
Working Group to examine the issued identified during the Review of the Use of Peat 
Moss in the Horticultural Industry – Online Meeting Friday 6th August 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 
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. 
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 
Thomas MacBride – Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage 
 
Absent: 
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 
 
Apologies: 
Declan Harty – Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 
Leslie Carberry – Department of the Environment, Climate and Communications 
Percy Foster – Cré. 
 
Guests: 
Niall Bragg 
Dónall Flanagan 
 
 
Agenda:  
 
1. Adoption of the Minutes of the Meeting held on the 16th July 2021. 
 
2. Potential Peat Alternatives for Nursery Stock 



 
 
 
3. AOB 
 
4. Date of next meeting 
 
Item 1 - Adoption of the Minutes of the 8th Meeting. 
There was one change to the minutes made by the ICTU Rep which he feels reflects his position 

more accurately. It is on page 3 half way down paragraph 2 and reads as follows: 

The ICTU rep advised that the court action in 2019 to stop peat production for energy purposes 

had the unintended consequence of jeopardising over 6000 jobs in the horticulture industry. 

Given those circumstances the BNM and DECC reps positions are unacceptable and ICTU’s 

position remains, that where the short term solution is to import peat, BNM should be mandated 

to harvest peat for a limited period to support the industry. 

The rep from Bord na Móna agreed to this change as long as it was made in the form of a 

Statement by the ICTU rep. 

This was agreed and the minutes were adopted. 

Item 2. Potential Peat Alternatives for Nursery Stock 

This item started with a presentation by Anna Kavanagh on peat alternatives as growing media. 

The presentation is attached in the form of slides as Appendix 1. 

The Chair thanked Anna for the comprehensive presentation and this was followed by Dónall 

Flanagan who agreed with the Chair regarding Anna’s presentation and the point that no one 

product fits all purposes. He also added that the physical nature of alternatives would pose 

difficulties for the automation machinery currently used. Further to this he believes that every 

grower has their favourite recipe for growing media but we may now need to consider what 

minerals may be lacking as a consequence of using new products. The Chair agreed saying that 

it will be important to get the balance right. 

The IHNSA rep advised that a lot of the industry are using Woodfiber but that this would need 

research to identify which trees produce the best and most suitable types of wood fibre. He also 

suggested that we need to look as growing our own forests to supply it. This would help in the 

current situation where the competition for supply is very strong. While this is a long term 

solution and needs research it is something that should be considered. We don’t have quantities 

are available. Dónall Flanagan agreed that this was a good idea, and he also advised that in 



relation to Wood Fibre and quantities available; in the Coford All Ireland Roundwood Product 

on Forecast 2021-2040 - Page V states the gross forecast volume is 93.7 million m3 and the 

forecast for Net Realisable Volume (NRV) totals 133.45 million m3 between 2021 and 2036. 

The potential wood fibre available for energy and other uses, including horticulture, totals 

34.77 million m3 over the period of the same forecast. It is stated on page 5 and detailed in 

table 3, the potential wood fibre available for energy and other uses totals 34.78 million m3 

over the period of the forecast. 

It was mentioned that there are some companies in the country that have the capability to 

produce wood fibre. It was also mentioned that wood chip is scarce. 

Neil Bragg Presentation (See Appendix 2) 

Bio: Neil Bragg BSC(Hons) MSc Soil Science 

Neil initially worked for MAFF and then for ADAS the national advisory service for 

Agriculture and Horticulture. During the period of working in the Soil Science section of ADAS 

Neil became one of a small expert team specialising in Horticulture. Neil developed the 

internationally recognised Air Filled Porosity test and worked on the development of Peat 

reduced and peat free mixes. Neil was the author of ‘Peat and its alternatives’ which was 

published in 1990 by the then HDC. Neil left the Government services in 1992 and then worked 

for Bulrush Horticulture Ltd becoming the Product Development Director in 1998. In the work 

for Bulrush Neil has developed the program of Peat reduction and Peat free mixes and was 

behind the development of ‘Forest Gold’ wood fibre. In 2006 Neil was appointed as the Chair 

of the HDC (2007-2014) which later merged into the UK Levy Board known as AHDB. Neil 

continued to work with Bulrush and between the AHDB work and Bulrush was part of the Defra 

Task Force set up in 2011 and led by Dr Alan Knight, to look at achieving the various peat 

reduction targets for Horticulture in England. From Feb 2019 Neil took on the role as Chair 

of the UK Growing Media association this group of manufacturers work closely with Defra 

and also work with Growing Media Europe. Neil is a member of the GME expert working 

group currently looking at the new Fertilising Products regulations which now includes 

Growing media. Neil has published many papers on the use of peat reduced and peat free 

growing media especially via the International Society of Horticultural Science - Acta 

Horticulturae journal.” 

There was general agreement with the comments of the speaker and advised that the sentiments 

were very much in sync with the thinking in Ireland. Again the volatility of the market for 



wood chip was mentioned with the emphasis on what every future products were developed 

they would need to be available and affordable. This was said in light of the recent cost 

increases in all materials for example Coir was £18/m3 it is now £40/m3. The horticultural 

industry is not competing on a level playing pitch given that the industries they compete against 

for supply of wood chip are subsidised by government and use the wood chip for heat which 

therefore drives up the price per m3. Substantial funding needs to be made available to enable 

transition to alternatives. 

The Friends of the Irish Environment rep advised the sustainability of the whole sector needed 

to be looked at and that things are going to cost more. The customer is going to have to pay 

more for products and food produced sustainably but the Horticultural Growers advised that if 

they don’t compete price wise they will lose out as supermarkets will just go elsewhere for the 

product and import it from countries such as Holland. It was remarked that the market does not 

reward sustainably grown products, Growers are already getting 20% less for the product then 

they were 20 years ago. This comes as a consequence of the market we trade in, however in 

Ireland the internal market is undersupplied with Irish product. There is no option to increase 

costs. 

The discussion then moved to what quantities of alternatives were available in Ireland and the 

Secretary advised the Chair that information had been requested from every council in the 

country and from other bodies including Waterways Ireland, DECC and DFAM. Other 

members of the Working Group advised they would source information in this regard with JN 

of GMI advising that they would get a list of the alternatives that are currently being used in 

Ireland for the next meeting. 

Dónall Flanagan advised that Kildare Co Co have established a trial to investigate reducing 

carbon emissions from their managed meadow sites in public spaces. Green Generation, biogas 

producer in Kildare, will use the end of season clippings (September) as a feed stock in their 

biodigestors. Biogas and composted organic matter/slurry will be produced. The trial will 

established the potential for carbon capture, energy production and composted material 

production. The feasibility of the project is based on the proximity of the feedstocks to the 

facility. Information will be shared with other councils on completion.  

Item 3 AOB 



There was some discussion about having more technical meetings with agreement that the next 

meeting should be with the Mushroom Producers and another with the Growing Media 

Producers. 

 

Item 4 Date of next Meeting 

The next meeting will be a technical meeting dealing with Mushroom Producers and what their 

requirements in alternatives would be. This meeting is scheduled for Friday 13th August 2021 

at 10am online. 

 

 

 

 

 


