat, any 
substitute materials should be available, affordable and sustainable and meet yield, 
quality and environmental requirements. Apart from the sector specific functional 
requirements of peat replacements, the economic cost and the environmental 
performance of materials must not be overlooked. 

3.1 Rapid Desktop Study 

In recent weeks, Teagasc horticulture Development Department conducted a 
rapid desktop assessment. This research aimed to: 

1. Identify proposed alternatives to peat 

2. Assess the challenges of alternative peat replacements 

3. Determine the current availability of alternatives 

4. Highlight challenges in switching to alternatives 

This study reviewed the literature on peat alternatives in growing media over a period 
of one week. A recent rapid assessment carried out on the peat situation in Scotland 
(Litterick et al., 2020) provided useful guidance to the process.  
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Structured literature searches were carried out in Web of Science and Scopus 
between February 11th and February 17th 2021 using Boolean search terms to review 
published and grey literature sources on “growing media”, “substrate” and “compost”. 
Further searches were carried out to assess the knowledge base in Ireland with 
regards to peat alternatives, reviewing over 109 articles in varying depths. Particular 
attention was given to review articles, recent project reports and work carried out in 
Ireland to date. 

Proposed Alternatives to Peat 

Twenty one alternative materials to peat were identified in Table 2. There are several 
good review articles on these materials (Di Lorenzo et al., 2013; Kern et al., 2017; 
Stewart-Wade, 2020a, b). The selection of materials appears to be driven by two 
common factors, the potential to recycle or reuse waste streams, and the local 
availability and access to materials. 
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Table 2:  A Summary of the Literature Reviewed to Identify Alternative  
   Materials to Peat and the  Current Knowledge Base in Ireland. 

 Commodity  
(a description of the peat 
alternative material used 
in the formulation of 
growing media) 

References reviewed 
to identify the 
commodity 

References highlighting 
the existing knowledge 
base in Ireland and 
potential materials to 
replace peat. 

1 Cotton and cotton waste (Yadav et al., 2020) NIL 

(Stewart-Wade, 2020a) 

2 Green 
Waste/Floral 
Waste/plant parts 

(Yadav et al., 2020) Composted Green Waste, 
(Doyle et al., 2013a; Doyle 
et al., 2013b; Doyle et al., 
2011) 

(Stewart-Wade, 2020a) 

(Stewart-Wade, 2020b) 

3 Agricultural waste/ 
vegetable waste/green 
waste/fruit waste/plant 
parts 

(De Corato, 2020)  
(Stewart-Wade, 2020a) 

Food waste, (Murphy et 
al., 2016) 

(Yadav et al., 2020) Green Waste and spent 
brewery grain (NiChualain 
and Prasad, 2009) 

(Manios et al., 2003) (NiChualain et al., 2011) 

4 Fish products/ Fish 
waste/Seaweed 
extracts 

(Ahuja et al., 2020) Seafood waste, (Doyle et 
al., 2013a) 

(Stewart-Wade, 2020a) 

5 Compost 
(undefined)/Compost 
tea/ 
vermicompost/vermicompo
st teas 

(Stewart-Wade, 2020a) Green compost, 
(NiChualain et al., 2011) 

(Kern et al., 2017) Composted bark, (Gruda 
et al., 2008) 

(Litterick et al., 2020) Green compost, (Prasad 
et al., 2008; Prasad and 
Maher, 2001) 

(Alvarez et al., 2018) Compost (Maher et al., 
2008) 

(Di Lorenzo et al., 2013) 

(Barrett et al., 2016) 

(Scheuerell and 
Mahaffee, 2002) 
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6 Spent Mushroom compost (Stewart-Wade, 2020a) (Jordan et al., 2012; 
Jordan et al., 2008) 

(Doyle, 2017)  

7 Animal manures (Stewart-Wade, 2020a) Horse manure, (Duggan 
and Jones, 2016) 

(Litterick et al., 2020) 

8 Organic wastes/ 
Municipal waste 
streams/industrial 
wastes/Biosolids 

(Manios et al., 2003) NIL 

(Stewart-Wade, 2020a) 

(Stewart-Wade, 2020b) 

(Cogger et al., 2006) 

9 Tree bark/Softwood 
Pine bark/Composted 
Bark 

(Barrett et al., 2016) 
 

Biochar from beech, 
spruce, pine, 
(Chrysargyris et al., 2019) 

10 Coir/Coconut fibre (Kern et al., 2017) Composted coconut fibre, 
(Prasad and Maher, 2004) 

(Di Lorenzo et al., 2013) 

(Barrett et al., 2016) (Maher et al., 2008) 

11 Biochar (Stewart-Wade, 2020a) Different biochars (Prasad 
et al., 2020) 

(Kern et al., 2017) Biochar (Kern et al., 2017) 

(Alvarez et al., 2018) Hydrochar, (Dalias et al., 
2018) 
Biochar, (Chrysargyris et 
al., 2020) 

Biochar from woody 
plants, (Chrysargyris et al., 
2019) 
Biochar (Prasad et al., 
2018) 

12 Sphagnum moss 
from sphagnum 
farming 

(Gaudig et al., 2017)  
 
NIL (Kern et al., 2017) 
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13 Wood 
Fibres/wood 
chips/wood 
waste 

(Kern et al., 2017) Wood Fibre, (Prasad, 1997) 

(Schönfeld and 
Hoolmans, 1987) 

(Maher et al., 2008) 

 Wood fibre, (Carlile et al., 
2015) 

(Manios et al., 2003) Wood Fibre (Prasad and 
Maher, 2004) 

14 Digestates (Kern et al., 2017) NIL 

(Kostenberg and 
Marchaim, 1993) 

15 perlite (Kern et al., 2017) NIL 

16 vermiculite (Kern et al., 2017) NIL 

Clay granules (Kern et al., 2017) NIL 

17 Pumice (Kern et al., 2017) NIL 

 
 
18 

Lava rock (Kern et al., 2017) NIL 

Rice husk (Di Lorenzo et al., 
2013) 

NIL 

19 Hazelnut shells (Di Lorenzo et al., 
2013) 

NIL 

20 High density rockwool (Bougoul et al., 2005) NIL 

21 Coffee Waste (Kostenberg and 
Marchaim, 1993) 

 
NIL 
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3.2 Alternatives to Peat in Ireland 

Focusing on local materials would be important to build resilience into the supply-
chain by ensuring a long-term supply of materials into the future, as well as to 
guarantee we don’t offset the environmental impact to other places (Barrett et al., 
2016; Litterick et al., 2020). 

We focused therefore on the knowledge base in Ireland as a way of identifying what 
is locally available and what has been trialled and tested in the past. We found that 
most research has been conducted on Biochar, wood chips and fibres, green 
composts, spent mushroom composts, coir, agricultural/plant wastes, manures and 
seafood waste as shown in Table 1. 

Zinc tailings, horse manure and spent grain appeared to be unique materials tested 
in an Irish context but this was only to a limited degree. The knowledge base in 
Ireland has largely focused on the physical structure of materials, the dilution ratios 
with peat, and the performance of the material in terms of yield and quality 
(Chrysargyris et al., 2020; Hernández-Apaolaza et al., 2005; Kern et al., 2017; Ní 
Chualáin et al., 2017; Prasad, 1997, 2004; Prasad et al., 2020; Prasad and O'Shea, 
1999) . 

Two important considerations appear to have been overlooked in an Irish 
context. These are mainly the economic cost and the environmental 
performance of materials. A review of environmental sustainability by Barrett et 
al. (2016) highlights that the economic cost and the environmental performance of 
materials are important selection criteria because competing demands on 
materials will impact cost and supply, and ultimately on the potential levels of 
adoption. Additionally it would also be important to ensure that replacing peat is 
not creating an unanticipated environmental issue elsewhere.
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3.3 Challenges with Alternative Peat Replacement 

The challenges to the adoption of peat replacements are summarised as social, 
economic, technological and environmental barriers. These are highlighted based on 
a review of sustainability literature pertaining to alternative growing medias (e.g. 
Barrett et al., 2016; Carlile and Coules, 2013; Kern et al., 2017; Litterick et al., 2020; 
Ní Chualáin et al., 2017) 

Social Barriers 

Growing media of very variable quality 
arriving in retail markets leads to poor 
belief in the performance and quality of 
alternative materials to replace peat. 

Poor recognition of the variety of peat 
types, and a variety of uses in a 
horticultural context need to be met. 

Economic Barriers 

Poor economic considerations in 
terms of the supply and competing 
demand for alternatives commodities. 

Low profit margins in the commercial 
sector for horticultural crops has led to 
reliance on cheap inputs (peat) into 
production. 

‘Beyond laboratory’ 
commercialisation potential of 
alternative growing medias has 
often not been realised for 
commercial production 

Technological Barriers 

Lack of support to innovate and 
develop enterprises in this sector. 

Poor diversity of alternative materials, 
and few developed beyond laboratory 
testing. 

The unique microporous properties of 
Sphagnum peat and its resistance to 
degradation are matched by few other 
growing media constituents. 

Environmental Barriers 

Effective and environmentally 
sustainable materials for growing 
media need to be identified. 

Wide difference in assessment 
methodologies make direct 
comparisons between different 
materials problematic. 

Lack of data or externalisation of 
environmental costs may be 
associated with alternative material 
production. 

Trade-offs in environmental impacts of 
low levels of peat use, versus 
alternative materials need to be 
considered. 
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3.4 A Suggested Framework for the Identification of Alternatives to Peat 
Based Growing  Media and Mushroom Casing 

It is not easy to assess the current availability of alternative materials. Our review of 
the literature suggests that Biochar (which uses various feed stocks), wood chip and 
fibre, green waste, spent mushroom compost, agricultural waste and seafood waste 
have some potential as alternatives, to fully or partially replace commercial peat use in 
Ireland., An assessment of the current availability and processing requirements of 
these materials will need to be carefully considered. 

The absence of a framework, which offers guidance criteria in the selection of 
alternative materials to replace peat, is one of the first challenges to address for the 
horticulture sector. There are naturally competing interests to satisfy, and trade-offs to 
make in developing and applying selection criteria, which will stem from 
considerations of the performance and consistency, cost, availability and 
environmental profile of materials. 

A. Performance and consistency of the material will be an important criteria. 
Meeting certain yield, quality and safety criteria will be required from any 
material or suite of materials identified to replace peat, both to ensure growers 
maintain their competitive advantage and are able to meet the regulatory 
requirements of food and plant production in Ireland. Therefore data will be 
required on the characteristics of growth medias in terms of bulk density [BD], 
air-filled porosity [AFP], pH, electric conductivity [EC] in relation the growth, 
flowering, disease incidence and yield performance of a myriad of model 
crops that span the breadth of the horticulture sector from nursery stock 
production to mushroom casing. 

B. Cost of materials is another important criteria. The adoption of alternative 
materials to replace peat will be contingent on meeting a price point that 
allows the sector to operate and remain profitable with market prices set by 
imports from producers still using peat. So far, peat has consistently outpriced 
alternative materials as the cheapest growth media option, either because 
other options are commercially expensive to bring to market or are in low 
supply due to poor commercial viability. This will need to be addressed to 
ensure commercial horticulture has an adequate supply and a diversity of 
options that meet the different growth media needs across the horticulture 
sector. Most studies to date only report only a partial replacement of peat or a 
reliance on imported materials such as coir. This hints at the bigger picture, 
mainly that fully replacing peat based on the current rate of research and 
commercialisation is ambitious in the short-term. 
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1. The availability of alternative materials is an important third criteria, is 
linked very much to the previous point on the production and commercial 
cost of alternative materials. Some time was spent assessing the 
availability of the most researched alternative materials in Ireland.  
Spent mushroom compost (SMC) is becoming available in increasing 
quantities, with the Irish mushroom production industry producing an 
estimated 22,680 kg of SMC on a weekly basis (Jordan et al., 2012). 
However, competing demands for SMC come from remediation use, 
animal feedstock and fertilizer use will affect the availability of this 
material for horticultural growth media.  

2. In terms of wood, wood chips and fibre; Ireland has an established forestry 
and timber sector which includes the growing of forests, harvesting and 
haulage, and processing of various wood products. Suitable climate 
means trees grow considerably faster and >85% of Ireland’s output is 
exported abroad (Coford, 2021), presenting a competing interest for the 
commodity.  

3. Green waste which includes biodegradable garden waste like hedge 
trimmings, lawn clippings, light branches and leaves likely form part of 
municipal waste in Ireland, which was estimated to be 2.8 million tonnes 
in 2016 (Central Statistics Office, 2019). Ireland also generates about 1 
million tonnes of food waste each year. Green waste can be shredded, 
composted, used as a fertilizer or for biofuel and efforts in Ireland to 
transition to sustainable energy sources has created competing demands 
for this waste material. 

4. Seafood waste produced in Ireland was estimated to be over 2.9 million 
tonnes in 2002 

(Pfeiffer, 2003). The potential for protein and bio-resource recovery from this waste 
stream will compete with horticulture for this resource. 

C. The environmental profile of alternative materials is also a significantly 
important criteria which has not received sufficient research attention. This is 
not an easy task when we note the diversity of materials, combinations and 
mixes required to replace peat across the diversity of crop types produced by 
the horticulture sector. Certain aspects, although not an exhaustive list, will 
need to be considered. These relate to Environmental performance. What is 
the environmental footprint of creating alternative materials? Life cycle 
analysis may be one way of accounting for the environmental impacts in the 
whole system (Bianchini and Hewage, 2012) but this requires adequate data 
and sound modelling approaches. Often materials provide extensive benefits 
in terms of emissions once created, however the process of creating the 
materials can be environmentally expensive. 
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a. Potential for carbon sequestration and capture through recycle and re-
use. An important consideration is whether the commodity has potential to 
sequester carbon? Certain materials have the potential to sequester and 
store carbon. For example, adding Biochar to growing media has been 
shown to increase carbon storage significantly in some situations, 
although processing steps for biochars have different carbon 
sequestration potentials as measured by their carbon recovery, carbon 
losses and residual carbon contents (Schulze et al., 2016). 

b. How do we assess sustainability and environmental footprints, and 
overcome limitations in the poor availability of data and the complexity 
around estimating net emissions for different substrates? There may be 
limited data available to assess the full life cycle of certain substrates in 
terms of their environmental performance where manufacturers do not 
capture or share data, where end of life analysis/disposal of materials has 
not been quantified, and the emissions rates for certain materials have not 
been enumerated (Peri et al. 2012). A significant investment in tailored 
research may be required to quantify these values requiring a 
considerable investment of resources. 

c. Informed decision-making. How do we make an informed cost versus 
benefit analysis of the peat situation at a sufficient scale? Any intervention 
is couched within a wider inter-connected socio-economic context and 
these need to be factored into any considerations. 
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Appendix 1: The methodology used in conducting a literature search to 
identify alternative materials to replace peat, as well as understand the 
knowledge base in Ireland and propose areas for further research and 
attention. 

1. In order to understand the context of growing media research and identify 
alternative materials to peat, we used the following approach: 

We carried out three searches in Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus to discover 
review articles on the topic. This was carried out on 11/02/2021. 

a. A search using the Boolean terms “Horticulture” and “growing media” 
identified n= 127 articles in WoS and n=224 articles in Scopus. We limited 
the search even further to reviews articles (n=7, WoS and n=2 Scopus). 

b. A second search was conducted using the Boolean terms “Horticulture” and 
“substrate” to discover n= 249 articles in WoS and n=544 articles in Scopus, 
we narrowed our search to review articles and identified n=13 articles in 
WoS and n=15 in Scopus. 

c. A third search using the Boolean terms (iii) “Horticulture” and “compost” was 
carried out to discover n=258 articles in WoS and n=382 articles in Scopus. 
We narrowed our search to review articles and identified n= 15 articles in 
WoS and n=16 articles in Scopus. 

d. After reviewing the abstracts and removing duplicate articles, we focused on 
a total of 34 articles. Additional articles highlighted as important further 
sources of information in the review articles were also assessed. 

2. In order to understand what knowledge base currently exists in Ireland, and 
which materials are available and have been tested or trialled; we carried out a 
search of only the Scopus database on 16/02/2021. The Boolean search terms 
“growing media” and affiliation country “Ireland”, yielded n=43 articles which 
were reviewed and categorised. 

3. In order to determine what literature exists on the sustainability profile of 
alternative growing media, we started by reviewing a paper by Barrett et al. 
(2016) which focused on the environmental sustainability of growing media. We 
augmented this review with a search of the literature on Scopus to assess the 
knowledge base on the environmental footprint of growing media by using the 
search terms “growing media” and “life cycle assessment” which provided n=16 
articles, and “growing media” and “environmental sustainability” which provided 
n=9 articles. This was carried out on 16/02/2021 and 17/02/2021. 



Review of the use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 

97 
 

References 

 Ahuja, I., Dauksas, E., Remme, J.F., Richardsen, R., Løes, A.-K., 2020. 
Fish and fish waste-based fertilizers in organic farming–with status in 
Norway: A review. Waste Management 115, 95-112. 

 Alvarez, J.M., Pasian, C., Lal, R., Núñez, R.L., Cabanás, V.M.F., 2018. A 
biotic strategy to sequester carbon in the ornamental containerized 
bedding plant production: A review. Spanish journal of agricultural 
research 16(3), 4. 

 Barrett, G., Alexander, P., Robinson, J., Bragg, N., 2016. Achieving 
environmentally sustainable growing media for soilless plant cultivation 
systems–A review. Scientia horticulturae 212, 220-234. 

 Bianchini, F., Hewage, K., 2012. How "green" are the green roofs? 
Lifecycle analysis of green roof materials. Building and Environment 
48(1), 57-65. 

 Bord Bia, 2019. Frightening Facts on Food Waste. 
https://www.bordbia.ie/industry/news/food- alerts/frightening-facts-on-
food-waste/. 

 Bougoul, S., Ruy, S., De Groot, F., Boulard, T., 2005. Hydraulic and 
physical properties of stonewool substrates in horticulture. Scientia 
horticulturae 104(4), 391-405. 

 Carlile, B., Coules, A., 2013. Towards sustainability in growing media, 
Acta Horticulturae. pp. 341- 350. 

 Carlile, W.R., Cattivello, C., Zaccheo, P., 2015. Organic growing media: 
Constituents and properties. Vadose Zone Journal 14(6), 1-13. 

 Central Statistics Office, 2019. Environmental 
Indicators Ireland 2019. 
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-
eii/eii19/waste/. 

 Chrysargyris, A., Prasad, M., Kavanagh, A., Tzortzakis, N., 2019. 
Biochar type and ratio as a peat additive/partial peat replacement in 
growing media for cabbage seedling production. Agronomy 9(11). 

 Chrysargyris, A., Prasad, M., Kavanagh, A., Tzortzakis, N., 2020. 
Biochar type, ratio, and nutrient levels in growing media affects seedling 
production and plant performance. Agronomy 10(9). 
 



Review of the use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 

98 
 

 Coford, 2021. Irish Forestry and the Economy. 
http://www.coford.ie/media/coford/content/publications/forestry2030/00504%20Fo
restry%202030%20Inserts%20-%2003%20Economy.pdf. 

 Cogger, C., Forge, T., Neilsen, G., 2006. Biosolids recycling: Nitrogen 
management and soil ecology. Canadian Journal of Soil Science 86(4), 
613-620. 

 Dalias, P., Prasad, M., Mumme, J., Kern, J., Stylianou, M., Christou, A., 
2018. Low-cost post- treatments improve the efficacy of hydrochar as 
peat replacement in growing media. Journal of Environmental Chemical 
Engineering 6(5), 6647-6652. 

 De Corato, U., 2020. Agricultural waste recycling in horticultural intensive 
farming systems by on- farm composting and compost-based tea application 
improves soil quality and plant health: A review under the perspective of a 
circular economy. Science of The Total Environment, 139840. 

 Di Lorenzo, R., Pisciotta, A., Santamaria, P., Scariot, V., 2013. From soil 
to soil-less in horticulture: quality and typicity. Italian Journal of Agronomy, 
e30-e30. 

 Doyle, O., 2017. Suppressive composts in Organic horticulture: fact or 
fiction? European Journal of Horticultural Science 82(6), 263-276. 

 Doyle, O., Courtney, S., O'Haire, R., Barry, J., Moore, T., Carlile, W.R., 
Chualain, D.N., 2013a. The effects of composted seafood waste (CSW) on 
the growth and development of tomato test plants (Lycopersicon 
lycopersicum var. Shirley) in reduced fertilized (50%) peat and 
peat/composted green waste (CGW) (60:40) based media, Acta 
Horticulturae. pp. 375-380. 

 Doyle, O., Delaney, M., O'Haire, R., Barry, J., Moore, T., Carlile, W.R., 
Chualain, D.N., 2013b. The effect of composted green waste (cgw), either 
as a surface application or by incorporation into a peat-based growing 
medium, on the impact of pythium suppression on the germination and 
growth of lettuce (Lactuca sativa 'Little Gem'), Acta Horticulturae. pp. 479-
486. 

 Doyle, O.P.E., King, C., O'Haire, R., Moore, T., NiChualain, D., Carlile, W., 
2011. The effect of a peat based growing medium, with varying fertiliser 
levels and amended with composted green waste (CGW), on the growth 
and development of tomato (Lycopersicon lycopersicum (L.) Karsten) 
plants, Acta Horticulturae. pp. 93-102. 
 



Review of the use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 

99 
 

 Duggan, T., Jones, P., 2016. Lettuce (Lactuca sativa 'Webb's Wonderful') 
shoot and root growth in different grades of compost and vermicomposted 
compost, Acta Horticulturae. pp. 33-40. 

 Gaudig, G., Krebs, M., Prager, A., Wichmann, S., Barney, M., Caporn, S., 
Emmel, M., Fritz, C., Graf, M., Grobe, A., 2017. Sphagnum farming from 
species selection to the production of growing media: a review. Mires and 
Peat. 

 Gruda, N., Maher, M.J., Prasad, M., 2008. The effect of microbial additives 
in organic substrates on plant growth and some quality parameters. pp. 79-
84. 

 Hernández-Apaolaza, L., Gascó, A.M., Gascó, J.M., Guerrero, F., 2005. 
Reuse of waste materials as growing media for ornamental plants. 
Bioresource Technology 96(1), 125-131. 

 Jordan, S.N., Holland, L.B., Linnane, S.U., 2012. Spent Mushroom Compost 
Management and Options for Use. EPA STRIVE Programme 2007–2013, 
Report Series No. 74 Environmental Protection Agency, Wexford. 

 Jordan, S.N., Mullen, G.J., Courtney, R.G., 2008. Utilization of spent 
mushroom compost for the revegetation of lead-zinc tailings: Effects on 
physico-chemical properties of tailings and growth of Lolium perenne. 
Bioresource Technology 99(17), 8125-8129. 

 Kern, J., Tammeorg, P., Shanskiy, M., Sakrabani, R., Knicker, H., 
Kammann, C., Tuhkanen, E.-M., Smidt, G., Prasad, M., Tiilikkala, K., 
2017. Synergistic use of peat and charred material in growing media–an 
option to reduce the pressure on peatlands? Journal of Environmental 
Engineering and Landscape Management 25(2), 160-174. 

 Kostenberg, D., Marchaim, U., 1993. Solid waste from the instant coffee 
industry as a substrate for anaerobic thermophilic digestion. Water Science 
and Technology 27(2), 97-107. 

 Litterick, A., Bell, J., Sellars, A., Carfrae, J., 2020. Rapid Evidence 
Assessment of the Alternatives to Horticultural Peat in Scotland. 
ClimateXChange. 

 Maher, M., Prasad, M., Raviv, M., 2008. Organic soilless media 
components, Soilless Culture: Theory and Practice. pp. 459-504. 

 Manios, T., Maniada, K., Frantzeskaki, N., Stentiford, E., 2003. Sewage 
sludge composting on the Island of Crete. Biocycle 44(6), 53-53. 
 



Review of the use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 

100 
 

 Mulholland and Watson (2019) AHDB Project Final Report (CP138), 
pages 1-127. Documents available online at https://ahdb.org.uk/cp-138-
transition-to-responsibly-sourced-growing-media- use-within-uk-
horticulutre [Published 27 December 2019, last accessed 08/03/2021] 

 Murphy, S., Gaffney, M.T., Fanning, S., Burgess, C.M., 2016. Potential for 
transfer of Escherichia coli O157:H7, Listeria monocytogenes and 
Salmonella Senftenberg from contaminated food waste derived compost 
and anaerobic digestate liquid to lettuce plants. Food Microbiology 59, 7-13. 

 Ní Chualáin, D., Hynes, C., Lombard, S., McDaniel, N., Carlile, B., O'Haire, 
R., Doyle, O., 2017. Quality control of growing media for retail markets. 

 NiChualain, D., Carlile, W., Hynes, C., Phelan, G., O'Haire, R., Doyle, 
O.P.E., 2011. Nutrient status of co-composted indigenous Irish wastes, 
and their use in growing media, Acta Horticulturae. pp. 85- 92. 

 NiChualain, D., Prasad, M., 2009. Evaluation of three methods for 
determination of stability of composted material destined for use as a 
component of growing media, Acta Horticulturae. pp. 303- 310. 

 Pfeiffer, N., 2003. Disposal and re-utilisation of fish and fish processing 
waste (including aquaculture wastes). Marine Institute. 

 Prasad, M., 1997. Nitrogen fixation of various material from a number of 
European countries by three nitrogen fixation tests, Acta Horticulturae. 
pp. 353-362. 

 Prasad, M., 2004. Relationship between particle size and air space 
of growing media, Acta Horticulturae. pp. 161-166. 

 Prasad, M., Carlile, W.R., 2009. Practical experiences and 
background research on the use of composted materials in growing 
media for the UK market, Acta Horticulturae. pp. 111-124. 

 Prasad, M., Chrysargyris, A., McDaniel, N., Kavanagh, A., Gruda, N.S., 
Tzortzakis, N., 2020. Plant nutrient availability and pH of biochars and their 
fractions, with the possible use as a component in a growing media. 
Agronomy 10(1). 

 Prasad, M., Chualain, D.N., Maher, M.J., 2008. The effect of addition of 
composted greenwaste and biowaste on enzyme activity of peats of two 
degrees of decomposition. pp. 59-65. 

 Prasad, M., Maher, M.J., 2001. The use of composted green waste (CGW) as a 
growing medium component, Acta Horticulturae. pp. 107-113. 



Review of the use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 

101 
 

 Prasad, M., Maher, M.J., 2004. Stability of peat alternatives and use of 
moderately decomposed peat as a structure builder in growing media, Acta 
Horticulturae. pp. 145-151. 

 Prasad, M., O'Shea, J., 1999. Relative breakdown of peat and non-
peat growing media, Acta Horticulturae. pp. 121-128. 

 Prasad, M., Tzortzakis, N., McDaniel, N., 2018. Chemical characterization 
of biochar and assessment of the nutrient dynamics by means of preliminary 
plant growth tests. Journal of Environmental Management 216, 89-95. 

 Scheuerell, S., Mahaffee, W., 2002. Compost tea: principles and prospects 
for plant disease control. Compost Science & Utilization 10(4), 313-338. 

 Schönfeld, J., Hoolmans, V., 1987. Fragmentation and processing of 
waste wood. Conservation & recycling 10(2-3), 141-149. 

 Schulze, M., Mumme, J., Funke, A., Kern, J., 2016. Effects of selected 
process conditions on the stability of hydrochar in low-carbon sandy 
soil. Geoderma 267, 137-145. 

 Stewart-Wade, S.M., 2020a. Efficacy of organic amendments used in 
containerized plant production: Part 1–Compost-based amendments. 
Scientia Horticulturae 266, 108856. 

 Stewart-Wade, S.M., 2020b. Efficacy of organic amendments used in 
containerized plant production: part 2–non-compost-based amendments. 
Scientia Horticulturae 260, 108855. 

 Yadav, S.K., Kauldhar, B.S., Sandhu, P.P., Thakur, K., Sharma, T., 2020. 
Retrospect and prospects of secondary agriculture and bioprocessing. 
Journal of Plant Biochemistry and Biotechnology 29(1), 1- 14. 

 

 



Review of the use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 

102 
 

Appendix 3D Submission to Working Group on the use of Peat 
Moss in Horticulture by Irish Congress of Trade 
Unions Energy Sector Group 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Submission to Working Group on the 
use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 
 

 
Irish Congress of Trade Unions Energy Sector Group 



Review of the use of Peat Moss in Horticulture 
 

103 
 

Introduction 

On behalf of the Congress Energy Sector Group, I would like to thank the Chair 
and the members of the Working Group for the opportunity to make this 
submission as part of the review you have been charged with carrying out and, in 
doing so, to highlight the views and concerns of workers who are directly and 
indirectly affected by this issue. 

The Congress Energy Sector Group represents affiliated trade unions and 
thousands of workers across all levels of the energy generation, production and 
distribution system. 

We know that the decision to end peat harvesting and the plan to reduce and 
eliminate the use of peat moss in Horticulture will directly affect workers in Bord 
na Móna and that it also has major implications for many other workers across the 
Horticulture sector and in the wider area of food production. 

We note that the current review process arises from Action 5 of the National 
Peatlands Strategy, on foot of which a report on this issue was compiled and issued 
in September 2020. 

Unfortunately, we did not have the opportunity to input into that report and I am not 
aware that an invitation to do so was issued to this group, to the Congress of Trade 
Unions or to any trade union. 

The current Working Group was itself established as a result of that September 
2020 report and draws its membership from across academia, the environmental 
sector, NGOs, relevant government departments and industry groups. 

And unfortunately, we see the same pattern repeated: no trade union 
representative, no voice to articulate the concerns and views of the many workers 
who have a significant and very real stake in this debate. 

It is worth noting that the State has formally and repeatedly signed up to and 
affirmed its support for a Just Transition in the area of climate change and this 
should mean that we see the practice and principles of Just Transition 
underpinning all official policy in this area. 

Thus Ireland is a signatory to the 2016 Paris Agreement, the 2018 Silesia 
Declaration and the UN’s Climate Action for Jobs Initiative, in 2019. 

These international commitments were subsequently reaffirmed in the 2020 
Programme for Government. 

As most will be aware, the very concept of Just Transition originates from the 
global labour movement and, as such, is rooted in the ideas of genuine social 
dialogue and representation and consultation. 
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In fact, the practice of Just Transition is very clearly and comprehensively set out in 
the guidelines drawn up by the International Labour Organisation (ILO), guidelines 
which also frm part of the Paris Agreement.1 

The ILO, as you will be aware, is a tripartite global body with representatives from 
national governments, trade unions and employers. 

So these guidelines and this framework has already been established and agreed at 
a global level. 

And this requires social dialogue and direct consultation with workers and 
communities in the front line of climate change. 

It would appear those commitments have not been upheld in this instance. 

Jobs Under Threat 

It is our view that an end to the production of peat moss for use in horticulture 
directly threatens up to 80 or more jobs, within Bord na Móna. 

This ranges from those employed in the Kilberry Horticultural facility, in the supply 
chain and haulage jobs and in smaller, related facilities. 

This is in addition to the many other jobs already impacted by the decision to end 
peat harvesting, including those in the company’s briquette-making facility in 
Derrinlough. 

We would also anticipate additional indirect job losses in companies currently 
supplied by BnM: such as Westland, Gromore, Erin Peat, Harte Peat etc, and across 
the wider horticulture and food production sector. 

For example, it is our understanding that the mushroom sector is almost entirely 
dependent on Irish peat and its loss could have catastrophic consequences for 
that industry and the 3000 plus people that it employs. 

Many of the jobs likely to be affected - directly or indirectly - would be located in 
regions that already have lower inward investment levels than other areas of the 
State, lower levels of employment and fewer job opportunities, according to 

research carried out by the Nevin Economic Research Institute.
2
 

Policy Absurdity 

As matters stand we appear to be at risk not only of losing jobs but of effectively 
exporting these jobs to countries such as Russia, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, 
Finland and Scotland. 

1 https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---emp_ent/documents/publication/wcms_432859.pdf  

2 https://www.ictu.ie/download/pdf/building_a_just_transition_report_feb_2019.pdf  
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Over recent weeks we have seen a major surge in imports from these countries of 
heating and substrate materials normally provided by Bord na Móna. 

The substrate materials are manufactured in Scotland using Scottish peat and 
materials imported from Baltic states. 

This makes no economic or environmental sense and is entirely unsustainable. 
Losing or exporting jobs under normal circumstances is difficult enough thing, but 
to wilfully do so when our economy and society face huge uncertainty when the 
public health restrictions are finally lifted, borders on the absurd. 

Meanwhile, workers in the Midlands who would normally be at work on the bog at 
this time of year are on Pandemic Unemployment Payment or are destined for the 
reopened building sites of Dublin or London. 

Again, this makes no environmental or economic sense. 

Therefore, it is the view of Congress that where and for as long as the import of 
such products continues, that Bord na Móna also be mandated to continue to seek 
permissions to harvest Horticultural Peat. 

We would note that even if a ban on imports was put in place, it would be difficult 
to police or enforce, given the open border that operates between the two 
jurisdictions on this island. 

From approximately 61 production areas operated by Bord na Móna, we believe that 
perhaps just two to three bogs could be used to maintain supply for domestic 
growers in the Irish market, while approximately four additional areas could supply 
the entire professional grower market. 

Detailed Study 

We do note that the September 2020 report acknowledged the reality of job losses 
in the sector arising from the plan to phase out peat moss and highlighted the need 

for “solid jobs options” to be available for those affected.
3
 

In addition, the report also references the crucial issue of job quality and the 
importance of replacing good quality jobs with similar employment, as opposed to 
precarious, insecure and poorly-paid work. 

That recognition is welcome, as is the reference in the report to the training needs 
of the affected workers. 

However, this appears to be a somewhat limited basis on which to make findings 
and to formulate policy. 

 

3 https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/general/final-report-peat-in-horticulture-review-aug-2020-en.pdf 
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To our knowledge, there has been no detailed analysis or study carried out as part 
of this process on the employment impact of this policy and its wider economic 
impact on local communities. 

To that end, we firmly believe that such a detailed and comprehensive study must 
be immediately undertaken on the likely employment impact: the job losses that 
will likely result, the nature and quality of the jobs affected, the areas and 
geographical regions that will be impacted and the overall social and economic 
consequences that will likely flow from this. 

The study would also seek to assess the overall environmental and emissions 
impact of the planned change. 

In addition, it would be critical that any such study would seek to identify the new 
and replacement jobs that could be created for affected workers and communities, 
along with the investment and training systems this would require. 

In addition, such work would have to be carried out and recommended measures 
put in place well in advance of any such losses occurring, in order to deliver 
maximum benefit and impact for affected workers and communities. 

Establishing a task force or some such body after the fact, while well-intentioned, 
will not suffice. 

Lessons learned from the experience of transitions across the globe and best 
practice in terms of implementing a Just Transition, as outlined by the National, 
Economic & Social Council, tell us that such measures must be proactive rather 

than reactive if they are to have any chance of success.
4
 

Similar learning can also be drawn from the work of Scotland’s Just Transition 
Commission, which recently published its final report and recommendations. 

In our view, this is a task that should be immediately taken up by the Working 
Group. 

In the absence of this critical information it is difficult to see how this process can 
reach definitive conclusions or make firm policy recommendations to 
government. 

 

 

 

4          https://www.nesc.ie/publications/addressing-employment-vulnerability-as-part-of-a-just-transition-in-ireland-2/  
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Key Measures 

To that end, Congress is calling for: 

 the lack of trade union and worker participation in this process must 
be addressed, in line with repeated government commitments and 
Ireland’s international obligations in respect of Just Transition; 

 that a comprehensive study is carried out on the likely employment 
impacts of this policy, at local, regional and national level. This should 
seek to quantify the job losses, the nature of jobs lost and the 
measures that would be needed to put in place alternative, good 
quality employment opportunities. This work must be carried out in 
advance of any final report or recommendations issuing from this 
group; 

 That where imports are to continue, Bord na Móna would be 
mandated to continue to seek permissions to harvest Horticultural 
Peat. 

 

Irish Congress of Trade Unions, April 2021
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Appendix 3E List of Working Group Members/Organisations  

Name of Department/Industry/ENGO  Name of Person 
Representing 

University of Limerick Professor Michael H. 
Hayes 

Independent Consultant Anna Kavanagh 

Department of Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine 

Declan Harty 

Department of Communications, Climate and 
Environment 

Leslie Carberry 

Irish Peatland Conservation Council Tristram White 

Kildare Growers Kieran Dunne 

Commercial Mushroom Producers Mel O’Rourke 

Growing Media Ireland John Neenan 

An Taisce Ian Lumley 

Good Energies Alliance Silvia Contin 

Friends of the Irish Environment Caroline Lewis 

Horticulture Industry Forum Brian O’Reilly 

IFA Nursery Stock Committee Val Farrell 

IFA Mushroom Committee Leslie Codd 

Teagasc Dermot Callaghan 

Bord na Móna Dr. John MacNamara 

Cré Percy Foster 

Irish Congress of Trade Unions Padraig Mooney 

Department of Housing, Local Government and 
Heritage 

Linda Bradley 
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