
Working Group to examine the issued identified during the Review of the Use of Peat 
Moss in the Horticultural Industry – Online Meeting Friday 10th September 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 
Percy Foster – Cré. 
Anna Kavanagh – Independent Horticulture Consultant. 
Linda Bradley – Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage  
Tristram Whyte – Irish Peatland Conservation Council 
Padraig Mooney – Irish Congress of Trade Unions Energy Sector 
Declan Harty – Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 
Dermot Callaghan - Teagasc 
 
Absent: 
Brian O’Reilly – Horticultural Industry Forum 
Ian Lumley – An Taisce 
Silvia Contin – Good Energies Alliance Ireland 
Leslie Codd – IFA Horticultural Committee – Mushroom Sector 
Caroline Lewis – Friends of the Irish Environment 
 
Apologies: 
Kieran Dunne – Kildare Growers 
Leslie Carberry – Department of the Environment, Climate and Communications 
Thomas MacBride – Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage 
Professor Michael Hayes – University of Limerick – IT Issues (unable to access the meeting) 
 
Guests: 
Elmer Koomers – Fruit Hill Farm –  
Willie Byrne – Dockrells 
Patrick Clarke – Clarkes Fruit Farm 
PJ Jones - Large Scale Vegetable Producer – North County Dublin 
 
 
Agenda: 

1. Approval of the Minutes of 10th Meeting. 



 

 

2. Presentations by Organic, Soft Fruit and Seedling Producers 

a. Elmer Koomans – Fruithill Farm - Commercial, Organic Farm Enterprise 
b. Willie Byrne – Dockrells 
c. Anna Kavanagh for Denis Buckley – Irish Plant Propagation Ltd – 

Presentation on Propagation  
d. Pat Clarke – Clarke’s Fresh Fruit – Presentation on Strawberries and 

Fruit 
e. PJ Jones – Large scale Field Vegetable Grower  

 

3. AOB 

 
4. Date of next meeting. 

 
 
Item 1 - Adoption of the Minutes of the 10th Meeting: 
 
 
The minutes were agreed and adopted. 

Item 2. Growing Media Presentations: 

a. The first speaker was Elmer Koomers of Fruithill Farm - Presentation attached as 
Appendix 1 

Since the 31st July 2021, Elmer and his wife Lucy, have taken over the Fruithill Farm business 
from the founders Manfred and Edite. Fruit Hill Farm’ was founded in 1988 as a commercial 
organic market garden growing soft fruit and vegetables. Location and crops inspired the name 
‘Fruit Hill Farm’. It was one of few certified organic holdings in West Cork. At that time 
‘organic’ was a new direction for agri-/horticulture in Ireland. The difficulty of obtaining 
organic input materials led to the idea of supplying the growing number of organic growers, 
farmers and gardeners all over the country with organic fertilizers, seeds and tools. In 1994 
Fruit Hill Farm (trading) opened its office and published the first Mail Order Catalogue.21 
years later - 2015 - Fruit Hill Farm moved to new premises close to Bantry town and 
incorporated the business under the name Veyranno Ltd t/a Fruit Hill Farm. Government 
support for this medium is currently not great?? 

The Chair thanked Elmer for his presentation and asked what the potential for Organic Farming 
is in Ireland does he see it growing. EK advised that there was potential for organic farming to 
increase but Ireland is an expensive country to produce in. Organic carrots in Holland are 
produced at half the price that Ireland can produce them. AK noted that it was a very open and 
honest presentation. She agreed with the emphasis on the very small amount of Organics 



currently in Ireland and noted that Peat is particularly needed in seeding compost. PF 
mentioned that there were some people starting in or looking to start supplying compost to 
organic farms. EK advised that there were some but that they would need to be reliable.  

 

b. The Second Speaker was Anna Kavanagh for Dennis Buckley of Irish Plant 
Propagation Ltd. - Presentation attached as Appendix 2 

The Chair thanked Anna for her presentation which showed the critical importance of Peat in 
Propagation There was further discussion on the value of planting trees in terms of carbon 
sequestration and the need for peat to produce the trees. JN of GMI agreed with the content of 
the presentation. There is general agreement that Ireland needs to increase the level of 
propagation of plants in the country rather than propagating abroad and importing the plants 
back in here.All plants must be the same size and all plants must mature at the same time for our 
customers, this is achieved by having a uniform consistent medium  The nursery has been involved 
in testing numerous alternatives through the years, but as the volume of the cell for each plant is so 
small, the only medium that works successfully and consistently is peat, due to the fact that it is 
uniform in texture, structure, sterile and weed free  Peat provides an excellent rooting medium for 
this small cell volume  Any alternative to peat will need extensive testing over many years before 
they could confidently replace peat from in the growing of plants in small cells. Produce over 15million 
plants per annum. This represents 6,000ha of forestry, Customers in Ireland, UK and Europe.  Employ 
36 people between full-time and part-time. There are no viable alternatives for this niche market 
sector at the moment. This type of business according to the Chair must be looked in the context of 
the EU plan of planting 3 billion trees in EU by 2030 and thus has a very good potential to expand. 

 

c. The third speaker was Willie Byrne, Dockrells - Presentation attached as Appendix 3 

The Chair thanked WB for his presentation and there was general agreement that the content 
was very good. WB advised that time is the requirement – more time needs to be allowed to 
develop effective alternatives and we needed to consider the danger of the “law of unintended 
consequences” emphasising that we need to use the peat we have in this country rather than 
import because the cost impact will mean we will lose a lot of the Horticulture Industry. JN 
agreed and mentioned that from July to August 2021 we imported 6 ship loads of peat, this 
required the transportation of this peat over 640,000km by road and 30,000 sea km – while 
Irish Bogs are still there unused and emitting Carbon. AK agreed that it was a very good 
presentation and also with JN point that by importing peat we are exporting the problem to 
other countries. AK concluded that if we lose the Horticultural Industry in Ireland it will take 
a long time to get it back.  AK also asked if propagation be included in the final report as a 
requirement going forward, the Chair agreed that plant propagation was very important  

d. The fourth speaker was Pat Clarke, Clarkes Fruit Farm – Presentation attached as 
Appendix 4 

Again there was general agreement that it was an excellent presentation with the Chair noting 
that on the one hand the government promotes healthy eating but on the other hand they put 
barriers in the way of it. AK agreed and made the point that all growers are progressive. The 
Horticultural Industry is viable and the health benefits and wellbeing it contributes should 
ensure that Irish Products are produced for use in Ireland. DC contributed that Peat has been 



the breakthrough product in the soft fruit production in the last 20 years in Irish Horticulture. 
There had been some discussion that why there is need for peat and why grow in pots and why 
not in soil. Patrick pointed for 40 years, all of fruit production was in the soil. Over the last 20 
years, they transitioned to the use of peat as a growing medium on table tops.  They improved 
uniformity of plants (Plant Health) and reduced the dependency on plant protection products. 
They reduced risk of soil related diseases and pests. Improved yields and the quality of fruits 
and Improved fruit security. Reduced need for import due to higher yields. 
 
M.P. stated that the Government promoting eating healthy food and on the other hand barriers 
being put up to the availability of Peat to assist in providing healthy food! 

e. The fifth speaker was P. J- Jones Notes on Presentation attached as Appendix 5 

PJ Jones, is the 4th Patrick Jones growing produce in Rush in North County Dublin and he 
hopes he will not be the one that turns the lights out. He was national fresh produce co-ordinator 
for 15 years with the IFA (Irish Farmers Association) and secured 2 terms with COPA 
(Committee of Professional Agricultural Organisations) in Brussels representing Horticulture 
and Potato farmers.  
The Chair thanked PJ for her presentation and AK remarked the presentation showed that it 
makes no sense to import peat and PJ further mentioned that importation of peat will cause 
inevitable cost increases and also that the Grower will not be able to pass this cost on as they 
are already facing huge competition from imports. PJ advised that Irish Growers are now 
price takers rather than price makers. He also asked generally that if we import are we not 
importing disease and pests. Even if we do have to import Ireland has no relationship with the 
suppliers a situation which sees us as a country very low on the pecking order for reliable 
supply. He informed us that 68% of all field vegetables are propagated in peat cells. 75% of 
his crop goes through supermarkets and has to have very high quality almost 100%.  
 
PJ also advised that Covid has changed everything for the country and that includes what 
customers want, he believes customers want Irish products because it is a safe, high quality 
product. This in itself leads to issues with supplying the Multiples – they want the supply but 
don’t want to know about the problems. A grower is only as good as his last delivery. If there 
is a problem they will just go elsewhere. 

The Irish Growers have worked very hard to get to the standard we currently have and it is 
wrong to now stymie it with bureaucracy – what may seem to be a simple issue in Kildare St 
is a major issue to the Horticulture Industry. We need a common sense approach to this issue.  

The Chair thanked all the speakers noting that the message was very clear in each of the 
Presentations.  

PM of ICTU thanked all the presenters and noted that in at least two of the presentations the 
importance of a supply of peat from Bord na Móna in the transition period would be vital. The 
decision to stop production has impacted costs and there was difficulty with regards to planning 
in taking the option of the sub 30ha. PM also noted that there were unintended consequences 
of the 2019 court case. The requirement for food is increasing and we have the best growing 
medium locally. Having to use imported peat is wrong.  We need to be careful moving forward 
with regard to what bogs we look to rehab. We should not rehab bogs that could be used to 
supply peat to horticulture and we need legislation to support this and this point should be 
included in the Final Report. 



 

Item 3 AOB 

The Chair enquired from the BnaM Rep what the plan is with regards to rewetting the 80K ha 
of bog belonging to BnaM.  

JMacN of BnaM advised that 15ha of the 80k ha has been rewetted.  He also mentioned that in 
relation to BnaM their Licences state that once production ceases they are obligated to 
commence the rehabilitation process.  

There was further discussion with TW of IPCC advising that the best idea would be to keep 
the peat in the ground. The Chair advised that we are referring to bogs that are emitting CO2 
and that they would continue to do so for some time to come.  

It was also noted that the amount of peat that was harvested for heat and for export which has 
now ceased, will have had the effect of reducing the harvest of peat by over 90% and factoring 
that against the small fraction of peat required for horticulture, it makes no sense to import it.  

The discussion then turned fully to the Final Report and a general discussion on what the 
members of the group feel should be mentioned in it.  

MOR feels that there has been very little from the department regarding the Interim Report and 
he noted the group had not received any reply from the Minister. He believes we need 
legislation amended to allow the harvesting of peat legitimately. He believes that the group has 
been working 6 months and feels there is no progress in this regard. He says that the industry 
wants to be compliant but it is not possible as things currently stand. The time for action is 
now.  

The Chair advised that he hopes to have a draft report by the end of September and he will 
present the draft to the members of the group for approval. He said it will represent all the 
views of the group.  

JN wanted to reiterate what MOR said and agreed with his points and further that the 
department had requested the legislation GMI had commissioned but GMI or the WG had 
received no response or feedback. JN believes that the group have been treated terribly by the 
department. He feels we have given of our time and money and they have been wasting their 
time. He would like his dissatisfaction expressed to the Department and the Minister. He would 
like a request to have harvesting of peat back for 2022 included in the report. LB advised that 
we have been assured that the interim report is being worked on cross departmentally and that 
a suite of measures is being examined in relation to the situation. 

PJ asked who was responsible for funding the rehab of the bogs. JMacN advised that the 
departments involved are DPER and DECC and the funding is allocated from the EU Recovery 
and Resilience Fund. PJ replied that it seems ironic that we get money to rehab Irish Bogs from 
the EU, while at the same time this destroys Irish Horticulture and then we still use peat we are 
just increasing emissions further by importing Polish Peat. 

AK agreed with these points and also remarked that she finds it frustrating and would like it 
noted in the Final Report the lack of input from the eNGO members of the group, who have 
been mostly absent from the last 6 meetings. They have not participated in any of the Technical 
Meetings and have offered no viable solutions.  



The Chair advised that he did not want to put the eNGO’s in one basket and the industry in the 
other and that we have had some positive input from some eNGO members and that should be 
noted but he agreed that they have been lacking in the last 5 or 6 meetings. 

Item 4 Date of next Meeting 

To be decided once a draft of the Final Report is ready for the Working Group to review.  

 

 

 

 


