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1. INTRODUCTION  

 
Killarney National Park  was designated a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve in 1982. 
The boundary of the biosphere was initially determined by the NPWS based on the 
extent of State owned lands comprising the national park. The first periodic review of 
the KNP UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, was undertaken in May 2017 in partnership 
between Kerry County Council and National Parks & Wildlife Service of the 
Department of Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs. As part of this 
review process, changes in the scale and zonation of the biosphere were proposed 
and it was proposed, to name the newly defined biosphere the Kerry UNESCO 
Biosphere Reserve. https://www.chg.gov.ie/app/uploads/2017/12/170402-periodic-
review-2017-05-13-f-complete-3.pdf 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.chg.gov.ie/app/uploads/2017/12/170402-periodic-review-2017-05-13-f-complete-3.pdf
https://www.chg.gov.ie/app/uploads/2017/12/170402-periodic-review-2017-05-13-f-complete-3.pdf
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2. THE CASE PUT FORWARD BY NPWS & GROUNDWORK’S RESPONSE 

UNESCO states: “The periodic review represents an opportunity to carry out a 
qualitative survey of the actions implemented, their results. It’s a time to take stock of 
progress made by the biosphere reserve, especially as concerns the updating of 
knowledge, skills and expertise in resource and ecosystem management.” 
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/natural-sciences/environment/ecological-
sciences/biosphere-reserves/periodic-review-process/ 
 
The case put forward by NPWS for a Kerry UNESCO Biosphere Reserve is 
supported by an account of the nature conservation achievements of the Irish 
Government in the  Killarney National Park UNESCO Biosphere Reserve since its 
UNESCO designation in 1982. The Review states that: “The main challenges to 
conservation of resources include Rhododendron infestation, unsustainable numbers 
of deer and other livestock, pollution in Lough Leane, trespassing sheep, fire 
management and uncontrolled visitor usage.” These main challenges closely reflect 
the challenges identified in: 
 
1967 (50 years ago)  
The Killarney Valley Survey 1967  (Report by Fehily Associates for An Foras 
Forbartha)  
 
1990 (27 years ago)  
Killarney National Park Management Plan 1990 (National Parks & Wildlife Service 
1990) 
 
2005 (12 years ago) 
Management Plan for Killarney National Park 2005-2009 (National Parks & Wildlife 
Service 2005) 
 
With regard to some of these challenges the NPWS Review states: “resolution of the 
issues at hand has not been finalised but works between the NPWS and a variety of 
stakeholders are currently ongoing to facilitate this”. The Review however presents 
NPWS’ track record on Rhododendron eradication as a main plank of its case for the 
creation of a Kerry UNESCO Biosphere Reserve.  
 
The salient elements of the Review regarding Rhododendron in Killarney National 
Park Biosphere Reserve can be summarised as follows: 
 

1. “the whole southern part of the Core Area [i.e. c.75% of the native oakwoods 
of Killarney] has been cleared, and is now subject to ongoing periodical 
maintenance of regrowth”  

 
2. A 2014 map which indicated that 75% of  oakwood areas in Killarney National 

Park are now achieving clear status is presented in the Review.  
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3. “There has been some disagreement between the National Park authority and 
two stakeholder NGOs concerning the effectiveness of the maintenance 
programme. According to the NGOs, there is monitoring evidence that 
Rhododendron will aggressively re-establish in some already cleared areas 
(Newman et al., 2016: 29-35) …” (underlining added) 

 
4. “…the technical issue is the extent of cover of re-established Rhododendron 

which is acceptable between maintenance years in terms of long-term 
woodland regeneration.” 

 
5. “It is therefore planned to address this by monitoring the effectiveness of 

maintenance… with adaptation of management plans based on monitoring” 
 

6. “It is therefore planned to address this by …peer review of management 
practice…” 

 
7. “It is therefore planned to address this by … assessment of cost-

effectiveness…” 
 

8. “It is therefore planned to address this by …greater co-operation with 
stakeholders.” 
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Groundwork Response To Points 1-8 Above 
 
Points 1 & 2 above would be excellent and welcome news if they were true, but 
unfortunately they are not true; indeed they are nowhere close to being true.  
 
The following Map illustrates locations of woods which have been visited by 
Groundwork in the period 2014 – 2017 or by Mr Cahalane (NPWS) in the period 
August 2015 to February 2016 in which “Clear Status” has been lost and which have 
reverted to major Rhododendron seed production (Locations approximate). N.B. the 
records of reinfestation are by no means comprehensive, reflecting only the areas 
visited; it is certain that reinfestation has also occurred in areas not yet visited by 
Groundwork.  
 

 
 
Full details of surveys on which the information on this map is based including 
individual geotagged photographs and measurement of all flowering and seed 
producing rhododendron plants recorded are available in the Groundwork June 2017 
Overview Report (Groundwork 2017) http://www.groundwork.ie/updated-overview-of-
groundwork-woods-june-2017.pdf 
. 
 
 

http://www.groundwork.ie/updated-overview-of-groundwork-woods-june-2017.pdf
http://www.groundwork.ie/updated-overview-of-groundwork-woods-june-2017.pdf
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Point 3 above: We are not familiar with the reference cited i.e. (Newman et al., 
2016) and the Review document unfortunately does not include a list of references. It 
may be that the document in question is Newman et al 2014. The NGOs in question 
are not named, but the only two sources of relevant monitoring information have 
been Groundwork, and, independently, scientists based at the Department of 
Botany, Trinity College Dublin. (N.B. Information regarding the Trinity College based 
monitoring was obtained by Groundwork from NPWS under Access to Information on 
the Environment Regulations).  The Trinity College Dublin scientists and Groundwork 
have not just stated independently that there is “monitoring evidence”, they have 
both independently submitted full details of monitoring to NPWS.  Furthermore the 
evidence is not that “rhododendron will aggressively re-establish in some already 
cleared areas”; it is that rhododendron has aggressively re-established in many 
already cleared areas. (See Map above;  Groundwork (2017) and Further details in 
Section 4 below) 
 
Point 4 above: The “technical issue” of the acceptable level of re-established 
Rhododendron which is acceptable between maintenance years has been 
comprehensively addressed in two NPWS reports (Higgins 2006 & Higgins 2008), 
the latter of which was published and is available online at 
https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/publications/pdf/IWM33.pdf. Both reports state: 
“In large sites where seed sources persist nearby and where large areas are 

susceptible to infestation or reinfestation, a zero‐tolerance approach to 
rhododendron within clearance sites must be adopted in order to gain maximum 
benefit from control measures and also to make management most effective and 
cost efficient in the medium to long term.” Determining whether thousands of 
flowering/ seed producing Rhododendron which have already released countless 
millions of rhododendron seeds is acceptable between maintenance years is not a 
“technical issue”; it is a matter of common sense.  
 
Points 5-8 above reveal that NPWS has identified a need for monitoring the 
effectiveness of maintenance, peer review of management practice, assessment of 
cost effectiveness, and greater co-operation with stake holders. For these 
requirements to be admitted by NPWS more than 45 years after the commencement 
of the NPWS Rhododendron programme is welcome if somewhat belated.  One 
wonders why they now think these are necessary.  
 
Point 5 above: As NPWS is aware, but does not mention in the NPWS Review, 
since 2013 Groundwork has monitored the progress of re-infestation in the woods 
which it had previously cleared and maintained in the period 1981 – 2009, 
documenting with geotagged photographic evidence thousands of flowering/ seed 
producing Rhododendron which have already released countless millions of 
rhododendron seeds (Groundwork 2017). Since 1991 scientists based at the 
Department of Botany, Trinity College Dublin have monitored  permanent plots at 85 
locations throughout the Killarney woodlands, which among other findings, has 
revealed significant reinfestation of areas of the Killarney oakwoods with 
Rhododendron. (Newman et al 2014) 
 
Point 6 above: Peer review is the process of subjecting work, research, or ideas to 
the scrutiny of others who are experts in the same field. NPWS Rhododendron 
management practice in Killarney National Park has been reviewed by Woodland 

https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/publications/pdf/IWM33.pdf
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Ecologist Dr G.T. Higgins (Higgins 2006 & 2008); by Professor Daniel Kelly of Trinity 
College Dublin who has made detailed woodland studies in Killarney National Park 
which have extended over the past 48 years; and by Groundwork which, in addition 
to having several professional ecologists with specific expertise and knowledge of 
the Killarney Woodlands, has developed a unique knowledge of the woodlands of 
Killarney National Park, having carried out Rhododendron clearance and 
maintenance in them from 1981 to 2009 and carried out monitoring in them from 
2013 to 2017. The combined (though independent) scientific expertise and intimate 
knowledge of the Killarney oakwoods of the Trinity College based scientists and 
Groundwork constitutes a formidable scientific and on the ground knowledge of the 
Killarney oakwoods and of the rhododendron problem in particular. The involvement 
and experience of currently active Groundwork personnel with the Rhododendron in 
the Killarney oakwoods, encompasses the entire 37 years from 1981 to the present.      
 
Point 7 above Higgins 2006 & 2008 states: “The zero‐tolerance approach to 
rhododendron within clearance sites must be adopted …to make management most 
effective and cost efficient in the medium to long term.” A repeating long term cycle 
of partial clearance, followed by reinfestation which has characterised the NPWS 
clearance efforts up to the present time is self-evidently a scandalous waste of public 
money. 
 
Point 8 above: The first step to greater co-operation with stakeholders who have 
produced evidence of widespread serious reinfestation would be to acknowledge 
and address this evidence rather than ignoring it and/or denying it over a period of 
years. 
   
 
The following facts are supported by incontrovertible evidence: 
 

1. The relevant state authorities have been fully aware of the severe threat 
posed by Rhododendron to state owned oakwoods in Killarney since 1967, 
i.e. for over fifty years.  
 
Evidence: The state commissioned Killarney Valley Survey stated in 1967 that a “Major 
problem is the fast spreading invasion of rhododendron”; “Severe Rhododendron invasion into 
Derrycunihy Wood, and early stage of it in Tomies Wood.”  The Survey included “Measures 
for the eradication and control of Rhododendron” on its list of “problems requiring the most 
urgent action”. 

 
2. Rhododendron clearance work has been ongoing in Killarney National Park 

(incorporating the Bourn Vincent Memorial Park) for over 45 years.  
 
Evidence: The 1990 Killarney National Park Management Plan stated that efforts to control 
Rhododendron “have been in progress for over 20 years” thereby dating the commencement 
of NPWS clearance work to 1970 or earlier. Groundwork’s oakwood rhododendron clearance 
workcamps commenced in 1981 and continued until 2009.  
 

 
3. The following two works were commissioned by NPWS:  “A Strategy for 

Rhododendron Control in Killarney National Park by Dr G. Therese Higgins 
(2006)” and Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33 Higgins, G.T. (2008) Rhododendron 
ponticum: A guide to management on nature conservation sites. Irish Wildlife 
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Manuals, No. 33. In both of these documents emphasis was placed on the 
necessity of establishing a clear and robust definition of the phases of 
rhododendron clearance, and most importantly a robust definition of “Clear” 
status. Three phases of clearance were defined: Phase 1 in year 1 of 
clearance, Phase 2 by year 3, and Phase 3 (maintenance) in year 8 and at 
subsequent c.8 year intervals. In previously infested sites “Clear” status is 
only achieved “if they have been systematically checked and no mature (seed 
producing) plants are present and the site is part of an ongoing maintenance  
schedule (at Phase 3 stage).” With regard to systematic checking, Higgins 
(2006 & 2008) states: “in woodland systematic coverage of the entire area by 
lines of operatives is the only practical way to ensure that all visible plants will 
be spotted for removal.” These definitions and the systematic approach 
deemed essential by Higgins have always been employed by Groundwork 
volunteers but never by NPWS or its contractors & volunteers.  
 
Evidence: See  https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/publications/pdf/IWM33.pdf (Pages 17 
- 19) 
 
 

4. Higgins (2006) Strategy for Rhododendron Control in Killarney National Park  
report included the results of a general survey of rhododendron in Killarney 
National Park at that time (i.e. 2006), including a detailed assessment of the 
Rhododendron clearance/ infestation status on a woodland by woodland 
basis. It is notable that the only woodland areas of the National Park that were 
classified in this report as “Cleared: Phase 3” (i.e. meriting “clear” status) were 
western woods of the national park which had been cleared and maintained 
by Groundwork. Despite having been approved by Dr Jervis Good (Divisional 
Ecologist NPWS) (AHG/AIE/2014/33 Record No. 215), NPWS never 
published the report. The report was obtained by Groundwork under Freedom 
of Information (AHG/AIE/2014/33 Record No. 216), and to the best of our 
knowledge the citing  of the report  by NPWS in the NPWS UNESCO 
Biosphere Review is the first public recognition/ confirmation by NPWS of the 
existence of this report. 
 
Evidence: AHG/AIE/2014/33 Record No. 216 & AHG/AIE/2014/33 Record No. 215 both held 
by NPWS and available from Groundwork.  
 
 

5. With the exception of oakwood areas cleared and maintained clear by 
Groundwork in the period 1981 to 2005, a repeating pattern of partial 
clearance followed by reinfestation has characterised the clearance 
programme over the last 45 years. 
 
Evidence: NPWS 2005 – 2009 Killarney National Park Management plan states:  “The 
control and eradication of rhododendron suffered greatly due to a lack of a detailed realistic 
long-term plan for dealing with the problem. The 1990 Plan estimated that 240 ha of 
rhododendron infested woodland (27%) had been cleared at that time. Since then, some of 
this has become re-infested, and further areas have been cleared.” However the 2005 – 2009 
Management Plan makes it clear that this pattern of reinfestation did not occur in Groundwork 
cleared areas: “Groundwork (a voluntary conservation organisation) workcamps have been 
very successful in dealing with rhododendron. Their clearly defined strategies and extremely 
well co-ordinated work programme has resulted in a significant proportion of the formerly 
infested oakwoods in the Park being maintained free of  Rhododendron. Most of this work has 

https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/publications/pdf/IWM33.pdf
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been carried out in the more inaccessible woodlands on the western side of the National 
Park.”  
(For methodology employed by Groundwork see 
https://www.forestry.gov.uk/pdf/rhod_th_groundwork.pdf/$FILE/rhod_th_groundwork.pdf ) 
 

6. Hundreds of hectares of remote oakwood cleared and maintained clear by 
Groundwork in the period 1981 to 2005, by means of systematic checking of 
the woods every 6-7 years, have been re-infested by Rhododendron. In these 
woods Rhododendron has now reached the stage of seed production which 
has already resulted in the dissemination of hundreds of millions of wind born 
rhododendron seeds and the establishment of a new generation of 
rhododendron in the form of countless young Rhododendron seedlings which 
will become more apparent as they grow densely in the coming years. 
 
Evidence: See Groundwork Overview Report June 2017 http://www.groundwork.ie/updated-
overview-of-groundwork-woods-june-2017.pdf 

 
 

7. Because of the re-infestation of the oakwoods previously cleared and 
maintained by Groundwork (see Point 3 above), most if not all of the oakwood 
areas in the park which were cleared and maintained by Groundwork no 
longer qualify as “clear” as defined in Higgins (2006) and Higgins (2008). On 
the basis of NPWS’ own reports, it is also  evident that, as in 2006, most if not 
all the woods in which NPWS supervised clearance has been carried do not 
have “clear” status, because of chronic failure to eliminate seed sources due 
to lack of systematic coverage of the woods.   
 
Evidence: See Groundwork Overview Report June 2017 which incorporates relevant 
information from NPWS reports http://www.groundwork.ie/updated-overview-of-groundwork-
woods-june-2017.pdf 

 

 
8. The 1990 KNP Management Plan specified that Rhododendron had spread to 

c. 900 hectares of oakwood in the national park by that time of which it stated 
that approximately 240 hectares had been cleared. The 2005 Management 
Plan does not indicate that Rhododendron had spread further at that time 
(though it seems likely that it had). The available evidence including NPWS 
report O’Toole (October 2014) and Groundwork (June 2017)  indicates that all 
oakwood areas in the park which had escaped infestation up to 2005 have 
now been infested and have rhododendrons at seed production stage. If the 
1990 estimate of c.900 hectares of infested oakwood was still correct in 2005, 
then a further  c.330 hectares of the park has been newly infested in the last 
10 - 12 years. In reality the percentage of the Killarney oakwoods infested by 
Rhododendron is likely to have been significantly underestimated in the 1990 
Management Plan. Nevertheless the spread of rhododendron to all the 
oakwoods in the national park is notable and regrettable. 
 
Evidence: See Groundwork  (June 2017) http://www.groundwork.ie/updated-overview-of-
groundwork-woods-june-2017.pdf & O’Toole (October 2014)  

 
 

 

https://www.forestry.gov.uk/pdf/rhod_th_groundwork.pdf/$FILE/rhod_th_groundwork.pdf
http://www.groundwork.ie/updated-overview-of-groundwork-woods-june-2017.pdf
http://www.groundwork.ie/updated-overview-of-groundwork-woods-june-2017.pdf
http://www.groundwork.ie/updated-overview-of-groundwork-woods-june-2017.pdf
http://www.groundwork.ie/updated-overview-of-groundwork-woods-june-2017.pdf
http://www.groundwork.ie/updated-overview-of-groundwork-woods-june-2017.pdf
http://www.groundwork.ie/updated-overview-of-groundwork-woods-june-2017.pdf
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9. Widespread resumption of rhododendron seed production in the Killarney 
Oakwoods has been established beyond doubt. This constitutes a serious and 
significant deterioration of a Qualifying Interest Annex I habitat in the SAC and 
is therefore in contravention of the Habitats Directive. Groundwork has 
initiated a formal complaint to the European Commission in this regard. 
 
Evidence: See Groundwork Overview Report June 2017 http://www.groundwork.ie/updated-
overview-of-groundwork-woods-june-2017.pdf 

 
 

10. With regard to this deterioration, the National Parks & Wildlife Services has 
either been seriously misled by its own operatives, or it has deliberately 
ignored the evidence of the deterioration which has been communicated to it 
by Groundwork, which has carried out monitoring in the western woods 
annually since 2013 (See Section 5 below), and independently of Groundwork 
by scientists from Department of Botany Trinity College Dublin, who carried 
out  monitoring of permanent plots in the Killarney oakwoods over the 1991-
2011 period. 
 
Evidence: Newman et al (2014) report provided to Groundwork by NPWS.  
 
 

11. With regard to this deterioration which has been on-going for several years, 
the NPWS has either unwittingly or knowingly comprehensively misled its 
Ministers Heather Humphreys and Jimmy Deenihan, the Dáil, the media, the 
public, the European Commission and now UNESCO. 
 
Evidence: Records of the Dáil available online. Correspondence between NPWS and the 
media and with European Commission obtained by Groundwork under freedom of information 
legislation and available on request. 
 

 
 
 

http://www.groundwork.ie/updated-overview-of-groundwork-woods-june-2017.pdf
http://www.groundwork.ie/updated-overview-of-groundwork-woods-june-2017.pdf
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3. CHRONOLOGICAL ACCOUNT OF RHODODENDRON CONTROL WORKS IN 

PERIOD 1970 – 2017 IN NPWS BIOSPHERE RESERVE REVIEW & 

GROUNDWORK RESPONSE 

 
 
3.1. Account Of Rhododendron Control Works In Period 1990 - 2009 

 
The NPWS Review states: “By 1990, nearly 900 ha of the 1,200 ha (75%) of native 
woodland were infested. Following years of clearance work by volunteers, 
contractors and NPWS staff, about 40% of the infested oak woodlands had been 
freed from Rhododendron in 2009.”  
 
 
The logical interpretation of this statement is:  
 

i. The Rhododendron eradication programme commenced in 1990. 
(In fact the 1990 Killarney National Park Management Plan stated that efforts to control 
Rhododendron “have been in progress for over 20 years” thereby dating the commencement 
of NPWS clearance work to 1970 or earlier.) 

 
ii. By 1990 Rhododendron infestation had spread into c.900 hectares of the 

Killarney Oakwoods.  
 
(In fact, whereas 900 hectares was estimated as the maximum extent of oakwood infestation 
pre 1990, 240 hectares of this had been cleared by 1990. The 1990 Killarney National Park 
Management Plan stated: “The National Park contains approximately 1,200 hectares of native 
woodland of which approximately  880 – 900 hectares is infested with Rhododendron 
ponticum. Of this approximately 240 hectares has been cleared to date representing 27% of 
the total infested area.”  
 

 
iii. In the 19 years between 1990 and 2009, c. 40% of the c.900 ha of 

oakwood infested by rhododendron in 1990, amounting to c.360 
hectares was “freed from Rhododendron” averaging c.19 hectares  per 
year.  
 
(In fact, as shown above, the 1990 Management Plan stated that by 1990 27% of the original 
900 hectares of infested oak woodland, i.e. 240 hectares, had been cleared, leaving c.650 
hectares of un-cleared woodland in 1990. Using NPWS’ own figures, this means that 13% 
rather than 40% of the originally infested area was cleared in the 19 years between 1990 and 
2009, amounting to an average of c.6 ha per year.  The NPWS Review has conflated the 
work carried out in the 20 years prior to 1990 with the work carried out between 1990 and 
2009, thus obscuring the fact that a significant proportion of the woodland area cleared pre 
1990 was allowed to become re-infested in the 1990 to 2005 period. This pattern of re-
infestation which has characterised all of the NPWS clearance programmes has been hidden 
by the insinuation that the programme began in 1990, rather than more than 20 years earlier. 
This has had the effect of multiplying  the average annual clearance to three times the figure 
indicated by the data in NPWS’ own 1990 & 2005 management plans.) 
 

 
iv. During that 19 year period all cleared areas were maintained free of 

Rhododendron on an ongoing basis 



 

13 

 
(In fact the NPWS 2005 – 2009 Killarney National Park Management plan states:  “The 
control and eradication of rhododendron suffered greatly due to a lack of a detailed realistic 
long-term plan for dealing with the problem. The 1990 Plan estimated that 240 ha of 
rhododendron infested woodland (27%) had been cleared at that time. Since then, some of 
this has become re-infested, and further areas have been cleared.” However the 2005 – 2009 
Management Plan makes it clear that this pattern of reinfestation did not occur in Groundwork 
cleared areas: “Groundwork (a voluntary conservation organisation) workcamps have been 
very successful in dealing with rhododendron. Their clearly defined strategies and extremely 
well co-ordinated work programme has resulted in a significant proportion of the formerly 
infested oakwoods in the Park being maintained free of  Rhododendron. Most of this work has 
been carried out in the more inaccessible woodlands on the western side of the National 
Park.” (For methodology employed by Groundwork see 
https://www.forestry.gov.uk/pdf/rhod_th_groundwork.pdf/$FILE/rhod_th_groundwork.pdf ) 

 
 
 
3.2.  Account Of Rhododendron Control Works In Period 2006 - 2017 

The NPWS account of this period uses as a baseline the work of Higgins (2006).  
Despite having been approved by Dr Jervis Good (Divisional Ecologist NPWS) 
(AHG/AIE/2014/33 Record No. 215), NPWS never published the report. The report 
was obtained by Groundwork under Freedom of Information (AHG/AIE/2014/33 
Record No. 216), and to the best of our knowledge the citing  of the report  by NPWS 
in the 2017 NPWS Review is the first public recognition by NPWS of the existence of 
this report. It is notable that the only woodland areas of the National Park that were 
classified in this report as “Cleared: Phase 3” (i.e. meriting “clear” status) were 
western woods of the national park which had been cleared and maintained by 
Groundwork. 
 
Higgins (2006) includes detailed descriptions and mapping of  rhododendron on a 
woodland by woodland basis; the only section of this report that is referenced in the 
NPWS Review is Table 1 as follows (with clarifying details from the section dealing 
with Tomies Wood): 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.forestry.gov.uk/pdf/rhod_th_groundwork.pdf/$FILE/rhod_th_groundwork.pdf
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TABLE FROM HIGGINS (2006) REFFEREDTO IN NPWS’ UNESCO BISPHERE 
RESERVE REVIEW 
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The NPWS Review states: “In 2006, the extent of Rhododendron cover was 
summarised for 35 sectors of the Core Area (i.e. Killarney National Park), with a total 
net cover estimated at 509 ha (Higgins, 2006: 6 (Table 1)).”  
 
(In fact Higgins’ 2006 survey blocks included c. 2,852 hectares of non-oakwood area comprised of 
forestry plantations, heathland, bogland, parkland etc. The area of concern to us is the c. 1,200ha 
oakwood area. Higgins tabulates two rhododendron metrics/classification for each block i.e. (1) 
Rhododendron infestation/ clearance status and (2) Estimated Total Rhododendron. The NPWS 
Review mentions only the later. Approximately 25% of the oakwood area was classified by Higgins in 
2006 as having completed the three phases of Rhododendron clearance, and qualified for “clear” 
status. The remaining c.75% failed to achieve clear status, and consisted of uncleared areas and 
areas in which full clearance had not been completed. The total Rhododendron cover for the oakwood 
blocks was given as c.282 ha; however most of these, i.e. c.272ha, were in areas where 
rhododendron was classified as severe or very severe. The reason for this is noted at the bottom of 
Higgins Table 1 as follows: “Areas which have undergone recent clearance or which are undergoing 
systematic maintenance have been automatically given 0.01ha of Rhododendron.” This means that 
this metric makes no distinction between “clear” areas, and areas in which only phase 1 clearance is 
in progress or recently completed. Such areas are likely to have billions of viable rhododendron seeds 
in the ground and millions of newly developing seedlings which will develop a blanket of new 
rhododendron plants within a few years.  
 
Clearly the most useful metric used in Higgins’ table is the Rhododendron Infestation. If the NPWS 
Review had tracked this classification from 2006 to 2017, it would have revealed a decline from c.25% 
of oakwoods with clear status in 2006 to none in 2017. This is because seed production has resumed 
in the woods previously cleared and maintained by Groundwork, and NPWS reports indicate that 
flower/seed producing Rhododendron have not been successfully eliminated from any of the partially 
cleared areas, and as a result Rhododendron seedlings have continued to be generated in these 
woods in the period from 2006 to 2017. In short, none of these areas has since achieved clear 
status.(Groundwork 2017) 

 
The NPWS Review states: “By 2016, the 10-year clearance programme by the 
NPWS had cleared 325 ha of dense mature woodland infestation, and reduced the 
total net cover by 100 ha. In addition, several hundred hectares of moderate and 
scattered infestation in adjoining areas were also cleared in the same period. The 
result has been that the whole southern part of the Core Area has been cleared, and 
is now subject to ongoing periodical maintenance of regrowth (Figure 4.1). … The 
Department’s management programme has made significant inroads into the 
problem and now approx. 2,000 of those hectares…are under effective control.” 
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(Given that Higgins lists c.367 ha of oakwood as having severe Rhododendron infestation in 2006, of 
which at least 200 ha remains untouched in 2018, it must be assumed that most if not all of the 325 
ha of dense mature woodland infestation “cleared” in the period 2006 to 2017 (if it was cleared in any 
real sense) was in non-oakwood areas.) 

 
The NPWS Review is peppered with undefined terms such as “significant inroads” 
and “under effective control”. 
 
The NPWS claim that c.75% of the Killarney Oakwoods are now clear of 
Rhododendron is conclusively proven untrue by the facts which have been recorded, 
mapped and photographed on the ground; see section 4 below. 
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4. SURVEY OF RHODODENDRON REINFESTATION IN THE WESTERN 

OAKWOODS OF KILLARNEY NATIONAL PARK 2014 - 2017 

 
This map also illustrates some locations of Rhododendron seed production in the 
eastern woods based largely on information on Rhododendron contained in three 
Rhododendron Eradication Programme Progress Reports prepared for NPWS by Mr 
Tim Cahalane between August 2015 and February 2016. (Cahalane Oct. 2015, Dec. 
2015, Feb. 2016 & Dec. 2016) 

 
Map illustrating locations of woods which have been visited by Groundwork in the period 2014 

– 2017 (Groundwork June 2017) or by Mr Cahalane (NPWS) in the period August 2015 to 
February 2016 in which “Clear Status” has been lost and which have reverted to major 

Rhododendron seed production (Locations approximate).  
 
 
Geotagged photographic evidence of Rhododendron reinfestation in all of the areas visited can be 
found on SmugMug.com.  Links are included in the tables below. 
 
N.B. To view the locations of all photos in the Smugmug gallery, scroll down to see the map; 
thumbnails of photos can be viewed by clicking on the pointers. For best viewing change to satellite 
view at the top right corner of the map and zoom in to the maximum extent. To view the mapped 
location of an individual photo, click on the “i” symbol at bottom right, then select the “Map” tab. 
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4.1. Cahnicaun Wood  

 
July 2015 

Oakwood Name  Cahnicaun 

Location  Northern Section 

Area surveyed c.3ha. 

Number of rhododendron ≥ 1m 
recorded 

166 

Number of plants recorded which 
had flowered in 2015  

68 

Number of plants recorded which 
had released seed in the previous 
winter  

47 

View Photos using this link http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/C
ahnicaun-Jul-2015/n-8Z4qgC 

View video footage using this link  http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/C
ahnicaun-Rhodo-Videos/n-9PgPXM 

N.B. Number of plants with seed 
heads “located & treated” in  NPWS 
“Inspection & Maintenance of entire 
area of Cahnicaun wood in December 
2014/ January 2015 

<10 

 
June 2016 

Oakwood Name  Cahnicaun 

Location  Middle Section 

Area surveyed c.2ha 

Number of rhododendron ≥ 1m 
recorded 

13 

Number of plants recorded which 
had flowered in 2016  

4 

Number of plants recorded which 
had released seed in the previous 
winter  

2 

View Photos using this link http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/C
ahnicaun-Eamonns-June-2016/n-zwZvnm 

 
 
4.2. Eamonn’s Wood 

June 2016 

Oakwood Name  Eamonn’s Wood 
 

Location  Middle section of wood 

Area surveyed c.6ha 

Number of rhododendron ≥ 1m 
recorded 

83 

Number of plants recorded which 
had flowered in 2016  

9 

http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/Cahnicaun-Jul-2015/n-8Z4qgC
http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/Cahnicaun-Jul-2015/n-8Z4qgC
http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/Cahnicaun-Rhodo-Videos/n-9PgPXM
http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/Cahnicaun-Rhodo-Videos/n-9PgPXM
http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/Cahnicaun-Eamonns-June-2016/n-zwZvnm
http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/Cahnicaun-Eamonns-June-2016/n-zwZvnm
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Number of plants recorded which 
had released seed in the previous 
winter  

6 

View Photos using this link http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/C
ahnicaun-Eamonns-June-2016/n-zwZvnm 
 

N.B. Number of plants with seed 
heads “located & treated” in  NPWS 
“Inspection & Maintenance of entire 
area of Eamonn’s wood in December 
2014/ January 2015 

0  
(Eamonn’s Wood was inexplicably omitted 
by NPWS from “specific inspections of all 
the areas cited by Groundwork” in 2014) 

 
 
September 2016 

Oakwood Name  Eamonn’s Wood 

Location  North west section 

Area surveyed c.1ha 

Number of rhododendron ≥ 1m 
recorded 

28 

Number of plants recorded which 
had flowered in 2016  

9 

Number of plants recorded which 
had released seed in the previous 
winter  

5 

View Photos using this link http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/E
amonns-Glaisin-Sept-2016/n-CF8FCn 

 
May 2017  

Oakwood Name  Eamonn’s Wood 

Location  Transects in west, east and middle section 
of wood 

Area surveyed c.7ha.*  

Number of rhododendron ≥ 1m 
recorded 

Too many to count in the time available 

Number of plants recorded which 
had flowered in 2017  

169 

Number of plants recorded which 
had released seed in the previous 
winter  

67 

View Photos using this link  
(Only flowering plants were photographed) 

http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/E
amonns-May-2017/n-BhxmLb 

* Much of the transect was through areas previously checked in 2016; however, the long finger of woodland 

extending in a southerly direction from the centre area of the wood was surveyed for the 1
st
 time since last 

covered by Groundwork in 2007. 

 
 
 

http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/Cahnicaun-Eamonns-June-2016/n-zwZvnm
http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/Cahnicaun-Eamonns-June-2016/n-zwZvnm
http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/Eamonns-Glaisin-Sept-2016/n-CF8FCn
http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/Eamonns-Glaisin-Sept-2016/n-CF8FCn
http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/Eamonns-May-2017/n-BhxmLb
http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/Eamonns-May-2017/n-BhxmLb
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4.3. Looscaunagh Wood 

 
May 2017 

Oakwood Name  Looscaunagh Wood 

Location  South western half of wood 

Area surveyed c.15ha. 

Number of rhododendron ≥ 1m 
recorded 

Too many to count in the time available 

Number of plants recorded which 
had flowered in 2017  

249 

Number of plants recorded which 
had released seed in the previous 
winter  

120 

View Photos using this link http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/L
ooscaunagh-May-2017/n-cKwvLx 

N.B. Number of plants with seed 
heads “located & treated” in  NPWS 
“Inspection & Maintenance” of entire 
area of Looscaunagh wood in 
December 2014/ January 2015 

<15 

 
 
4.4. Tomies Wood South Of O’Sullivan’s Cascade 

 
August 2015 

Oakwood Name  Tomies Wood South of O’Sullivan’s 
Cascade 

Location  Tomies Wood South of O’Sullivan’s 
Cascade 

Area surveyed c.3ha. 

Number of rhododendron ≥ 1m 
recorded 

109 

Number of plants which had flowered 
in 2015 recorded 

28 

Number of plants which had released 
seed in the previous winter recorded 

15 

View Photos using this link http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/T
omies-Aug-2015/n-rDC5mJ 

N.B. Number of plants with seed 
heads “located & treated” in  NPWS 
“Inspection & Maintenance” of entire 
area of Tomies Wood in December 
2014/ January 2015 

<15 

 
 
 
 

http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/Looscaunagh-May-2017/n-cKwvLx
http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/Looscaunagh-May-2017/n-cKwvLx
http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/Tomies-Aug-2015/n-rDC5mJ
http://groundworkireland.smugmug.com/Tomies-Aug-2015/n-rDC5mJ
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5. MONITORING OF KILLARNEY NATIONAL PARK WOODLANDS BY BOTANY 

DEPARTMENT, TRINITY COLLEGE DUBLIN 

 
Annex I to the UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Periodic Review presents a list of the 
eleven Main Objectives of the UNESCO Biosphere reserve. This list includes: 
 
Objective 9. “To undertake or facilitate research necessary to achieve the 
above objectives and to monitor the effectiveness of conservation 
management.” 
 
The monitoring that has most closely reflected this objective in Killarney National 
Park is the monitoring of vegetation change through permanent plots in Killarney 
National Park in the period 1991-2011, carried out by scientists from the Department 
of Botany, Trinity College Dublin.  
 
“The overall aim of this study is to assess vegetation changes over 20 years, within 
the woodlands of Killarney National Park, Co. Kerry. The specific focus has been on 
the following topics: 
 
1. Change in ground flora in different woods and habitat types; 
2. Tree regeneration in different woodland habitat types; 
3. Changes in Rhododendron infestation; 
4. Establishment of a baseline for woodland plot soil chemical properties.”  
(Newman et al 2014) (Report provided to Groundwork by NPWS) 
 
“The project started with the establishment of 53 permanent (woodland) 4mx4m plots 
in 1991, which increased to a total of 87 by 1998. The monitoring of these plots has 
been carried out at successive 5 year intervals, in 1991, 1996, 2001, 2006 and 
2011.”  (Newman et al 2014). (Report provided to Groundwork by NPWS) 
 
The results of this monitoring were reported in Higgins et al. (1996), Higgins et al. 
(2001), Casey et al. (2007) and Newman et al (2014). 
 
Sections of this 20 year data set have been used to assess the effects of time and 
habitat type on tree regeneration (Newman 2014), and also as part of a larger project 
investigating the effect of woodlands at moderating plant responses to climate 
change (De Frenne et al. 2013). 
 
Among other findings, this monitoring programme indicated major reinfestation of 
areas of the Killarney oakwoods with Rhododendron. This was brought to the 
attention of NPWS by Professor D. L. Kelly (Head of Department) and Professor 
Fraser Mitchell both of the Botany Department, Trinity College Dublin in 2012. 
(Letters provided by NPWS under Access to Information on the Environment (AIE) 
Regulations 2007 to 2014; Letter of 20 April 2012 from Prof. Daniel Kelly & Prof. 
Fraser Mitchell to NPWS (AIE/AHG/2015/21 Document No 292) & Letter of 26 June 
2012 from Prof. Daniel Kelly to NPWS (AIE/AHG/2015/21 Document No 293)) 
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The report covering the period 1991-2011(Newman et al 2014) states: 
 

 “Rhododendron seedlings and saplings are appearing in many plots not 
originally in areas of Rhododendron infestation … our results indicate a 
spread of Rhododendron during the time-frame (1991-2011) of the project.” 

 

 “Within these plots, the cover of Rhododendron has experienced peaks and 
troughs over the 20 years of the study. Dramatic declines are seen from time 
to time, indicating clearance by Park staff and volunteers; however, declines 
in some woods have been followed by fresh Rhododendron regeneration. 
Clearly, invasion or re-invasion by Rhododendron remains a very serious 
threat in most parts of the Killarney oakwoods.” 

 

 “Clearly, invasion by Rhododendron remains a serious threat in all of the 
oakwoods surveyed, since rapid recovery of Rhododendron after clearance 
has been documented in this report. There remains a necessity for continuous 
planned control in areas that have been previously cleared ..” 

 

 “It is imperative that this long-term monitoring project be continued into the 
future, as it provides us with the ability to track woodland changes through 
time, at a high level of detail. These long-term datasets are rare in Irish 
woods, and it is recommended that: 1) the re-surveying of the plots should 
take place in 2016, and continue in 5-year intervals into the future, and 2) the 
historical digital dataset from this project should be stored in a national 
database for future addition and use.” 
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Graph from Newman et al 2014 which shows serious reinfestation in Tomies 
Wood over the 10 year period from 2001 to 2011 (N.B. As rhododendron 
seedlings can reach seed producing stage within 8 - 10 years, this 10 year 
period without maintenance is sufficient to allow multiple millions of 
Rhododendron seed to be released into the areas of the wood in question.) 

 
 
Section 6.1. of the Review is titled: “Main institutions conducting research or 
monitoring.” This section of the Review includes what appears to be a very 
comprehensive list of research and monitoring which has been carried out in KNP by 
State Bodies, Universities and Institutes of Technology. Numerous research and 
monitoring  projects are listed such as for example: “Prof J. Tony Pembroke 
supervised a PhD student on the microbial ecology of autothermal thermophilic 
aerobic digestion carried out at the Killarney Wastewater Treatment Plant (Piterina 
2010).” 
 
It is notable that the long-term programme of woodland monitoring in Killarney 
National Park carried out by scientists based at the Department of Botany, Trinity 
College Dublin is not mentioned in this section of the Review document.  
 
 
N.B.  
 

1. The Trinity College Dublin woodlands monitoring programme 1991-2011  
was scheduled to be repeated in 2016 – this scheduled monitoring has 
not taken place, indicating that the monitoring has been suspended or 
terminated.  

 
2. The TCD woodlands monitoring programme 1991-2011 is not included in  

the UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Review listing of monitoring/ research 
carried out in Killarney National Park in recent years. 
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6. REPEATED  FOREWARNINGS SINCE  2009, OF MAJOR OAKWOOD 

DETERIORATION  

 
In November 2009, in a submission to NPWS, Groundwork stated: “For the past five 
years, national park management has instructed Groundwork to spend at least part 
of the season working in areas originally cleared by contractors, thus the workcamps 
have been unable to maintain Phase 3 schedules (i.e. maintenance of Groundwork 
cleared woods). This means that there is a high probability that flowering 
rhododendron will have occurred in the once cleared woodland areas in Glaisín na 
Marbh, Tomies Wood, Kingsboro, Cahnicaun and Lower Doogary. In some of these 
woodlands this will mean that rhododendron seed has been produced and spread in 
here for the first time in over 20 years. If Phase 3 follow-up checks are not carried 
out as a matter of urgency in these woodlands, they will again be infested with 
vigorously growing and flowering rhododendron. ” 
 
Two months later a meeting took place on 12th February 2010 between Groundwork 
and Killarney National Park local management. The minutes of this meeting state: 
 
“Groundwork raised the point that parts of Upper Doogary, Kingsboro, Cahnicaun, 
Eamonn’s Wood and Glaisín na Marbh were overdue for their 8 yearly phase 3 
follow-up.” 
 
“Frank (Frank McMahon NPWS local management ) stated that as far as he was 
concerned most of these areas did not need work now and they had been checked 
by park staff.” 
 
“Ruth (Ruth Kelly, Groundwork) then stated …Groundwork feels that priority must 
also be given to areas that have been cleared and maintained over the past 20 
years. It was pointed out that in order for a woodland to be considered free of 
rhododendron by Groundwork, there must be “no flowering rhododendron present” 
and this must be checked on an 8 yearly cycle to ensure that woodlands are 
maintained clear.” 
 
“Frank and Eamonn (Eamonn Meskell NPWS local management) maintain that it is 
“not necessary”  to send a full group of volunteers through a woodland to ensure that 
it is clear and that this can be done by a few park staff.” 
 
“After more discussion around these matters, Eamonn suggested that Groundwork, 
for the coming year should work on pulling seedlings in Tower Wood, leaving bigger 
plants for contractors. As agreement or compromise was not forthcoming at this 
point it was agreed that the meeting should end, with both sides going away to 
consider their position.”   
 
In its 2010 Proposal Groundwork offered to carry out 12 weeks of volunteer 
workcamps with c.20 volunteers per week. This offer was to carry out 8 weeks work 
in woodlands which had been cleared and maintained by Groundwork and were now 
dangerously overdue for their scheduled maintenance visit; and 4 weeks working on 
seedling removal in a woodland which was undergoing NPWS Phase 1 contract 
clearance. This offer was not accepted by NPWS.   
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On 7 July 2011 in an internal email (AHG/AIE/2014/33 Record No. 162), NPWS 
Director Dr Ciaran O’Keeffe urged Mr Pat Dawson (then Manager of Killarney 
National Park) to contact Dr Rebecca Jeffrey (Scientific Unit NPWS and main editor 
of the 2005 Killarney National Park Management Plan), as she “has more hands on 
knowledge than most” regarding the Rhododendron control matters in Killarney 
National Park. Dr Jeffrey had already communicated with Mr Dawson on 24 May 
2011 (AHG/AIE/2014/33 Record No. 119) when she stated: “My fundamental aim is 
that the western woodlands of Killarney National Park, which have been cleared and 
kept clear of Rhododendron by volunteers since 1981, are maintained and hopefully 
enhanced. Unless an effective plan is put in place immediately, these unique 
woodlands will quickly revert back (to) a rhododendron infested state.” 
 
As forewarned by Groundwork in 2009 & 2010, and by Dr Jeffrey in 2011, in the 
period 2010 – 2014 Rhododendron seed production resumed in Glaisín na Marbh 
Wood, Eamonn’s Wood, Cahnicaun Wood, Looscaunagh Wood and Tomies Wood, 
as documented in the Groundwork Rhododendron Observations Report  2014 which 
was sent to NPWS. 
 
In Groundwork’s letter of 26 May 2014 to NPWS Director Mr John Fitzgerald, we 
stated:  “It remains our view that if present management procedures and methods 
remain unchanged the Groundwork cleared and maintained woods are facing 
inexorable deterioration.”  
 
This deterioration has accelerated in the period  2014 to 2017, as documented in the 
Groundwork document: “Updated Summary of Evidence of Loss Of Rhododendron 
“Clear” Status In Selected Oakwood Areas of Killarney National Park - 9th June 
2017” and as documented in Section 4 above. 
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7. LEGAL STATUS OF KILLARNEY NATIONAL PARK 

 
The NPWS Review states that the proposed Kerry UNESCO Biosphere Reserve 
would have “a  legally constituted Core Area devoted to long term protection.” 
 
The NPWS Review also states: “The KNP UNESCO Biosphere Reserve is and will 
continue to be a national park in the future, it is afforded the highest level of 
protection for biodiversity in the state of Ireland. National parks are entirely State-
owned and are managed for the primary purpose of nature conservation.” 
 
The 1990 Killarney National Park Management Plan stated: “There is no specific 
legislation at present governing Irish National Parks” 
 
Alan Craig then Director, Science & Habitats with the National Parks & Wildlife 
Service and previously Chief NPWS Parks Superintendent stated: “The park now 
has the benefit of a published management plan … There is now also a good 
prospect of new legislation to provide more secure protection for all national parks, 
including Killarney National Park which led the way for the other parks established in 
recent years.” (Craig 2001) 
  
The 2005 -2009 National Management Plan stated: “There is, as yet, no dedicated 
national legislation governing National Parks in Ireland. DEHLG will consider the 
merits of such legislation as part of its commitment to regulatory reform”. 
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8. THE WITHHOLDING OF INFORMATION BY NPWS AND DISAPPEARANCE OF 

INFORMATION REGARDING THE MANAGEMENT OF THE KILLARNEY 

OAKWOODS 

 
Section 2.3.4 of the UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Review which deals with  
“Strategies for fostering networks of cooperation” states: “The NPWS liaise 
extensively with a wide range of user or interest groups in the course of the 
management of KNP. There is extensive interaction between stakeholders, 
landowners and interest groups, including a dedicated KNP Liaison Committee 
comprising a diverse range of groups representing a wide section of the community.” 
 
Over the last c.7 years we have rarely encountered any evidence of NPWS’  
“strategies for fostering networks of cooperation”  Many requests have been made to 
NPWS for scientific and other information relating to Rhododendron control in 
Killarney National Park. Almost invariably the information we have requested has not 
been forthcoming; indeed Groundwork’s communications with NPWS are rarely even 
acknowledged. We have therefore resorted to requesting information under Access 
to Information on the Environment (AIE) Regulations 2007 to 2014. 
 
In September 2014 Groundwork lodged a formal complaint to the Commission of the 
European Communities concerning failure on the part of the National Parks & 
Wildlife Service to comply with community law (Formal Complaint to the European 
Commission CHAP(2014)03205). Specifically, Groundwork provided detailed 
evidence to support its case that by allowing Rhododendron re-infestation of the 
oakwood areas in Killarney National Park which had been cleared and maintained by 
Groundwork in the period 1981 to 2005, the National Parks & Wildlife Service was in 
breach of Article 6(1) and Article 6(2) of the Habitats’ Directive (92/43/EEC). 
 
Primarily in order to provide supporting information for Formal Complaint to the 
European Commission CHAP(2014)03205, in 2014 & 2015 Groundwork submitted 
two information requests to the National Parks & Wildlife Service under Access to 
Information on the Environment (AIE) Regulations 2007 to 2014 for “All relevant 
information (not already released under request AHG/AIE/2014/33) regarding 
rhododendron control and/or eradication in Killarney National Park in the period 1995 
to June 2015 (inclusive) and to include information of relevance to future 
rhododendron control and/or eradication.” (AHG/AIE/2014/33& AIE/AHG/2015/21) 
 
At the outset the National Parks & Wildlife Service informed Groundwork that there 
were a number of information categories which could not be made available; these 
included communications between NPWS and the European Commission in relation 
to the Groundwork formal complaint. Groundwork proceeded on the assumption that 
this was an accurate statement of the legal position. The lack of information on the 
NPWS response to the complaint put Groundwork at a significant disadvantage as it 
effectively deprived Groundwork of any right to reply. It did not become evident until 
20/12/16 that NPWS did not in fact have the legal right to withhold this information. 
 
After two successive information requests and internal reviews extending over a 
period of twelve months failed to result in full access to considerable volumes of 
information to which Groundwork was entitled, Groundwork lodged an appeal to the 
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Office of the Commissioner for Environmental Information Under Article 12(5) of the 
European Communities (Access To Information On The Environment) Regulations 
2007 to 2014 (The AIE Regulations).  
 
The Information Commissioner’s decision on CASE CEI/15/0024 was published on 
20/12/16 and can be accessed at the following link: 
http://www.ocei.gov.ie/en/Decisions/Decisions-List/Groundwork-and-The-
Department-of-Arts-Heritage-Regional-Rural-and-Gaeltacht-Affairs-CEI-15-0024.html 
 
The decision of the Commissioner for Environmental Information published on 
20/12/16 included the following statement:  
 

 “The Commissioner found that the Department was not justified in refusing 
access to certain information relating to correspondence between the 
Department and the European Commission.” 

 
The Decision document also included the following: 
 

 In relation to communications relating to rhododendron in Killarney authored 
by the two previous regional managers Mr Eamon Meskell & Mr Paddy 
O’Sullivan the Commissioner stated: “the Department maintains that no such 
records were found—with the implication being that the upheaval caused by 
multiple transfers of NPWS along with changes of email-systems— during the 
relevant period might account for this.” The Commissioner stated: “I 
understand that most sections of the NPWS did not physically move during 
these changes, and I would expect that copies of many relevant records 
would be kept at the Park’s Offices throughout the relevant period. 
Nonetheless, I accept that such frequent organisational changes are not 
conducive to good record-management.” 

 

 The Department also indicated that the absence of records was due to the 
nature of the work being primarily fieldwork. To which the Commissioner 
replied: “I am not clear on what exactly the Department’s point is here: it could 
be suggesting that some records are not made in the field, or are not 
subsequently transferred to office-based records, or are not retained over 
time. I cannot accept that these are relevant considerations: People engaged 
in many outdoor professions/occupations (such as land-surveyors and 
foresters) do not appear to have any difficulty in making or retaining field-
records. I have no reason to believe that NPWS outdoor staff or contractors 
are any less competent with regard to the making or safe-keeping of field 
records. In any case, the records which the appellants regard as most notable 
by their absence are not the kind of records which one would expect to be 
made in the field.” 

 

 With regard to “the difficulty experienced in checking for relevant records held 
in the files of a retired scientific officer (a woodlands specialist), the 
Department said that this problem had been overcome and those files were 
searched for relevant records: No further relevant records were found.” 
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 “In relation to the absence of records of communication between Minister 
Humpreys or her office and NPWS, the Department says that ‘this would be 
normal’ and such communication would generally be oral.” 

 

 The Commissioner continues: “In light of all of the above, I accept the 
Department’s assurance that it holds no further relevant information. That 
means, for example, that I accept that the Department does not hold copies of 
relevant herbicide licences. It is not for me to say whether the Department 
ought to have held such licences, and, if it did hold them, whether it ought to 
have retained them.”  

 

 The above establishes that a considerable volume of information relevant to 
Groundwork’s information request has inexplicably disappeared, and that the 
Information Commissioner has no evidence that the relevant records are still 
held by NPWS. The Commissioner states: “The appellants and any other 
interested parties are entitled to judge for themselves whether they consider 
this to be a satisfactory state of affairs. My role concerns access to 
environmental information which is held and no more than that.” 

 
The European Communities (Access to Information on the Environment) Regulations 
2007 state: in Section 5. (b) “A public authority shall make all reasonable efforts to 
maintain environmental information held by or for it in a form or manner that is 
readily reproducible and accessible by information technology or by other electronic 
means.” The disappearance/ loss/ mislaying of records relating to Rhododendron 
control in Killarney National Park over a period of c.15 years (i.e. from 1995 to c. 
2010), during which large sums of public money were expended on Rhododendron 
control, is hardly in compliance with this section of the AIE regulations. It is 
unfortunate such disappearance/ loss/ mislaying of records does not fall within the 
remit of the Information Commissioner. 
 
N.B. The European Commission complaint file on CHAP(2014)03205 was closed by 
the European Commission in August 2016. The reason given for this was: “In the 
spirit of sincere co-operation the Commission cannot assume that a Member State 
will not carry out the eradication management which it says had been planned.” 
However, following further monitoring in 2017, Groundwork submitted to the 
European Commission detailed evidence of the most widespread and most severe 
oakwood rhododendron reinfestation it has yet recorded. The complaint has been 
reopened by the Commission with a new case number CHAP(2017)02563. 
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9. CONSULTATION FOR THE UNESCO BIOSPHERE RESERVE REVIEW 

 
The Review states that it was decided at the outset to pursue extensive stakeholder 
consultation with regard to the proposal for the expanded UNESCO Biosphere 
reserve. The Review lists Groundwork and Irish Wildlife Trust among the groups 
which were specifically contacted. This is not correct. Groundwork was not 
specifically contacted. Groundwork’s  sister group the Irish Wildlife Trust (IWT) was 
invited to attend a meeting with the consultants appointed to carry out stakeholder 
consultation and preparation of the periodic review report. IWT asked Groundwork to 
also attend this meeting which it did. The consultants were not present at the 
meeting. Groundwork reminded the two NPWS representatives at the meeting of the 
detailed evidence which had been submitted  to NPWS of Rhododendron 
reinfestation of the western Killarney Oakwoods.  These oakwoods were 
nevertheless presented as clear of Rhododendron in the Review Report. 
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10. CONCLUSIONS 

 
1. Widespread resumption of Rhododendron seed production in the Killarney 

Oakwoods is established beyond doubt. This constitutes a serious and 
significant deterioration of a Qualifying Interest Annex I habitat in the SAC and 
is therefore in contravention of the Habitats Directive. 

 
2. With regard to this deterioration, the National Parks & Wildlife Services has 

either been seriously misled by its own operatives, or it has deliberately 
ignored the evidence of the deterioration which has been communicated to it 
by Groundwork, and independently of Groundwork by Professors Daniel Kelly 
and Fraser Mitchell of Trinity College Dublin (Obtained from NPWS by 
Groundwork Under Freedom Of Information Legislation). 

 
3. With regard to this deterioration which has been on-going for several years, 

the NPWS has either unwittingly or knowingly misled its Ministers Heather 
Humphreys and Jimmy Deenihan, the Dáil, the media, the public, the 
European Commission and UNESCO. 
 

4. NPWS’ handling of this worsening crisis has consistently been marked by a 
complete absence of transparency and accountability. 

 
5. We are conscious of the potential economic importance of the Kerry UNESCO 

Biosphere Reserve proposal, and note that one of the proposals in the review 
is: “Creation of a Kerry UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Brand with a logo. This 
can be used as a promotional tool not just for the core objectives of the 
UNESCO Biosphere Reserve but also as a much larger marketing tool in wide 
variety of situations.”  Whereas we have no objection to Kerry acquiring this 
valuable additional “marketing tool”, we do object to this being achieved by 
presenting as fact an account which is misleading, and much of which is 
untrue - in short, by presenting what has in fact been a conservation failure of 
international significance as a significant conservation success. In the long 
term the prosperity of County Kerry will depend on the successful 
conservation of its outstanding natural wealth and beauty – this objective is 
not well served by the dissimulation displayed by the National Parks & Wildlife 
Service in the Killarney National Park UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Periodic 
Review May 2017. 
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