
Working Group to examine the issued identified during the Review of the Use of Peat 
Moss in the Horticultural Industry – Online Meeting Friday 16th July 2021 commencing 

at 10am - Minutes of Meeting 

 

Attendees: 

Dr Munoo Prasad – Chairperson 
Alison Joyce – Secretary to Working Group – Department of Housing, Local Government 
and Heritage 
Declan Harty – Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 
Leslie Carberry – Department of the Environment, Climate and Communications 
Mel O’Rourke – Commercial Mushroom Producers 
John Neenan – Growing Media Ireland 
Val Farrell – IFA Horticultural Committee - Nursery Stock Sector 
Dr John MacNamara – Bord na Móna 
Anna Kavanagh – Independent Horticulture Consultant. 
Percy Foster – Cré. 
Linda Bradley – Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage  
Caroline Lewis – Friends of the Irish Environment 
Tristram Whyte – Irish Peatland Conservation Council 
Professor Michael Hayes – University of Limerick 
Padraig Mooney – Irish Congress of Trade Unions Energy Sector 
Dermot Callaghan – Teagasc 
 
Apologies: 
Leslie Codd – IFA Horticultural Committee – Mushroom Sector 
Brian O’Reilly – Horticultural Industry Forum 
Kieran Dunne – Kildare Growers Group 
Ian Lumley – An Taisce 
Silvia Contin – Good Energies Alliance Ireland 
Thomas MacBride – Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage 
 
Agenda: 

1. Adoption of the Minutes of the Meeting held on the 30 June 2021. 

2. Update from the Minister 

3. Discussion on Peat Alternatives  

4. Any other business. 

5. Date of next meeting. 

 
Item 1 - Adoption of the Minutes of the 5th Meeting. 



The minutes were agreed and adopted 

Item 2. Update from the Minister 

The Chairman advised the group that he had a meeting with Minister of State, Malcolm Noonan 
Wednesday 14th July for about a half an hour. Also in attendance were Hannah Hamilton the 
Minister’s Advisor, Brian Lucas, NPWS Consultant, Linda Bradley and Alison Joyce from 
Department of Housing Local Government and Heritage 

The Chairman asked if there was any update on the issues raised in the interim report and 
secondly if the Minister would attend a meeting of the Working Group. He advised the Minister 
that some of the members were not keen to continue with the work on alternatives until the 
issues raised in the interim report were addressed. The Minister advised that there is a lot of 
work going on in the background to find solutions, but that there was no magic political 
solution to this and that the working group should not expect there to be.  The Minister asked, 
that now that the interim report on the peat issue has been completed the work of the group 
should focus on the Terms of Reference of the group, which is to explore suitable alternatives 
to the use of peat in horticulture. The Minister felt that to meet with the group now he would 
have nothing new to say but he agreed to attend a meeting of the group when the final report 
was in. 
The Chairman advised the Minister on the current work of the group and the discussion that 
took place at the last meeting around alternatives. He also mentioned that it was difficult to 
get concrete data on quantities of proposed materials. It was suggested that the final report of 
the working group should include suggestions regarding what funding is needed what route 
the research should take and what departments should be involved.  
There was some discussion on possible funding to engage a masters student to start research 
into some of the proposed peat alternatives.  It was agreed that funding could be made 
available and that the Minister would engage with Minister Brian Haydon to progress this 
issue.  
It was suggested that the final report of the working group should include suggestions 
regarding what funding is needed what route the research should take and what departments 
should be involved.  
 
The Horticultural members of the working group responded to the update saying that it was a 
bit alarming that we have had no response and we are 4 months on from the first meeting of 
the group. They said that the IFA demonstration showed that the Horticulture Industry had 
great support country wide. The Horticulture growers and industry were in agreement we can’t 
keep looking back that we need a practical solution and not a political one. 
 
Some environmental members advised that this had been on the cards for more than a decade 
and had the industry complied they could have been through the system at this point. The 
Industry pointed out that the industry should not be castigated for doing what they were set up 
to do. They advised that they had submitted applications but they felt the current legislation 
was faulty and that the Government knows there is a problem.  



The Department representatives advised that it is not a political solution they are looking for 
but a practical solution and that this will take time. The Chairman asked if it was possible to 
send a letter to the Minister to ask for a timeframe for a solution and was advised by Linda 
Bradley that that would be possible. 
The was a discussion between the BnaM rep and the ICTU rep who advised we have to 
recognise that there were no decisions made with the deliberate intent to lose jobs and that no 
matter what decisions were made they were made in the best interests of addressing climate 
change and its impact; the workforce in BnaM were an example of this having voted to go 
green even at the expense of their own jobs. However in the current crisis it would be an idea 
to mandate BnaM to use 3 or 4 of its bogs to supply Irish Horticulture. The BnaM rep advised 
that it just isn’t that simple. The legislation which currently prevents others harvesting also 
applies to BnaM and that this ruling didn’t take into account the end use of peat just the process 
of harvesting it. He also advised to mandate a commercial organisation to do something is not 
feasible. The rep from DECC agreed and advised that to mandate anyone to cup peat would be 
illegal. We would be breaking the law. The Chairman asked for clarification on the media 
report that said BnaM would help and was advised that the help would be of a technical advice 
nature. Further clarification was sought from DECC as to whether or not Horticultural Peat 
would merit an exemption and was advised that the end use of the peat is irrelevant it is the 
activity of cutting peat that is regulated. 
Other members of the group advised that while we continue to look for alternatives the 
Horticultural Growers and Nurseries are facing disaster. They cannot afford the redundancy 
they would be liable for to their employees. Further comments from the environmental side 
asked if we could see what financial help would be available to the Growers if they were facing 
having to pay redundancy and could import subsidies be looked at to help mitigate the cost 
implication of importation while progressing the research on more sustainable alternatives. The 
industry advised that they need a 10 year transition.  
The rep from the DHLGH advised that we need to get the report on alternatives finished and 
submitted to the Minister. The Chairman agreed that we need to move on and look at the 
alternatives. 
 
Item 4. Discussion on Peat Alternatives 

The discussion on alternatives began with the Teagasc rep requesting that the group should not 
try to do the research at the WG but rather focus time on identifying research objectives and 
potentially a framework for moving forward with the discussion on peat alternatives. 

He believes the words peat alternative should be used carefully in the context of the list of 
potential constituents being drawn up by the WG and he is not sure of the basis for the 
performance rating being attached to the listing.  When it comes to some of the professional 
horticulture sectors, these materials are only potential ingredients of future growing media for 
the professional horticulture sector.  The processes and blends required to make them 
functional growing media equal to that of peat growing media is currently unknown, or at best 
completely under-researched.  The distinction between the professional/commercial market 
and hobby market for growing media cannot be over emphasised and should be a qualification 
to every utterance on the subject of alternatives in my opinion.  The consistency and 



performance required in alternative blends for the professional commercial sector are high for 
good reason.  There is a commercial reality to scaled production systems.  Peat growing media 
is a central pillar of most production systems (60% of horticulture uses growing media) 
currently and for the past 40 years.  Margins in horticulture businesses are tight.  We know this 
in Teagasc as we conduct confidential cost and returns exercises for a significant number of 
horticultural producers annually across many of the subsectors.  Fluctuations in yield and 
product quality are not tolerated by the market place which is currently under downward price 
pressure due to imports which are produced in lower cost countries.  

While price, quality and availability issues have been highlighted in the attached document 
regarding peat supply in 2021 for the hardy nursery stock and ornamental sector, one of the 
biggest worries for commercial growers/producers across the spectrum of horticulture is the 
impact of radicle changes with a central pillar of the production system, growing 
media.  Growers would have decades of experience 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. But 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.  The function of research is to de-risk change.  When a system is proven growers 
will not hesitate to adopt new technologies and approaches but risk remains the biggest barrier 
that he can see for any commercial grower.  To take any other approach could be considered 
reckless or playing fast &loose with the viability of horticultural businesses. 

He advised that Teagasc are involved as an organisation in knowledge transfer.  Risk and 
knowledge have an inverse relationship. Where knowledge is high, risk is low and where 
knowledge is low, risk is high. 

In terms of identification of research gaps, there are many which are presenting huge risk for 
horticulture businesses currently.  In terms of finding peat alternatives for growing media in 
professional/commercial horticulture, his opinion of what we could do at this WG is sketch out 
the challenge summarised as research objectives and possibly suggest a framework to deal with 
it over a reasonable timeframe.  The job of resourcing it will fall to the relevant government 
departments.  Peat will be required for blending purposes with alternative materials as they 
emerge.  The challenge to eliminate peat entirely from the horticulture growing media market 
is a very big challenge and will require a long time to achieve, if it ever fully is achieved.  The 
question will be whether it will be imported peat or Irish peat during any transition.  

Reduction of peat use is achievable over the period of transition by using peat diluents and also 
by evolution in production systems.  The concept of peat reduction in the production system, 
being achieved not solely by using organic/inorganic bio-resource alternatives, requires 
investigation.  Production system evolution will be required also to mitigate the use of peat in 
some of the more challenging sub sectors.  The concept of reduce, reuse and recycling this 
valuable material peat within the horticulture sector will need attention in research 
terms.  Opportunities for waste peat valorisation and the development of multiple uses for it 
could reduce the overall environmental footprint of the extracted raw material.  In these 
scenarios, where life cycle analysis shows peat to be better environmentally than some of these 



other alternatives, because it can have multiple uses, then its continued use must be considered 
until something better comes along.       

Suggested 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 we note the diversity of materials, combinations and 
mixes required to replace peat 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.  
 

The Chairman thanked the rep for his input and also said that we as a WG need to go through 
the list to see what we think has potential. He also asked if BnaM had an arrangement with 
Coillte to grow forestry for energy production to which the BnaM rep answered that they were 
looking at the thinning’s for energy but his understanding was that BnaM would take the 
residue material from Coillte’s managed forests and that Coillte would not be growing for 
BnaM. There was a further suggestion that growing Miscanthus might be a viable option as it 
grows fast and could be used as Woodfiber. It was also mentioned and generally agreed with 
that the products particularly the wood producers would need government support.  
The Chair asked if it was possible that the members of the WG would contact anyone they have 
access to in order to obtain information of the proposed peat alternatives. 
 
There was a general discussion on potential alternatives and their value, these included the 
following: 



Woodfiber: it was agreed that there were many different types and that more research would 
be needed to establish if it would be a viable prospect. It was also generally agreed that not all 
products in this category would be considered environmentally friendly. 
Brewery Waste: considered generally a good product. 

Spent Mushroom Compost: Would need further research and work to make it viable for use. 
It could be used to grow fruit crops. But as we are moving away from peat it may not be viable 
in the long term. In the meantime there may be a case for use in the hobby market.  
Marine Waste: Clarity was called for in terms of what material this category included, and 
whether or not there are environmental issues with it. 
Anaerobic Digestives: this category of material was mostly manure and further work and data 
would be required to see its potential. 

Bio Solids: there was general agreement that this category of material would not have much 
potential and there would be difficulty using it in growing food crops and nor would it be a 
suitable retail product. 
Wood waste: has good performance but do not have data on its economics. 
A request was made to the rep from the Department of Agriculture, to find out what is being 
done with other Bio Waste such as grass and hedge clippings. And the Department of Housing 
rep agreed to contact the local government section for detail on what councils are doing with 
green waste.  

In terms of Inorganic Products, the following were looked at 
Perlite – Not suitable 
Rockwool – Not suitable 
Pumice – Not suitable  

Clay – Not suitable 
Sand and Grit – already used in small quantities, weight is an issue. 
Foam – considered carcinogenic 

Vermiculite – expensive, mined product could potentially be used as a mix 
 
The discussion then turned to the fact it was right that we should be looking at alternatives but, 
that there would be a requirement for peat for at least 10 years as even though there is potential 
in the some of the above mentioned products the fact is none of them were a suitable 
replacement for peat. There was a suggestion that stockpiles of peat in existence may be 
suitable but this was not agreed with as it would be too dry.  

There was some discussion on a tweet that Minister Pippa Hackett put out on the ending of 
peat harvesting and how this was at odds with her position as Minister of State for Horticulture, 
the feeling was that as a Minister with responsibility for this portfolio she should be there to 
advocate on their behalf.  
Further points were made regarding 2 research projects that are underway with Government 
Grants to study alternatives for peat the first is Stabilisation of Mushroom Compost and the 
second Reduction of Peat Content.  A request was made to the Agriculture rep to see if he could 
find out some detail on these projects. AK advised that she would get what detail she could on 
Coir. The Teagasc rep advised that he would look for information about Bark.  
 

The Chair advised that the meeting should come to an end but that he would enquire about the 
progress Minister Noonan had made in relation to the funding for a research student. The Chair 
also suggested that the WG could have a technical meeting with to look at research.  



 

Item 5. Any other Business 

No other topics were discussed. 

 

Item 6. Date of next meeting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


