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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The NPWS proposal for a “peer review” of Rhododendron control/eradication in 

Killarney National Park arose following a complaint to the European Commission by 

Groundwork Conservation Volunteers. The Groundwork complaint contended that a 

widespread significant deterioration had occurred in the conservation status of the 

Habitat Directive Annex I oakwood habitat in the west of Killarney National Park 

which constituted a breach of 92/43/EEC Article 6(2).  

 

The habitat deterioration was caused by a deterioration in the rhododendron status 

of c.350ha of the western oakwoods which were cleared and maintained clear 

(sensu Irish Wildlife Manual No.33) of rhododendron by Groundwork in the period 

1981 to 2005. This deterioration occurred when the woods in question were 

managed according to the procedures and methods then applied by KNP 

subsequent to the termination of the Groundwork maintenance,.    

 

In April 2017 NPWS contacted Mr Colin Edwards (Environment Policy Advisor at 

Scottish Forestry) stating that NPWS “is currently reviewing its strategy and methods 

for rhododendron management in Killarney National Park” and further stating “There 

has been some recent criticism of the progress and efficacy of the National Park’s 

management programme, and there is now a need for the most recent strategy to be 

reviewed.” Mr Edwards’ immediate response to the initial short email was that he 

would be “happy in principle to act as an external reviewer”. A series of 

communications were exchanged between Mr Edwards and NPWS over several 

months, but Mr Edwards entered into no agreement to participate in the project (as 

revealed in AIE records). Nevertheless, in answer to a parliamentary question on 14 

July 2020, Minister for Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht Catherine Martin (briefed 

presumably by NPWS) stated, “Despite agreement to participate from an 

independent overseas expert, it has subsequently not proved possible for him to 

undertake the review.”  

 

“Happy in principle” (having received a six-line introductory email) and an 

“agreement to participate” are not the same thing. 
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In its UNESCO Biosphere Review of 2017, NPWS committed to an independent 

peer review to examine current rhododendron management practice in KNP. The 

review stated, “There has been some disagreement between the National Park 

authority and two stakeholder NGOs concerning the effectiveness of the 

maintenance programme …It is therefore planned to address this by … peer review 

of management practice...” 

 

In its 2019 letter to the EU attempting to refute GW’s second formal complaint, 

NPWS stated that it had “put in place measures to provide independent expert 

review and advice on the rhododendron programme in Killarney National Park”.   

 

In its letter to the Irish Times of 27 May 2019 NPWS stated, “This Department has 

also already commenced the process of a peer review ..”   

 

In her answer to the parliamentary question on 14 July 2020 Minister for Culture, 

Heritage and the Gaeltacht Catherine Martin stated “the NPWS contracted an expert 

environmental company to undertake part 1 and 2 of this review. This work is now 

under way. The NPWS is open, and indeed is expecting, that the review will look at 

all relevant methods, issues and approaches, including that of the group mentioned 

by the Deputy.” We are aware that MKO is the expert environmental company 

referred to by the Minster and we believe that the “group” mentioned in the PQ 

response is Groundwork. 

 

On 6 August 2020 Groundwork was informed by Dr Philip Buckley (NPWS) that “The 

Peer Review is ongoing and currently under preparation by the consultants …”   

 

On 5  October 2020 Mr Trevor Donnelly (NPWS) further informed Groundwork  that 

“the scope/approach of the review was finalised with the consultants in July 2019”.  

 

From the outset NPWS has emphasised the preeminent importance of the 

independent/ external aspect of the proposed review. In February 2019 NPWS 

stated to the Irish Times “We hope it will be a fundamental and thorough review of all 

aspects of the work on rhodo in Killarney. We intend to bring the Groundwork reports 



6 

(and work) to the attention of the reviewer(s), but exactly what they will focus on we 

can’t say or dictate.” In May 2019 NPWS informed MKO that “The review should 

seek to document what work has been done in KNP over the years, and determine 

as quantitively as possible how effective or not that has been. Both the strategy, 

programme and specific measures should be reviewed/evaluated. …Given we want 

it to be an ‘external process’, what how you go about/structure (sic) the review after 

that may be largely for you to decide.” 

 

Given the independent /external nature of the review; given the stated centrality of 

Groundwork’s methods, programmes and views to the review; given that 

Groundwork’s methods, programmes and views have over a period of years been 

consistently and publicly criticised/ rejected by NPWS; and given that eighteen 

months after the scope/approach of the review was finalised no contact has yet been 

made with Groundwork by the reviewers,  it would appear that Groundwork’s 

methods, programmes and views have been channelled/ articulated to the 

consultants by NPWS. This is obviously inappropriate as it nullifies the review, the 

primary purpose of which is to serve as independent enquiry.  

 

To redress this, we have compiled the present submission. 
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2. RHODODENDRON PONTICUM – ESSENTIAL FACTS  
 

“Most published data regarding the ecology and reproductive traits of rhododendron 

in the Ireland and Britain are based on work carried out by John Cross in the early 

1970s.  This work was primarily based in the south west of Ireland (Killarney and 

Glengarriff). Many of the ecological characteristics identified by Cross, in particular 

with reference to reproductive biology and seedling establishment, are of vital 

importance to understanding rhododendron invasion at a site and when planning its 

control.” (Higgins 2008)   

 

No method of Rhododendron ponticum eradication can succeed in Killarney National 

Park unless it is based on the following scientifically established facts regarding the 

ecology and life cycle of the species: 

 

I. A Rhododendron does not produce seed in its first 10 years 

“In the context of Killarney National Park, Rhododendron ponticum begins 

flowering at c.10‐12 years, and in good conditions can flower every year 

thereafter” (Higgins 2006). This means that it is unlikely that a newly 

established rhododendron plant will produce seeds before it is 8-10 years old. 

This is the “Achilles heel” of Rhododendron ponticum and it is therefore the 

key to successful Rhododendron eradication. A single rhododendron remains 

a single rhododendron for c. ten years, after that it also ‘becomes’ multiple 

rhododendron which will not even become visible for several years. 

 

II. Rhododendron seedlings grow very slowly in their first five years 

reaching c.10cm height by five years of age. Rhododendrons up to three or 

four years old are difficult to see, and therefore in practical terms impossible 

to eradicate.   

 

III. A newly flowering Rhododendron plant will produce thousands of seeds 

in its 1st year of flowering, and millions of seeds per year after a few 

years. A single flower can produce 5,000 seeds.  Cross (1973) calculated that 

a single bush in Killarney that was in the semi‐open and 2 metres tall by c.10 

metres circumference, produced more than 1 million seeds in a single year.  
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IV. Once Rhododendron seed production occurs in a wood the rate of 

infestation is exponential  

Cross (1973) drew up a model of the rate of increase of Rhododendron in the 

context of the KNP oakwoods (see mathematical model in Appendix 1) using 

the example of a 1-acre area of oakwood in which there is a seed rain from a 

distant source of Rhododendron which gives rise to five seedlings per year. 

Assuming the plants do not reach flowering stage until their twelfth year, and 

that each flowering plant generates 100 new seedlings, the theoretical 

number of plants per year after first arrival of Rhododendron will be as follows:  

 

Year Number of Plants per acre 

Year 1 5 

Year 2 10 

Year 12 (Seed production within the wood 

commences) 

60 

Year 13  565 

Year 20 18,100 

Year 24 (2nd generation seed production 

within the wood commences) 

39,120 

Year 36  4,652,680 

(Cross (1973) states: “In practice, of course death of young plants will occur. Nevertheless, it is clear 

that the rate of increase can be considered as being exponential.”) 
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3. UNAVOIDABLE IMPLICATIONS OF THE ESSENTIAL FACTS FOR 
RHODODENDRON ERADICATION/ CONTROL 

 

The implications of the essential rhododendron facts dictate the methodology/ 

strategy which must be employed.  

 

3.1.  In clear woods Rhododendron must not be allowed to reach 
flowering stage  
 

Theoretically there are a range of options for the maximum seed production that 

should be allowable taking into account (1) the ecological impact of Rhododendron 

at the maximum level of infestation and (2) the cost of maintaining the wood below 

the maximum levels of infestation.  

 

To continue with Cross’ hypothetical Killarney oakwood, let us imagine that the 

process of seedling establishment has been in progress for less than ten years, i.e. 

there are between 5 and 50 seedlings established per acre, none of which has as yet 

produced seed.  

 

In year 12 the level of infestation to be dealt with will be 60 plants per acre under 12 

years of age; in year 13 the level will be 565 plants per acre including five seed 

producing plants. By year 14 the number will be over 1,500 plus ten seed producing 

plants per acre. By year 20 the number will be over 18,000 plants per acre with 20 

seed producing plants.  

 

If it was decided that the objective should be a maximum density of say ten seed 

producing plants per acre, the clearance could be left off until year 14; however by 

this time c.1500 new plants per acre plus ten seed producing plants per acre would 

be generated before action would be required and flowering plants removed. If the 

limit of ten flowering plants per acre is to be maintained all of the additional 1,500 

plants per acre will have to be removed before they reach flowering stage (using 

Cross’ figure of 100 new plants per year generated by flowering rhododendrons).   
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The ecological impact of Rhododendron and the time/cost of controlling/eradicating it 

are correlated with the density of the infesting rhododendrons and their size. The 

rate of infestation becomes exponential once seed production commences within the 

wood. Likewise, the cost of control and the impact of the infestation will increase 

rapidly and in tandem. 

 

So a fundamental first implication of the Essential Rhododendron Facts is that from 

both the ecological and financial perspective, the objective must be to prevent 

Rhododendron in the wood from reaching the age at which stage seed production 

and exponential infestation commences. Norris (1999) refers to this as the “no seed 

threshold” or “NST”. This objective could be achieved in a number of ways: for 

example, only all flowering plants (pre-seeding) (5 per acre) might be removed, but 

this would involve returning annually because an additional 5 plants per acre would 

reach flowering stage every year. Alternatively, for example all plants more than 4 

years old could be removed, which would amount to 40 plants per acre; to prevent 

plants reaching flowering stage this would involve returning every eight years. Apart 

from oakwoods in close proximity to roads, in most of the KNP oakwoods a return 

time of 8 years rather than annually will be by far the preferable option from an 

ecological, logistical and financial perspective. 

 

The focus must therefore be shifted from the visible rhododendron to the seed bank. 

Even with no visible rhododendron, a cleared wood remains seriously infested 

unless and until the seed bank is exhausted. This concept is well established in 

agricultural contexts. For example, Agriculture & Agrifood Canada states: “Economic 

thresholds based on weed populations are generally a short-term approach to weed 

management and can cause build-up of weed seeds in the soil seedbank.” 

(www.umanitoba.ca/outreach/naturalagriculture/weed/files/home/home_e.htm) 

Best practice recommended by Norsworthy et al (2012) is “a diversified approach 

towards weed management focussed on preventing weed seed production and 

reducing the number of weed seed in the soil seedbank”. 

 

Referring specifically to Rhododendron, Edwards (2006) stated: “Simply increasing 

the rate of mortality (i.e. bush control or clearance) without considering the seed 

source and/or suitability of the site will only be a temporary solution. Therefore, to 
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prevent reinvasion on a particular site, seed sources need to be removed, and/or 

seed germination prevented, or sustained mortality by control must be greater than 

the rate of seed dispersal and germination.” 

 

 

3.2.  All Rhododendron eradication and maintenance stages must 
include systematic coverage of the entire woodland area being 
cleared or maintained 

 

No matter what rhododendron density objective is applied, the objective can only be 

met by systematic coverage of the wood. This means the use of systematic sweep 

lines, tracked with marker canes or GPS methods, with operatives placed at 

sufficiently close intervals to ensure that all target plants will be observed. The terrain 

of the western Killarney oakwoods is extremely complex, being characterised by 

steep ground, rocky outcrops, massive boulders, deep gullies, fallen trees etc. 

Unless the coverage of these woods is meticulous and systematic, it is inevitable 

that rhododendron plants, or in obscure locations even large thickets, will be missed. 

If missed, these plants will generate massive numbers of seeds which will spread 

thousands of new plants though the adjacent woodland. Monitoring methods which 

examine a proportion of a wood cannot prevent these inevitable major resurgences 

of rhododendron seed production. The necessity of total systematic coverage is 

recognised in the Killarney context by BEC Consultants, who stated (Dec. 2018) 

“Uneven distribution growth patterns present some difficulties when monitoring 

Rhododendron infestation levels and establishing figures for the number of plants 

p/ha. It is not, however, a significant cause for concern for Rhododendron 

management where the assumption can be made that clearance of plants is 

undertaken in a systematic manner with all plants within a particular area eliminated, 

regardless of their age.” (our underlining)  

 

Similarly, Dr Jervis Good NPWS Regional Ecologist on 21 May 2019 wrote: “The 

current monitoring system being developed is based on ground transects which 

predict numbers of plants per hectare. There is a statistical problem with this ….” 
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So, a second fundamental implication of the Essential Rhododendron Facts is, as 

stated by Higgins (2008): “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. …In woodland, only systematic coverage of the worksite can allow 

confidence that all large and visible plants have been removed. This is especially 

important where most of the plants being removed are seedlings (i.e. in Phase 3 

maintenance). Systematic coverage and consequent complete removal of seedlings 

will allow that sites be swept for seedlings at as long an interval as possible without 

any risk of plants achieving flowering and seed production.”  

 

 

3.3. Once all seed producing rhododendron has been 
eliminated, resumption of seed production must be 
permanently prevented  

 

In woods where Rhododendron seed production has occurred, even after the most 

thorough and systematic single year clearance, the remaining rhododendron in the 

form of tiny seedlings and viable seed are likely to be more numerous, (and in the 

case of heavier infestation, scales of magnitude more numerous) than the 

Rhododendron which has been killed/removed. If left in this condition a wood will 

have a massive growth of visible rhododendron seedlings within a few years.  

 

Eradication of all Rhododendron in an area of oakwood therefore requires two 

Phases: Phase 1 to kill all the visible rhododendron, and Phase 2 a few years later to 

kill the now visible Rhododendron which has grown from the seed and tiny seedlings 

which were invisible on the first visit. Obviously if any seed-producing Rhododendron 

survives the Phase 1 clearance, there will be more invisible rhododendron (seed and 

tiny seedlings) which will therefore not be killed at Phase 2. Covering the area with a 

systematic sweep line as part of both Phase 1 & Phase 2 is therefore essential.  

 

As long as there is an adjacent or distant rhododendron seed source, the cleared 

wood must be systematically covered at least every ten years to ensure the new 

plants seeded from distant seed sources are not allowed to reach flowering/ seed 

producing stage in the cleared wood. Higgins (2008), Snowdonia National Park 
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Authority (Jackson 2008) “Rhododendron in Snowdonia and a strategy for its control” 

and other authoritative publications make clear that Rhododendron eradication must 

follow a strict timetable, which is dictated by the time it takes for the plant to grow 

from seed to flowering stage. If any stage is not systematically completed on 

schedule, seed will be produced, and the cycle of clearance has to be 

recommenced.  
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4. COMPARISON OF THE RHODODENDRON MANAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES  
 

Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33  “Rhododendron ponticum: A guide to management on 

nature conservation sites” was commissioned and published by NPWS in 2008. As it 

was specifically a guide to management of nature conservation sites, it seems 

reasonable to conclude that the Manual represented the favoured NPWS policy on 

Rhododendron control. The manual was scrutinised in detail and approved for 

publication by NPWS Regional Ecologist Dr Jervis Good. And in the letter of 18 July 

2011 from Dr John Cross (then Woodland Ecologist in NPWS Scientific Unit) to 

Professor Daniel Kelly (then Head of Department of Botany, Trinity College Dublin), 

Dr Cross stated that “the current [NPWS] recommendations on Rhododendron 

control are based on Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33.” (AHG/AIE/2014/33 Record No. 

116)  

 

However, in reality, at the time of Dr Cross’ letter, the key recommendations of IWM 

No. 33 had been abandoned or never adopted in KNP. Furthermore, it appears that 

the abandonment (or failure to adopt) IWM No.33 by KNP local managers/operatives 

was never approved by or indeed discussed with NPWS scientists and managers 

above local level. At a meeting with Groundwork on 14/5/18, NPWS Director Dr 

Ciaran O’Keeffe (Head of Science & Biodiversity) and NPWS Regional Ecologist Dr 

Jervis Good had no knowledge of why the central recommendations of Irish Wildlife 

Manual No. 33 were not implemented in KNP. In a series of AIE requests, GW has 

found no evidence that IWM No.33 was ever abandoned as official policy by NPWS.  

 

So it appears that since c. 2008 a maverick series of strategies were applied in 

Killarney National Park. The applied KNP strategy varied considerably over the 

period 2011 to 2018, and major elements of the strategy were not formulated in 

writing. In so far as it was formulated, this strategy was presented and reported on in 

the following documents authored by KNP Ranger Peter O’Toole and contract 

Rhododendron manager Mr Tim Cahalane: 

  

O’Toole, P. (2011) The Past, Present and Future Management of 

Rhododendron ponticum in Killarney National 
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O’Toole, P. (2011 updated 2012 & 2014) Long-term Strategic Programme for 

Control of Rhododendron ponticum in Killarney National Park” 

 

Cahalane, T. (2018) Rhododendron ponticum Control & Eradication 

Management Plan for Killarney National Park 2018-2023 

 

At a meeting with Groundwork on 14/5/18, NPWS Director Dr Ciaran O’Keeffe (Head 

of Science & Biodiversity) and NPWS Regional Ecologist Dr Jervis Good indicated 

that they had no oversight of, or input to, the January 2018 “Rhododendron 

ponticum. Control & Eradication Management Plan For Killarney National Park 2018-

2023” authored by Mr Cahalane. Indeed both Dr O’Keeffe & Dr Good seemed 

surprised by sections of this management plan that were brought to their attention at 

the meeting.  

 

Two strategies are therefore compared, which can be described as  

 

1. The Official NPWS Strategy (Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33) & 

2. The Applied KNP strategy 

 

It is not possible to carry out a like-with-like comparison between the strategies 

presented in Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33 and the strategies employed by NPWS in 

KNP in recent years, because, with the exception of documenting a range of 

Rhododendron killing methods, most of the issues and elements addressed in IWM 

33 are not addressed in the NPWS documents which deal with Rhododendron 

management in KNP. The areas of strategy in which KNP practice has differed 

fundamentally from Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33 are generally not addressed or 

described in the KNP reports. The comparison of strategies is therefore based on the 

strategies set out in Irish Wildlife Manual No.33 and whether these strategies were 

applied in practice in the period 2008 to 2019. 

 

 

 



16 

4.1. Irish Wildlife Manual No.33 Methods & Strategies 
 

Manual No.33 lays out strategies and methodologies, some of which are presented 

as essential, and some of which are presented as optional or as one of a range of 

suitable possible alternatives. In particular a wide range of options for killing/ 

removing Rhododendron are presented, which can be tailored to suit different 

locations, circumstances, weather conditions, operatives, stage of infestation etc.  

  

4.1.1. Essential Strategies 

 

1. In clear or cleared woods Rhododendron must not be allowed to reach 

flowering stage 

See Section 3.1 above 

 

2. All Rhododendron eradication and maintenance stages must include 

systematic coverage of the entire woodland area being cleared or 

maintained 

See Section 3.2 above 

 

3. Once all seed producing rhododendron has been eliminated, resumption 

of seed production must be permanently prevented 

See Section 3.3 above 

 

4. A rigorous definition of what constitutes “cleared” status  

This is essential to enable the ongoing progress of a Rhododendron program 

to be measured and accurately mapped. (Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33. pp.18-

19) As stated in the manual: “Adoption of such a rigorous definition will mean 

that areas maintained in such ‘cleared’ condition will not revert to dense 

rhododendron nor will they become a seed source for new infestation.” Dr 

Jervis Good (NPWS) has stated: “The definition of a site clear of 

rhododendron is critical to planning the control programme”. 

(AHG/AIE/2014/33 Record No. 215). The definition presented in the Manual 

is: “ (1) Any area that has not been systematically checked within the last 10 

years cannot be classified as clear of rhododendron. (2) Any area that has 
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been systematically checked, and in which no rhododendron with seed 

capsules has been found, and in which all other rhododendron if any (i.e. 

small plants which have not yet flowered) have been removed, can be 

classified as clear of rhododendron for the following 8 years.” 

 

5. A scientifically based system of prioritising areas to be cleared  

(See Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33. pp.13-14) 

 

6. A systematic method of finding rhododendron in the complex, remote, 

extensive, and difficult terrain of the Killarney Oakwoods, thereby enabling (A) 

the Rhododendron status of woodlands to be accurately determined and (B) 

all the Rhododendron (particularly, isolated, newly established, small plants in 

difficult terrain) to be located and removed. (Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33. p.18) 

 

7. Identification of the three necessary phases of Rhododendron clearance 

Constituting (A) Phases 1 & 2 clearance which results in the area attaining 

“cleared” status 3 years after initial clearance, and (B) Phase 3 maintenance 

which is carried out 8 years after initial Phase 1 clearance, and is repeated 

every 6-8 years after initial maintenance. (Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33. pp.17-

18 also see details in Section 4.1.2 below) 

 

8. Zero Tolerance 

As a general rule of thumb, plants achieve c.10cm height in 4/5 years in 

woodland conditions. If all plants of this size and greater are sought and 

removed during primary clearance then younger plants can be overlooked 

safely, so long as they are tackled later during suitably timed subsequent work 

phases. It is very important that every rhododendron plant of 10cm height or 

greater is removed during each phase of the clearance process and on each 

maintenance visit. The overlooking of even a handful of such plants can result 

in a significant source of reinfestation  

 

9. Training & Supervision   

It is necessary that operatives are fully aware of the fine details of the control 

method which they are applying, and that all work is carried out to the highest 
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standard. Good supervision of clearance work is required to ensure that 

operatives carry out the work to the required standards. 

 

10. A multi-year clearance program.  

The 2005-2009 Killarney National Park Management Plan included a detailed 

year-by-year programme of rhododendron clearance work for the years 2005 

to 2009 in all the KNP woodland areas. This programme specified all work 

tasks which would be completed, and which tasks would be completed by 

NPWS paid contractors and which would be completed by Groundwork. 

(Management Plan for Killarney National Park 2005-2009 Section 1.4.2). This 

programme was not implemented. 

 

11. Recognition of the pre-eminent importance of applying the systematic 

sweep method, regardless of the specific Rhododendron killing method 

being employed. (Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33. p.18). Of all the 

Rhododendron methods and strategies outlined in Irish Wildlife Manual No. 

33, one in particular has no alternative and is not optional. The Manual 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.”  In Phase 1 & 2 clearance…only systematic coverage of the 

worksite can allow confidence that all large and visible plants have been 

removed.” In Phase 3 (maintenance): “This is especially important where most 

of the plants being removed are seedlings. Systematic coverage and 

consequent complete removal of seedlings will allow that sites be swept for 

seedlings at as long an interval as possible without any risk of plants 

achieving flowering and seed production. …” The systematic maintenance of 

the Groundwork cleared woods ceased at the last Groundwork coverage.  

 

   

4.1.2. Details of the three essential phases of Rhododendron 

clearance 

 

Preliminary Clearance (Phase 1) [Year 1]  
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(Corresponds to Snowdonia National Park “Attack Phase”) 

 

This initial clearance of rhododendron from an infested site is carried out during a 

single initial work phase.  In light to moderately infested woods this involves 

systematic lines combing the area and removing/ killing of all visible rhododendron 

plants (as a minimum all plants greater then 10cm in height).  

 

The systematic line is essential to all phases of clearance and maintenance. If in 

initial Phase 1 clearance of an area rhododendron density is such as to require more 

than a few minutes delay to the line, the line (both ends of which are marked by 

fluorescent flags on canes) is halted and all the volunteers concentrate on dealing 

with the infestation encountered. This halt in the line may be anything from 5 minutes 

to several days depending on the density of the infestation. Once the specific 

infestation appears to have been entirely dealt with, the systematic line is reformed 

and carefully run through the cleared area to ensure that no plants have been 

missed.  

 

A range of proven removal/ killing method are available, including a range of 

methods documented by Higgins (2008). The most suitable will depend on factors 

such as the age/size of the plants, the accessibility/ remoteness of the location, 

rainfall conditions, health & safety considerations etc. Groundwork generally 

favoured the physical removal method for small to medium sized plants, because 

rain during or after herbicide application can render the treatment ineffective, and 

because for health and safety reasons Groundwork volunteers were not asked to 

handle herbicides. NPWS has generally favoured use of herbicides for the killing of 

Rhododendron, including small to medium sized plants.  

 

 

Advanced Clearance and Final Clearance (Phase 2) [Year 1‐3]  

(Corresponds to Snowdonia National Park “Follow-up Phase”) 

 

This is achieved during the second visit to a site that has already undergone phase 1 

(i.e. preliminary) clearance. Its purpose is to systematically remove seedlings which 

were too small to see at the Phase 1 visit. Where stem treatment, stump treatment or 
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uprooting was carried out during phase 1, advanced clearance involves quality 

control, i.e. ensuring that all plants have been successfully killed, and the re‐treating 

of any remaining regrowth. If regrowth is found, a second phase 2 visit will be 

required to ensure that this re‐treatment has been effective.  Final clearance has 

been achieved when all mature plants that were present at the time of preliminary 

clearance are dead, and when systematic coverage of the site has ensured that all 

plants aged 3-5 years and older have been removed.  

 

 

Maintenance (Phase 3) [Year 7 or 8 and subsequently at intervals of 7 or 8 

years]  

(Corresponds to Snowdonia National Park Maintenance Phase) 

 

In an area where seed input from external seed sources is ongoing, all cleared sites 

require ongoing management so that reinfestation from in-blown seed is not allowed 

to succeed.  This is to meet the basic clearance objective of maintaining cleared 

areas free of seed producing rhododendron. This part of the management scheme is 

as important as phases 1 and 2 if the control programme is to succeed in the 

medium to long term.  

 

Rhododendron plants germinated from seed will not themselves produce seed until 

they are at least 10 years old.  Thus if the manager is confident that no 

rhododendron seed has been produced on site since preliminary clearance (phase 

1) was completed, and also that systematic coverage of the site has ensured that at 

the completion of phase 2 (Final Clearance) no plants are older than 5 years old, 

then the first maintenance visit may be delayed until up to 5 years after the 

completion of Phase 2.  Phase 3 clearance involves the removal of plants which 

established since Phase 2 or since the last maintenance visit from in‐blown 

seed. Thus any plants found should be no older than 10 years, and most should be 

5‐8 years old.  If the site is systematically covered and all visible plants (c. 4/5 yr old 

plants will be c. 10cm tall) are removed, then it can be reasonably confidently 

assumed that no plant will flower within the site for at least another 8‐10 years. 

Ongoing Maintenance (Repeat Phase 3) will be required every 6‐8 years after Year 8 
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for as long as an external seed source remains. A maintenance coverage of a wood 

which has successfully reached maintenance stage will require a small fraction of the 

time required for phase 1 or phase 2 clearance, as only small plants <8-10 years old 

in small numbers will be encountered, and these can be easily removed using a 

small hand tool without the need for herbicide use. 

 

The Rhododendron management system in Snowdonia National Park in Wales 

(Jackson 2008) closely reflects the system which was employed by Groundwork and 

which is detailed in Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33. (Higgins 2008) Regarding 

Maintenance Phase, Jackson (2008) states: “By this stage, all mature bushes will 

have been located and successfully treated and there will be no more than 

occasional seedlings (say 100/ha). Flowering Rhododendron should be absent or 

extremely rare (say one small bush/ha). A 5-yearly sweep to locate and treat these 

plants (mainly hand weeding) will progressively reduce and remove these plants. 

The maintenance phase will never be reached if significant seed sources remain …”. 

However Jackson goes on to state: “There is a danger that the cost of searching for 

the last few plants could be disproportionate to the risks of allowing the odd one of 

these plants to release a few seeds. The cost benefit analysis is likely to be finely 

balanced and will vary from site to site. Further work to evaluate the optimum 

frequency and thoroughness of monitor-and-treat methods are needed.” Whatever 

about Snowdonia Rhododendron, Killarney Rhododendron does not do “a few seed”; 

when it releases seeds it does so in thousands or millions! Furthermore, the 

Snowdonia Maintenance method involves a five yearly systematic sweep of the 

cleared areas; in short, precisely the same method and virtually the same number of 

person hours that would be used to achieve/ maintain zero flowering rhododendron.  

The mention of “monitor-and- treat methods” is curious, as a properly conducted 

systematic sweep every five years will be more effective at finding (and removing) 

Rhododendron plants than any monitoring method, and with a five year return will 

not allow plants to reach 10 -12 years of age and flower. In fact Groundwork’s 

experience in Killarney over a period of nearly 30 years indicates that a systematic 

maintenance sweep every 7 or 8 years will prevent seed production. In the very 

unusual event of a seed producing plant being found on a maintenance sweep, the 

removal of the plant, the recording of its position by GPS and the sweeping of the 
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area within 50m radius of the plant’s location 3-4 years later to remove the seedlings 

generated by the seed producing plant has been found to be fully effective.  

 

 

4.1.3. Application of Irish Wildlife Manual No.33 Essential Strategies 

by Groundwork and KNP 

 

All of the essential strategies laid out in Irish Wildlife Manual No.33 were applied by 

Groundwork in the period 1981 to 2005. 

 

 Groundwork KNP Rhododendron 
management  

In clear woods 
Rhododendron must not 
be allowed to reach 
flowering stage 

Applied  Rejected  

“NPWS thinks that 
complete permanent 
eradication of the plant in 
any given management 
zone is virtually 
impossible, it is therefore 
the strategy of this plan to 
manage each area on the 
basis that Rhododendron 
will never be allowed to 
become a dominant plant 
in any given active 
management zone and 
thereby allowing a healthy 
and functioning ecosystem 
to flourish in each 
respective zone. “ 
(Cahalane 2018) 

Once all seed producing 
rhododendron has been 
eliminated, resumption 
of seed production must 
be permanently 
prevented 

Applied As above 
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 Groundwork KNP Rhododendron 
management  

Recognition of the pre-
eminent importance of 
applying the systematic 
sweep method. 

All Rhododendron 
eradication and 
maintenance stages 
must include systematic 
coverage of the entire 
woodland area being 
cleared or maintained 

Applied  Rejected.  

KNP spokesman stated on 
Radio Kerry on 28 May 
2019: “Yeah if we were to 
implement that idea, the 
systematic sweep system 
as they used to do it, and 
form a line across the 
woodland and go slowly 
through the woodland and 
stop when someone came 
across a rhododendron 
seedling or sapling, stop 
the line, I mean we would 
be in a pretty dire situation 
here in Killarney.” 

A rigorous definition of 
what constitutes 
“cleared” status 

Definition of cleared 
presented in the Manual is 
accepted and applied by 
GW 

None presented or applied 

A scientifically based 
system of prioritising 
areas to be cleared 

Applied None presented or applied 

A systematic method of 
finding rhododendron 

Applied None presented or applied 

Identification of the 
three necessary phases 
of Rhododendron 
clearance 

Applied Not accepted or applied 

Zero Tolerance Applied Not Applied 

Training & Supervision Operatives are supervised 
on site 100% of the time 
by experienced leaders, 
familiar with the terrain 
and trained in 
rhododendron eradication 
in KNP 

Operatives checked 
periodically but generally 
not fully supervised  
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4.1.4. Optional Strategies 

 

Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33 also details a wide range of options for killing/ removing 

Rhododendron, which can be tailored to suit different locations, circumstances, 

weather conditions, operatives, stage of infestation etc.   

 

All of the optional strategies in the Manual were accepted by GW as suitable for use 

in appropriate locations & situations in KNP. Over a period of years NPWS has 

widely stated that the Groundwork project ended because of a difference regarding 

methodology. This is untrue. Following a meeting between NPWS and Groundwork 

on 11/3/11, at which an agreed approach was formulated, the NPWS Regional 

Manager wrote to Groundwork: “Groundwork recognises that techniques and 

methodologies of eradication have evolved over the years and are agreeable to 

utilise newer methodologies. (including controlled use of herbicides), as part of the 

wider arsenal of “tools”, (including the controlled use of mattocks to grub out certain 

plants), that can be utilised). Groundwork will select the most appropriate method, 

(pulling, snip & treat or grubbing out using mattocks), having regard to the particular 

circumstances pertaining in each location…”  The Groundwork proposed work plan 

for 2011 stated: “Groundwork recognises the ever-evolving methodologies in 

Rhododendron ponticum management and therefore are agreeable to utilising newer 

methodologies (including revised methods of controlled herbicide use such as stem 

injection) as part of the wider arsenal of tools and methods (including the controlled 

use of mattocks to remove certain plants). Groundwork will select the most 

appropriate method (pulling, snip and treat, stem injection, removal with mattocks), 

having regard to the particular circumstances pertaining in each plant and location 

and with the continued aim of minimal disruption of the habitat.”  

 

Unfortunately, as revealed by internal NPWS communications accessed under AIE, 

the Regional Manager (who had been recently appointed) was overruled by his 

subordinates, the District Conservation Officer and members of the park ranger 

force.   
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On 25/7/11 the District Conservation Officer stated to the Regional Manager: “I see 

their [Groundwork’s] role as one of mopping up seedlings/saplings in areas that have 

been previously cleared of mature Rhodo by contractors. However it is important that 

Groundwork accepts that NPWS are tasked with the job of managing KNP and 

consequently should be willing to take direction as to where in the park to work and 

what methods of control to be used.” (email to Mr Dawson of 25/7/11)  

 

On (24/10/11) the KNP Head Ranger stated to the Regional Manager: “…As for 

discussing the work programme with Groundwork I see it more as us deciding on our 

programme and seeing where Groundwork can fit into that.” 

 

From 2005 to 2009 Groundwork complied with KNP’s wishes regarding location of 

work and methods used. It was only when it was clearly evident that the 

maintenance of the western woods had been effectively abandoned that Groundwork 

attached a condition to its offer of work. The Groundwork project ended because 

Groundwork was not permitted to carry out overdue maintenance of the woods which 

it had cleared and maintained since 1981, and because this maintenance was not 

carried out by NPWS, with the consequent widespread resumption of rhododendron 

seed production in all of these woods and the widespread dispersion of countless 

millions of rhododendron seeds though these woods. This has resulted in a 

replenished rhododendron seed bank which will inevitably result in a massive new 

generation of new rhodo in the coming years, even if all the mature rhodo is 

removed.  

 

In reality KNP local management was not willing to allow Groundwork to carry out 

the overdue maintenance of the western woods no matter how flexible Groundwork 

was willing to be on methods (Internal NPWS correspondence accessed under AIE 

clearly establishes this fact. These documents can be provided on request.) 

Groundwork offered to carry out workcamps in each of the years from 2010 to 2014. 

The offers were made on the condition that the western woods, which were being 

actively reinfested due to lack of long overdue scheduled maintenance, would be 

prioritised. The offers were not accepted by NPWS. 
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4.2. Comparison of Financial Cost of Methods 
 

Maintenance of Rhododendron in the Killarney Oakwoods will theoretically comprise 

of two phases:  

(1) Achieving the target level of Rhododendron, &  

(2) Maintaining the target level for an indefinite period of time into the future, which 

should be assumed to be at least many decades.  

 

Because it is to continue indefinitely and for the foreseeable future, the cumulative 

cost/effort which will be incurred by the maintenance phase of rhododendron 

management is likely be the most significant cost element. It is important therefore to 

determine the relative cost of maintaining the oakwoods within the level specified in 

the 2018 NPWS plan and in IWM No.33. 

 

4.2.1. Financial cost of maintaining the oakwoods at level specified 

in IWM No. 33 

Groundwork spent a total of 223 workcamp weeks clearing Rhododendron from 

1981 to 2007; 89 (40%) of these weeks were spent on Phase 3 maintenance. 

Summing the time required for Phase 3 maintenance of each wood, Groundwork 

was spending a total of 44 workcamp weeks for a full round of Phase 3 maintenance 

of the western woods (i.e. all woods maintained on a 7- 8 year cycle), which is 

equivalent to just over 6 workcamp weeks per year. In the costings tabulated in the 

last Groundwork work plan (AIE/AHG/2014/33 Document No 175) (which was for 

2011 but not accepted by NPWS), the all-inclusive cost per workcamp week was 

€2,150. 

 

Taking the 2011 rate of €2,150 per week of workcamp, the 6 weeks per year 

required to maintain the full 350ha of the western woods would cost €12,900 per 

year, which comes to c. €37 per hectare per year. According to the Central Statistics 

Office online calculator, the cost of goods and services have increased by 5.5% in 

the period 2011 to 2021. Even if we were to allow for a 10% inflation over the period, 

we would come out at c.€40 per ha per year in today’s terms. The success of the 
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GW clearance and maintenance since 1981 has always been acknowledged by 

NPWS and independent experts up to the present time. Groundwork has therefore 

established that in the most difficult and inaccessible areas of oakwoods, properly 

cleared woods can be maintained clear at a cost of c.€40 per hectare per year.  If, in 

a similar manner, the easily accessible and less rugged eastern woods were initially 

cleared to IWM No.33 standard, they could be maintained at much lower cost per 

hectare than the western woods, and massively less than they are costing at 

present; i.e. Zero Tolerance is far cheaper than the piecemeal approach currently 

being adopted. 

 

 

4.2.2. Financial cost of maintaining the oakwoods under the present 

NPWS system 

NPWS has made it clear that its efforts are now almost exclusively concentrated on 

the “maintenance” of areas already “cleared”. The NPWS response indicates that in 

recent years total expenditure on the KNP rhododendron programme has been in the 

region of €500,000 per year. NPWS is adamant that in all of the c.2,000 ha now 

“under active management” Rhododendron is being “actively controlled”. In the last 

eight years the c.350 ha of active management zone which had previously been 

maintained clear of Rhododendron by Groundwork has in fact been actively 

reinfested. Therefore the term “actively controlled” is unjustified, misleading or 

effectively meaningless. However, for the purposes of this costing exercise we will 

treat the present management programme as a de facto implementation of the 2018 

plan, and indicative of how NPWS now proposes to proceed. €500,000 per annum to 

“actively control” 2,000 ha indicates a cost of €250 per hectare per year, which 

contrasts strikingly with the €40 per ha per year it cost for Groundwork to maintain 

the most inaccessible and physically challenging western woods to a dramatically 

higher standard. One of the reasons for this enormous difference in cost is evident 

from NPWS’ own reports, which indicate that in many of the woods they “maintain”, 

each successive visit over a period of many years involves the removal of a huge 

number of young rhododendron, and even significant numbers of large saplings. This 

is the inevitable result of refusing to apply systematic clearance methods, which 

results in continuing massive seed production and massive ongoing reinfestation – 



28 

Cross (1973) calculated the annual seed production from a single moderate sized 

rhododendron at c. 1,000,000 wind-blown seeds. Edwards (2006) states: “Simply 

increasing the rate of mortality (i.e. bush control or clearance) without considering 

the seed source and/or suitability of the site will only be a temporary solution. 

Therefore to prevent reinvasion on a particular site, seed sources need to be 

removed, and/or seed germination prevented, or sustained mortality by control must 

be greater than the rate of seed dispersal and germination.” The apparent failure of 

NPWS to grasp this fact will result in the expending of half a million euro per year 

annually, with ultimate failure guaranteed. 

 

 

4.3. Efficacy of Methods 
 

As demonstrated above, the 2018 NPWS method is costing c.€500,000 per year 

which amounts to c.€250 per ‘managed’ hectare per year. This represents a large 

amount of money and a huge effort. However, it is evident from successive NPWS 

annual report and plans that in almost all cases at each return visit to an area of 

woodland over a period of decades, NPWS is having to repeatedly deal with massive 

seedling reinfestation and usually saplings and flowering plants. (see Chronological 

account of clearance in Section 4 of Overview Report at 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/ob8e31i9ux8ldax/Attachment%206%20%20Groundwork

%20Updated%20Rhododendron%20Overview%20Report%2031%20July%202020.p

df?dl=0 )   

The rational of the NPWS method appears to be that if you simply kill thousands or 

hundreds of thousands or even millions of rhododendron plants every year (most or 

all with herbicide) you will eventually win the battle against Rhododendron. This is an 

illusion – a single Rhododendron flower which may be on a plant no more than 50cm 

high will release c.5,000 wind-blown seeds. A single moderate sized rhododendron 

can annually release c.1,000,000 wind-blown seeds (Cross 1973). As long as seed 

production is allowed to continue in a wood the number of rhododendron killed is 

ultimately irrelevant because there will always be adequate seed to ensure massive 

reinfestation. Simply killing rhododendron does not work, you have to eliminate all 

the seed sources in the area to be cleared. 

 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/ob8e31i9ux8ldax/Attachment%206%20%20Groundwork%20Updated%20Rhododendron%20Overview%20Report%2031%20July%202020.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/ob8e31i9ux8ldax/Attachment%206%20%20Groundwork%20Updated%20Rhododendron%20Overview%20Report%2031%20July%202020.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/ob8e31i9ux8ldax/Attachment%206%20%20Groundwork%20Updated%20Rhododendron%20Overview%20Report%2031%20July%202020.pdf?dl=0
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Edwards (2006) demonstrates this clearly in the following table: 

 

 

 

The efficacy of Groundwork’s clearance work has never been disputed by NPWS.  

 

• In a letter of 7 August 2001 acknowledging receipt of Groundwork’s Annual 

Report NPWS Director Chris O’Grady wrote “The report is a reflection of the 

impressive work carried out by Groundwork since 1981 and is a testament to its 

commitment towards this very important conservation project…. I would like to 

acknowledge the vital role that Groundwork has played in rhododendron 

clearance in Killarney National Park and to warmly thank you, and the many 

volunteers you have recruited for the years of service given to the Park and to the 

future of the oak woodlands. We very much look forward to continuing this very 

successful partnership into  the future.”   

 

 

• Killarney National Park Management Plan 2005 – 2009 stated “Groundwork (a 

voluntary conservation organisation) workcamps have been very successful in 
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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.”  

(www.npws.ie/publications/archive/KNPMP.pdf). 

 

• The Draft Document “A Strategy for Rhododendron Control in Killarney National 

Park by Dr G. Therese Higgins (2006)” Commissioned by NPWS includes the 

results of a general survey of rhododendron in Killarney National Park at that time 

(i.e. 2006). The only woodland areas of the National Park that were classified as 

“Cleared: Phase 3” in this report were western woods of the national park which 

had been cleared and maintained by Groundwork. The reason/s that this report 

did not proceed to be published as part of the NPWS Irish Wildlife Manual Series 

are not known to Groundwork. The draft report was appraised by Dr Jervis Good 

(Divisional Ecologist NPWS) who concluded that it was “a comprehensive, well 

written and useful work which appears to fulfil the requirements of Mgt Strategy 

1.4.2 and, with some editing will make a valuable Wildlife Manual” 

(AHG/AIE/2014/33 Record No. 216) Dr Higgins was subsequently the author of 

Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33 Higgins, G.T. (2008) Rhododendron ponticum: A 

guide to management on nature conservation sites. Irish Wildlife Manuals, No. 

33. National Parks and Wildlife Service, Department of the Environment, Heritage 

and Local Government, Dublin, Ireland.  

 

• On the Map Accompanying the document “Site Management: Killarney NP 

rhododendron control strategy – Comments by Jervis Good Divisional Ecologist 

NPWS – 26 April 2007” all of the Groundwork cleared and maintained oak woods 

are classified as “Areas from which rhododendron has been removed and have 

achieved “final clearance” status and are in an ongoing maintenance 

programme”. The only other oakwood area in the national park which is classified 

on the map as having achieved “final clearance” status is the woods on the 

Muckross peninsula. 

 

http://www.npws.ie/publications/archive/KNPMP.pdf
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• Two woods cleared and maintained by Groundwork, Tomies Wood and Glaisín 

na Marbh, are included in the study: “Permanent plots for the monitoring of 

woodland vegetation and regeneration in Killarney National Park: 1991 – 2001 – 

A Report submitted to Dúchas, the Heritage Service, National Parks & Wildlife 

from the Department of Botany, Trinity College Dublin”. The description of 

Rhododendron status of these woods indicates that both Tomies Wood and 

Glaisín na Marbh had been successfully cleared and were being successfully 

maintained by Groundwork at that time (i.e. 2001). AHG/AIE/2014/33 Record No. 

236  

 

• Daniel Kelly, Professor of Botany at Trinity College Dublin, the leading authority 

on the oakwoods of Killarney National Park has stated: “I have seen some of the 

fantastic work that Groundwork have done over the years. A lot of this has been 

in rugged and out-of-the-way locations, hence the scale of their contribution is 

easily overlooked. They deserve gratitude - and the best way of showing this 

would be to support them in carrying on with this vital task.”  

 

The work carried out by Groundwork is documented in annual reports from 1981 to 

2009 and in ten-yearly progress reports.  
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4.4. Ecological Impact of Methods 
 

Both the Irish Wildlife Manual No.33 Objective and the objective in the 2018-2023 

plan (Cahalane 2018) must be assessed on the basis of ecological impact, which 

must be measured against the requirement of the Habitats Directive for no 

deterioration of the Annex I Habitat, and the Conservation Objective of the SAC 

which is that invasive species must be “absent or under control”.  

 

 

4.4.1. Ecological Impact 2018-2023 Plan  

The 2018-2023 plan indicates that as long as Rhododendron is not “dominant” a 

“healthy and functioning ecosystem” will be allowed to “flourish”. Flourish means “(of 

a living organism) grow or develop in a healthy or vigorous way, especially as the 

result of a particularly congenial environment”(Google Dictionary) or “to be at the 

peak of condition” (Collins Dictionary). NPWS evidently now holds that 

Rhododendron has zero adverse impact on native oak woodlands unless/until it 

comes to dominate the woodland vegetation.  

 

This NPWS strategy was communicated to the European Commission as in its letter 

to Groundwork of 25/6/19 the Commission stated: “Given the scale of area that is 

under active management and the nature of Rhododendron's invasiveness, NPWS 

thinks that complete permanent eradication of the plant in any given management 

zone is virtually impossible, it is therefore the strategy of this plan to manage each 

area on the basis that Rhododendron will never be allowed to become a dominant 

plant in any given active management zone and thereby allowing a healthy and 

functioning ecosystem to flourish in each respective zone.”  

 

The section of the 2018 – 2023 Plan referred to above was raised with Dr O’Keeffe 

(NPWS Head of Science and Biodiversity) and Dr Jervis Good (NPWS Regional 

Ecologist) at a meeting in May 2018. Neither Dr O’Keeffe nor Dr Good were aware of 

this new strategy and were visibly surprised when the strategy was read out to them. 

 

The SAC Conservation Objectives for Killarney National Park state: “The 

Government and its agencies are responsible for the implementation and 
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enforcement of regulations that will ensure the ecological integrity of these sites”. 

Rhododendron progressively replaces native oakwood species; each rhododendron 

plant replaces and excludes native plants which would otherwise occupy the 

ecological niche and the physical habitat space. The negative impact of 

Rhododendron on the native woodland ecosystem does not commence when it 

crosses an invisible and undefined boundary referred to as “dominant”.  

 

The bar is now set so low that huge deterioration would be allowable if the 

“rhododendron will never be allowed to become a dominant plant in any given active 

management zone” standard is applied. For example, none of the oakwoods cleared 

and maintained by Groundwork in the period 1983 - 2005 has yet reached the stage 

where rhododendron has become the “dominant plant”. These woods could be left to 

further deteriorate unless and until a state is reached at which NPWS was willing to 

admit that rhododendron has become the dominant plant within these woods.  

 

 

4.4.1.1. Long Term Major Use of Herbicides  

As well as the significant deterioration in the Annex I habitat caused by 

Rhododendron prior to reaching actual dominance, the potential ecological impact of 

permanently maintaining the level of infestation at such an advanced state must also 

be addressed. The adverse environmental impacts that can be caused by the 

maintenance process will be a function of (1) the number and size of rhododendron 

plants which have to be removed to avoid total dominance, and (2) the frequency of 

the maintenance work. Long before dominance is reached a large proportion of the 

plants will have reached the size at which NPWS insists on the use of herbicide 

chemicals. The permanent maintenance of the woods will therefore involve the 

ongoing permanent introduction of herbicides into the oakwood ecosystem. 

Maintaining the oakwoods at an advanced stage of infestation while preventing it 

from becoming dominant would involve the removal of at least tens of millions of 

rhododendron plants annually.  
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Apart from ecological impacts, long-term repeated treatment of huge numbers of 

rhododendron in the same locations poses a risk of developing a strain of herbicide 

resistant rhododendron.  

 

4.4.1.2. Sudden Oak Death  

The fungal tree disease Phytophthora ramorum known as “Sudden Oak Death 

Disease” has been identified in rhododendrons in Killarney National Park. 

Rhododendron is a major primary host/carrier of this disease which it passes on to 

tree species. Wilson (2015) states “An added imperative to tackle the challenge of 

Rhododendron in Scottish native oak woods is the threat of …” sudden oak death” . 

shrubs such as Rhododendron are the primary host, but the disease can potentially 

go on to infect certain trees such as larch, oak and beech.” 

 

Frankel et al (2008) stated “In the U.K., P. ramorum has been found most often in 

planted woodland-gardens which host a wide range of non-native and exotic plants, 

but particularly where species and cultivars of rhododendron dominate. Where it is 

found infecting trees in woodlands, invariably a key understorey component is 

Rhododendron ponticum, an invasive species in its own right, which has become 

naturalized in many areas with acidic soils. Laboratory tests have shown that not 

only is rhododendron generally highly susceptible to infection by P. ramorum, but it 

can also support abundant sporulation (Denman and others 2006a, b; Morelajo and 

others 2007). There is no doubt that this host has played a key role in disease 

escape into the natural and semi-natural environments and the subsequent spread 

to trees. It is also the most frequently infected host in non-nursery outbreaks in other 

European countries. …. the findings of P. ramorum outside nurseries have been 

most common in southwestern parts of England and Wales, where the combination 

of abundant understorey rhododendron and mild, often wet climate, appears to have 

provided a near perfect environment for the pathogen.”  

 

Clearly the maintenance of Rhododendron at the lowest density possible in the 

Killarney oakwoods, i.e. applying the procedures outlined in Irish Wildlife No.33, is 

imperative in order to minimise the risk of the oakwoods succumbing to sudden oak 

death disease. The NPWS change of objective to non-dominance would allow for 
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continued worsening of Rhododendron infestation in the previously clear western 

woods, without exceeding the new objective, thereby greatly increasing the risk of 

sudden oak death in these woods. 

 

  

4.4.2. Ecological Impact - Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33 Method  

 

The Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33 specifies systematically maintaining a wood free of 

flowering Rhododendron or at an extremely low level of flowering. This is the optimal 

option from an ecological perspective as it  

(1) minimises the direct impacts of rhododendron infestation  

(2) avoids the necessity of the permanent ongoing use of herbicides throughout the 

oakwoods  

(3) reduces the number of rhododendron plants which need removal every 7-8 years 

to the plants which arise from long distance seed dispersal and  

(4) minimises the threat of “sudden oak death” disease devastating the oakwoods.  
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5. CONCLUSIONS 
 

In reality, the standards and objectives applied by NPWS to rhododendron in 

Killarney National Park have in recent years been in a constant state of flux. As soon 

as NPWS has undeniably failed to achieve its latest stated objective, it changes the 

objective. The words “cleared” and “eliminated” have been replaced successively by 

“under active management” and “under active control” which is now defined as 

anything short of rhododendron dominating the entire woodland area in the 

“management zone”. As well as serially adjusting its objectives, NPWS has also 

adjusted its time scales. Rather than acknowledge the obvious conclusion that their 

“long term strategic programme” was not working, NPWS simply changed the goal 

posts with statements such as: “It takes decades to bring a rhododendron infested 

area under control” (statement quoted in Irish Times of 15/8/15).  

 

Much of the Western Woods of KNP have now lost their clear status (sensu Irish 

Wildlife Manual No. 33). Even if the present work effort of the NPWS programme is 

maintained at its present level of manpower and expenditure, the woods will continue 

to deteriorate, and for as long as the programme is continued, will cost massively 

more per year than would be required to maintain all the woods at clear status. 

 

In accordance with the methods outlined in Irish Wildlife Manual No. 33 (Higgins 

2008), Phase 1 clearance followed within 2-3 years by Phase 2 clearance must now 

be urgently commenced. With the existing resource of volunteers and contractors it 

will not be possible to recommence at Phase 1 in all the woods which require it. 

Preference will have to be given to the woods (A) which were never damaged by a 

prolonged blanket coverage of Rhododendron and have not been exposed to 

massive usage of herbicides, resulting in long-term and probably permanent 

reduction in biodiversity, (B) which have the highest biodiversity of rare Atlantic 

bryophytes and other ancient woodland features and (C) which are still at a relatively 

early stage of re-infestation.  

 

Once these woods are restored to clear/ maintenance status as described in IWM 

No. 33, priority must be given to maintaining them in that state by systematic 

coverage every 6-7 years on an ongoing basis and expanding the cleared area as 
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human and financial resources allow. The job is daunting and expensive, but if done 

properly the long-term future of these woods can be assured at an affordable price. 
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7. APPENDICES 
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Appendix 1 Theoretical Model of the rate of increase of Rhododendron from 

Cross (1973) 
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