
Working Group to examine the issued identified during the Review of the Use of Peat 
Moss in the Horticultural Industry – Online Meeting Thursday 22 April 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 
Caroline Lewis – Friends of the Irish Environment 
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. 
Tristram Whyte – Irish Peatland Conservation Council 
 
Apologies 
Percy Foster – Cré. 
 
Presentation  
Macdara Doyle – ICTU Energy Sector 
William Noone – SIPTU 
Padraig Mooney – Bord na Móna Workers Representative 
 
 
 
Agenda 

1. Presentation on behalf of workers involved in the Peat Industry by Macdara Doyle 
Coordinator Congress Energy Sector Group Irish Congress of Trade Unions. 

2. Adoption of the Minutes of the Meeting held on the 18th March 2021. 
3. Draft interim report of the Chairman of the working group established to examine the 

issues identified during the Review of the use of Peat Moss in the Horticultural Industry. 



4. Slideshow and presentation of Peat Harvesting – Anna Kavanagh. 
5. Potential areas for future research on alternatives to the use of peat in the Horticultural 

Industry. 
6. Any other business. 
7. Date of next meeting. 
 

 

Item 1 – Presentation by Irish Congress of Trade Unions Energy Sector.  
A copy of the presentation was sent to all members of the Working Group in advance of the 
meeting. During the presentation there was a request made by ICTU that it should have a 
representative on the Working Group.  
 
Among the topics covered in the presentation were the loss of jobs in the sector arising from 
the lack of peat for use in the horticultural sector from 2021 and in turn the loss to the local 
economies.  
 
It was clarified after the presentation that (i) there is no ban on the harvesting of peat and (ii) 
an Issues Paper had been published as part of the Review of the use of Peat Moss in the 
Horticultural Industry. Advertisements had been placed in the national newspapers inviting any 
interested party to make a submission on the issues identified in the paper during the public 
consultation period.  
 
ICTU advised that it would have expected to receive an invitation to make a submission by 
letter as a stakeholder.  
 
It was also noted that a just transition should be supported and that it was regrettable that the 
industry was not sustainable and could not continue in its current form. 

Following the presentation and after the representatives from ICTU and SIPTU had left the 
meeting, there was a consensus that ICTU should be invited to nominate a representative to the 
working group.  
 

Item 2 – Adoption of Minutes of Meeting of 18 March 2021. 

The representative of the Kildare Growers stated that he was not in agreement with the 
statement made by An Taisce that the make-up of the Working Group was very one-sided (as 
set out in the minutes of the meeting of 18 March 2021).  

The minutes were then agreed and adopted. 

Item 3 - Draft Interim Report of the Chairman 

The Chairman gave a brief outline of the points contained in the draft interim report to the 
Minister and then asked that Brian Lucas from the Department of Housing, Local Government 
and Heritage (DHLGH) give an outline of the options open to the Working Group to resolve 
the current issues: 



1. It was advised that if the preference of the Working Group was to seek a derogation, 
from the current legislative provisions in relation to large scale horticultural peat 
extraction with respect to substitute consent, Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) 
and Appropriate Assessment (AA), that this would be highly unlikely to be granted in 
the view of both the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage and the 
Department of the Environment, Climate and Communications. The legal advice, 
which had been submitted by GMI on this issue, could be submitted to the Attorney 
General’s Office in order to obtain its opinion on it. 
 

2. The second option would be to establish if the Peat requirement of the Irish 
Horticultural Growers could be met from sub 30ha sites, in relation to which it may be 
possible to apply for and receive a declaration (or declarations) of exempt development 
from the relevant planning authority (or authorities) under section 5 of the Planning and 
Development Act 2000. 
 
 

3. The third option involves moving away from the current Dual Consent System to a 
single consent system for large scale commercial peat extraction. This would require 
the initiation and enactment of primary legislation.  

The Chair then opened the discussion to the floor. 

The discussion started with a question as to whether or not there were stockpiles of peat that 
could be used to supply the Irish Horticulture Industry and not for export as we have exported 
peat to as far away as Australia. 

The representative from Growing Media Ireland advised that GMI Ireland was not happy with 
the draft Interim Report in its current state as it wants a solution to address both the needs of 
the Industry as well as those of Horticulture. He mentioned that there are 17,000 jobs at stake 
and felt that there are not any environmental alternatives that could be used commercially. He 
stressed that the Industry is looking for a 5 to 10 year transition period and that unless some 
solution is found it will lead to large scale importation of peat which will not be 
environmentally friendly. He also noted that getting through the current dual consent system 
was onerous and could take up to 5 or 6 years. 

The representative of the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage advised that 
if the Working Group wished to make a recommendation to a move away from the current 
Dual Consent System to a Single Consent System, there would still be a requirement for 
Substitute Consent, EIA and AA.  

The discussion then moved to what compensation could be given to workers to help transition 
to new work while the industry moved to alternatives. One of the NGO mentioned that 
alternatives were widely used in the UK and that this could be done here both for the hobby 
and professional growers. This was totally refuted by Anna Kavanagh, an independent 
Consultant who has 20 to 30 years experience working in this area in the UK . 

Further it was argued that there were no suitable commercially viable alternatives available at 
present and, if peat was not harvested in Ireland, this would lead to large scale importation of 



an inferior peat. This course of action would not be environmentally friendly and the peat would 
degrade much quicker causing further emissions. 

A mushroom industry representative stated that efforts were being made to try to grow the 
industry which included produce for export and that this industry had significant development 
potential but it needs a small amount of peat for the casing to do so. 

It was requested by the representative from Teagasc that the question of alternatives needed to 
be set aside for the moment because some sectors of the Horticultural Industry do not have any 
alternative other than peat. He believed that we need a solution for the current issue and that 
other meetings of the Working Group can be used to discuss alternatives. As things stand any 
proposed alternatives to peat would have to be properly researched and the research funded. 
He also advised that if no solution was found then there would be significant cost implications 
for Growers who have to import peat.  

The representative from Growing Media Ireland advised that its members are very well aware 
of the need to end peat harvesting but feel that it should be a just transition. 

The Irish Peatland Conservation Council representative referred to the huge amount of Irish 
Peat being exported. He enquired about the possibility of stopping the export of Irish Peat and 
diverting it to the Irish Horticultural Sector. 

GMI then advised that all existing stocks will be exhausted by August or September of 2021 
because there has been no harvesting in 2020. 

The representative from Friends of the Irish Environment mentioned that there is sympathy for 
the workers, they should be compensated for the loss of work and the Government and Industry 
could help here while the industry is transitioning to alternatives.  

It was also enquired whether the Terms of Reference of the Working Group were not to review 
the use of peat but to look at the use of alternatives.  

The discussion then moved to the export of Peat by Bord na Mona and that part of the problem 
was the sudden cessation of harvesting of peat by BnaM.  

It was again stated that a just transition from peat to alternatives was required or there would 
be no industry going forward. It was also mentioned that while the UK has been using Peat 
Free alternatives such as Bracken and Wool, this use was in the minority and Peat use had 
increased in the UK. Peat alternatives were not going to happen overnight and there was no 
quick fix to this - it would be a long term research project.  Growers were struggling for their 
livelihoods. 

It was stated that there are legal barriers to harvesting peat in Ireland. The majority of peat that 
was harvested in Ireland was either used by Bord na Móna for energy production or exported 
and that could not go on. 

It was felt that there was a need to look forward because it makes no sense to now have to 
import peat of inferior quality from farkaway places when we have top quality peat here in 
Ireland. 

It was argued that the clarification of the legal position in relation to large scale commercial 
peat extraction had been coming down the road for years and the peat extraction industry had 



known about it. The Government would have to support the Industry to transition and that 
maybe we will have to deal with the importation of peat while that is happening. 

A representative of the mushroom growers stated that they would prefer to see the current 
difficulties dealt with and that the Dual Consent System is not practical. He enquired what 
would be an alternative system that would allow harvesting this year and argued that there are 
exceptional circumstances which should be taken into account. 

The GMI representative said that well in excess of 1000ha would be required to cater for the 
Irish Market and this would also include the hobby market. Areas of less than 30ha are not 
viable propositions for harvesters. 

It was clarified that when suggesting the sub 30ha site(s) it was only to fulfil the requirements 
of the professional market in Ireland not the hobby market. 

The GMI representative asked why this was the case as they both needed to be taken into 
account.  

The Friends of the Irish Environment representative replied that there is no need to use peat for 
the hobby market, it is preferable that we mix what we have with alternatives - we have to find 
a way to grow food without peat. 

At this point the representative of the Department of the Environment, Climate and 
Communications (DECC) advised that the content of the Draft Interim Report was for the 
Working Group to agree on. He agreed with the representative of the Department of Housing, 
Local Government and Heritage in terms of time lines and believed that there is no credible 
chance of harvesting in 2021. In the opinion of the Department of the Environment, Climate 
and Communications, legislation providing for an alternative consent system would take a 
minimum of 3 to 4 years to be drafted, to complete a public consultation and to get through the 
Houses of the Oireachtas. The legislation could end up being challenged in the courts which 
would further delay the introduction of a single consent system 

The Friends of the Irish Environment representative asked what support measures are required 
to maintain the industry while researching and transitioning to suitable alternatives and stated 
that the legislation is not there to allow cutting on existing bogs 

The Chair again mentioned that existing bogs are just lying there oxidising and will take years 
to bring the water levels up. 

The representative from Kildare Growers said that at a recent meeting with Bord na Móna he 
was informed that it will run out of peat in May of 2021. This will cause the growers to have 
to import peat which will double the price of their produce. He also mentioned that, while Bord 
na Móna had stopped harvesting peat and that this presented problems for the growers, it should 
be noted that this constituted a reduction of 90% in the harvesting of peat. He further stated 
that his members are already using alternatives, in some cases they are using up to 20% wood 
fibre. An issue that needed to be considered in the draft interim report is that no professional 
mixing plant will deal with only the supply of a sub 30ha site. The industry is 4 weeks away 
from a major crisis and unless a solution is found there will be a cost in terms of jobs and 
industry. He added that the requirement of peat for the Kildare Growers alone was 20k cubic 
meters. The importation of peat presents a problem to smaller growers, as the Scottish Peat 



Suppliers will not have the capacity to supply to the smaller grower. Therefore, we need to 
keep the mixing plants here open. 

It was mentioned by Anna Kavanagh that if the Government went to Bord na Móna and advised 
that it needed to harvest peat this year in the national interest, that it could be done. 

The Bord na Móna representative replied indicating that Bord na Móna has been working to 
transition away from peat. He noted that the legislation does not distinguish between the two 
types of peat, Energy Peat and Horticultural Peat. He advised that it could not show contempt 
for the law but would consider any suggestion made to it by the Government. He also 
mentioned that any bogs that it has which are currently licenced are over 50ha. 

The Friends of the Irish Environment representative asked what supports would be needed to 
enable Horticulture to continue if the current crisis is not solved.  

The Kildare Growers representative replied that the Working Group is still talking about a long 
term transition to alternatives but the Growers are out of time.  

The representative from DECC asked if it was the definitive position of the Horticultural Sector 
that a site of sub 30ha is of no use. 

The GMI representative said that he didn’t believe a site of sub 30ha was viable but would 
check it out. 

The Kildare Growers representative mentioned that after a lot of meetings with mixing plant 
owners, the growers felt that sub 30 ha sites could work but with difficulty. 

The DHLGH representative again advised that the best route out of the current difficulties in 
the short term seemed to be to apply for an exempt development declaration or declarations 
under the planning code. A planning authority could possibly make such a declaration within 
4 weeks of receipt of a request. 

The GMI representative stated that even if this works for 2021 there is still a problem for the 
2022, 2023 and 2024 seasons. That was generally agreed but it was also said that we need to 
look at solving the problem for this year first and then we could look beyond that. 

The IPCC representative mentioned that to go back down the legal route would look bad on 
the industry. The Friends of the Irish Environment representative agreed with this point. 

The Chairman then said that the Working Group needed to look for alternatives going forward 
but, for now, we needed to sort the current issue out - Professional Growers need to have a 
reliable product to continue in business.  

The IPCC representative advised that it believed the point was being missed and that the 
industry was not looking for a temporary derogation but wanted to continue to cut up to 2030, 
which was not on. The Chairman replied suggesting that the industry could reduce peat 
extraction yearly between now and then. The IPCC representative argued that this is not the 
case and the Industry is not saying how it will rehabilitate the bogs. 

The Chairman decided that the meeting should close and that agenda items 4 and 5 should be 
held over until the next meeting. He further advised that he believed that the Working Group 
should look for emergency legislation to be enabled by the Minister and that a request be made 



to the Attorney General’s Office to consider it. He requested that all members of the Working 
Group set out their absolute priority points in an email and submit to the Secretary of the 
Working Group by close of business on Monday 26 April 2021. These points would be 
reviewed for the next iteration of the draft Interim Report. 

It was agreed that the next meeting of the Working Group should be on Friday 30th of April 
2021 

 

 

 

 

  


