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Introduction 

This review is presented in two parts.  Part 1 presents an assessment of the overall strategic 

landscape within which LAWPRO sits, together with some implications for the future direction of 

LAWPRO.  Part 2 presents the assessment of LAWPRO drawing on some of the key learnings from 

the strategic review set out in Part 1.  The main objectives of the assessment were: 

1. Assess the role and contribution of LAWPRO to the current level of progress in implementing 

the actions outlined in the second-cycle River Basin Management Plan (RBMP).  

 

2. Complete a full review of the LAWPRO operation, building on work already completed, to 

consider its effectiveness in delivering on its objectives and to identify opportunities for 

improving and strengthening its operation during the next RBMP, taking into account the 

ambition of the third RBMP. 

 

3. Examine the opportunities for integrating and delivering on water policy, Climate Change, 

Biodiversity and broader economic, social and environmental sustainability objectives and 

identify the role that LAWPRO might play in achieving this during the third RBMP cycle. 

 

The review is based on an assessment of the documents provided by The Department for Housing, 

Local Government and Heritage (DHLGH), in particular, the external review of LAWPRO, LAWPRO’s 

submission to the DHLGH, the research conducted by the Economic and Social Research Institute 

(ESRI), the business cases for both the Local Authority Waters and Communities Office (LAWCO) and 

the Local Authority Support and Advice Team (LAWSAT), the 2018 and 2019 Annual Reports for 

LAWPRO, the Agricultural Sustainability Support and Advisory Programme (ASSAP) internal report, 

Significant Water management Issues consultation submissions and the current river basin 

management plan.   

The review is also based on my own personal involvement in the creation of the new Water 

Framework Directive (WFD) governance structures since 2014 and my overall assessment of where 

things should go from here building on past work and evolving towards the 3rd cycle period up to 

2027 and beyond.  
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Key Conclusions and Recommendations 

Broader Strategic Issues 

The future role and direction of LAWPRO is dependent on wider contextual issues.  These include: 

1. Level of Ambition: The third cycle plan must encompass all water bodies with clear 

strategies to protect water bodies that are still at good status or above and to improve 

water bodies that are at less than good status.  This means a different approach to 

prioritisation than that taken for the second cycle.  It also means that the 3rd cycle plan must 

explicitly deal with any exemptions being applied in accordance with the provisions of the 

Directive, including where natural conditions are being invoked as a reason for aiming for 

less stringent objectives. 

 

2. Role Clarity and Collaborative Implementation: Building on the governance reforms, the 

new collaborative structures and the new resources put in place during the second cycle, 

there will need to be an agreed ratcheting up of the level of collaborative implementation by 

all implementing bodies at national, regional and catchment levels, making optimal use of 

the new governance structures and resources.  Clarity in relation to the objectives for each 

and every water body and the role of each Implementing Body will be key to making this 

work.  Of particular importance to LAWPRO is clarity about the respective roles of LAWPRO 

and local authorities. 

 

3. Multiple Benefits: The third cycle plan should explicitly provide for multiple benefits for 

water, climate change, nature, air quality and broader economic and social sustainability 

objectives.  Many of the measures needed to protect and improve water quality can also 

deliver benefits for nature, air quality and climate change - the Water Framework Directive 

with its unique catchment and evidence-based planning approach is perfectly positioned to 

help deliver such multiple benefits.  From a purely compliance point of view, achieving the 

water quality and quantity objectives of the Directive is paramount but there is a much 

bigger prize available to Ireland by adopting an approach aimed at delivering multiple 

benefits.  Such an approach is consistent with the overall objectives of the EU Green New 

Deal and the sustainability objectives of the current Programme for Government. The 

implementation of green and blue infrastructure and specifically Nature based Sustainable 

Urban Drainage Systems (SUDS) in urban areas, can also deliver multiple benefits and should 

be further explored by the local government sector in advance of the 3rd cycle so that 

specific measures can be included in the River Basin Management Plan for 2022-2027.  The 

local government sector with the assistance of LAWPRO and with central government 

support could carry out a review of needs in relation to implementing Nature based SUDS.  

The sector may then develop a national strategy for implementing Nature based SUDS. 

 

4. Integrated Catchment Planning: For the third cycle, integrated catchment plans could be 

considered for each of the 46 catchments as sub-plans to the national plan and regional 

plans. Building on the work of the second cycle, the necessary information, organisational 

structures and IT supports are now in place to facilitate this for the third cycle.  Such an 

integrated approach will also support the achievement of multiple benefits and may also 

facilitate collaborative implementation by the relevant Implementing Bodies. This may also 
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provide opportunities for greater public participation at a more local level in the river basin 

management plan making process. 

 

5. Continuous Review and Learning: The OECD water governance principles (see Appendix B) 

could be used as an overarching framework and guide for the plan and its implementation.  

This will facilitate a learning as you go approach to implementation by providing a structured 

way to ask searching questions about progress and adapt to changing circumstances.   

 

LAWPRO – NEXT STEPS 

1. LAWPRO should continue in its role as a local government shared service for implementing 

the Water Framework Directive.  Both elements of LAWPRO – community engagement and 

regional catchment assessment should also continue, and consideration given to both being 

placed on a permanent footing in advance of the third river basin management cycle, as an 

integral part of the national infrastructure for Water Framework Directive implementation.  

All current posts should evolve towards permanency with an interim step of contracts 

covering the full six years of the third cycle to provide stability to the service.  Both the blue 

dot programme for the protection and improvement of high-status water bodies and the 

community water development fund should also continue and be further developed as 

integral elements of LAWPRO. 

 

2. The precise role of LAWPRO vis a vis implementation of the WFD for the third cycle and 

beyond will not necessarily be the same as that for the second cycle.  Key determinants are 

the overall level of ambition set for the third cycle at national level and the relative roles of 

LAWPRO and the local authorities for cycle 3 and beyond.  These issues need to be teased 

out and led by Tier 1 in consultation with Tiers 2 and 3 over the coming months so that there 

is broad agreement on the precise third cycle role for LAWPRO well in advance of the start of 

the third cycle and that decisions about resourcing can be made in a timely manner. 

 

3. The future role and direction of LAWPRO is dependent on the wider contextual issues set 

out above.  For example, if the 3rd cycle plan makes it explicit through prioritisation and goal 

setting that protecting and improving waters are of equal importance, then LAWPRO should 

have a lead role in both strategies. Currently, LAWPRO’s primary focus is on the Priority 

Areas for Action (PAA) which are mainly about seeking improvement in water quality.  This is 

fine for the remainder of the second cycle but will not be enough for the 3rd cycle which will 

require clear and fully integrated catchment strategies for protecting and improving all 

water bodies.   

 

4. Before considering proposals for additional staff, DHLGH should require that LAWPRO carry 

out an efficiency and effectiveness review of current resourcing and structures to consider 

how these roles and structures could be re-balanced and re-allocated to be fit for purpose 

for the 3rd cycle.  This will require clarity as to the precise role and function of LAWPRO for 

the 3rd cycle. 

 

5. DHLGH should also consider further engagement with the County and City Management 

Association (CCMA) in relation to a local government business case for the third cycle, 

building on the two business cases developed for the second cycle.  This could include 
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further discussion and agreement about the relative roles of LAWPRO and the local 

authorities for the third cycle, additional resourcing for the local government sector and a 

possible shared service for WFD sample collection.  A similar process to that used for the 

development of the two LAWPRO business cases could be used for this which would provide 

for wider input across the local government sector and the other two WFD governance tiers 

through the involvement of both the DHLGH and the EPA. 

 

6. Between now and the end of cycle 2, more emphasis should be placed by both LAWPRO and 

ASSAP on how the various steps in the process translate into the ‘right action in the right 

place at the right time’ actually happening, how it is verified and recorded that it has 

happened and the subsequent impact on water quality.  This will be the real acid test of how 

the entire LAWPRO/ASSAP process is working. 

 

7. Progressing the blue dots catchment programme objective has been very slow over the 

lifetime of the current plan and it is essential that a renewed effort be placed on getting it 

fully operational with a mandate to have strategic oversight of the 384 water bodies with a 

high-status objective.  This is a prime example of why it is necessary to revisit the relative 

roles of local authorities and LAWPRO and to complete the resourcing of Tier 3 through a 

third local government business case.   

 

8. There is merit in continuing and expanding the Water Community Development Fund.  This 

fund has been an important enabler for developing the community water sector as 

evidenced by the range and geographical spread of applications and awards.  However, 

more detail is required in the form of a business plan to justify the expansion of the fund for 

cycle 3.   

 

9. It was difficult to identify the precise objectives set for LAWPRO.  In charting the way 

forward, precise objectives should be agreed and set for LAWPRO for the third cycle.  They 

will not necessarily be the same as those for the second cycle.  Without clear and 

straightforward objectives, it is difficult to track progress and to evaluate relative success 

over time.  The objectives for the 2018-2021 period are clearly rooted in achieving progress 

in the PAAs but those for the third cycle will depend on the precise role agreed for LAWPRO 

and the overall level of ambition. 

 

10. A set of high-level key performance indicators should be developed to track the three 

ultimate outcomes (results) and to connect these outcomes to the intermediate outcomes 

(activities) and outputs (actions).  This will strengthen the Logical Framework approach so 

that there is a clear line of sight between the activities and actions and the ultimate desired 

outcomes.  These high level KPIs will need to include both quantitative and qualitative 

indicators. 

 

11. LAWPRO and the local government system are perfectly positioned to take a leadership role 

in seeking multiple benefits through the WFD.  Local government by its nature has a broad 

reach across all the relevant sectors and is involved in all aspects of sustainability – 

economic, social and environmental.  The third cycle plan should explicitly provide for 

multiple benefits for water, climate change, nature, air quality and broader economic and 

social sustainability objectives with a leadership role for LAWPRO.  
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Part One – Strategic Overview 

Context 

In considering the future role and direction of LAWPRO it is helpful to first consider a wider context 

for the third river basin management plan.  The third cycle is the last of three six-year cycles, 

provided for under the Water Framework Directive, before Member States must achieve good water 

quality in all water bodies. Following this, each subsequent RBMP will focus on the non-deterioration 

aspect of the directive.  The EU Commission has made it clear that the Directive stands, and that 

Member States are expected to comply with the Directives objectives.  The Commission is of the 

view that Member States have failed to adequately implement the Directive and that the Directive 

itself and its agreed objectives are still valid. This means that all waters are expected to have 

achieved their quality objectives by 2027 at the latest, other than for water bodies where less 

stringent objectives have been applied under Article 4(5) and where these less stringent objectives 

have been specifically mentioned in the river basin management plan and reviewed every six years.  

Ireland, in common with many EU countries, has a significant gap between current quality and the 

targets set by the Directive.  An overriding objective, therefore, for the third cycle plan must be to 

narrow this gap to the greatest possible extent.  This will only happen through a consolidated and 

relentless whole of government approach to implementation in collaboration with civil society and 

other public and private actors.  

It is therefore useful to set out some broad principles to help guide the development of the third 

cycle river basin management plan and, in turn, the future direction and role of LAWPRO. 

1. Level of Ambition: The third cycle plan must encompass all water bodies with clear 

strategies to protect water bodies that are still at good status or above and to improve 

water bodies that are at less than good status.  This means a different approach to 

prioritisation than that taken for the second cycle.  It also means that the 3rd cycle plan must 

explicitly deal with any exemptions being applied in accordance with the provisions of the 

Directive, including where natural conditions are being invoked as a reason for aiming for 

less stringent objectives. 

2. Role Clarity and Collaborative Implementation: Building on the governance reforms, the 

new collaborative structures and the new resources put in place during the second cycle, 

there will need to be an agreed ratcheting up of the level of collaborative implementation by 

all implementing bodies at national, regional and catchment levels, making optimal use of 

the new governance structures and resources.  Clarity in relation to the objectives for each 

and every water body and the role of each Implementing Body will be key to making this 

work.  Of particular importance to LAWPRO is clarity about the respective roles of LAWPRO 

and local authorities. 

3. Multiple Benefits: The third cycle plan should explicitly provide for multiple benefits for 

water, climate change, nature, air quality and broader economic and social sustainability 

objectives.  Many of the measures needed to protect and improve water quality can also 

deliver benefits for nature, air quality and climate change - the Water Framework Directive 

with its unique catchment and evidence-based planning approach is perfectly positioned to 

help deliver such multiple benefits.  From a purely compliance point of view, achieving the 

water quality and quantity objectives of the Directive is paramount but there is a much 

bigger prize available to Ireland by adopting an approach aimed at delivering multiple 
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benefits.  Such an approach is consistent with the overall objectives of the EU Green New 

Deal and the sustainability objectives of the current Programme for Government. 

4. Integrated Catchment Planning: For the third cycle, integrated catchment plans could be 

considered for each of the 46 catchments as sub-plans to the national plan and regional 

plans. This wasn’t possible for the second cycle, but the necessary information, 

organisational structures and IT supports are now in place to facilitate this for the third 

cycle.  Such an integrated approach will also support the achievement of multiple benefits 

and may also facilitate collaborative implementation by the relevant Implementing Bodies.  

5. Continuous Review and Learning: The OECD water governance principles (see Appendix 2) 

could be used as an overarching framework and guide for the plan and its implementation.  

This will facilitate a learning as you go approach to implementation by providing a structured 

way to ask searching questions about progress and adapt to changing circumstances.   

 

I will now look in more detail at each of these five principles and tease out the implications for the 

future direction of LAWPRO. 

Principle 1 – Level of Ambition 

While it is highly unlikely that all water bodies in Ireland and indeed Europe will have achieved their 

WFD objectives by 2027, and the WFD envisages river basin management plans beyond 20271, all 

water bodies are expected to have met their objectives by 2027 other than where less stringent 

objectives apply2.  Ireland will therefore need to be crystal clear in the 3rd cycle plan about what is 

anticipated for each water body.  The Directive, and in particular Article 4, is clear on what must be 

done and is also clear about how Member States can extend deadlines or apply less stringent 

objectives for specific water bodies.  Ireland now has much better information at water body, sub-

catchment and catchment level than ever before and should therefore be able to be explicit about 

the 2027 objective for each water body.  For example, any water bodies currently at good or high 

ecological status or good ecological potential have a relatively straightforward no deterioration 

objective.  All other water bodies will need either an improve to good status/potential objective or, 

where permitted by the Directive, a less stringent objective.  To achieve such clarity for each water 

body the following actions are required: 

 All water bodies must be assigned a status in the plan and an associated 2027 objective.  

This means updating the characterisation information and completing the review process for 

                                                           
1 Article 13(7) of the Water Framework Directive 
2 Article 4(5)(d) of the Water Framework Directive 

Implications for LAWPRO 

The future role and direction of LAWPRO is dependent on such wider contextual issues.  For 

example, if the 3rd cycle plan makes it explicit through prioritisation and goal setting that 

protecting and improving waters are of equal importance, then LAWPRO should have a lead role in 

both strategies. Currently, LAWPRO’s focus is on the Areas for Action which are mainly about 

seeking improvement.  This is fine for the remainder of the second cycle but will not be enough for 

the 3rd cycle which will require clear and fully integrated catchment strategies for protecting and 

improving all water bodies, including those for which exemptions apply.   
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water bodies assigned a review status in the 2nd cycle characterisation exercise.  Where 

necessary, extrapolation or interpolation might be required to help fill in the gaps3. 

 The mechanism to classify a water body as either artificial or heavily modified will need to be 

finalised and a list of artificial or heavily modified water bodies included in the 3rd cycle plan 

together with their 2027 objective4; 

 The 3rd cycle plan will need to include a list of any water bodies that have been assigned less 

stringent objectives together with the reasons.5   

 

Principle 2 - Role Clarity and Collaborative Implementation 

The first of twelve OECD principles on water governance is:  

‘clearly allocate and distinguish roles and responsibilities for water policymaking, policy 

implementation, operational management and regulation, and foster co-ordination across these 

responsible authorities’.   

The first cycle of the Water Framework Directive suffered from poor role clarity but great strides 

have been made since 2012 to improve this.  However, there is more to do between now and the 

adoption of the third cycle river basin management plan.  For example, both LAWPRO and ASSAP are 

relatively new entities and it will be important to nail down their precise roles in implementing the 

third cycle.  In the 2014 Water Policy Regulations, revised and clearer roles were assigned to the 

Department of Housing, Planning and local Government, the EPA and local authorities and the ‘three 

tier’ governance structure was placed on a statutory footing.  Through the Water Policy Advisory 

Committee (WPAC), the National Technical Implementation Group (NTIG) and the Regional 

Operational Committees, the roles of the various Implementing Bodies have also become clearer.  In 

                                                           
3 Extrapolation, interpolation and other estimation techniques such as remote sensing will be needed to get 
broad coverage of all water bodies.  It is worth looking at approaches used in other countries such as Scotland. 
4 Ref – Article 4(3) of the WFD 
5 Ref – Article 4(5) of the WFD 

Implications for LAWPRO 

LAWPRO, with support from the EPA and other Implementing Bodies, is the engine room of 

implementation and therefore needs to be able to see and understand the full picture.  This 

means being involved, at the appropriate level, with every water body in Ireland in some shape or 

form.  With its role as secretariat to the regional steering and operational committees it has a 

window to all water bodies and Implementing Bodies and in its implementation work is engaging 

with all Implementing Bodies.  This means that LAWPRO needs to have a leadership and oversight 

role in both protection and improvement strategies in all 46 catchments. A set of integrated 

catchment plans for the 46 catchments that clearly sets out the objectives for each water body, 

measures to achieve the right action in the right place and the agreed roles for each Implementing 

Body should make it easier for LAWPRO to carry our such a leadership and oversight role.   

LAWPRO’s role in converting advice into action is also worth considering as there have to be 

consequences for either Implementing Bodies or land owners not taking action once the ‘right 

action in the right place at the right time and by the right person or organisation’ has been 

identified and agreed at national, catchment, sub-catchment or water body level.   
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accordance with the OECD principle, it would be useful to clearly set out in the third cycle river basin 

management plan, the respective roles of the many Implementation Bodies involved in the Water 

Framework Directive.  These roles also have to be discussed and agreed (a process that should be led 

out by DHLGH) in advance with each Implementing Body, an engagement process that can be 

particularly time consuming. We are though building on strong foundations, with the Implementing 

Bodies now well engaged in the process.   

I am introducing a new term – collaborative implementation – to describe the collaborative efforts 

that are now taking place to implement the Water Framework Directive.  The clearest evidence of 

this collaborative implementation is the collaboration happening through WPAC, NTIG, the Regional 

Operational Committees, LAWPRO and ASSAP/NDSF.  The main collaborative implementation focus 

is currently on the 190 Areas for Action.  There is also other bi-lateral and multi-lateral collaboration 

happening through the work of WPAC, the NTIG and the Regional Operational Committees helping 

to progress other measures in the river basin plan such as forestry and urban wastewater.  This type 

of collaboration takes time to develop and is greatly assisted through both role clarity and a high 

level of trust between the Implementing Bodies. Through these efforts, there is a greater sense of 

shared ownership of the problems and also of the solutions but also much greater clarity about who 

should be doing what when it comes to taking specific measures and actions.   However, the 3rd cycle 

will require much more.  A major ratcheting up of this collaborative implementation and much 

greater levels of cooperation, collaboration and networking will be needed.  Think of the 2nd cycle as 

the getting to know each other bit – the courtship – the 3rd cycle is the marriage with the vows and 

commitment.  

As an example of what I mean by ratcheting up, consider the future role and direction of ASSAP, and 

LAWPROs role in supporting ASSAP.  Currently ASSAP has 30 agricultural advisors offering specialist 

advice to a relatively small cohort of farmers in the Priority Areas for Action.  This advice is grounded 

in the catchment assessments undertaken by LAWPRO with the Community Water Officers helping 

build community engagement in these areas.  There are, though, several hundred agricultural 

advisors in both public and private sectors engaging on a daily basis with farmers.  Local authority 

staff also engage with farmers on a regular basis.  It is important that farmers don’t get mixed and 

confusing messages about what actions they are being asked to take.  This means that all public 

sector and private sector agricultural advisors need to be quickly brought into the ASSAP tent so that 

unified messaging can be delivered to farmers. While the small cadre of ASSAP advisors would 

continue to engage in the Priority Areas for Action – this work involves a considerable element of 

experimentation and innovation – the learning from ASSAP work should be quickly rolled out to the 

larger network of advisors.  This information and knowledge dissemination process needs to be put 

in place in time for the 3rd cycle.  ASSAP is also perfectly positioned to broaden out the messaging to 

cover climate, nature and air quality and help deliver multiple benefits.  There is therefore a 

networking and relationship challenge to be solved so that the broad church of agricultural advisors 

can benefit and learn from the experimental and innovative work happening through ASSAP and 

pass this knowledge on to farmers.   

In much the same way, there is a networking, relationship and knowledge transfer challenge 

between LAWPRO and the local authorities.  As LAWPRO also involves a large element of 

experimentation and innovation, a process needs to be put in place for the broader church of local 

authority staff with a role in environmental protection to benefit and learn from this work.  Ideally, 

local authority staff would also engage on a regular basis with local agricultural advisors when it 

comes to engaging with local farmers so that a level of consistency is brought to providing farmers 

with advice about what to do.   
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This ‘ratcheting up’ is mostly about improving communications, networking and 

information/knowledge flow between different groups.  For sure, the type of advice being given by 

agricultural advisors and local authority staff might change with a much greater focus on consistency 

and multiple benefits but the ratcheting up in collaborative implementation does not necessarily 

mean either more resources or people having to do more – it means people doing things differently 

with a greater focus on the desired outcome – better water quality and multiple benefits. 

 

    

Implications for LAWPRO 

The main implication for LAWPRO is agreement on role.  LAWPRO is already operating at a high 

level in relation to collaborative implementation and, indeed, is becoming an exemplar of this 

approach from whom others in the public sector could learn.  In relation to role, clarity is needed 

as to the relative roles of LAWPRO and the local authorities for the duration of the third cycle.  

Since the origin of the idea, LAWPRO was to be additional to existing local authority staff and 

functions.  The lines have probably been blurred in the Priority Areas for Action as local 

authority staff will also have a stake in these areas and in many cases will have laid the 

foundations for the work.  Indeed, the positive trend reported by the EPA for the PAAs where a 

greater proportion of water bodies were improving than elsewhere in the country, is likely down 

to work already being done in these areas by local staff and local advisors.  This is not surprising 

given that the LAWPRO/ASSAP work in the PAAs only commenced in 2019.  The key now is what 

next.  It is important that an ‘us and them’ mentality is avoided within the local government 

system.  LAWPRO has a role; local authorities have a role.  They intersect and are mutually 

supportive.  It is also important that local authorities are adequately resourced to carry out their 

statutory duties under the Water Framework Directive and other related water legislation.  If we 

adopt integrated catchment plans for the 46 catchments and continue with the 5 regional 

operational committees, then each regional committee will be overseeing the implementation 

of approx. 8 to 10 catchment plans with associated sub-catchments and water bodies.  If we 

continue with the PAA approach, there will be a number of PAAs in each of these 5 regions.  

Under the current model, LAWPRO and ASSAP are mainly focussed on the PAAs which also 

incorporate the sub-catchment pilots envisaged in the current river basin management plan to 

address more complex issues.  This probably continues to make sense for the third cycle but 

over time and once LAWPRO and ASSAP have proved themselves through demonstrable results 

in the PAAs and local authority resourcing has been addressed through a third local government 

business case, LAWPRO and ASSAP  should increasingly focus their attention on addressing the 

more complex issues (for example, high status sites and multiple benefits) while providing 

technical and scientific support to local authorities and farm advisors to ensure that all water 

bodies are adequately protected and improved. Fundamentally, each local authority remains 

responsible for the water bodies within their jurisdiction so, in essence, LAWPRO is there to help 

local authorities and the wider local government and national system do a better job of both 

protecting and improving these water bodies.  It could be argued that, in the absence of 

adequate local authority resourcing, LAWPRO is moving too far towards taking ownership of 

water bodies in the PAAs and will need to step back a bit so that it is clear that ownership in the 

longer-term rests with the local authority, once adequately resourced, but with the support, 

advice and assistance of LAWPRO and through LAWPRO, the other Implementing Bodies.     
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Principle 3 – Multiple Benefits 

The third cycle plan should explicitly provide for multiple benefits for water, climate change, nature, 

air quality and broader economic and social sustainability objectives.  The right action in the right 

place delivering multiple benefits, could become a new catch-phrase for the third cycle. Many of the 

measures needed to protect and improve water quality can also deliver benefits for nature, air 

quality and climate change - the Water Framework Directive with its unique catchment and 

evidence-based planning approach is perfectly positioned to help deliver such multiple benefits.  

From a purely compliance point of view, achieving the objectives of the Directive is paramount but 

there is a much bigger prize available to Ireland by adopting an approach aimed at delivering 

multiple benefits.  Such an approach is consistent with the overall objectives of the EU Green New 

Deal and the sustainability objectives of the current Programme for Government. 

Achieving consensus on this issue with other lead Departments and Implementing Bodies is 

important.  It is likely that most bodies will welcome such a principle, but it will need to be further 

defined.  The experimental and innovation space provided for through LAWPRO and ASSAP is a 

perfect space to explore how multiple benefits can be achieved and the information and knowledge 

transfer processes referred to above could then be used to rapidly transfer knowledge through the 

implementation system.   It is also important that the ‘multiple benefits’ objective be a cornerstone 

of the 3rd cycle plan – in this way, the concept can then be filtered down through the plans for 

catchments, sub-catchments and water bodies.  

Nature based solutions such as green and blue infrastructure and Natural Water Retention Measures 

have the potential to deliver multiple benefits in both urban and rural settings.  There is a growing 

interest and demand for such measures across the EU which if delivered at scale can be a significant 

environmental game changer. At least 25% of the EU budget under the new European Green Deal 

will be dedicated to climate action.  A significant proportion will be invested in biodiversity and 

nature-based solutions. 

In relation to rural areas the current revisions of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) presents a 

valuable opportunity to incorporate Nature based solutions as part of the new Green Architecture of 

the CAP.  This Farming for Nature approach has the potential to deliver significant environmental 

outcomes for water, climate and biodiversity.  There are many opportunities for the wider 

application of green and blue infrastructure, for example, through the wider application of riparian 

zones to reduce nutrient runoff into watercourses, the use of integrated constructed wetlands for 

treating runoff and low strength wastewater and using natural water retention systems for flood 

prevention.  The local government sector through LAWPRO should continue to participate in 

discussions with DHLGH and DAFM regarding the design of the new Green Architecture under CAP 

and consider its potential future role in supporting its implementation to the benefit of national 

water quality objectives. 

In the case of urban areas, the wider application of sustainable urban drainage systems and natural 

water retention systems can provide more sustainable approaches to water and flood management 

but can also deliver biodiversity benefits and improve the overall quality of local amenities, which 

can have a positive impact on public health and well-being. While planning policies at national, 

regional and local levels all require consideration of the use of Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems 

(SUDS) there are significant deficiencies in the implementation of such solutions.  A webinar was 

organised by the Irish Planning Institute (IPI), LAWPRO, the Department of Housing, Local 

Government and Heritage and Engineers Ireland in November 2020.  The theme was ‘Urban Planning 

and Nature Based Surface Water Management: From Theory to Practice’.  A poll of approx. 500 
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participants, which were largely local authority personnel, confirmed that SUDS would significantly 

benefit water, climate adaptation, biodiversity and human well-being objectives. However, 81% of 

respondents believed that SUDS were not being adequately implemented in Ireland.  Improvements 

in factors such as policies, legislation, leadership, governance, technical guidance, training, local 

government capacity and funding were considered necessary by the majority of respondents. 

As the development of green and blue infrastructure and specifically SUDS at scale is intimately 

linked to the land-use planning process, its implementation is worthy of further exploration and 

review by the local government sector in advance of the 3rd cycle so that specific measures can be 

included in River Basin Management Plan for 2022-2027.  I recommend that the local government 

sector with the assistance of LAWPRO and with support from the Department of Housing, Local 

Government and Heritage and other interested government departments consider carrying out a 

review of needs addressing the factors mentioned above and develop a national strategy for 

implementing Nature based Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems.    

 

 

Principle 4 - Integrated Catchment Approach and Plans 

It is worth considering what such an approach would look like in reality.  Ireland is divided into 46 

catchments each of which has a number of sub-catchments which in turn are made up of a number 

of water bodies.  Delineation of these areas was a major task undertaken by the EPA in preparing for 

the second river basin management plan and the information systems supporting implementation 

(WFD App and Catchments.ie) are based on these geographical entities. Separate reports have been 

prepared by the EPA for each of these 46 catchments so much of the background information 

needed for an integrated catchment plan is already in place.  The prioritisation process that led to 

the identification of the 190 Areas for Action was also a deep dive into these catchments to identify 

areas suitable for more intensive work during the second cycle.  These areas are now the main focus 

for both LAWPRO and ASSAP.  The five regional operational committees have broad representation 

from the various implementation bodies and are perfectly positioned to facilitate a ratcheting up of 

collaborative implementation at catchment and sub-catchment levels.  What they are missing is a 

Implications for LAWPRO 

LAWPRO and the local government system are perfectly positioned to take a leadership role in 

seeking multiple benefits through the WFD.  Local government by its nature has a broad reach 

across all the relevant sectors and is involved in all aspects of sustainability – economic, social 

and environmental.  The main risk for LAWPRO is that it gets deflected away from its core 

function, which is to improve water quality, but this can be mitigated by careful planning and 

role clarity.  LAWPRO will also need to engage closely with the CAROs to build synergies between 

climate and water and to agree respective roles.   

The local government sector with the assistance of LAWPRO and with support from the 

Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage and other interested government 

departments could consider carrying out a review of needs in relation to implementing Nature 

based SUDS.  Factors such as policies, legislation, leadership, governance, technical guidance, 

training, local government capacity and funding could be addressed. The sector may then 

develop a national strategy for implementing Nature based Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems.  
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coherent plan for each region and associated catchments which sets clear 2027 objectives for each 

water body and sets out what each implementing body is expected to do both on their own and in 

collaboration with others to both protect and improve the status of water bodies.  To paraphrase 

the OECD, who is doing what and at what level, how is it being done and when is it to be done.   

The regional committees are also missing a clear line of sight to civil society and society’s role in both 

planning and implementation. An early engagement with An Forum Uisce as to how best to work 

with civil society at a regional and catchment level in planning and implementation for the third 

cycle would be a useful exercise.   

As part of the preparatory work for the 2nd cycle, the Suir catchment was used to road test novel and 

innovative approaches to characterisation and collaboration.  If there is an appetite to develop 

integrated catchment plans for each of the 46 catchment areas then a good starting point would be 

for each of the 5 regional operational committees to choose one catchment as a pilot with some 

overarching guidance provided by WPAC, NCMC and NTIG.  This work could be progressed during 

the consultation period in 2021 and An Forum Uisce could also be invited to participate in the 

development of the pilot plans and associated guidance.   

The ‘multiple benefits’ principle could and should also be integrated into these plans.  This means 

that the next generation of catchment plans would have a much broader reach than the current 

plan.  It also means that the relevant implementing bodies such as the National Parks and Wildlife 

Service, the Forestry Service, Bord na Mona, Coillte, the Climate Action Regional Offices (CARO’s) 

and others will need to be engaged with and their input, support and agreement obtained in 

advance so that they are fully committed to doing their part in implementing the plans. 

 

Principle 5 – Continuous Review and Learning 

In dealing with any ‘wicked’ problem, incorporating ways to continually review and learn from what 

is being done is an essential ingredient.  Catchment planning and implementation is a classic wicked 

problem given the complexity of the issues involved, the wide range of stakeholders and the level of 

uncertainty involved.  This means a need for a high level of experimentation and innovation together 

Implications for LAWPRO 

In common with the ‘multiple benefits’ issue, LAWPRO should take a leadership role in the 

development and implementation of these plans.  Catchment planning is an area of technical 

strength within LAWPRO and the development of such plans will help drive better role clarity 

between LAWPRO and the local authorities.  The day to day responsibility for implementing 

agreed actions in each plan to protect and improve water bodies would be assigned to the local 

authorities, once adequately resourced, and relevant Implementing Bodies, depending on the 

action, with LAWPRO providing a coordination, advice, assistance, knowledge transfer, oversight 

and reporting role.  For the foreseeable future, LAWPRO would continue to take a lead role in 

the PAAs but over time lead responsibility for protecting these water bodies once improved 

should transfer over to the relevant local authority.  

LAWPRO is also perfectly positioned to work with An Forum Uisce on the next evolution of public 

participation and how this might work better for the third cycle, building on the lessons learned 

during the second cycle. 
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with a structured approach to review, learning and adaptability.  The current governance structures 

facilitate this to a large degree and recent initiatives such as the review of LAWPRO, the ESRI water 

research programme and the EPA/IPA research programme on experimental governance are all part 

of a structured approach to review and learning. 

We are also fortunate to have the OECD principles on water governance together with the 

supporting tools and expertise available from the OECD.  The twelve principles are a tailor-made 

evidence-based framework and toolkit for adaptive learning with a strong focus on implementation.  

It is worth considering a central role for the 12 principles in the 3rd cycle plan - for example, as part 

of the preparatory work, Ireland could evaluate its current performance against the twelve 

principles.  Such an evaluation will highlight both strengths and weaknesses and facilitate 

identification of actions to maintain areas of strength and improve areas of weakness.  The EPA/IPA 

research programme is structured around a subset of the principles and WPAC could, as part of an 

annual review, conduct its own evaluation of where Ireland stands against the twelve principles 

together with developing agreed actions to address any gaps.     

  

Implications for LAWPRO 

This is more of an overarching principle with the main implication for LAWPRO initially being a 

raised level of awareness as to where its work fits within the 12 principles and adoption of the 

principles as a core framework to assist with planning, review and learning. For example, a 

cursory look at the 12 principles suggest that the most relevant to LAWPRO’s work are 

principles 1, 2, 5, 10 and 11.  This is not to say that the other principles are not relevant to 

LAWPRO but that LAWPRO plays a leading role in implementing those five principles.    
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Part 2 – Assessment of LAWPRO 

2.1 Review of Objectives and Functions 

In assessing progress towards its objectives, we first need to be clear as to what those objectives are.  

LAWPRO combines two shared services (LAWCO and LAWSAT) into one integrated service.  Both 

local government business cases have information on objectives, roles and functions.   

In the LAWCO business case, the strategic role of the Local Authority National WFD Office was set 
out to be:  

i. To promote knowledge sharing and coordination in implementing RBMPs and POMs by local 
authorities, public authorities, sectoral interests and community groups  

ii. To coordinate/undertake statutorily required public consultation in development of the 
RBMPs and POMs on behalf of the Minister and a public awareness campaign in water 
resources management  

iii. To seek consistency of RBMP implementation across agencies  

iv. To assist the Minister and the EPA and work collaboratively with local authorities in the 
development of RBMPs and POMs  

v. To mobilise and support engagement of voluntary and community groups in protecting our 
natural waters 

vi. To foster linkages with industry and agricultural sectors  

vii. To develop linkages with local sectoral representative organisations such as Chamber(s) of 
Commerce, county level IFA, angling groups, tidy towns.  

 

The LAWCO business case then set out in section 5.2 the tasks and roles for the new office in some 

detail and under three main headings with 59 specific actions: 

 Coordination and Support across LAs and all other stakeholders - to assist and facilitate local 
authorities and other public authorities in their statutory requirement to cooperate and 
coordinate in the management of our natural waters. 30 Actions set out. 

 Mobilise community participation in development of RBMPs and engagement in 
implementation actions - to support and develop community and voluntary group capacity 
to participate in development of RBMPs and initiate actions to protect our waters. To 
increase public awareness of water resource management. 23 Actions set out. 

 Support to Minister and EPA - to facilitate statutory public consultation requirements, 
participate in EPA led working groups, assist in preparation of statutory WFD reports, 
participate in development of RBMPs and POMs, assist in characterisation and 
establishment of environmental objectives, publication of RBMPs and POMs. 6 Actions set 
out. 

 

The LAWSAT business case is less specific about objectives and tasks which is understandable as the 

point of the business case was to establish a new integrated catchment management function within 

a local government system devoid at that time of the necessary skill sets to carry out such a function.  

The business case set out the broad functions under two headings: investigative assessment and 

restore/protect actions.  The resource estimates for both were based on estimates calculated from 
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the river suir catchment and built on the evidence base established by the EPA through the 

characterisation process.  In relation to evaluating success, the business case states: 

‘As the responsiveness to implementation measures can be quite inelastic, water quality 

improvements, while a good success indicator in the long term, are not necessarily suitable 

to measure progress in the short term. The success of this proposal will be measured against 

the consistency of implementation of programmes across local authorities and against the 

number of collaborative and joint initiatives and of stakeholders in planning, agreeing, 

carrying out and reviewing annual implementation programmes. The adoption of new 

methodologies such as integrated catchment management strategies and the maintenance 

of flexibility and adaptability in planning and delivering programmes will also be used to 

measure success.’ 

We therefore have two quite different business cases, LAWCO with very specific and granular roles 

and tasks and LAWSAT with less specific roles and tasks.  Soon after the establishment of LAWSAT, 

both LAWCO and LAWSAT were merged into LAWPRO.  The most up to date information therefore 

on objectives is probably contained in LAWPRO documents and the River Basin Management Plan. 

In its most recent annual report, LAWPRO sets out its core functions under three headings: 

coordination, community engagement and catchment assessment.  LAWPRO also sets out the 

anticipated high-level results in its strategic plan: 

 An improvement in water quality in the priority areas for action (PAAs) through catchment 

assessment and collaboration with implementing bodies  

 Implementing bodies collaborating effectively  

 Communities engaged in river catchment protection and improvement  

The core functions are also summarised in the LAWPRO proposal for the third cycle:  

 To improve water quality in the priority areas for action (PAAs) through catchment 
assessment and collaboration with implementing bodies  

 To facilitate effective cooperation between relevant public agencies in order to produce 
positive water quality outcomes, both locally and nationally  

 To support communities to engage with their local waterbodies and participate in the WFD 
process.  
 

These more recent statements reflect the direction of travel set by the River Basin Management Plan 

in relation to the Priority Areas for Action and the specific role planned for the Local Authority Water 

Support and Advisory Teams, which were not yet established at time of publication, in ‘coordinating 

and promoting mitigation measures in the 190 Areas for Action6’.   

It is difficult to nail down in precise terms the ‘stated objectives’ of LAWPRO.  This is partly due to 

the very different nature of the LAWCO and LAWSAT business cases and the evolution of national 

river basin management planning in tandem with the evolution of LAWPRO.  As the National River 

Basin Management Plan crystallised, the LAWPRO role became clearer, particularly with the clarity 

provided that the principal focus of the LAWPRO catchment assessment teams for the 2018-2021 

period would be driving improvements in water quality in the 190 Areas for Action. 

For this reason, the three core functions as set out by LAWPRO in its proposal for the third cycle 

probably best encapsulate the current set of objectives.  A fourth function dealing with the blue dots 

                                                           
6 River Basin Management Plan (2018) page 8 
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programme should also be added as it is not sufficiently catered for by the other three.  There is also 

an interesting distinction between the objectives derived from LAWCO, which are broadly based, 

and those from LAWSAT, which have narrowed to a particular focus on water quality improvements 

in the 190 Areas for Action.  I will deal with this later in the assessment. 

The objectives I am therefore considering for this assessment are: 

 To improve water quality in the priority areas for action (PAAs) through catchment 
assessment and collaboration with implementing bodies  

 To facilitate effective cooperation between relevant public agencies in order to produce 
positive water quality outcomes, both locally and nationally  

 To support communities to engage with their local waterbodies and participate in the WFD 
process.  

 To coordinate the blue dots catchment programme. 
 

Key Conclusion 

Clarify the precise objectives set for LAWPRO for the third cycle.  They will not necessarily be the 

same as for the second cycle.  Without clear and straightforward objectives, it is difficult to track 

progress and to evaluate relative success over time. 

 

2.2 Role, Contribution and Impact Assessment 

In considering the role and contribution to current progress on the implementation of measures in 

the second river basin management plan and the impact of both, it is worth looking at the various 

strands of work being carried out by LAWPRO.  The work can be considered under four broad 

headings: 

National and regional coordination – a major leadership role for the senior management team and 

the catchment managers. 

Supporting communities – the core work of the twelve Community Water Officers, including the 

Community Water Development Fund. 

Catchment Assessment – the core work of the thirty-five catchment scientists, including the blue dot 

programme. 

Support and Communications – the core work of the six specialist and administrative staff. 

Three of these four strands have been operating since the establishment of LAWCO with catchment 

assessment a new strand following the establishment of the LAWSATs – the other three strands 

were also impacted by the addition of the LAWSATs by broadening out their roles to encompass the 

wider scope of work for LAWPRO.  Perhaps the most straightforward of these strands to assess is the 

catchment assessment strand as it has a very specific focus on the 190 Areas for Action and will 

ultimately be judged on results in these areas. 

In the following sections, I will provide a summary assessment each of these strands with some key 

conclusions for each strand.  These assessments are based on a consideration of the various 

documents available to me, in particular, 

 The review of LAWPRO by O’Cinneide and Bullock 

 The LAWPRO proposal for the 3rd  cycle 



  Review of LAWPRO – 17/01/2021 

19 
 

 The ESRI report on LAWCO 

 The business cases for both LAWCO and LAWSATs 

 The 2018 and 2019 LAWPRO annual reports,  

 The ASSAP draft internal report, and 

 The current River Basin Management Plan. 

They are also based on my own personal involvement in the creation of the new WFD governance 

structures since 2014 and my overall assessment of where things should go from here building on 

past work and evolving towards the 3rd cycle period up to 2027.  

2.2.1 Strand One - National and Regional Coordination 

LAWPRO describes itself with some justification as the engine room of implementation.  It is difficult 

to overstate the importance of the national and regional coordinating role performed by LAWPRO 

and in place since 2016 when LAWCO was established.  Before LAWCO existed, there were no local 

government structures in place at the appropriate level to effectively coordinate water quality issues 

either at regional or national level with the possible exception of the South East Regional 

Environment Committee.  The commitment by local government to establish five regional steering 

committees and their associated operational committees and for them to be chaired at Chief 

Executive and Director of Service level was a major breakthrough in building resilient governance 

structures for water management in Ireland. The leadership displayed by both Matt Shortt and Sean 

Keating in bringing other local authorities on board and in building relationships within and outside 

the local government system was also an essential ingredient as was the support they received from 

the Chief Executives.  Effective national and regional coordination structures for Tier 3 are now in 

place and fully operational and this is largely down to the effort and commitment of the senior 

management team in LAWPRO.  These structures are also fully integrated with both Tier 1 and Tier 2 

structures with LAWPRO fully engaged at WPAC, NCMC and NTIG.   

LAWPRO has, through its work with the regional operational committees, NTIG, NCMC, WPAC and 

bi-lateral engagements developed positive and productive relationships with the various 

Implementing Bodies.  The structured approach to communications and engagement provided 

through the committee structures has been crucial to enabling these relationships to grow as 

without them organisations and people simply fall back into over reliance on personal relationships 

and ad-hoc engagement.  Due to the relatively large number of Implementing Bodies in Ireland, a 

structured approach to engagement will continue to be of crucial importance to driving 

implementation for the remainder of cycle 2 and into cycle 3.   

LAWPRO has also developed a positive and productive relationship with An Forum Uisce and the 

environmental NGO sector.  An Forum Uisce evolved in parallel with LAWPRO as the community 

engagement strand was being developed through the work of the 12 water community officers.  The 

LAWPRO senior management team has also played a leading role in developing relationships both 

with An Forum Uisce and the environmental NGO sector which has helped build trust between the 

various groupings as evidenced in the O’Cinneide and Bullock review.  Through the direct 

engagement work of the Water Community Officers, LAWPRO has developed positive and 

productive relationships with a large number of community groups7 and engaged individuals around 

the country.    

                                                           
7 Over 800 community groups – LAWPRO proposal for 3rd cycle: page 37. 
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Overall, LAWPRO has been very successful in building up the coordination, collaboration and 

engagement structures and relationships at local, regional and national levels that were lacking for 

the first WFD cycle.  This is not to say that there are no challenges.  O’Cinneide and Bullock list out a 

range of challenges that need attention, but a lot of the hard work has now been done in 

establishing these structures and relationships and it is important that this be acknowledged as we 

start to plan for the next phase of implementation.  

Because there are so many bodies; public, private and voluntary, involved in water management, 

these structures and relationships are the bedrock of implementation together with a strong, 

reliable, accessible and trusted evidence base.  Responsibility within LAWPRO for keeping these 

structures and relationships strong, healthy and relevant falls mainly to the LAWPRO senior 

management team. In considering next steps it is therefore important to ensure that the senior 

management team has sufficient time and bandwidth to attend to these duties.  Inevitably, as a new 

and growing entity, LAWPRO senior management have probably felt pulled in a myriad of directions 

with demands to get involved both at strategic and granular levels.    As we move towards cycle 3, 

role clarity for the senior management team will become more important so that the team can focus 

its efforts on its strategically most important tasks.  Interestingly, the team successfully managed the 

change at the top when Matt Shortt was replaced by Sean Keating which suggested a strong internal 

resilience within the team and strong support from the local government Chief Executives and 

Directors of Service.  The entire local government sector has a stake in making LAWPRO a success 

and this has been reflected in the level of support provided at the most senior levels within local 

government.  It is absolutely critical that this continues into the 3rd cycle as given the nature of local 

government there will be more personnel changes at some point which will further test the 

resilience of LAWPRO and the wider local government water management system.   

How to measure impact? Suitable KPIs for measuring the quality and impact of national and regional 

coordination type activities can be difficult to establish.  LAWPRO currently use indicators to track 

meeting numbers and levels of participation.  These provide evidence of ‘showing up’ but say little 

about the quality of participation, buy-in and engagement or how people feel about the 

engagement. It is worth considering the introduction of more qualitative KPIs for national and 

regional coordination which will allow LAWPRO to track the quality of the coordination and 

engagement processes they are leading on an on-going basis.  Recent work by both the ESRI and the 

IPA may be of assistance in identifying suitable indicators.    

 Key Conclusions  

National and regional coordination will continue to be a core and essential role for LAWPRO. As a 

result, staff should be placed on a permanent footing, initially through a contract for the six-year 

third cycle period.  This is the engine room of Tier 3 and without it the entire three tier governance 

structure would be at risk of collapse.  The senior management team will need the necessary time 

and bandwidth to carry out this key role which may require a re-balancing and re-prioritising of roles 

within LAWPRO.  LAWPRO should also be retained as a central shared service function with the 

regional committee structures remaining in place for the third cycle.  Maintaining commitment and 

participation at Chief Executive and Director of Service level for the regional committees, NCMC and 

WPAC is equally important and this will require on going attention by the Department in its 

engagement through the CCMA.   

Before considering proposals for additional staff, DHLGH should require that LAWPRO carry out an 

efficiency and effectiveness review of current resourcing and structures to consider how these roles 

and structures could be re-balanced and re-allocated to be fit for purpose for the 3rd cycle.  This will 
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require clarity as to the precise role and function of LAWPRO for the 3rd cycle.  It would also be 

influenced by a third local government business case which addresses local authority resourcing for 

the 3rd cycle and beyond.  I will deal with this in more detail in section 2.3.  

 

2.2.2 Strand Two - Supporting Communities 

2.2.2.1 Water Community Officers 

The creation of the 12 Water Community Officer posts in 2016 together with the new community 

water development fund was a significant commitment to strengthening local government’s role in 

public engagement and participation in water quality issues.  Prior to this, local authority water 

technical staff did their best to engage local communities with the assistance of environmental 

awareness officers but there was an absence of both depth and consistency in the level of 

engagement possible.  LAWCO was responsible for a major improvement in public engagement and 

participation in the development of the 2nd National River Basin Management Plan8 and can play a 

similar role in the consultation on the 3rd cycle plan.  The work of LAWCO also complimented the 

establishment of An Forum Uisce and provided a high level of credibility to local authority public 

engagement on water quality issues. The LAWPRO annual reports for 2018 and 2019 and the 

proposal for the third cycle documents the level of activity undertaken by the Community Water 

Officers.  The ESRI report provides some independent data on the impact of the work undertaken to 

date and makes some interesting observations on both public involvement and impact.  

LAWPRO has undoubtedly had a significant impact in raising awareness about water quality issues.  
However, according to the ESRI research: 
 
‘while many people attend LAWPRO’s community engagement events, the composition of 
participants is not representative of the wider adult population. From the descriptive statistics of the 
treatment group ….. attendees are disproportionately older and more highly educated, with 80% 
aged 45 and above compared to 47% in the wider population, and 45% with post-graduate degrees 
compared to just 11% in the wider population.’ 
 

NGO members were also 8 to 17 times more likely to attend than non-members and men twice as 

likely to attend than women.  LAWPRO was also found to have a high impact on farmer behaviour 

which is a very welcome finding and one that can be built on.  

Through direct engagement and indirectly through the Water Community Development Fund, 

LAWPRO has successfully built relationships with a large number of community groups across the 

country.   As stated by O’Cinneide and Bullock,  

‘In total, the Reports show that team members have taken part in some 1,183 events over the 3 

years (of which 652 were in 2018). The settings varied widely, from community groups, Tidy Towns, 

angling clubs, SWAN events, LEADER meetings, Ploughing Championship and Water Heritage day 

events, across each of the 26 counties. This is an impressive exercise in public outreach and 

mobilisation, by any standards.’ 

                                                           
8 See page 37 of the LAWPRO 3rd Cycle Proposal - consultation on the 2nd Cycle RBMP saw a combined total of over 2,500 submissions made compared with 

approximately 70 during consultation on the 1st Cycle RBMP. 124 public meetings were held nationally at which 1,263 people signed in.  
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When assessing impact of this work, it is important to stress that the overall aim as set out by 

LAWPRO is ‘to protect and restore good water quality in Ireland’s rivers, lakes, estuaries, 

groundwater, and coastal waters’9.  LAWPRO recognises the difficulty of connecting public 

engagement activities with improving water quality. LAWPROs aim is ‘to have communities become 

custodians of their local waters and that this stewardship becomes a vehicle for their participation in 

the RBMP implementation process’.  However, LAWPRO acknowledges that ‘this process can take 

years, and in some cases the community group may never move to the higher levels of engagement 

but these LAWPRO inputs are essential to the “active involvement” of local communities as called for 

in the water framework directive’10.  This tension is at the heart of understanding public engagement 

in water management.  The fact that a local community, for whatever reason, becomes interested in 

water quality does not automatically mean that better water quality is guaranteed.  Is it sufficient for 

the State to simply encourage greater levels of public participation because this is a requirement of 

the Water Framework Directive or should the State be working out ways to engage local 

communities to become true champions and advocates for better water quality in their areas, 

equipped with the skills to do the job? For example, the work carried out by river trusts is at the 

higher end of the effectiveness scale when it comes to protecting and improving water quality 

through public participation.  Since 2016, LAWCO and the Water Community Officers have worked 

relentlessly to build up – ‘an army of people and communities now participating in the management 

of waters through clean ups and awareness raising to developing visioning plans and implementation 

of water quality enhancement projects11’  Given the experience of the 1st cycle of the Water 

Framework Directive and the late start to the 2nd cycle, this is a major achievement in itself and 

should be considered to be a significant foundation for achieving a sustainable and community-

based approach to water protection and management in future years.  However, it is also worth 

considering in advance of the 3rd cycle whether the Water Community Officers simply continue to do 

what they are doing and maybe a bit more or whether their role becomes more strategic and less 

hands on.  For example, have we already, through the work of LAWPRO, identified the majority of 

‘engaged’ communities with an interest in water protection? How do we address the issues raised by 

the ESRI report about attendees at meetings not being representative of the broader adult 

population or is this even important? Does more need to be done to engage young people as the 

future custodians of water quality?  How can the link between community engagement and 

improving water quality be strengthened so that public resources are used to greatest effect?  

2.2.2.2 Community Water Development Fund 

The Community Water Development Fund (CWDF) was another innovation introduced when LAWCO 

was established.  In 2018, 69 out of 104 applications were successful while in 2019, 104 grants were 

awarded from 151 applications.  The average grant award was €2,700 in 2018 and €1,730 in 2019.   

The 2018 LAWPRO Annual Report includes a full list of both successful and unsuccessful applicants.  

It is clear from this list that the fund has succeeded in attracting a wide range of applicants from all 

around the country.  The waterandcommunities.ie website includes an interactive map with 

summary information about the projects awarded.  This is a good example of high-quality public 

information and shows the wide geographic distribution of projects.   

The annual budget for 2018, 2019 and 2020 was €180,000 and it is clear that the fund has had broad 

appeal and has been successful in building up and supporting community involvement in water 

protection and management.  LAWPRO has made a case in its 3rd Cycle submission to increase the 

                                                           
9 LAWPRO 2019 Annual Report – page 5 
10 LAWPRO 3rd Cycle Proposal – page 23 
11 LAWPRO 3rd Cycle Proposal – page 37 
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annual allocation to €600,000.  LAWPRO has presented some interesting ideas as to how the CWDF 

could be used to leverage funding from other sources such as LEADER as a form of matched funding 

and also to seed the establishment of river trusts and catchment associations. LAWPRO also request 

an additional clerical officer post to assist with the administration of the fund.   

If LAWPRO is to become the knowledge, advice and networking hub for local communities engaged 

with water management issues then the CWDF can be a key enabler for this.  The proposed increase 

is from €180,000 per annum to €600,000 per annum.  This is a very significant increase and would 

represent an investment of €3.6 million over the six-year 3rd cycle period.  While the LAWPRO 

proposal is a good starting point for considering the future direction and funding of the CWDF, a 

more detailed business plan is needed to justify such a scale up in public investment.  Such a plan 

should set out clear strategic objectives for the fund, proposed funding pillars (e.g. open call, 

targeted funding, co-funding etc.), proposed governance arrangements and how success is to be 

tracked and measured.    

Key Conclusions 

Major strides were made since 2016 in improving public engagement on water issues with the 

establishment of LAWCO and An Forum Uisce.  For the 3rd cycle, both of these entities can now 

ensure a high level of meaningful engagement can take place in developing and implementing the 

plan.  LAWCO, through the regional coordinators, the Water Community Officers and the 

Community Water Development Fund has worked hard to build new processes and has developed 

strong and trusting relationships with a wide range of community and NGO organisations.  It is 

important that this be preserved and built on going into Cycle 3 as there will be an on-going need for 

this work.  A key strategic question for LAWPRO as we move towards the third cycle is whether the 

Water Community Officers simply continue to do what they are doing and maybe a bit more or 

whether their role becomes more strategic and less hands on.  There are significant gains to be 

made through a more strategic focus to the work with LAWPRO becoming the knowledge, advice 

and networking hub for the community water sector in Ireland. 

A significant risk is that Water Community Officers will leave for other jobs due to the temporary 

nature of the contracts and I recommend that the existing 13 posts be placed on a permanent 

footing to provide the necessary security of continuity, initially through a contract for the six-year 

third cycle period.  I also recommend that consideration be given to reorganising the structure into 

the five regions with a minimum of 3 Water Community Officers per region - i.e. a minimum of 15.  

Under a restructured 5 region approach, the 3 or more Water Community Officers would work 

together with the catchment scientists to form an integrated catchment team.  This has been 

happening de facto during 2019 and 2020 with the focus on the PAAs.  If the structures are re-

arranged with 5 regional coordinators, then there may not be a rationale or need for creating 

managerial Community Water Officer posts, but this could be further teased out as part of the 

efficiency and effectiveness review together with the precise number of posts needed.   

There is merit in continuing and expanding the Water Community Development Fund.  This fund has 

been an important enabler for developing the community water sector as evidenced by the range 

and geographical spread of applications and awards.  However, more detail is required in the form of 

a business plan to justify the expansion of the fund for cycle 3.   

2.2.3 Strand Three – Catchment Assessment 

The creation of the LAWSAT regional teams was a clear acknowledgement of the need for a 

significant increase in technical and scientific resources for water protection and management 
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within the local government system.  Much discussion took place about role and contribution and 

how impact could be evaluated through the development of the business case, the peer review and 

the subsequent decision to amalgamate LAWSAT and LAWCO.  Another key consideration was how 

the new teams would interact with the EPA Water Management Programme, the newly established 

ASSAP programme and existing water quality staff in local authorities.  The second cycle plan makes 

it clear that the teams primary focus for the remainder of the second cycle is driving improvements 

in water quality in the 190 areas for action working in close collaboration with local authorities, the 

EPA, ASSAP and the other implementing bodies.  There is therefore a clear role for the teams up to 

the end of 2021 and it will not be possible to fully evaluate their impact in the 190 areas for action 

until water quality status assessment and reporting is complete for the second cycle – to be reported 

on by the EPA in 2022.   

A detailed approach and methodology has been developed in collaboration with other agencies for 

how catchment assessments are carried out in the 190 areas for action and how those assessments 

determine and drive the right action in the right place.  This has been summarised in both the 

LAWPRO 2019 Annual Report and the LAWPRO proposal for the 3rd Cycle.  Actions are recorded and 

tracked in the WFD App.  There is no doubting that the various steps set out in the methodology 

from desk studies to field investigations to referrals and ultimate action are all required in order to 

deliver the desired improvements in water quality or the prevention of deterioration.  In reviewing 

the LAWPRO assessment, annual report and 3rd cycle proposals and the ASSAP draft internal report 

to the Departments, it is clear to me that a key gap is what happens once an issue is referred either 

to an implementing body or the problem owner and how the ‘right action in the right place at the 

right time’ is closed out.  In its third cycle proposal, LAWPRO summarise the process in the following 

way: 

‘Intermediate outcomes are more easily measured for the Catchment Team as they are more 

tangible. For example, the desk studies in each of the PAA produce detailed information. This is 

combined with the findings from stream-side assessments to uncover the underlying causes of 

declining water quality. Referrals are then made to the relevant agency (or to ASSAP in the case of 

agriculture). Ideally, the problem owner, influenced by LAWPRO, rectifies the situation, further 

monitoring is carried out and improved water quality (the outcome) is confirmed.’ 

They approach is also summarised graphically as: 
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There is clear evidence that the steps under the direct control of LAWPRO and ASSAP are taking 

place.  A key issue though is that if the problem owner does not follow through and rectify the 

situation then the most important step – the right action in the right place at the right time – may 

never happen.  Under the current arrangements, neither LAWPRO or ASSAP can force the problem 

owner, be they another public body, a body corporate or a private citizen, to take the right action in 

the right place at the right time but are relying on the goodwill and cooperation of the problem 

owner to take the necessary action.  This is reflected in the LAWPRO quote above where they say 

(my emphasis) ‘ ‘ideally, the problem owner, influenced by LAWPRO, rectified the situation’.  The 

credibility of the entire process heavily depends on the actions of the problem owner once the right 

action and place have been identified through the other steps. ASSAP is carrying out some useful 

work on evaluating the willingness of farmers to undertake the mitigation actions identified and the 

barriers to taking action, and also have a programme of follow up visits to track implementation of 

measures.  This final step of converting all of the other steps into the ‘right action in the right place 

at the right time’ and having this actually undertaken by the problem owner with follow up checks is 

crucially important as this is the action that will ultimately either improve or protect water quality.   

 

The catchment teams are interacting and collaborating with the many Implementing Bodies but 

perhaps their most important day to day relationships are with the EPA Catchment Management 

and Science Team, ASSAP and other local authority staff.  Excellent working relationships have been 

developed between LAWPRO and the EPA and this relationship is now at a mature stage and 

working very well.  With the LAWPRO catchment teams and ASSAP being set up at the same time 

and the joint training provided to both by the EPA and others, very good working relationships have 

also developed between the LAWPRO teams and ASSAP but it is still early days and both the 

LAWPRO review and the ASSAP Internal Report point to areas for improvement.  As both LAWPRO 

and ASSAP are focussing their 2nd cycle efforts in the PAAs, success between now and 2021 will 

ultimately be measured by water quality trends in these areas.   

 

Perhaps the most complicated relationship area is between LAWPRO and other local authorities.  

The local government shared services, from a broad national environmental governance perspective, 
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are still relatively new concepts and it will be some time before evidence is produced as to their 

relative value and success.  A key issue for all local government environmental shared services is the 

relationship between the shared service and the local authorities on whose behalf the service is 

being provided.  In the case of LAWPRO, the creation of LAWCO was broadly welcomed within the 

wider local government system with the two key roles being regional coordination and improved 

public engagement.  LAWCO also took on the coordinating role for WFD sample collection which was 

to the benefit of all participating local authorities.  With the addition of LAWSAT, the shared service 

moved into new territory and one with a risk of becoming a contested space with some local 

authorities, particularly those that were already active in the water protection and management 

area.  The focus for LAWPRO on the PAAs for the remainder of the second cycle is both necessary 

and valid but it is equally important to use this time in advance of the 3rd cycle to have a dialogue 

within the local government system in particular, about the relative roles of LAWPRO and the local 

authorities for the 3rd cycle and beyond.  This, in turn, will be influenced and informed by the overall 

strategic direction and level of ambition for the 3rd cycle set by the Minister based on advice from 

the Water Policy Advisory Committee, and the outcome of a third local government business case 

for the water framework directive.   

 

2.2.3.1 Blue Dots Programme 

 

The protection of high-status water bodies is one of the main priorities of the current River Basin 

Management Plan.  The Plan sets out several actions to protect and improve high status waters 

including the establishment of a blue dot catchment programme.  A coordinator for the programme 

has been appointed by LAWPRO and a steering committee established, chaired by Kerry County 

Council.  In its 3rd Cycle submission, LAWPRO state:  

 

‘Taking account of current capacity, a significant number of high-status objective water bodies will 
not be actioned during 3rd Cycle RBMP implementation period unless specific measures are included 
for this purpose.  
 
Consequently, a specific recommendation of this proposal is that LAWPRO will engage with the 

Water Advisory Unit of the Department to look again at the objectives of the Blue Dot Catchment 

Programme in parallel with those of the Water of LIFE project in order to align the objectives of the 

former and to agree on the resources required to implement the amended programme.’ 

 

While protection and improvement of high-status water bodies is clearly set out as a key objective in 

the current river basin management plan, there is still a significant risk that the number of high-

status water bodies will continue to decline over the lifetime of the plan.  The Plan states that there 

are 384 water bodies with a high-status objective with 141 of these either at risk of not meeting 

their objective or under review, with these 141 water bodies to be the ‘principal focus of actions’ 

over the lifetime of the plan.  Of these 141 water bodies, 64 are in the Areas for Action with the 

remaining 77 elsewhere.  A key ‘de-minimus’ purpose for the blue dots catchment programme was 

to coordinate activities across all Implementing Bodies to ensure that actions were undertaken at 

these 141 water bodies to maximise the chances of their meeting their high-status objective.  

Ideally, the programme would also maintain a watching brief of the 243 water bodies deemed not at 

risk to ensure they remained so and did not deteriorate in quality.   
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Progressing the blue dots catchment programme objective has been very slow over the lifetime of 

the current plan and it is essential that a renewed effort be placed on getting it fully operational with 

a mandate to have strategic oversight of the 384 water bodies with a high-status objective.  This is a 

prime example of why it is necessary to revisit the relative roles of local authorities and LAWPRO and 

to complete the resourcing of Tier 3 through a third local government business case.  I therefore 

endorse the LAWPRO recommendation but add an additional sense of urgency to it to avoid further 

deterioration and loss of these precious water bodies.  

 

Key Conclusions 

The catchment teams have filled a fundamental gap in the WFD governance and implementation 

landscape.  Their establishment is of equal importance to the creation of the Catchments Science 

and Management Team in the EPA which has driven the improvements in the evidence base 

underpinning the work of LAWPRO catchment teams and other Implementing Bodies.  These local 

government regionally based catchment teams will continue to be a critical part of the governance 

and implementation landscape through the 3rd cycle and future cycles and should therefore be 

placed on a permanent footing, initially through a contract for the six-year third cycle period.   

Looking ahead, a key strategic question, as for the Community Water Officers, is - will the catchment 

teams be doing the same work throughout the 3rd cycle as they are currently doing but in a larger 

number of priority areas for action or something different? The LAWPRO proposal and the review of 

LAWPRO appear to suggest the former and the staff estimates are based on an assessment of the 

work involved in assessing a further 1.400 water bodies during the 3rd cycle – i.e. twice the number 

planned for assessment during the truncated second cycle.  More discussion will be needed at Tiers 

1, 2 and 3 about the strategic role for the catchment teams during the 3rd cycle.  A key strategic issue 

that requires more discussion is the relative 3rd cycle roles of LAWPRO and the local authority teams 

and such a discussion will help frame the future direction for LAWPRO.  This discussion also needs to 

be framed by the question of local authority resourcing for the Water Framework Directive.  DHLGH 

should consider further engagement with the CCMA in relation to a local government business case 

for the third cycle, building on the two business cases developed for the second cycle.  This could 

include further discussion and agreement about the relative roles of LAWPRO and the local 

authorities for the third cycle, additional resourcing for the local government sector and a possible 

shared service for WFD sample collection.  A similar process to that used for the development of the 

two LAWPRO business cases could be used for this which would provide for wider input across the 

local government sector and the other two WFD governance tiers through the involvement of both 

the DHPLG and the EPA. 

Between now and the end of cycle 2, more emphasis should also be placed by both LAWPRO and 

ASSAP on how the various steps in the process translate into the ‘right action in the right place at the 

right time’ actually happening, how it is verified and recorded that it has happened and the 

subsequent impact on water quality.  This will be the real acid test of how the entire LAWPRO/ASSAP 

process is working. 

A renewed sense of urgency is required to get the blue dots programme fully operational with a 

mandate to oversee the protection of all 384 water bodies with a high-status objective.   
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2.2.4 Strand Four - Support and Communications 

 

Support and communications are provided by six staff based in Clonmel.  They provide support in 

the following areas: 

 Office Administration  

 Information Technology  

 Communications and marketing  

 Funding  

 Environmental Health and Safety  
 
There are three administrative staff and three specialist staff.  The specialist areas are: 
 

 Funding 

 IT and Administration, and 

 Communication and Marketing. 
 
Both funding and communications and marketing roles have been important specialist roles that are 
of particular relevance to the work of LAWPRO.  This is in no way to downplay the importance of 
administration, IT and health and safety in ensuring both an efficient and effective service but it was 
of particular importance that LAWCO, when established, had an expertise in funding, so that it could 
assist community groups to access the wide and somewhat bewildering array of funding sources, 
and communication and marketing expertise, to assist with the promotional and engagement work 
so essential to the purpose of LAWCO and now LAWPRO.   
 
These functions will remain critical for LAWPRO for the remainder of the second cycle and into the 
third.  Some specific challenges exist in these areas: 
 
IT: public bodies are becoming ever more reliant on IT systems as an interface with the wider public 
and other stakeholders.  LAWPRO is part of the collaborative effort led out by the EPA to develop 
the WFD App (there to service public authorities) and catchments.ie (for public information).  
LAWPRO has also developed its own website – watersandcommunities.ie.  Major strides have been 
made in recent years to improve the overall quality and timeliness of information about water 
quality both for sharing between public authorities and for sharing with the public.  As work in the 
priority areas for action takes off, there will be a growing need for up to date information about both 
water quality and the actions being taken (the right action in the right place) so that as dynamic and 
up to date a system of information as possible is available for both practitioners and the public.  
Ideally, this should be incorporated into future improvements for catchments.ie so that there is one 
source of the truth and a one stop shop for the public. 
 
Funding: the ability to be able to provide community groups with specialist advice on funding 
sources has been one of the key LAWPRO innovations together with the Community Water Fund.  In 
its 2019 Annual Report, LAWPRO lists out 87 community projects with which it has been involved.  
These provide a flavour of the level of community engagement in water management in Ireland and 
LAWPROs compilation of information about them is hugely valuable.  LAWPRO, through the CWOs, 
the specialist funding advice and the Community Water Development Fund, is now acting as a 
knowledge, advice and networking fulcrum for the community water sector.  There is now an 
opportunity to further develop this role but with a clear strategic purpose as the knowledge, advice 
and networking hub for the community water sector.  For example, LAWPRO can ensure that there is 
excellent knowledge transfer between different community groups so that groups can learn from 
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one another instead of re-inventing the wheel.  LAWPRO now has the bird’s eye strategic overview 
of the water community sector and the means to make it both more efficient and effective in driving 
improvements in water quality.   

Key Conclusions 
 
These support and communications roles will continue to be of critical importance to LAWPRO and 
should be placed on a permanent footing, initially through contracts for the six-year third cycle 
period.   Since the establishment of LAWCO, a new body of information and knowledge about water 
community activities has evolved, strengthened by the parallel creation of An Forum Uisce.  Looking 
ahead to the third cycle, LAWPRO could further develop these roles with a strategic focus on being 
the knowledge, advice and networking hub for the community water sector.   
 
 

2.3 Resourcing 

2.3.1 Overview 

Information about the level and trend of costs and staffing is available in the LAWPRO annual 

reports, the LAWPRO Review and the LAWPRO Third Cycle Proposal.   

Approved LAWPRO Budgets 2016 – 2019 
Budget Headings  Approved Budgets  
 2016 2017 2018 2019 
Salaries  € 834,283  € 1,282,270  € 3,698,951  € 4,173,868  
Travel & 
Subsistence  

€ 129,600  € 185,400  € 502,824  € 469,114  

Office Annual 
Costs  

€ 70,309  € 76,501  € 376,973  € 548,012  

Engagement 
Initiatives  

€ 26,000  € 100,000  € 110,000  € 140,000  

Community Fund  € 38,000  € 58,809  € 360,000  € 360,000  
Set up / Capital 
Costs  

€ 72,430  € 10,265  € 366,620  € 5,000  

Support to WFD 
Governance 
projects  

€ 40,000  € -  € -  € -  

Sub Totals  € 1,210,622  € 1,713,245  € 5,415,368  € 5,695,994  
Add ASSAP 
claims 

         861,896        916,161 

   
Total Budgets  € 1,210,622  € 1,713,245  € 6,277,264  € 6,612,155  
 

The existing budgets for 2020 and 2021 are: 

2020  € 6,352,517  
2021  € 6,746,678  
 

In its 3rd Cycle Proposal, the following budget estimates are provided for 2022 to 2027: 

2022  € 8,654,449  
2023  € 8,505,565  
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2024  € 8,773,220  
2025  € 8,753,686  
2026  € 8,814,400  
2027  € 8,903,513  
 

Comparing 2021 and 2022 budgets, the increase of € 1,907,771 (an increase of 28%) is mainly driven 

by increased salary costs arising from a forecast addition of 12 new staff.  It is difficult at this stage to 

form a concrete view on the overall value for money achieved to date from the work of LAWPRO as 

the larger and more expensive element – the regional catchment teams – has only been up and 

running since 2018.  The key measure of success for the catchment teams up to the end of cycle 2 

will be overall performance in the Priority Areas for Action reflected in water quality trends.  Covid 

19 has also not helped as both LAWPRO and ASSAP depend heavily on being ‘on the ground’ and in 

contact with a wide range of people and organisations – work not particularly conducive to remote 

working.   

However, when considering the overall national investment in water quality that takes place 

including the Irish Water Capital Investment Programme, the national investment to date in 

LAWPRO is relatively modest.  It is well established internationally that the more intractable water 

quality problems such as diffuse pollution and disentangling the relative impacts of multiple 

pressures on a water body requires a different approach to that employed for dealing with point 

source single pressure ‘end of pipe’ impacts.  The Water Framework Directive is also explicit about 

the need to involve communities in protecting water.  The approach adopted by Ireland for the 2nd 

cycle – Integrated Catchment Management with an increased focus on public participation – is 

specifically tailored to address these more complex issues with the overall aim of agreeing the right 

action in the right place at the right time which will either contribute to improving water quality or 

protecting existing good of high-status waters.  LAWPRO together with the EPA’s Catchment 

Management and Science Unit, ASSAP and Forum Uisce, are the new initiatives that were 

established for the 2nd cycle to properly resource this approach and it is essential that all of these 

strands continue to be supported throughout the third cycle.   

2.3.2 LAWPRO Proposals 

In its 3rd cycle proposal, LAWPRO makes a case for 5 new Assistant Catchment Managers, 5 new 

Senior Community Water Officers, a new Clerical Officer and a new Lead Blue Dot Scientist in 

addition to retaining all existing posts.  In relation to the national and regional coordination strand, 

the three regional coordinators who are members of the senior management team currently have a 

role in overseeing the work of the Water Community Officers.   

Before considering additional roles for either the Catchment Assessment Team or the Community 

Water team, a root and branch efficiency and effectiveness review of the existing roles and 

structures should be carried out by LAWPRO to consider how these roles and structures could be re-

balanced and re-allocated to be fit for purpose for the 3rd cycle. The management roles include the 

three regional coordinators roles, the catchment management coordinator role and the five 

catchment managers roles.  There is merit in considering creating some middle manager roles both 

for the Catchment Assessment team (with 30 staff on similar grades) and the Community Water 

Team (all the same grade) but this could be done first within the existing cohort together with an 

effectiveness and efficiency review of exactly what everyone is doing, what they are anticipated to 

be doing during the third cycle (which may be different) and the management structures in place to 

manage and oversee the work.  For example, there are two regional structure approaches in 
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operation – a three regions approach from LAWCO and a five regions approach for the LAWSATs.  

Would it not make sense to consider moving to a consolidated five regional structure for both the 

catchment assessment and community water teams in advance of cycle 3? This would mean a 

rebalancing of roles amongst the four senior managers and possibly adding a fifth post at this level.  

Each regional coordinator would then be responsible for managing an integrated team of catchment 

scientists and water community officers with the numbers in each team reflecting the relative 

workloads within the regions (i.e. they do not all have to have the same numbers).  One could then 

envisage the creation of assistant catchment manager roles and senior Community Officer roles but 

not necessarily through the addition of new posts but from the existing cohorts.  Key to considering 

these options though is clarity as to the precise role for LAWPRO for the 3rd cycle as structure and 

roles should follow function.          

As part of the efficiency and effectiveness review, searching questions need to be asked about the 

future role of the Community Water Officers and Catchment Teams.  For example: 

 should the CWOs and CTs simply continue to do the same type of work for the 3rd cycle in 

the same way as they are currently doing?  

 Should their work be primarily focussed on driving water quality improvements in priority 

areas for action or should it be broader encompassing regional water quality protection and 

improvement strategies and the delivery of multiple benefits as part of an integrated 

catchment management plan for each catchment within a region? 

 Is there a more strategic role for the CWOs as coordinators of public engagement in each 

region working in tandem with other local government staff such as EAOs, environmental 

NGOs and River Trusts and seeking to address multiple benefits?  

 Is there a more strategic role for the CTs working in close collaboration with other local 

authorities, ASSAP and the implementing bodies, leading both water quality protection and 

improvement strategies for their regions and aiming for multiple benefits? 

 The ultimate measure of success for the CTs is directly related to trends in water quality and 

the implementation of the right action in the right place at the right time (and the 

achievement of multiple benefits).  What is the measure of success for the CWOs? How do 

you make a stronger link between the work of the CWOs and improvements in water 

quality? Should the CWOs be concentrating their efforts in particular sub-catchments where 

public involvement is more likely to deliver water quality improvements or be more 

generally active?  

 

2.4 Performance Indicators 

LAWPRO uses a Logical Framework approach to build, implement and track its strategic work plan.  

In its most recent annual report, LAWPRO explain the process: 

‘The Logical Framework approach is ideally used to design the project but can also be applied 
retrospectively. This was the case with LAWPRO, where by 2019 was the second year of operating to 
a strategic workplan. The process involves a team approach to carry out a rigorous analysis of the 
programme, including:  
• What the programme intends to do  
• How it intends to do it  
• What are the key assumptions/risks  
• How the outputs and outcomes will be monitored and evaluated  
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The result is a detailed matrix of overall and specific objectives, primary results, and ongoing 

activities and specific actions to achieve the results, all with key performance indicators and criteria 

for measuring output within defined timelines.’ 

Both the 2018 and 2019 LAWPRO Annual Reports include an Appendix with a progress report on 

activities.  The 2018 report has activities grouped under three ‘Results’: 

 An improvement in water quality in the priority areas for action (PAAs) through 
catchment assessment and collaboration with implementing bodies,  

 Implementing bodies collaborating effectively, and 

 Communities engaged in river catchment protection and improvement.  
 
The list of activities (see Table 1) is the same for both 2018 and 2019 with one exception.  The 2019 

report has an additional activity: 

 Identify learnings from 2nd cycle implementation and coordination with relevant projects 
for application into other AA and 3rd cycle. 

 
Table 1 – List of Activities for 2018 and 2019 (taken from the Annual Reports) 
 

Result: An improvement in water quality in the priority areas for action (PAAs) through 
catchment assessment and collaboration with implementing bodies 

Activity 1.1 Identify specific causes of deterioration in water quality in Priority 
Areas for Action (PAA)  

 

Activity 1.2 Agree solutions/measures with implementing bodies, stakeholders and 
ASSAP, and support them to have them carried out  

Activity 1.3 Support all Local Authorities to implement basic WFD/RBMP measures in 
a co-ordinated manner; Pay attention to waterbodies newly at risk 
within subcatchments containing PAAs  

Activity 1.4 Assess reasons for loss of high status in affected water bodies; Work 
with relevant stakeholders to identify and implement potential solutions  

Activity 1.5 Coordinate with LAs on DWWTS in PAAs and High status areas  

Activity 1.6 (added in 
2019) 

Identify learnings from 2nd cycle implementation and coordination with 
relevant projects for application into other AA and 3rd cycle  

Result: Implementing bodies collaborating effectively 

Activity 2.1 Coordinate among all implementing bodies at regional level  

Activity 2.2 Engage with RBMP governance and coordination structures  

Activity 2.3 Support Local Authority Sections in addition to Environment to 
contribute to WFD objectives  

Result: Communities engaged in river catchment protection and improvement  

Activity 3.1 Engage communities at water body, sub-catchment and catchment level 
to build awareness and increase involvement and stewardship in the 
management of natural waters  

Activity 3.2 Raise awareness of water quality issues, the LA Waters Programme and 
its outcomes among all stakeholders and the general public  

Activity 3.3 Build capacity of local communities to engage with own waterbodies 
through funding; knowledge sharing, training, improved supports and 
resources  
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The 2019 Annual Reports lists out the actions for each activity (67 in total).  For each action, a target 

is provided together with an update on progress and in some cases an associated comment.  

Interestingly, the three ‘Results’ are not included in the 2019 information although this is most likely 

an unintentional omission.   

Overall, the Logical Framework approach is well designed and provides a high level of granularity 

and transparency about the various activities and actions being undertaken.  What is not clear 

though, is how the sum of the parts adds up to the whole.  The ‘whole’ is probably best 

encapsulated in the three ‘Results’.  These could also be described as high-level outcomes with the 

‘actions' mainly output indicators and the ‘activities’ indicators of intermediate outcomes.   

The Logical Framework would benefit from inclusion of some high level KPIs specifically designed to 

measure and track the three ‘Results’/Outcomes and clearly link the activities (intermediate 

outcomes) and actions (outputs) to these outcomes.   For example, taking the first desired ‘result’ - 

An improvement in water quality in the priority areas for action (PAAs) through catchment 

assessment and collaboration with implementing bodies – if all the targets are met for the 

individual actions and activities will this mean that the result will have been achieved?  Or is it 

possible that the targets could all be met, and that water quality would continue to deteriorate?  Are 

some of the actions more likely to help achieve the result than others?  

These high level KPIs could be developed by answering the following question is relation to the three 

results: 

How do we know that the result has been achieved – the ultimate measure of success – and what 

are the key steps along the way to let us know we are on the right track? Taking the first ‘result’ as 

an example: 

The key outcome is ‘an improvement in water quality in the priority areas for action (PAAs)’.  This is 

to be achieved through ‘catchment assessment’ and ‘collaboration with implementing bodies’.  The 

most important KPI for tracking this outcome is therefore the level of improvement in water quality 

in the PAAs.  The River Basin Management Plan has set out the numerical objectives for water 

quality in the PAAs.  It states:  ‘a conservative estimate has been made of the number of water bodies 

in the 190 Areas for Action (726 water bodies) that are likely to achieve their environmental objectives 

by 2021, by 2027 or by a later date (Table 13.2).’  The box below reproduces the relevant section from 

the Plan and the regional targets. 

The Plan sets out two targets for the 726 water bodies for the 2021 period that need to be tracked: 

 All 726 are expected to have achieved general water quality improvements by the end of 

2027, and 

 152 of these water bodies are expected to have met their environmental objectives by 

improving water quality status by the end of 2021.   

We are now approaching the end of 2020 with fourteen months remaining in cycle 2.  Reviewing 

publicly available information on both the catchments.ie website and the watersandcommunities.ie 

website I cannot find summary information on either target and therefore it is very difficult to know 

the degree to which these critical targets for the National River Basin Management Plan are being 

met.  Due to the time lag between water quality monitoring and reporting, this information may 

never be fully up to date but it should be possible for anyone to see the most up to date information 

in an easily accessible and easy to understand format.   
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13.2 Expected Environmental Outcomes  

The risk characterisation identified 1,460 out of a total of 4,829 water bodies that are At Risk of not 

meeting their environmental objectives. These include all groundwater, river, lake, coastal and 

transitional waters.  

Taking into account the likely impact of all of the measures described in this plan, a conservative 

estimate has been made of the number of water bodies in the 190 Areas for Action (726 water bodies) 

that are likely to achieve their environmental objectives by 2021, by 2027 or by a later date (Table 

13.2).  

Region  Total  Dates by which the Prioritised Water Bodies are 

Expected to Meet Their Environmental Objectives  

                    

  2021 2027 Beyond 2027 

Midlands/Eastern  95  30  52  13  

South West  132  20  108  2  

Western  190  32  149  8  

South East  150  29  119  1  

Border  159  41  114  3  

Total  726  152  542  27  

 

 

In 2019, the EPA commenced developing a system for tracking the main KPIs for the River Basin 

Management plan and this would have included a mechanism for tracking progress with the two 

PAA targets mentioned above so it is possible that a mechanism and information exists within the 

overall State system but it does not appear to be publicly accessible.   

For the other two ‘Results’, more qualitative KPIs may be needed but it is equally important to have 

an objective and transparent way of measuring progress towards these two results and the relative 

contributions of the ‘actions’ and the ‘activities’.  For example, how does one measure ‘effective 

collaboration’ amongst implementing bodies or ‘engagement’ by communities in river catchment 

protection and improvement? These are more difficult to nail down than trends in water quality but 

is equally important to work out objective ways of tracking them.  The work underway by the IPA 

may assist with this and the work of the ESRI also helps identify ways of measuring engagement with 

local communities. 

2.5 Expanded Role and Multiple Benefits 

LAWPRO and the local government system are perfectly positioned to take a leadership role in 

seeking multiple benefits through the WFD.  Local government by its nature has a broad reach across 

all the relevant sectors and is involved in all aspects of sustainability – economic, social and 

environmental.  The main risk for LAWPRO associated with multiple benefits is that it gets deflected 

away from its core function, which is to improve water quality, but this can be mitigated by careful 

planning and role clarity.  LAWPRO will also need to engage closely with the CAROs to build 

synergies between climate and water and to agree respective roles.    
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The third cycle plan should explicitly provide for multiple benefits for water, climate change, nature, 

air quality and broader economic and social sustainability objectives.  The right action in the right 

place delivering multiple benefits. Many of the measures needed to protect and improve water 

quality can also deliver benefits for nature, air quality and climate change - the Water Framework 

Directive with its unique catchment and evidence-based planning approach is perfectly positioned to 

help deliver such multiple benefits.  From a purely compliance point of view, achieving the objectives 

of the Directive is paramount but there is a much bigger prize available to Ireland by adopting an 

approach aimed at delivering multiple benefits.  Such an approach is consistent with the overall 

objectives of the EU Green New Deal and the sustainability objectives of the current Programme for 

Government. 

Achieving consensus on this issue with other lead Departments and Implementing Bodies is 

important.  It is likely that most bodies will welcome such a principle, but it will need to be further 

defined.  The experimental and innovation space provided for through LAWPRO and ASSAP is a 

perfect space to explore how multiple benefits can be achieved and well-designed information and 

knowledge transfer processes could then be used to rapidly transfer knowledge through the 

implementation system.   It is also important that the ‘multiple benefits’ objective be a cornerstone 

of the 3rd cycle plan – in this way, the concept can then be filtered down through the plans for 

catchments, sub-catchments and water bodies.   

 

2.6 Key Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

1. LAWPRO should continue in its role as a local government shared service for implementing 

the Water Framework Directive.  Both elements of LAWPRO – community engagement and 

regional catchment assessment should also continue, and both should be placed on a 

permanent footing in advance of the third river basin management cycle, as an integral part 

of the national infrastructure for Water Framework Directive implementation.  All current 

posts should evolve towards permanency with an interim step of contracts covering the full 

six years of the third cycle to provide stability to the service. Both the blue dot programme 

for the protection and improvement of high-status water bodies and the community water 

fund should also continue and be further developed as integral elements of LAWPRO. 

 

2. The precise role of LAWPRO vis a vis implementation of the WFD for the third cycle and 

beyond will not necessarily be the same as that for the second cycle.  Key determinants are 

the overall level of ambition set for the third cycle at national level and the relative roles of 

LAWPRO and the local authorities for cycle 3 and beyond.  These issues need to be teased 

out and led by Tier 1 in consultation with Tiers 2 and 3 over the coming months so that there 

is broad agreement on the precise third cycle role for LAWPRO well in advance of the start of 

the third cycle and that decisions about resourcing can be made in a timely manner. 

 

3. The future role and direction of LAWPRO is dependent on the wider contextual issues set 

out above.  For example, if the 3rd cycle plan makes it explicit through prioritisation and goal 

setting that protecting and improving waters are of equal importance, then LAWPRO should 

have a lead role in both strategies. Currently, LAWPRO’s primary focus is on the Areas for 

Action which are mainly about seeking improvement in water quality.  This is fine for the 

remainder of the second cycle but will not be enough for the 3rd cycle which will require 
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clear and fully integrated catchment strategies for protecting and improving all water 

bodies.   

 

4. Before considering proposals for additional staff, DHPLG should require that LAWPRO carry 

out an efficiency and effectiveness review of current resourcing and structures to consider 

how these roles and structures could be re-balanced and re-allocated to be fit for purpose 

for the 3rd cycle.  This will require clarity as to the precise role and function of LAWPRO for 

the 3rd cycle. 

 

5. DHPLG should also consider further engagement with the CCMA in relation to a local 

government business case for the third cycle, building on the two business cases developed 

for the second cycle.  This could include further discussion and agreement about the relative 

roles of LAWPRO and the local authorities for the third cycle, additional resourcing for the 

local government sector and a possible shared service for WFD sample collection.  A similar 

process to that used for the development of the two LAWPRO business cases could be used 

for this which would provide for wider input across the local government sector and the 

other two WFD governance tiers through the involvement of both the DHPLG and the EPA. 

 

6. Between now and the end of cycle 2, more emphasis should be placed by both LAWPRO and 

ASSAP on how the various steps in the process translate into the ‘right action in the right 

place at the right time’ actually happening, how it is verified and recorded that it has 

happened and the subsequent impact on water quality.  This will be the real acid test of how 

the entire LAWPRO/ASSAP process is working. 

 

7. Progressing the blue dots catchment programme objective has been very slow over the 

lifetime of the current plan and it is essential that a renewed effort be placed on getting it 

fully operational with a mandate to have strategic oversight of the 384 water bodies with a 

high-status objective.  This is a prime example of why it is necessary to revisit the relative 

roles of local authorities and LAWPRO and to complete the resourcing of Tier 3 through a 

third local government business case.   

 

8. There is merit in continuing and expanding the Water Community Development Fund.  This 

fund has been an important enabler for developing the community water sector as 

evidenced by the range and geographical spread of applications and awards.  However, 

more detail is required in the form of a business plan to justify the expansion of the fund for 

cycle 3.   

 

9. It was difficult to identify the precise objectives set for LAWPRO.  In charting the way 

forward, precise objectives should be agreed and set for LAWPRO for the third cycle.  They 

will not necessarily be the same as those for the second cycle.  Without clear and 

straightforward objectives, it is difficult to track progress and to evaluate relative success 

over time.  The objectives for the 2018-2021 period are clearly rooted in achieving progress 

in the PAAs but those for the third cycle will depend on the precise role agreed for LAWPRO. 

 

10. A set of high-level key performance indicators should be developed to track the three 

ultimate outcomes (results) and to connect these outcomes to the intermediate outcomes 

(activities) and outputs (actions).  This will strengthen the Logical Framework approach so 

that there is a clear line of sight between the activities and actions and the ultimate desired 
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outcomes.  These high level KPIs will need to include both quantitative and qualitative 

indicators. 

 

11. LAWPRO and the local government system are perfectly positioned to take a leadership role 

in seeking multiple benefits through the WFD.  Local government by its nature has a broad 

reach across all the relevant sectors and is involved in all aspects of sustainability – 

economic, social and environmental.  The third cycle plan should explicitly provide for 

multiple benefits for water, climate change, nature, air quality and broader economic and 

social sustainability objectives with a leadership role for LAWPRO. 
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Appendix A – Objectives and Tasks 

Objectives of Assessment 

 

1. Assess the role and contribution of LAWPRO to the current level of progress in 

implementing the actions outlined in the second-cycle River Basin Management 

Plan.  

2. Complete a full review of the LAWPRO operation, building on work already 

completed, to consider its effectiveness in delivering on its objectives and to identify 

opportunities for improving and strengthening its operation during the next RBMP, 

taking into account the ambition of the third RBMP. 

3. Examine the opportunities for integrating and delivering on water policy, Climate 

Change, Biodiversity and broader economic, social and environmental sustainability 

objectives and identify the role that LAWPRO might play in achieving this during the 

third RBMP cycle. 

 

Tasks 

1. Examine the extent that LAWPRO’s objectives have been achieved and assess the 

effectiveness with which it has achieved its objectives.  In doing this, examine and assess: 

 the role and contribution of LAWPRO to current progress on the implementation of 

measures contained in the second-cycle RBMP and any areas where improvements 

are needed 

 the impact of LAWPRO on the outputs and results associated with both the 

community interaction and delivery of local water quality projects, and the 

implementation of measures within the 190 priority Areas for Action 

 the level and trend of those outputs/results 

 

2. Identify the level and trend of costs and staffing resources associated with LAWPRO’s work 

and comment on the efficiency and economy with which it has achieved its objectives 

3. Evaluate the degree to which LAWPRO warrants an increased allocation of central 

government funding on an ongoing basis in order to achieve its stated objectives  

4. With reference to the SMART framework for defining objective/goals, examine whether the 

current objectives of LAWPRO are sufficiently well defined to be effective in achieving the 

aims of the RBMP/WFD and recommend improvements if and where appropriate 

5. Suggest future performance indicators that might be used to better monitor the 

performance of LAWPRO against its stated objectives 

6. Consider the opportunities and advantages of broadening the role of LAWPRO to integrate 

its role in delivering water policy objectives with the policy objectives for biodiversity and 

climate change and recommend any further actions/measures, which could bring co-

benefits to the delivery of Water, Climate Change, Biodiversity and broader economic, social 

and environmental sustainability objectives. 
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Appendix B – The OECD Principles on Water Governance  

Principle 1. Clearly allocate and distinguish roles and responsibilities for water policymaking, policy 

implementation, operational management and regulation, and foster co-ordination across these responsible 
authorities. 

  

Principle 2. Manage water at the appropriate scale(s) within integrated basin governance systems to reflect 

local conditions, and foster co-ordination between the different scales. 

  

Principle 3. Encourage policy coherence through effective cross-sectoral co-ordination, especially between 

policies for water and the environment, health, energy, agriculture, industry, spatial planning and land use 

  

Principle 4. Adapt the level of capacity of responsible authorities to the complexity of water challenges to be 

met, and to the set of competencies required to carry out their duties 

  

Principle 5. Produce, update, and share timely, consistent, comparable and policy-relevant water and water-

related data and information, and use it to guide, assess and improve water policy 

  

Principle 6. Ensure that governance arrangements help mobilise water finance and allocate financial 

resources in an efficient, transparent and timely manner 

  

Principle 7. Ensure that sound water management regulatory frameworks are effectively implemented and 

enforced in pursuit of the public interest 

  

Principle 8. Promote the adoption and implementation of innovative water governance practices across 

responsible authorities, levels of government and relevant stakeholders 

  

Principle 9. Mainstream integrity and transparency practices across water policies, water institutions and 

water governance frameworks for greater accountability and trust in decision-making 

  

Principle 10. Promote stakeholder engagement for informed and outcome-oriented contributions to water 

policy design and implementation 

  

Principle 11. Encourage water governance frameworks that help manage trade-offs across water users, 

rural and urban areas, and generations 

  

Principle 12. Promote regular monitoring and evaluation of water policy and governance where appropriate, 

share the results with the public and make adjustments when needed 

 

  


