
Working Group to examine the issued identified during the Review of the Use of Peat 
Moss in the Horticultural Industry – Online Meeting Friday 13th 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 
Leslie Codd – IFA Horticultural Committee – Mushroom Sector 
John Neenan – Growing Media Ireland 
Val Farrell – IFA Horticultural Committee - Nursery Stock Sector 
Dr John MacNamara – Bord na Móna 
Percy Foster – Cré. 
Anna Kavanagh – Independent Horticulture Consultant. 
Linda Bradley – Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage  
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: 
Brian O’Reilly – Horticultural Industry Forum 
Kieran Dunne – Kildare Growers Group 
Ian Lumley – An Taisce 
Silvia Contin – Good Energies Alliance Ireland 
Caroline Lewis – Friends of the Irish Environment 
 
Apologies: 
Declan Harty – Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 
Leslie Carberry – Department of the Environment, Climate and Communications 
 
Guests: 
Owen Doyle - UCD 
Orla McManus – Commercial Mushroom Producers 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Agenda:  
 
1. Adoption of the Minutes of the Meeting held on the 6th August 2021. 
 
2. Peat in the Irish Mushroom Industry 

 Peat Casing in Mushroom Production - Presentation by Dermot Callaghan – Teagasc – 
Appendix 1 

 The Irish Mushroom Industry - Presentation by Assoc. Professor Owen Doyle – UCD 
– Appendix 2 

 
3. AOB 
 
4. Date of next meeting 
 
 
Item 1 - Adoption of the Minutes of the 8th Meeting. 
There was one minor change to the minutes on page 4 paragraph1 - the sentence should read 

as follows. 

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. 

This was agreed and the minutes were adopted. 

Item 2. Potential Peat Alternatives the Mushroom Industry 

This item started with a presentation on Peat Casing in the Mushroom Industry presented by 

Dermot Callaghan of Teagasc.  The presentation is attached in the form of slides as Appendix 

1. 

Dermot Callaghan Bio: 

Dermot Callaghan, is Head of the Horticulture Development Department as part of the 

Teagasc crops, environment and land use programme. The department has responsibility for 

all Teagasc horticultural research, advisory and training activities. He is involved in the 

establishment of the new horticultural facilities at Ashtown, in Dublin. He works closely with 

the education teams and the Principals at the Teagasc Horticulture College in Kildalton and 

the Teagasc College of Amenity Horticulture in the National Botanic Gardens. 

The Chair thanked Dermot for the comprehensive presentation remarking that the system 

showed a very efficient method of food production. Members present also requested that the 

presentation be circulated among the member of the working group. The ICTU rep agreed that 



it was an excellent presentation and noted that it highlighted the number of jobs that are under 

threat and that while there is good support for the move to alternatives we would lose the public 

support if we don’t stop losing jobs. 

The next presentation was given by Assoc. Professor Owen Doyle of UCD and it was on the 

Irish Mushroom Industry. The presentation is attached in the form of slides as Appendix 2 

Owen Doyle Bio:  

Owen Doyle is Associate Professor at the School of Agriculture and Food Science in University 

College Dublin. National Certificate in Horticulture. ACOT (Teagasc)Kildalton College, 

Pilltown, Co. Kilkenny. General Certificate in Horticulture. Royal Horticultural Society, 

London. B.Agr. Sc. in Commercial Horticulture. University College Dublin. Visiting 

Researcher Cornell University New York (1988). Ph.D. 'Studies on Clubroot of Brassicas', 

National University of Ireland. Management Development. Irish Management Institute. Fellow 

of the Chartered Institute of Horticulture (2011 to date) Chartered Horticulturist (2014 - date). 

President Chartered Institute of Horticulture (GB and Ireand) 2016 to 2018. Ireland delegate 

on the Council of the International Society for Horticultural Science (2005 to date), Internal 

Auditor 2018 to 2022. Head of UCD Horticulture and Programme Director HLSM Degree 

2011-2020. 

The Chairman thanked Owen for an excellent presentation and enquired if they had looked at 

spent mushroom casing or fine bark in their research. OD advised that no they has not as they 

only looked at what was available in Ireland but also agreed that both should be looked at, but 

would need time and resources. 

Tristram Whyte of IPCC asked what research has been done into inoculating other 

substrates/casing with the Pseudomonas or simulating the microbial properties of peat?  

In response OD advised that the identification and characterisation of microbial populations in 

both mushroom substrate and the mushroom casing has been attempted using classical isolation 

methods with limited success. With the advent of modern molecular research using Real-Time 

PCR, cDNA Microarray-based methods, etc. a quantum change in our understanding of such 

microbial communities in these materials will be significantly improved. However, before such 

inoculations could be used we must first identify and confirm the micro-organism that will 

generate the biological action/process we desire. Then these micro-organisms must be 

cultivated to produce the inocula. 



Anna Kavanagh complimented OD on the comprehensive presentation noting that it reinforced 

what some members of the working group have being saying in previous meetings: that we 

really do need to make sure that we don’t replace one product with another that causes 

problems and that Spent Mushroom Casing is ok in the short term but as we are moving away 

from peat then it won’t be available long term. OD agreed and noted that full life cycle analysis 

is vitally important when looking at any material. Leslie Codd remarked that again Spent 

Mushroom Compost can only be used in small quantities as there is a high risk of disease, to 

import peat has cost implications and is not sustainable, he also noted that Ireland is competing 

against the Polish and Dutch who have lower production costs. OD agreed with LC’s remarks 

advising that the importation of peat onto the Island of Ireland would cause major issues with 

pests and disease, we need to look at materials from Ireland only. The Chair also queried the 

level of moisture content in mushroom casing and was advised that this can be about 85% and 

further noted that we would in effect be importing water. He also advised that it is imperative 

that if we don’t have peat we will have no Mushroom Industry as the system of peat casing 

supply is a just in time system so there are no actual stocks held. This view was generally 

agreed among those present, with DC advising that a small volume of peat requirement for 

casing would produce a large volume of high value product. 

Item 3 AOB 

It was again mentioned by PM of ICTU that the Science relating to finding alternatives is 

complicated but it is also clearly telling us that importation of peat is not viable. Peat production 

has to be part of the solution in the short term. He asked again that the BnaM rep bring the 

argument to BnaM and ask them to be part of the solution regarding sub 30ha sites.  

AK asked if there had been any update back from the Minister on the Interim Report and was 

advised that there was not. It was generally requested from those present that the Chairman 

contact the Minister again to see what was happening. 

OD asked if it would be possible to ask Bord Na Mona to release the Intellectual knowledge 

they held as a result of substantial research they had carried out as it would make a significant 

contribution to the current research.  

JMcN rep for BnaM acknowledged PM points but advised that this caused a dilemma as all 

BnaM lands are part of bigger sites and the judgement didn’t allow for slicing of sites so their 

hands are tied. He would check with BnaM about the possibility of an Intellectual Knowledge 

release. 



AK advised that there were applications for the sub 30ha sent in but not getting through, they 

are being refused or they are being sent to An Bord Pleanala. MO’R noted that the Horticulture 

Industry are the unintended victims of the Judgment. He advised that the industry needs a 

political decision to allow them be compliant. They need Deep Dug, Wet Peat with a Just on 

Time Delivery system. There are small quantities of peat required for this but without it there 

will be no industry. Over the last 20 years the industry has increased productivity by 50% from 

a small quantity of peat. The industry needs to get the politicians to make a decision.  

The Chair advised that he would be happy to relay the feelings of the group to the Minister. 

MH asked if the judgement was ever challenged. OD advised that they were never approached 

about challenging the decision. He mentioned that the EU do not have the same problem, they 

allow peat use for food production. In Ireland the limit for sub 50ha while in the EU its 150ha. 

He asked was this done in the transposition of the legislation and if so why are the site sizes 

different. 

DC mentioned that in terms of the Final Report it would be imperative to stress the importance 

of this sector. The mushroom industry in Ireland is a most professional sector, one which other 

areas are trying to emulate. This industry should be recognised as a good news story as it is 

exemplary for sustainable food production. 

The Chairman agreed with this and advised that we will need to make the Final Report 

understandable to the layperson. LB from DHLGH advised that this Final Report is the 

opportunity to get all of the information and requirements relating research and support for the 

Horticultural Industry included. AK also asked when the report would be started and if it could 

be emphasised the small amount of peat required for the Horticultural Industry. LB advised 

that we were happy to assist the Chair in any way to start putting the draft report together. 

Item 4 Date of next Meeting 

The next meeting will be a technical meeting dealing with Growing Media Producers. It is 

scheduled for Friday 20th August 2021 at 10am online. 

 

 

 

 

 


