
Working Group to examine the issued identified during the Review of the Use of Peat 
Moss in the Horticultural Industry – Online Meeting Friday 30th 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 
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 
Percy Foster – Cré. 
Padraig Mooney – Irish Congress of Trade Unions Energy Sector 
 
 
 
Agenda 

1. Adoption of the Minutes of the Meeting held on the 22 April 2021. 
2. Discussion of Draft interim report of the Chairman of the working group to the Minister 
3. Discussion on Minister’s letter to the Chairman 
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 - Adoption of the Minutes of the 3rd Meeting. 
There were two points that needed changing in the minutes the first from Les Carberry DECC 
regarding paragraph 5 page 3 of the minutes which should read: 



 

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, the process of (a) introducing legislation providing for an alternative 
consent system, (b) that new system becoming operational, and (c) the new system 
then delivering licensing decisions 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 
and the decisions of any new consent system could both end up being challenged in the courts 
which would further delay the introduction of a single consent system 
 

It was also noted that Kieran Cummins of Eco Advocacy was marked in attendance when he 
was not present having been replaced on the working group by Caroline Lewis of Friends of 
the Irish Environment.  

The minutes were then agreed and adopted. 

Item 2 - Draft Interim Report of the Chairman 

The Chairman gave a brief outline of the points that he believed there was general consensus 
on among the Working Group Members. 

I. The group agrees that we cannot just stop harvesting peat now, peat should be available 
up until 2030, this use of peat should be strictly monitored and the amount of peat used 
should be reduced on a yearly basis. This reduction would depend on whether Research 
and Development could deliver sustainable and reliable alternatives to peat for use in 
horticulture. 

II. There is general agreement that if sites are to be used for peat extraction for horticulture 
on an interim basis then they must be already used sites of below 30ha which have been 
drained prior to 21 January 2002. 

III. If there is any shortfall in the peat requirement for the Horticultural Growers, the 
Nursery Stock Growers and the Mushroom Growers then this peat would have to be 
imported. 

The Chair then opened the discussion to the floor. 

It was pointed out that the end date for the phasing out of peat use in horticulture in the Draft 
Interim Report of 2030 should be changed to a target date.  

If a proposed sub 30ha bog has vegetation on it, the Friends on the Irish Environment could 
not agree to it being used instead they would prefer to continue to use one that has been cut in 
the last few years rather than open a new one. There would still be a requirement for EIA 
(Environmental Impact Assessment) and AA (Appropriate Assessment) to provide for peat 
extraction in such a site. 



The Chair agreed that if there was moss growing on any proposed site that that would have to 
be taken into account before deciding whether to open it. 

It was further agreed that to have 2030 as a target date rather than a deadline was appropriate 
and there was a need to ensure that there were viable alternatives to peat in place. 

The Chair then mentioned that in the UK target dates had been set but because of the lack of 
development in sustainable alternatives these dated had been missed and he asked Anna 
Kavanagh to clarify this. 

Anna advised that there had been an initial target date for a 40% reduction by 2005 which was 
met and a further 90% reduction by 2010 which was missed. Alternatives had already been 
used in amenity horticulture but even so the Retail target date for the reduction for 2020 was 
not met and the reduction target date for the professional horticultural sector of 2030 was being 
extended. It was also mentioned that an additional 1 million cubic meters had been used in the 
hobby market and this was growing.  

The Chair agreed that there was bigger potential to reduce peat in the retail sector. In terms of 
using compost as an alternative, Ireland did not collect enough green waste to replace peat. 

Anna Kavanagh agreed and clarified that population is a major factor in the collection of green 
waste as Ireland only has a population of 5 million approx. whereas the UK is much larger. She 
also said Ireland’s biggest challenge is to find a sustainable alternative.  

The Chair agreed that we needed to find out what can be used as an alternative and what is 
available for that. What Biomass is available in the right amounts will also be a factor. 

DECC enquired as to whether or not we needed to delete “for this year” with respect to the 
importation of peat from the agreed points in the draft interim report because there is no 
guarantee that there would be peat harvesting next year either. 

The Chair advised that we should deal with this year first. 

The rep from GMI advised that according to its members there were no bogland areas in their 
ownership under 30ha which were drained pre 21 January 2002 that had not been previously 
used. He asked if Bord na Móna could clarify if it had any suitable sites.   

He advised if GMI were to nominate sites of up to 30ha providing for EIA and AA to facilitate 
peat extraction for the Horticulture Industry would that be ok because the consequences of any 
of the other actions decided by the working group would be to force the Horticultural Industry 
to import peat.  He also noted that the hobby market uses 150k cubic meters of peat. It was also 
important to point out what was happening and the impact that this would have on his members. 

Friends of the Irish Environment again stated that it could not agree to new bogs of sub 30ha 
being opened. 

The Chair then asked if other members of the group felt that this was not agreeable or feasible. 

GMI advised that it may have some sub 30ha sites but that the amount of peat in those sites 
would be very small.  

The Chair enquired about the quality of this peat and a general discussion ensued in relation to 
peat for the hobby market being already diluted but up to 50% and the working group having 



the information on what peat quantity and peat quality are being used in the different sectors 
of the horticulture market.  

An Taisce also mentioned that it would be very useful if we had the data on the current 
availability of alternatives to peat in Ireland, including biomass. It felt that Irelands was 
significantly in breach of EU law regarding organic waste separation. It agreed that plants and 
flowers are important but, from a climate and environment perspective, we need to move away 
from the plastic pot throw away culture and to start growing plants from seed using compost 
generated from green waste.  

The representative for the ICTU recognised that it was coming late to the group and believed 
that it was imperative to mandate Bord na Móna to cut peat for the Horticulture Sector as it 
would be very difficult to see a solution without it. Bord na Móna has sites which were in 
production up to last year and using these could provide a solution for this year and next. He 
agreed that Bord na Móna is working towards doing the right thing and that his sector were 
also doing the right thing as they the workers had put themselves out of work to do so. 

The Bord na Móna rep replied that the reality was that Bord na Móna had ceased peat 
harvesting. When asked by the Chair if there was any chance of a change to this, the reply was 
that, even with a request from the Government to resume peat harvesting, Bord na Móna would 
still need to get the proper consents for large scale peat harvesting in place, which would 
include substitute consent.  

The discussion then returned to the Draft Interim Report and a request was made for 
clarification on whether or not the group as a whole agreed that the text should be changed to 
include the following points 

 That it should be a target date of 2030 for the ending of peat use but that this would be 
dependent on the success  of Research and Development of alternatives between now 
and then 

 Sub 30ha bog sites that are currently in use or recently in use, which were drained before 
21 January 2002 should be considered as a means of fulfilling the current requirements 

 Any shortfall in peat requirements should be met by imports 

There followed a request to get data or details on whether or not Ireland were currently 
exporting peat and to find out what quantities this involved It was also raised as to whether 
peat was still being exported and could this peat be diverted for use in horticulture in Ireland. 

It was also noted that the current legislation has been in place since 2011 and that the working 
group has been left with trying to find a solution to the difficulties of non-adherence with this 
legislation. 

GMI stated Bord na Mona had made the decision to move from Brown to Green. GMI members 
had sufficient land in which to undertake large scale peat extraction and it was available. They 
still had the issue of substitute consent, the planning system and Integrated Pollution Control 
licencing to deal with. The various required consents could take 5 to 6 years to obtain. GMI 
then asked if the working group could obtain the actual figures for what was the peat 
requirement of each sector within the Horticultural Industry. 



Friends of the Irish Environment then again advised that while it sympathised with the 
predicament the harvesters found themselves in we had been exporting peat from Ireland for 
years - €6m in value for January of 2021 and €76m in value for 2020. 

The Chair agreed again that we should not be exporting peat. 

There was general agreement with this and a comment was made that it was sensible to mandate 
Bord na Móna to produce peat as the peat we import is of inferior quality and degrades far 
quicker than Irish peat, which would in turn mean further emissions from the imports. 

The rep from DECC agreed with the GMI and Bord na Mona reps comments’ saying that it’s 
not possible to request  either Bord na Móna or GMI to cut peat without having the proper 
consents in place including substitute consent. He said that EU Law must be complied with. 

The DHLGH rep agreed with the DECC rep in that anyone resuming peat production would 
have to comply with the law. No Government could mandate anyone to do something that was 
not in compliance with the law. He then asked could the members of the working group live 
with the suggestions previously made for the Draft Interim Report and suggested that a note 
could be included in the Interim Report in relation to any working group member who didn’t 
agree with the Interim Report. He also mentioned that it could be useful to also note in the 
Interim Report that exporting peat should stop and that any available peat should be diverted 
to Irish Horticultural Growers. 

The Friends of the Irish Environment rep agreed with this point and also asked if we could also 
add that in the Interim Report that research and development on alternatives should begin 
immediately. 

The representative from Teagasc commented that in its report to the working group on March 
18th it had advised that any peat alternatives that would be used for the growing of food would 
be different to what was required for the growing of plants. Major problems can arise with 
alternatives. Most of the research that has taken place to date has focused on the retail and 
hobby markets. Major funding is required to ratchet up the research system in this area. The 
importation of peat would cause a major cost increase in production prices for mushroom 
producers who are already on very tight margins and the increase would make the industry 
unviable. There is also a need for mixing plants to remain in Ireland to partake in the required 
research and development in terms of blending and mixing alternatives that could be passed 
for use in the future. 

The Chair asked if there was currently any funding available for this research. 

The DAFM rep advised that the Department has recently issued a Research Call in this area for 
2021, this closed for research submissions on March 9th One area of research is to find 
alternatives to peat based growing media for horticultural production which are available, 
affordable and sustainable and meet quality, environmental and productivity requirements. Any 
research proposals for this call should take account of how peat based growing media are used 
in each sector (ornamental and amenity horticulture, vegetable sector, fruit sector, mushroom 
sector), and the unique characteristics demanded by each formulation of growing media in the 
Irish context. 

He said that we should also note: 



The Scheme of Investment Aid for the Development of the Commercial Horticulture Sector- 
this scheme is intended to assist in the development of the horticulture sector by grant aiding 
capital investments in specialised plant and equipment including renewable energy, as well as 
technology adoption specific to commercial horticulture production. The budget for this 
scheme was increased from €6 million to €9 million in 2021. 

The Chair thanked him for this information. 

The DHLGH rep advised that it is up to the working group to decide if it wanted to get an 
interim report to the Minister and asked if there was now agreement on an interim report –some 
members of the working group indicated that they would have to consult with the membership 
of their organisations before agreeing to the Interim Report..  

The Chair agreed to this and asked how long it would take them to get agreement. 

The DHLGH rep advised that, if this could be done by Tuesday the 4th of May 1pm, there was 
a good chance of the report being submitted to the Minister before the end of the week 
commencing the 3rd of May. There was an agreement that the Draft Interim Report should be 
revised taking account of the discussion at the working group meeting and circulated to the 
members of the working group early in the afternoon of Friday 30th April for sign off by by 
1pm on Tuesday 4 May.  

A further discussion ensued on what the current use of alternatives were percentage wise and 
it was advised that the professional market already use 20% of alternatives.  

The GMI rep advised that none of its members wanted to break the law but that we should not 
be importing peat and of the need to get over the current impasse. Further to this , the GMI rep 
requested that the legislative proposals that it had provided in March be forwarded to the Office 
of the Attorney General to see if there was any merit in these proposals or if what was suggested 
in them as regards new legislation could be drafted (the DHLGH rep clarified that it was 
intended to seek the advice of the Office of the Attorney General on the GMI legislative 
proposals when the Interim Report had been provided to Minister Noonan as one of the 
proposed short term solutions in the report was to seek the advice of that office on the matter)..  

Anna Kavanagh Independent Consultant advised, from the perspective of the Horticultural 
Growers, the consensus of the industry members is the following with respect to peat use in 
horticulture:  

 Emergency legislation is needed for a resumption of peat harvesting from existing 
horticultural bogs irrespective of size;  
 

 Legislation similar to other EU member countries for one system is required for 2022 
and onwards as proposed by GMI; 
  

 Emergency small scale peat harvesting on bogs ˂  30ha to be facilitated and fast-tracked 
with upmost urgency for the current 2021 season to resolve the current crisis and 
minimise imports; 
 

 Minimise imports of inferior quality peats,  as importing peat is neither 
environmentally, ethically or economically viable;  



 
 A just transition fund to be available in the short term to compensate the industry for 

any additional costs incurred as a result of the lack of availability of Irish peat; 
 

 R&D to be carried out on peat reduced and peat free growing media on a sector -by -
sector basis ensuring that the crop results are satisfactory. 
 

On a point raised by the Friends of the Irish Environment rep, it was clarified that the GMI 
proposal was to ask if the legislative proposals it had submitted were sound and to request that 
the Office of the Attorney General be asked to give an opinion on them.  It was further noted 
that the DECC rep had informed the working group that any new consent system would take 
3-4 years to put in place - he legislation would be complex to draft and any new system would 
need to provide for substitute consent, in respect of previously unregulated large scale peat 
extraction. It was not in the gift of the DECC or the EPA to change this requirement. 

It was also set out that moving from a dual consent to a single consent system would not negate 
the requirement to comply with European Union law. 

The Chair asked the DECC rep what was the solution from the DECC perspective, should the 
industry just import to solve the current problem? 

The DECC rep advised that it was not a fair or productive line of question for the Department. 

The Chair agreed but commented that this would mean there would be many years to wait for 
any proposed new system to be put in place. 

The discussion then moved to what could be done as regards short term solutions before 
moving to long term solutions.   

There was a request that, if there was an agreement to pass on the GMI proposed legislative 
solutions to the Office of the Attorney General, GMI would give permission for same in 
writing. It was intended that the Office of the Attorney General would be asked for its advice 
as to whether it was legally possible to provide for large scale peat extraction this year on an 
emergency basis without the substitute consent being in place, and without EIA or AA being 
required (the Departments of the Environment, Climate and Communications and Housing, 
Local Government and Heritage felt that this was not possible but felt it was best to obtain the 
advice of the Office of the Attorney General on the matter). 

It was also suggested that the  DECC view, that it would take 3-4 years to have a new consent 
system in place, could be noted in the Interim Report. 

The Friends of the Irish Environment rep was in agreement with this. 

The DHLGH rep then asked if the proposed long term solution was to phase out peat use in 
horticulture by 2030 with independent monitoring of the phasing out and based on the success 
of the Research and Development programme on alternatives and was there agreement within 
the working group on this solution. 

The Chair agreed saying that it should be a gradual process. 



It was agreed to bring the point about Research and Development into the section of the Interim 
Report on short-term solutions and further to look at what is available for use as alternatives in 
terms of Biomass. It was also suggested that it would be worthwhile to do a study on the 
viability of any alternatives as we don’t want to end up moving from one unsustainable product 
to another.  

A further comment was made that it was hypocritical of the Harvesters to complain about the 
importation of peat when we have been exporting peat for years.  

It was then stated that no mention of the 17 thousand jobs that were at stake had been made so 
far. The ICTU representative stated that he was very disillusioned by what he was hearing in 
the working group - it was all focused on the long term and the Horticultural Industry was 
facing an immediate crisis. In 4 weeks’ time the industry would be out of peat and he further 
clarified that there is no suitable peat being exported only peat for heat purposes is being 
exported. Currently smaller growers are being refused peat and the working group was going 
round in circles and if this crisis was not resolved then the group had no role. There is a need 
for mixing plants to remain open in Ireland as it would be economic madness and 
environmentally unfair to import peat.  

It was agreed generally that the large scale peat extraction legislation is what it is and while 
some sectors within the working group felt emergency legislation was required, others felt that 
this was not possible.  

It was further mentioned that, while the members of Cré had provided significant quantities of 
alternatives, significant increases in alternatives could be provided with the proper investment. 

In response to a query as to how the Just Transition Program might be of assistance with regard 
to the current crisis and the future of the Horticultural Industry, the rep from DECC indicated 
that he would inquire within his Department as to what the process of making an application 
for funding under the Just Transition Program would involve.  

 

. It was generally agreed that to have data on where the existing stocks of peat are and if they 
are suitable for use in horticulture would be very helpful. To obtain the data may require a 
commissioned study to give definitive information on what exactly is the size and shape of the 
market requirement.  

The Friends of the Irish Environment rep advised that it would not support any request for a 
legislative change that would not require the applicant to comply with substitute consent, EIA 
and AA requirements. 

It was suggested by the DHLGH rep that enough information and commentary had been 
provided within the working group in order for the Chair to send an interim report to the 
Minister. There was general agreement that this should be done.  

The members of the working group agreed that between them they would gather information 
on what peat stocks were currently available in the country that would be suitable for use in 
the horticultural industry and how much peat was required. They would also try to find out if 
there was currently any peat being exported and what quantities were involved. It was also 
suggested that information would be useful that members of the group may have or could obtain 



on below 30ha bog sites even if they were unsure whether the peat in these sites was suitable 
for use in horticulture. The Cré rep advised that he would organise a survey of what is 
happening in composting in terms of the industry and report back.  

It was agreed to circulate the revised draft of the Interim Report in the afternoon of the 30th of 
April to members of the working group with a deadline to indicate approval or not to the report 
by 1pm on Tuesday 4th May. It was also agreed to postpone discussion on the remaining items 
on the Agenda for a further date and close the meeting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


