
Working Group to examine the issued identified during the Review of the Use of Peat 
Moss in the Horticultural Industry – Online Meeting Thursday 4 March 2021 
commencing at 10am - Minutes of Meeting 

 

Attendees: 

Dr Munoo Prasad – Chairperson 
Brian Lucas – Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage  
Alison Joyce – Secretary to Working Group – Department of Housing, Local Government 
and Heritage 
Professor Michael Hayes – University of Limerick 
Leslie Codd – IFA Horticultural Committee – Mushroom Sector  
Declan Harty – Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 
Kieran Dunne – Kildare Growers Group 
Mel O’Rourke – Commercial Mushroom Producers 
John Neenan – Growing Media Ireland 
Leslie Carberry – Department of the Environment, Climate and Communications 
Ian Lumley – An Taisce 
Silvia Contin – Good Energies Alliance Ireland 
Kieran Cummins – Eco Advocacy 
Brian O’Reilly – Horticultural Industry Forum 
Val Farrell – IFA Horticultural Committee - Nursery Stock Sector 
Dermot Callaghan – Teagasc 
Dr John MacNamara – Bord na Móna 
Anna Kavanagh – Independent Horticulture Consultant. 
Percy Foster – Cré 
 
Agenda 
1 Introduction by the Chairperson 
2 Introduction and priority for each organisation 
3 Legislation in relation to horticultural peat and matters arising. 
4 Research into alternatives to peat moss 
5 Any other business 
6 Date of next meeting 
 
 

 

Item 1 - Introduction by the Chairperson. 

This was the first meeting of the group and the Chairperson introduced himself and then gave 
background detail on himself including his previous working life, experience, and 
qualifications. He advised that the remit of the working group was to try and find a solution to 
the current difficulties faced by the horticultural industry in the short term and to work towards 
a long term solution that would be sustainable. 



 

Item 2 - Introduction and priority for each organisation  

Brian Lucas, a Principal Officer in the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage 
outlined his background in the National Parks and Wildlife Service of the Department and his 
work on raised bog designated sites. He advised that his Department, and Minister of State 
Noonan, would like to try to facilitate solutions to the issues identified in the review of the use 
of peat moss in the horticultural industry. 

Professor Michael Hayes gave an outline of his background in the scientific study of soil and 
organic matter. He would like to be part of the solution to the current difficulties and felt that 
the economics of the situation as far as employment and industry are concerned need to be 
taken into account in any short, medium or long term solution. He felt that we cannot just stop 
harvesting peat as to do so would give a very great advantage to our competitors in Europe. 
We should allow peat production while working on solutions for a substitute.  

Declan Harty is an Agricultural Inspector in the Department of Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine. He advised that his Department has no part in the regulation of peat harvesting but 
advised that the value of the horticulture sector to the Irish Economy is very important and of 
the reliance of the sector on horticultural peat. He advised that there is currently not a suitable 
alternative. 

Kieran Dunne was representing the Kildare Growers Group, which is a group of 6 wholesale 
nurseries established in 1984. He has been involved in Bloom and the food and amenity sector. 
He has been working with peat issues for some time with all stakeholders. He felt that we were 
facing a very serious problem for the sector and felt that, with good will, it would be possible 
to resolve the immediate problems. He was looking for a constructive programme to transition 
away from peat over a 10 year period. 

Mel O’Rourke was representing Commercial Mushroom Producers, which represents 50% of 
Irish mushroom producers. Their entire produce is for export. He advised that the Irish 
mushroom industry is a very successful world class sector and requires the consistent supply 
of top quality peat. No other product is comparable to Irish peat in terms of quality. He would 
like to see a dual approach of a short term derogation to allow peat harvesting this year while 
also working on a long term solution. 

John Neenan was representing Growing Media Ireland (GMI) but had previously worked with 
Klassman Deilman. He has many years’ experience working in the peat sector. He believed 
that currently there is no viable alternative to peat and that what is there is not sustainable or 
readily available. He believed that if we don’t find a solution to the current emergency there 
will be no Irish horticultural peat sector by September 2021. The growers will have to import 
peat which is neither sustainable nor economic. If the sector is shut down this will have a knock-
on effect on the downstream economy in terms of jobs. GMI would like to see a solution to the 
immediate issue and a just transition period of possibly 10 years. 

Leslie Carberry was representing the Department of the Environment, Climate and 
Communications. He advised that Ireland is currently dealing with an infringement case 
brought by the European Commission in respect of the regulation of large-scale peat extraction. 
His Department would like to help facilitate discussion and solutions to the current difficulties. 



Ian Lumley is a Heritage Officer with An Taisce and has been involved in the protection of 
peatlands over a number of years. He was also involved in the High Court action against the 
State in 2019 granting an order setting aside secondary legislation which amended the 
regulation of large-scale peat extraction. He believed inaction by the industry and, in particular 
GMI and Bord na Móna, was responsible for the current situation.  

Silvia Conti has a background in science. She is an Environmental Research Officer with Good 
Energies Alliance, whom she was representing on the working group. Her priority was 
conservation of the existing peatlands and to have a steady sustainable transition to alternatives. 

Brian O’Reilly was representing the Horticultural Industry Forum (HIF). He has been a 
mushroom grower for over 20 years. HIF was formed as an umbrella organisation for Irish 
fresh produce growers. HIF’s vision is to grow the industry in a sustainable way, 60% of what 
it produces is for export.  He wanted a just transition away from peat over a reasonable period 
of time. In the meantime, he would like to see a short term solution to allow horticultural peat 
extraction this year and a medium to long term solution to research viable alternatives over 7 
to 10 years. 

Leslie Codd is a mushroom producer and was representing the IFA Horticultural Committee – 
Mushroom Sector. He indicated that the mushroom industry is very important and employs 
between 3 and 4 thousand people directly. He believed that there is no viable alternative to the 
use of peat at the moment. If the industry has to import peat, it would not be either 
environmentally sound or economically viable and ultimately could lead to a cost increase of 
10c per kilo, which could effectively shut the industry down. He wanted to get agreement on 
the short term issues. 

Val Farrell was representing the IFA Horticultural Committee - Nursery Stock Sector. He is 
chairman of the Irish Hardy Nursery Stock Association which represents 70% of those involved 
in the industry. The current alternatives are not acceptable and having to import peat is not a 
solution. The sector does not use a lot of peat - only about 1.7% of what is harvested. He 
believed that the benefit of what the industry does for the environment in terms of growing 
plants and the subsequent carbon sequestration as a result of this far outweighs the damage of 
the harvesting of the peat it uses. He would like to see a solution to the current difficulty with 
time given to transition to a suitable alternative when it becomes available. 

Dermot Callaghan was representing Teagasc, which is a State advisory and research body 
involved in the agricultural and horticultural sectors. It is currently researching alternatives to 
support the growers. The priority for Teagasc would be to promote an understanding of the 
place of peat as a raw material. He believed that we cannot stop production and that we need a 
transition period as no suitable alternative is currently available.   

Dr John McNamara was representing Bord na Móna (BnaM), where he had previously 
managed a production facility and is now Head of Regulatory Affairs. He currently is involved 
in Bord na Móna‘s new Enhanced Decommissioning, Rehabilitation and Restoration Peatlands 
Scheme and oversaw last year’s harvest which was BnaM’s last, as it is currently transitioning 
to a green and renewable energy company. Bord na Móna was happy to participate in the 
working group to assist in trying to find solutions to the identified issues. 

Anna Kavanagh is an Independent Consultant with 34 years’ experience in the horticulture and 
growing media sector both nationally and internationally. She is actively involved in the 



challenges of trying to reduce the use of peat. She felt that it would be difficult to find a suitable 
alternative for mushroom and horticulture products. She would like a fair and just transition 
away from peat as there are no alternative to provide a quick fix. She would like to see a change 
in the planning laws to allow harvesting this year.  

Percy Foster was representing Cré - the Composting and Anaerobic Digestion Association of 
Ireland. Established in 2001, it is a non-profit association of public and private organisations 
dedicated to growing the biological treatment sector. He was hoping to see how Cré could assist 
in a transition away from peat use and how it could provide alternatives. 

 

Item 3 - Legislation in relation to horticultural peat extraction and matters arising. 

The Chair then moved to a discussion to finding a solution to this year’s peat harvesting 
problem. He began by asking Brian Lucas (BL) to give a general overview of the current 
legislative provisions.  

BL summarised the current legislative provisions in relation to large-scale peat extraction. 

Large-scale peat extraction is subject to a dual consent regime of both planning permission 

and Integrated Pollution Control licencing by the Environmental Protection Agency. With 

respect to Integrated Pollution Control licencing – a licence is required from the 

Environmental Protection Agency for the extraction of peat in the course of business which 

involves an area exceeding 50 hectares. In terms of any extant, unauthorised peat extraction, 

regularisation of the planning status of this development may be sought from An Bord 

Pleanála by way of the ‘substitute consent’ process under Part XA of the Planning and 

Development Act 2000.  

 

There is an option for the industry to apply for planning permission for peat extraction or for a 
declaration of exempt development on a new site or sites of below 30ha. Environmental Impact 
Assessment Screening (EIA) and Appropriate Assessment Screening (AA) would be necessary 
but the undertaking of an EIA or of an AA would not be mandatory (this would depend on the 
outcome of the screening exercises). The Department of Housing, Local Government and 
Heritage had received planning permission in order for domestic turf cutting to take place on 
non-designated bogs. 

In the opinion of BL, EIA and AA processes would have to be part of any new consent system 
and the undertaking of an EIA would be mandatory in relation to an application for consent to 
undertake horticultural peat extraction in a site of 30 ha or more. Otherwise, the consent system 
would be contrary to EU law. 

The chair then opened the discussion to the floor.  

Leslie Carberry reiterating what the previous speaker had said in relation to the current 
legislative provisions and the dual consent system. GMI advised that it had worked with a firm 
of solicitors to draft alternative legislation but this was a medium term solution and would take 



about 2-3 years to enact if it was suitable. Therefore, these alternative legislative provisions 
would not be in place to provide for harvesting this year.  

Representatives from the Departments of Housing, Local Government and Heritage and the 
Environment, Climate and Communications agreed to look at this legislative proposal, if GMI 
was happy to share it, and see what it entailed. John Neenan agreed to forward the draft 
legislation. He also mentioned that it is not true to say that the industry has done nothing to 
deal with the situation it finds itself in. It had invested heavily in research to help find suitable 
alternatives. 

A general discussion ensued on what might be done to provide for harvesting this year, 
suggestions included the following: 

 Derogation from the current legislative provisions for this year and next, and up to 10 
years 

 Emergency legislation to override the current planning permission requirement 
 Use of the existing system 
 Look to use new smaller sites of below 30ha 
 Investment required to produce viable alternatives. 

An Taisce suggested that that any proposal to change the legislation could be challenged by 
those who feel that it was the industry that caused the problem in the first place. 

There was a suggestion that new emergency legislation should be drafted similar to the way 
legislation was drafted to take account of the COVID 19 pandemic to reflect the current 
emergency in the horticultural industry.  

Item 4 – Research into Alternatives to Peat Moss 

All parties agreed that there was need for further research into viable alternatives to the use of 
peat moss in horticulture.  

An Taisce was disappointed that no discussion had taken place on the viability of sphagnum 
cultivation and the need for industry to work on the circular economy. John Neenan agreed to 
try and source the research on sphagnum cultivation as a peat replacement commissioned by 
Klassman Deilman for the information of the working group. 

Silvia Conti asked that Dr. John MacNamara supply information on the BnaM paludiculture 
research for the next meeting. 

Questions were also posed about the validity of the scientific evidence being used against the 
harvesting of peat this year. It was stated that black peat, which is of the highest quality, has 
further value in agriculture after being used as mushroom casing. Also it was pointed out that 
there is a lot of misinformation in the public domain, which is doing damage to the horticultural 
sector. 

It was noted that while it is fine to criticise the industry for not doing enough, it needs to be 
understood that the industry has not had the funds to do the research and no funding has been 
forthcoming from any Department regarding same. The industry has been in survival mode for 
the last 10 years. 

Brian Lucas suggested that information on current research on alternatives to the use of peat 
could be forwarded to the Secretary of the working group with a view to establishing what 
the research gaps are. 



Item 5 – Any other business 

It was noted that there is a risk to the right to earn a living if the situation was not resolved for 
this year. The very real urgency being faced by growers getting supply for this season and the 
impact on the environment if they have to import peat was stressed. The application of EU law 
as regards large-scale peat extraction in Ireland in comparison to other EU Member States was 
raised. 

Other points made on the importance of peat and its further use in the horticultural industry 
include: 

 Spent mushroom compost is spread on land improving its quality 
 Food Security is vitally important. 
 The carbon footprint of imported food needs to be included in the discussion. 

The industry stated that applying for planning permission to open new sites under 30 ha would 
take too long and all of its sites were already open - if we don’t act now there won’t be a 
horticultural industry in Ireland 

Bord na Móna was asked whether its sites could be used for peat extraction to cover the 
requirement of the horticultural industry this year. Bord na Móna answered that this would not 
be possible as none of its site used for horticultural peat extraction were under 30ha and any 
harvesting on these sites this year would have to be subject to the current dual consent process. 

The representatives from the Departments of Housing, Local Government and Heritage and the 
Environment, Climate and Communications advised that there is no ban on peat harvesting but 
that the current legislation would have to be followed. Both Departments felt that a derogation 
to provide for large-scale peat extraction in 2021, without any consent system regulating the 
activity being in place, would not be possible.  

The Departments of Housing, Local Government and Heritage and the Environment, Climate 
and Communications agreed to look at any legislative proposal from GMI and to report on their 
consideration of same at the next meeting of the working group. Anyone else who had 
commissioned any legal advice on the matter was welcome to share the findings with both 
Departments 

 

Item 6 – Date of next Meeting 

It was agreed that the next meeting of the working group would take place on Thursday 18th 
March commencing at 10 am 
 
Invitations to the next meeting would issue in the week commencing the 15th March 2021 
 
The draft minutes of the meeting of 4 March would be circulated as soon as they are 
available.  
 
 
*Due to technical difficulties Tristram Whyte representing the Irish Peatland Conservation 
Council was unable to join the meeting. He has submitted his introduction and what the Irish 
Peatland Conservation Council hopes to get out of the process in a document which is 
attached in Appendix 1 


