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1. 
INTRODUCTION

The Department of Agriculture and Food (DAF) has prepared a Draft Rural Development Programme (RDP) for the entire area of the Republic of Ireland.  This Programme is subject to an Ex-ante Review.  As this is a “Programme” prepared by a Government Body and has a potential for significant environmental effects it is required to be subject to Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) in accordance with EU Directive 2001/42/EC (commonly referred to as the SEA Directive). The relevant implementing Regulations in Ireland are: the European Communities (environmental assessment of certain plans and programmes) Regulations, S.I. 435 of 2004 and the Planning and Development (strategic environmental assessment) Regulations, S.I. No. 436 of 2004.

Strategic Environmental Assessment is the formal, systematic, evaluation of the significant environmental effects of a plan or programme before a decision is made to adopt the plan or programme.  A key element of SEA is the Environmental Report.  This is an overarching document that takes a strategic overview of the plan or programme and as such is positioned at the top of a hierarchy of assessment measures and requirements that are to be applied at implementation level.  These downstream assessment measures and requirements include assessment at planning consent stages, conditions, payment levels and formal agreements (between “donor” and “recipient”) for the various support mechanisms and includes the assessment of feedback from monitoring of programme implementation for further adapting those conditions and payments where required.

For this reason the Department sought tenders for the preparation of an SEA in accordance with the requirements of the SEA Directive and Regulations. AFCon Management Consultants were commissioned by the Department to conduct an Ex-ante Review of the Draft RDP and to prepare, as a parallel task, the Environmental Report element of SEA. The required Environmental Report has been prepared by Circa Group Europe in association with AFCon.

The Environmental Report is structured in a way that it can be read as a stand–alone document independent of the Ex-ante Review of the Draft RDP.  If a deeper understanding of the non environmental issues associated with the Draft RDP is required then that Draft document should be consulted.

The preparation of the Environmental Report took into account the Guidelines on Strategic Environmental Assessment issued to Planning Authorities by the Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government in November. 2004. The principal elements within the Environmental Report may be summarised as follows:

· Outline of the Programme with a focus on those aspects that have a potential environmental impact

· Description of the environment which may be effected

· Identification of the likely significant environmental effects

· Consideration of alternatives with a view to preventing any adverse effects

· Mitigation measures to reduce the significance of the potential effect

· Monitoring proposals to measure the environmental effects of the Programme

It should be noted that under S.I. 435, 2004, Section 168 of the Planning and Development Act 2000 is amended to state that SEA should be carried out for all plans or programmes “which are not directly connected with or necessary to the management of a European site but, either individually or in combination with other plans, are likely to have a significant effect on any such site.”  As Natura 2000 and much of the Rural Environment Protection Scheme (REPS) are directly connected with and necessary for the management of European site(s) the clear intent is that SEA in relation to a programme such as Natura 2000 or REPS, in whole or in part, is not a requirement.  That an environmental assessment of a scheme/programme specifically formulated to protect the environment is not a mandatory requirement is self-evident.  However for completeness of the assessment of the Draft RDP it was decided to address these environmental protection measures in the Environmental Report.

The RDP, when adopted, will complement and interact with a range of other Plans including, the future National Bio-energy Action Plan, the National Spatial Strategy, the future National Development Plan, the various statutory County Development Plans and Local Area Plans.

No difficulties of note were encountered in preparing the Environmental Report.  Under the SEA Directive only readily available, existing data is required for the assessment and no new data was therefore generated or was necessary.

Scoping of the SEA  Report

The Report was prepared in late 2006 and was based on information contained in the Draft RDP, meetings with staff of the Department and information gathered from a range of other technical sources.  Relevant staff from various Government Departments and Agencies, including the Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government (DEHLG) and the Department of Communications, Marine and Natural Resources (DCMNR) and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) were advised of the Draft RDP and their views sought.  In the case of the DEHLG a number of issues were raised and are addressed in this Report.  Some highly detailed ones however were considered to be more appropriate to the implementation stage rather than to the strategic overview stage as applies in SEA.  In addition organisations/groups such as the Irish Farmers Association, Comhar, Tipperary Institute, County Councils and various local voluntary bodies were consulted.  In all over 70 such organisations/bodies responded with comments. The scope of the Report was also guided by the identified Environmental Protection Objectives of the draft RDP.

2.
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1.1 Strategic Environmental Assessment

The Department of Agriculture has prepared a Draft Rural Development Programme (RDP) for the entire area of the Republic of Ireland.  Under EU Directive 2001/42/EC (commonly referred to as the SEA Directive).this Programme is subject to Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA). SEA is the formal, systematic, evaluation of the significant environmental effects of a plan or programme before a decision is made to adopt and implement it.  This is the report on the SEA. It identifies those aspects of the proposed Programme that are likely to have a significant environmental effect and establishes the necessary control and monitoring measures that will apply in reducing such adverse effects.

2.2.  Outline description of the Measures proposed 

As set out in Ireland’s Rural Development National Strategy 2007-2013, the Programme will contribute to each of the three objectives detailed in Article 4 of the Council Regulation (EC) No 1698/2005, namely,

Improving the competitiveness of agriculture and forestry by supporting restructuring, development and innovation (Axis 1);

Improving the environment and the countryside by supporting land management (Axis 2); and

Improving the quality of life in rural areas and encouraging diversification of economic activity (Axes 3 and 4).

In order to achieve these objectives the Programme proposes a number of Measures under each Axis.  In summary some of the principal elements they include are:

Axis 1
Agricultural and forestry training

Progressing the age profile of farmers to younger farmers through Measures such as early retirement schemes.

Farm Improvement

Adding Value to Forestry Products

· Forest Infrastructure
Axis 2
Less Favoured Areas – Compensatory Allowances

Agri-Environment/Natura 2000 aimed at conserving biodiversity

Animal Welfare/Breeding

Various forestry measures including afforestation of agricultural and non-agricultural land, protection of woodlands etc.

Axes 3 & 4
Farm diversification

Promotion of farm related small enterprises

Development of Tourism based on the agri-environment and rural communities

Village renewal and local conservation

Promotion of local community initiatives

· Training 

2.3.  Baseline Environmental Information
Irish agriculture is predominantly extensive and grass-based.  Tillage occupies some 10% of utilisable agricultural area; most of the remainder is devoted to cattle and sheep farming.  75% of the utilisable area is currently categorised as disadvantaged, and 77% of farmers qualify for Less Favoured Areas or Compensatory Amounts payments.

Ireland’s water quality compares well with that of most other EU countries although there is evidence of slight or moderate pollution in certain rivers and lakes.  In the case of air, the Environmental Protection Agency reports that serious outdoor air quality problems no longer exist in Ireland.  They also note however that emissions from road traffic are the primary threat to the quality of air in Ireland.

Emissions from the agricultural sector are forecast to fall substantially through the Kyoto commitment period 2008–2012 to some 12% below 1990 levels.  These projections assume that full decoupling of agricultural support from production, as is now underway.

Ireland’s National Biodiversity Plan envisages a major role for agriculture and forestry.  This includes the Rural Environment Protection Scheme (REPS) that now places a far greater emphasis on biodiversity and, for example, has specific measures for the conservation and maintenance of hedgerows.  75% of our agricultural land is classed as “Less Favoured Areas” and a similar proportion of High Nature Value areas are situated in them.  Forestry, and in particular well-planned forestry, can contribute positively to biodiversity.

Forestry also has a significant contribution to make to Renewable Energy, for example based on the level of afforestation established since the mid-1980s, the contribution of forestry thinnings to the national energy supply chain will increase ten fold between 2006 and 2020.

2.4.  Anticipated Environmental Effects arising from Axis 1 Measures

Axis 1 measures are intended to enhance the competitiveness of benefiting farms and this may increase adverse environmental effects on these farms. While “traditional” lower intensity farming with fewer inputs now being replaced by more efficient and productive agricultural practices the potential for adverse effects on the environment may increase somewhat.  However the Axis 1 objective of having a younger better trained farming community should have positive benefits as they are more likely to be environmentally aware and to have the necessary farm management skills and capability to reduce or eliminate any significant (negative) environmental effects that increased farm productivity might have.

The central theme of the Farm Improvement Measures is to promote diversification of farm activities that are supported in a manner that promotes higher standards for environmental protection, health, safety, and animal welfare. Maintenance of diversification of land use also has an impact of maintaining and protecting established landscapes.  These all have potentially positive environmental effects of varying significance.

The Programme also proposes to encourage the manufacture of downstream value-added forest products. In principle down stream timber processing can have environmental effects, but the scale of these measures is relatively insignificant. Potential adverse effects, if any, will be controlled by the normal planning process.  Other forest measures will be monitored by the Forest Inspectorate. Where production facilities result these will be subject to development consent from the local authority in whose administrative area the enterprise is to be established.  Where large scale downstream projects (e.g. paper or board mills) arise that are likely to have significant environmental effects these are subject to detailed Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) on a project by project basis under the EU EIA Directive.
2.5.  Anticipated Environmental Effects arising from Axis 2 Measures

(a) Improving the Environment and the Countryside (Primarily Nature Conservation Related Measures)
The Programme plans to continue a range of extensive supports for habitat and species conservation.  Measures include the strengthening of the Rural Environment Protection Scheme (REPS), Natura 2000 payments and payments linked to the Water Framework Directive which promote and support farming practices that are environmentally sensitive and sustainable.  Under the new programme it is now proposed to expand the scheme to include eligibility to intensive farming activities thereby bringing a greater and wider degree of biodiversity protection, and environmental protection generally, than applied heretofore.

The Measures will, as is the intention, make a “Significant” contribution to the conservation of natural habitats and to the conservation of the floral and faunal species these habitats support.  As such both the REPS and Natura 2000 Measures for the protection of designated sites (a full listing of which is provided in Appendix 3 of the Draft RDP) are Environmental Protection Measures and represent the single most important elements of the Draft RDP as regards the protection of biodiversity.  With sufficient resources and application the Measures should be at least capable of arresting the rate of decline in biodiversity in these areas while also providing for the possibility of regaining some species lost to Ireland and strengthening the status of others.  The Measures will also have positive impacts on biodiversity beyond national boundaries in that they afford protection to a range of migratory species and act to conserve the habitats such species use for that part of their life cycle spent in Ireland.

(b) Improving the Environment and the Countryside –Afforestation Related Measures

There are a number of “Afforestation Related Measures” proposed under Axis 2.  These are:

First Afforestation of Agricultural Land

First Afforestation of Non-agricultural Land
First Establishment of Agroforestry Systems on Agricultural land
Forest Environment Payments

Reconstitution and Protection of Woodlands

In promoting afforestation, including broadleaf woodlands, the Measures will afford the opportunity for greater diversity of land use and the greater biodiversity that can follow over time.  Insofar as the forests and woodlands are also intended to be promoted as recreational assets they have the potential to provide benefits of some significance for encouraging an active lifestyle and consequent benefit to human health.

Climatic benefits will also accrue as tree growth sequesters carbon while also providing substitute materials for a wide range of products including construction products such as timber frame housing, all in a manner that is essentially carbon neutral.

Forest output will include wood fuel.  As elsewhere in Europe, Ireland is making rapid strides towards the use of carbon neutral wood as a substitute for imported hydrocarbons as a fuel source.

The principal potential adverse effects of forestry are in relation to water courses.  Strict adherence to appropriate planting practices such as adequate set back from watercourses are essential for avoidance of siltation, soil disturbance, acidification of waters and nutrient runoff.  It is noted however that the Code of Best Forest Practice addresses both the issue of water quality protection in particular and also archaeological issues (deep soil disturbance) that might arise.

2.6.  Anticipated Environmental Effects arising from Axis 3 & 4 Measures

The overall priority for the Axis 3 &4 Measures is to stimulate economic and social activity in all rural areas. The range of actions to deliver this priority was chosen to deliver the optimum economic and social impact while demonstrating internal as well as external complementarity at Axis level. 

 The Measures proposed include actions to: 

Support diversification into non-agricultural activities

Support for business creation and development 

Encouragement of Tourism Activities

Basic Services for the Economy and Rural Population

Village Renewal and Development and Conservation and Upgrading of the Rural Heritage

Training and Information Measures including skills acquisition

The essential objective of the various Measures is to make a useful contribution to maintaining a viable rural population while also maintaining a quality of life in a valued rural environment.  As such the Axis 3 & 4 Measures will make a positive contribution to population and health.  Similarly by supporting the retention and development and of a viable rural community aspects such as the existing built environment and the rural landscape can be maintained and enhanced.  Equally adverse environmental impacts such as significant land abandonment and the loss of material assets that such abandonment represents can be reduced or avoided.

The principal negative impact identified is the inevitable growth of traffic as a consequence of a more vibrant rural community.  As a counterbalance to this however it is recognised that by rooting jobs and social infrastructure locally the necessity to commute long distances can be greatly reduced.

Environmental impacts associated with the development of the various tourism facilities, recreational buildings, small business premises etc. will all be subject to planning consent prior to construction and as administered by the relevant Local Authority in each area.  This affords the opportunity to apply (as is the norm) appropriate planning consent “Conditions” to reduce any adverse effects.

2.7. Alternatives to the Programme

An examination of the Draft RDP suggests that collectively the Measures proposed will do much to progress rural development in both an economically sustainable and environmentally sustainable manner.  The principal alternative to the Draft RDP would be not to implement the Programme, (termed the “Do-nothing Scenario”) or to drop substantial elements of it.  Of particular concern in the absence of the Programme would be the potential for widespread abandonment of farmland and its environs as a consequence of a further more pronounced shift to off-farm income activity in response to the decline in more traditional farm output and income.  It is self evident that the Do-nothing Scenario would likely result in significant adverse environmental effects across a wide range of environmental parameters (biodiversity, population, climate etc).

1.8.  Monitoring of the Environmental Effects of the Proposed Programme
It is a requirement under SEA that provision is made for monitoring the environmental effects of a plan or programme over its lifetime.  This is central in ensuring that adverse environmental effects are quickly identified, quantified and addressed in a timely and effective manner.  To this end this Environmental Report makes a number of Recommendations in respect of Monitoring.  The principal Recommendation is that The Department of Agriculture and Food should establish and oversee a comprehensive, integrated, environmental monitoring programme.  That programme should ideally be based on a sophisticated Geographical Information System (GIS).

3.  SUMMARY OF THE DRAFT RURAL DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME

The RDP is a plan that seeks to identify specific problems associated with the rural economy and rural environment and respond to those problems with measures that are appropriate, effective and in line with the requirements of EC Council Directive 1698/2005. The plan is not a comprehensive rural development plan and does not address each and every rural development issue and especially infrastructural deficits. 

The draft RDP proposes expenditure of €7.055 billion over a 7 year period of which €2.339 billion will be funded from the EAFRD and €4.716 billion form the National Exchequer. In line with the requirements of Council Regulation 1698/2005 the plan is structured around 3 core objectives of improving competitiveness, improving the environment and improving the quality of life in rural areas. This is reflected in the plan with measures allocated among 3 Axes corresponding to the above objectives. The axes and financial allocations are as follows:
Axis 1 Competitiveness envisages total expenditure of €665 million of which €248 million will be EU funded. The Measures are:

Agricultural and forestry training

Progressing the age profile of farmers to younger farmers through Measures such as early retirement schemes.

Farm Improvement

Adding Value to Forestry Products

· Forest Infrastructure
Under this Axis issues relating to the competitiveness of agriculture and food industry are addressed particularly structural problems. The proposed measures are in the main a continuation of measures included in the RDP but with some changes in approach and design. Most of the funding is allocated to the Early Retirement Scheme (€418m) and a complementary scheme of Young Farmer Installation Aid (€63m). In total the 2 measures account for 72% of total planned expenditure under the axis. Other measures planned under this axis are farm improvement – designed to promote investment in modern facilities in key sectors and support to the forestry sector.

Axis 2 improving the environment envisages expenditure of €5965 million of which €1857 million will be EU funded. The Measures in this Axis are:

Less Favoured Areas – Compensatory Allowances

Agri-Environment/Natura 2000 aimed at conserving biodiversity

Animal Welfare/Breeding

Various forestry measures including afforestation of agricultural and non-agricultural land, protection of woodlands etc.

Measures under this Axis focus on ways of improving the environment but with farmers and farms at the core. The measures proposed are measures included in the current RDP but with modifications and improvements based on the up to date problem analysis. The main measure proposed in the continuation of the REPS/Natura 2000 measure for which €2982 million has been allocated representing 50% of expenditure under the axis. The next most important measure in terms of expenditure levels is the Compensatory Amounts measure with planned expenditure of €1799 million or 30% of expenditure under the axis. The remaining measures cover forestry initiatives with a predominantly environmental focus and for which €934 million is allocated and animal welfare with an allocation of €250 million.

Axis 3
 & 4 improving the quality of life in rural Measures includes a range of measures that are aimed at having a more sustainable rural economy with an improved quality of life. These include:

Farm diversification

Promotion of farm related small enterprises

Development of Tourism based on the agri-environment and rural communities

Village renewal and local conservation

Promotion of local community initiatives

· Training 

The measures build on similar type measures implemented under the LEADER programme in previous programmes and have a total allocation of €425 million of which €234 million is EU funded. While the Measures here are primarily aimed at improving the quality of life in rural areas they also support and complement the objectives of Axis 1 and 2.

	Measure
	Cost €m

	Axis 1
	

	Agricultural Training (Teagasc)
	Awaited

	Installation Aid
	63

	Early Retirement
	418

	On farm Investment
	150

	Use of Advisory Services (Forestry)
	34

	Forestry Training 
	

	Woodland Improvement 
	

	Adding Value to Forestry Products
	

	Co-operation for new products/processes – forestry
	

	Forest Infrastructure
	

	Sub-Total Axis 1
	665*

	Axis 2
	

	Less Favoured Areas – Compensatory Allowances
	1799

	Agri-Environment/Natura 2000
	2982

	Animal Welfare/Breeding
	250

	First Afforestation of Agricultural Land
	898

	First Establishment of Agro-forestry systems
	36

	First Afforestation of non-agricultural land
	

	Forest environment payments
	

	Reconstitution and protection of woodlands
	

	Non-productive investments – forestry
	

	Sub-Total Axis 2 
	5965

	Axes 3 & 4 
	

	Diversification
	16.66

	Enterprise
	48.26

	Tourism
	45.40

	Basic services
	49.61

	Village renewal
	54.20

	Conservation
	51.70

	Training
	21.55

	Animation
	34.63

	Local Strategy
	4.10

	Co-op
	10.70

	LAG Administration
	80.73

	Technical Assistance e.g. Network
	7.90

	Sub-Total Axes 3 & 4
	425

	Overall Total
	7055*


* Excludes training for which figure awaited.
4.  ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION OBJECTIVES

A range of environmental policy measures and objectives has been formulated at international and national level and these serve to focus the assessment on those aspects of the environment that are in particular need of attention. 
In terms of the Draft RDP, the environmental assets potentially affected include:

Land use

Water quality

Biodiversity

Landscape

Cultural heritage

On the basis of the above it is considered that the objectives contained in the following documents are relevant to the circumstances of the Programme.

National Biodiversity Plan (2002): This Plan, prepared in response to the UN Convention on Biological Diversity, covers the 3 levels at which biodiversity may be considered, namely ecosystem, species and genetic diversity. The overall objective is to secure the conservation, including where possible the enhancement and sustainable use, of biological diversity in Ireland and to contribute to conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity globally.  Deriving from the plan is provision for the establishment of a National Biological Records Centre to manage collected data on the state of Ireland’s biological diversity and with a view towards providing baseline and up-to-date information on the distribution and frequency of biota, both plant and animal, in Ireland.

EU Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC): Transposed into Irish Law by the EU (Natural Habitats) Regulations 1997. The Directive lists certain habitats and species that must be given protection. Irish habitats include raised bogs, active blanket bogs, turloughs, sand dunes, machair, heaths, lakes, rivers, woodlands, estuaries and sea inlets.

EU Water Framework Directive (2000/60/EC): Transposed into Irish Law mainly by the European Communities (Water Policy) Regulations 2003.  This legislation aims to prevent any deterioration in the status of any waters and to achieve at least “good status” in all waters by 2015. The Regulations require, in respect of each River Basin District, the establishment (by 2009) by the relevant local authorities of environmental objectives and a programme of measures to meet these objectives and a River Basin Management Plan.

European Landscape Convention (2000): The Convention, ratified by Ireland in 2002, encourages public authorities to adopt policies at local, national and international level to protect and manage landscapes throughout Europe.

European Convention on the Protection of the Archaeological Heritage (1992): This convention, ratified by Ireland in 1997, requires that appropriate consideration be given to archaeological issues at all stages of the planning and development process.

Sustainable Development: A Strategy for Ireland (1997). This strategy has as its overall aim "to ensure that the economy and society in Ireland can develop to their full potential within a well protected environment, without compromising the quality of that environment, and with responsibility towards present and future generations and the wider international community". 
Ireland's Environment 2004 - the State of the Environment:  This third State of the Environment Report by the Environmental Protection Agency brings together the most recent information on the quality of Ireland's environment. It assesses the factors that affect the environment and discusses protection policies, both national and international.

5.  BASELINE ENVIRONMENTAL INFORMATION
The objectives of the Draft RDP are strongly associated with the protection, maintenance and enhancement of the quality of rural life and the natural assets (across all environmental media) that the countryside supports.  As such the Draft RDP has a strong environmental focus.  Consequently the Draft RDP in identifying the priority Measures to be undertaken provides extensive detail on current baseline environmental conditions.  The key environmental baseline characteristics presented in this Report therefore are largely taken directly from the Draft RDP.  In conjunction with this the principal Mitigation Measures in respect of environmental pressures associated with agriculture and forestry are presented.  Within the assessment section for each of the Axis Measures of this Environmental Report additional key Mitigating Measures are also listed.

Environment and Land Management
Irish agriculture is predominantly extensive and grass-based.  Tillage occupies some 10% of utilisable agricultural area (UAA); most of the remainder is devoted to cattle and sheep farming.  75% of UAA is currently categorised as disadvantaged, and 77% of farmers qualify for Less Favoured Areas payments.

Ireland has opted for full decoupling of direct payments from production with effect from 1 January 2005.  While trends are not yet apparent, a general reduction in stocking levels is forecast.  The likelihood, therefore, is that, in general, a sector which is already predominantly extensive will now put even less pressure on the environment and biodiversity. However, a minority of farmers mainly in the dairying and tillage sectors are likely to become more intensive in response to market opportunities.

The position in relation to the various environmental elements is set out below. 

Water Quality

Ireland’s water quality compares well with that of most other EU countries although there is evidence of slight or moderate pollution in certain rivers and lakes.  The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) presents the most recent overview of conditions in the state’s rivers and water bodies in the national report on water quality for the period 2003–2005.  The last EPA report, for the period 2001–2003, had shown an improvement over the 1995–1997 reporting period and reversed a decline in water quality that had been in evidence since this length of channel was first characterised in the late 1980s.  The most recent report indicates that Ireland’s water quality continues to be of a high standard.

The national implementation report on the Phosphorus Regulations published by the EPA in 2005 concluded that of the 496 lakes with updated trophic status information available, 401 (80.8%) currently comply with the targets set.  The EPA considered that agricultural activities were the source of the nutrient enrichment affecting most of the non-compliant lakes but pointed to other sources such as sewage discharges in the other cases.  Flood management and soil erosion are not significant issues for Ireland and no measures to address them will be proposed in the Draft RDP.

Water Quality - Mitigation Measures

Ireland is currently on target with regards to meeting its commitments under the Water Framework Directive (WFD).  There have been some local improvements in water quality as a result of the implementation of local authority measure programmes under the Phosphorus Regulations although the improvement has not been universal.  Local authorities will play a key role in the implementation of the Water Framework Directive in Ireland, including in the development and implementation of measures.  The River Basin Management projects, which have been established to facilitate implementation of the Directive, will help provide local authorities with the information necessary to protect and improve water quality within their functional areas. 

The Water Framework Directive (2000/60/EC) was transposed into national law in 2003. Implementation is being led by the competent authorities, namely the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and local authorities.  River Basin District (RBD) projects have been established by local authorities to implement the requirements of the WFD in National River Basin Districts.  In December 2006, programmes of monitoring will be made operational (led by the EPA).  In June 2007, local authorities will publish a summary overview of the significant water management issues in each RBD for the purpose of consultation.  In June 2008, local authorities will publish a draft River Basin Management Plan for consultation.  In June 2009, local authorities will adopt and publish the final River Basin Management Plan (including objectives for all water bodies and programmes of measures to meet those objectives) following consultations and amendments as appropriate.  In December 2012, the programmes of measures will be made operational by the relevant public authorities; and in June 2015 and every six years thereafter the local authorities will review and if necessary update the River Basin Management Plan and the programmes of measures.

In 2003 the Government decided to adopt a whole territory approach to the implementation of the Nitrates Directive and the necessary regulations were made, identifying the whole national territory as the area for which an action programme would be established and applied in accordance with the Directive.  The Directive itself was transposed into national law in February 2006.  A revised farm waste management scheme, introduced in March 2006 following the receipt of the required EU state aid approval, provides grant aid to farmers towards investment in, inter alia, additional waste storage if they need it to comply with the Regulations giving effect to the directive.  A further scheme provides grant aid, on a pilot basis, for new technology to process animal manures and to spread them in a more environmentally friendly way.  Both schemes close for applications at the end of 2006.

The whole-territory approach was designed to ensure a comprehensive approach to the reduction and prevention of pollution from all agricultural sources, from phosphorus as well as from nitrogen.  

In relation to the farmyard and the prevention of pollution arising from it, under the Regulation all farmers will be legally obliged to: —

Minimise the amount of soiled water produced on the holding and take all reasonable steps to ensure that rainwater from roofs, unsoiled paved areas and water flowing from higher ground is diverted to a clean water outfall and prevented from entering onto soiled paved areas, etc.

Ensure that storage facilities for livestock manure, other organic fertilisers, soiled water and effluents from dungsteads, farmyard manure pits and silage pits are maintained free of structural defect and are of such standard as is necessary to prevent run-off or seepage into ground or surface water.

Ensure that new storage facilities meet the above criteria.

Meet the minimum manure storage capacity requirement for livestock manure produced by cattle of 16, 18, 20 or 22 weeks, depending on location. A general requirement of 26 weeks applies for pig and poultry units.

In addition to storage and prevention of pollution, the Regulations place exacting requirements on all farm holdings in terms of the land spreading of organic and chemical fertilisers: —

Limits on application of fertilisers determined by soil type and crop requirements;

Timing and method of land spreading, including closed periods for application of organic and chemical fertilisers;

Specific buffer zones for wells, watercourses and lakes within which the spreading of fertiliser is prohibited.

While the most recent EPA Report shows that Ireland’s water quality is still, in general, of a high standard, Ireland will take the opportunity presented by the new RDP to introduce voluntary measures designed to improve water quality in a number of areas:  specifically, certain salmon rivers and pearl mussel habitats, and the catchments of certain western lakes.
Air Quality

The EPA’s third State of the Environment Report “Ireland's Environment 2004” states that: “Serious outdoor air quality problems do not exist in Ireland.  The winter smog problems associated with coal combustion that were common in some cities during the 1980s and early 1990s have been eradicated”.  It also notes that, “owing to the success of pollution control, related to stationary sources, emissions from road traffic are now the primary threat to the quality of air in Ireland”.

Air Quality - Mitigation Measures

Agriculture accounts for most ammonia emissions within the Irish economy, arising primarily from animal manure and nitrogen based fertilisers. Reductions in ammonia emissions from organic wastes are taking place due to declining numbers of animals.  Decoupling under the Common Agricultural Policy is likely to maintain the downward trend in livestock populations in Ireland and the ammonia emissions ceiling of 116,000 tonnes set by the EU’s National Emission Ceiling Directive 2001/81/EC is likely to be achieved without further major changes in farming practice.  Ammonia emissions from agriculture in 2004 amounted to 110,725 tonnes.

The main reason for this loss of ammonia is inefficient use of fertiliser.  The Regulations giving effect to the Nitrates Directive lay down fertiliser limits which will give farmers an economic incentive to use nutrients as efficiently as possible, both through more careful selection of spreading periods and by using spreading technology that reduces exposure to the air.

Climate Change

Ireland’s National Climate Change Strategy, published in 2000, provides for a reduction in methane emissions from the national herd equivalent to a reduction in livestock numbers by 10% below 2010 projected levels.  The Strategy provides for an appropriate balance to be maintained between direct reductions in stock numbers and intensification of other measures, including a prioritised research programme to identify means of reducing emissions.  It also provides for N2O emissions arising from nitrogenous fertiliser spreading to be reduced by 10% below expected 2010 levels, supplemented by other measures to reduce N2O emissions from soils.

Climate Change - Trends and Mitigation Measures 

Emissions from the agricultural sector are forecast to fall substantially through the Kyoto commitment period 2008–2012 to an average 17.644 Mt per annum — some 12% below 1990 levels.  These projections assume that full decoupling of agricultural support from production, which began on 1 January 2005 will lead to significant reductions in animal numbers on Irish farms, with a consequent reduction in emissions.  The Environmental Protection Agency has reported that emissions from agriculture decreased from 20.07 Mt in 2003 to 19.88 Mt in 2004, due largely to a reduction in emissions of nitrous oxide from fertilizer use.  Agriculture remains the single largest contributor to the overall emissions, where emissions of methane and nitrous oxide account for almost 29% of the national total of CO2 equivalents.  However this is significantly down from 1990 when agriculture contributed 36% of the total.  

Forestry has a significant role to play in combating climate-change, with a target set in Ireland’s National Climate Change Strategy of 1.01 million tonnes of carbon dioxide sequestered per annum by 2010.  The latest estimates indicate that the level of sequestration in Kyoto-eligible forests, which are mainly those newly established since 1990, will actually reach some 2.1 million tonnes of CO2 per annum during the first Kyoto commitment period 2008-2012.  Forestry also represents a secure and renewable source of energy, which can help reduce our dependence on imported oil, and which has the added advantage of being carbon-neutral.

Biodiversity Status and Protection/Mitigation Measures

The protection of air, water and soil quality and structure including appropriate and diverse land use are each important factors for sustaining biodiversity.  As such agriculture and forestry and the nature/extent of human settlement and its supporting infrastructure are all sources of potential conflict with the objective of maintaining biodiversity.

At present there are two interlinked programmes of government action designed to protect our natural heritage i.e. Natura 2000.  Further detail on these is set out at Appendix 3 of the Draft RDP.  The area designated under the Wild Birds and Habitats Directives is some 650,000 hectares of the whole territory, and 15% of agricultural land.  Ireland’s National Biodiversity Plan was published in 2002 and an Interim Review was published in 2006.  The Plan envisages a major role for agriculture and forestry and the Interim Review records actions already taken. These include:

The rollout of REPS 3 - the Rural Environmental Protection Scheme – in 2004 which now includes a far greater emphasis on biodiversity and, for example, has specific measures for the conservation and maintenance of hedgerows, with options to rejuvenate existing hedgerows and to establish new ones;

The implementation by the Department of Agriculture and Food of a co-ordinated programme for the conservation and utilisation of genetic resources in agriculture, food and forestry, overseen by a National Advisory Committee on Plant and Animal Genetic Resources;

The employment of forest ecologists by both Coillte and the Forestry Service of the Department of Agriculture and Food;

The completion of over 4000 Commonage Framework Plans - designed to eliminate overgrazing resulting from excessive sheep stocking levels; 

Traditional landscapes in Ireland reflect the fact that Irish agriculture is predominantly grass-based and extensive.  Though a small proportion of the more intensive dairy and tillage farmers may intensify further, there are a number of factors that will preserve traditional landscapes:

Decoupling, which will encourage farmers to keep their production at existing levels or even to reduce it;

The continued high level of participation in the Rural Environmental Protection Scheme;

The continued growth of part-time farming.

Any risk to the preservation of traditional landscapes is in fact more likely to take the form of abandonment of land as a result of decoupling and the trend towards part-time farming.  That risk will be offset by the obligation under the Single Farm Payment scheme to keep land in good agricultural and environmental condition, but this will be supplemented in the Rural Environmental Protection Scheme that sets a high standard of conservation of landscapes by participants. 

Forestry, and in particular well-planned forestry can contribute positively to biodiversity.  Existing Guidelines describe practical measures to achieve biodiversity objectives.  These include the need to identify existing habitats and fauna of particular interest; the importance of species selection; and the incorporation of open area and retained habitat in the forest.  The pattern of Irish forestry is changing to one of smaller forests with greater species diversity, embedded in a mixed landscape of cropland, pasture, wetland and upland.  This is yielding a mosaic of different habitat types.  Taking account of recent research on biodiversity, the rural development programme  will develop this trend and will address ways to support forestry with enhanced environmental objectives such as the extension of wildlife corridors, riparian planting and a scheme based on the provision for forest-environment payments. 

Less Favoured Areas account for 75% of our agricultural land and a similar proportion of High Nature Value areas are situated in them.  The maintenance of farming in these areas is therefore extremely important from a biodiversity perspective. 

Biodiversity trends in bird life are measured by BirdWatch Ireland.  Their Countryside Bird Survey 2005 does not show dramatic changes in bird populations.  For the 1998–2004 period, BWI measured trends for 57 species. Overall there were significant increases in 18 species and declines in 10.  They summarise the results of their Survey as follows:

“The CBS has shown that most common bird populations have remained stable over the past seven seasons.  Relatively few species show significant declines, and it appears that there is some consistency among species occupying similar habitats.  However these results are based on just seven seasons, which is still a relatively short time period. Nonetheless, it is a good baseline for future comparisons.  These results will assist in greatly implementing measures to help protect breeding bird populations in Ireland.”

Ireland’s agri-environment measure, REPS, protects wild bird and animal populations through several of its elements, particularly the requirements for retention and management of hedgerows and habitats, and supplementary measures designed specifically to conserve bird populations, such as measures for protection of the corncrake and for the growing of food for wild birds through the LINNET project described later in this Report. 

Other REPS measures aimed at enhancing and protecting biodiversity generally also benefit bird populations through preserving habitats and food supplies: e.g. measures dealing with hedgerows, habitats, field margins, and biodiversity options such as nature corridors, species-rich grassland, tree planting and environmental management of set-aside.  The emphasis on biodiversity will be retained and increased in the agri-environment and Natura measures in the new Programming Period.

Renewable Energy 

While the potential contribution from agriculture is still under examination, it is already clear that forestry has a significant contribution to make.  Ireland is still reliant on imported energy to the tune of 87%. In order to reverse this trend, The Minister for Communications, Marine and Natural Resources has launched an initiative to increase the use of renewable energy technologies in electricity production.  Under this, electricity production from renewable sources will increase from 5.2% in 2004 to 13.2% by 2010.  Wood fuel has a significant contribution to make towards this target through CHP (Combined Heat and Power) plants.  Perhaps the biggest contribution of wood fuel will be in the area of heat provision.  A scheme to support commercial scale wood-chip boilers in the 100 to 1,000 kW range using small-dimension timber will be announced in the near future by Sustainable Energy Ireland.

Based on the level of afforestation established since the mid-1980s, the contribution of forestry thinnings to the national energy supply chain will increase from 0.2 PJ (Peta Joules) in 2006 to 2.0 PJ in 2020.  This is indicative also of the potential future contribution of forestry to energy needs. 

6. DESCRIPTION OF AXES AND MEASURES PROPOSED FOR EACH AXIS

As set out in Ireland’s Rural Development National Strategy 2007-2013, the programme will contribute to each of the three objectives detailed in Article 4 of the Council Regulation (EC) No 1698/2005, namely,

Improving the competitiveness of agriculture and forestry by supporting restructuring, development and innovation (Axis 1);

Improving the environment and the countryside by supporting land management (Axis 2); and

Improving the quality of life in rural areas and encouraging diversification of economic activity (Axes 3 and 4).

It will provide support through the various Measures presented below.  The associated funding is also given to provided an indication of the scale of the Measures proposed. 

	Measure
	Cost €m

	Axis 1
	

	Agricultural Training (Teagasc)
	Awaited

	Installation Aid
	63

	Early Retirement
	418

	On farm Investment
	150

	Use of Advisory Services (Forestry)
	34

	Forestry Training 
	

	Woodland Improvement 
	

	Adding Value to Forestry Products
	

	Co-operation for new products/processes – forestry
	

	Forest Infrastructure
	

	Sub-Total Axis 1
	665*

	Axis 2
	

	Less Favoured Areas – Compensatory Allowances
	1799

	Agri-Environment/Natura 2000
	2982

	Animal Welfare/Breeding
	250

	First Afforestation of Agricultural Land
	898

	First Establishment of Agro-forestry systems
	36

	First Afforestation of non-agricultural land
	

	Forest environment payments
	

	Reconstitution and protection of woodlands
	

	Non-productive investments – forestry
	

	Sub-Total Axis 2 
	5965

	Axes 3 & 4 
	

	Diversification
	16.66

	Enterprise
	48.26

	Tourism
	45.40

	Basic services
	49.61

	Village renewal
	54.20

	Conservation
	51.70

	Training
	21.55

	Animation
	34.63

	Local Strategy
	4.10

	Co-op
	10.70

	LAG Administration
	80.73

	Technical Assistance e.g. Network
	7.90

	Sub-Total Axes 3 & 4
	425

	Overall Total
	7055*


* Excludes training for which figure awaited.
7.  IDENTIFYING ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS

The SEA Directive states that the evaluation of the impact on the environment must include consideration of issues such as:

Biodiversity, Population, Human Health, Fauna, Flora, Soil, Water, Air, Climatic Factors, Material Assets, Cultural Heritage including Architectural and Archaeological Heritage

Effects to be considered should include Secondary, Cumulative, Synergistic, Short, Medium and Long-term, Permanent and Temporary, Positive and Negative Effects.

While any plan/programme may have a very large number of environmental effects this is particularly the case for the RDP as it covers the total territory of Ireland and involves a wide range of development elements including social, physical infrastructure and land use.  The key issue from a SEA perspective is to identify those effects likely to be significant.

To identify the potential significant environmental effects arising from implementation of the proposed RDP an initial assessment for environmental significance in respect of each of the proposed Measures under the three Axes was carried out.  Subsequent to that those Measures with a sufficient degree of commonality were aggregated under working headings and further assessed in detail for their potential environmental significance, mitigation, monitoring etc.

To assist in the assessment, implications and understanding of the very wide range of Measures, each with a varying degree of potential environmental significance acting on a diversity of receptors/issues (biodiversity, population etc.) an Assessment Matrix was prepared in respect of each of the aggregated measures.  The Assessment Matrix took into account the current information on the Programme, its goals and policies, and the environmental sensitivity of the receiving environment.  The positioning of positive and negative environmental effects in the Matrix of “Environmental Significance” assumes the effective implementation of the Mitigation Measures proposed.  

8.  AXIS 1: IMPROVING THE COMPETITIVENESS OF THE AGRICULTURAL AND FORESTRY SECTOR

Summary of Axis 1 Measures

Under this Axis, Measures are designed to meet the objective of improving the competitiveness of the agriculture sector through:

providing farmers and farm families with innovative education and training actions

achieving the transfer of land to young trained farmers better able to meet the new challenges facing Irish agriculture

· encouraging the transfer of holdings from older farmers to young farmers setting up in farming
· through support of capital improvements in farm structures, ensuring that primary agriculture becomes competitive and market-oriented
· supporting afforestation as a viable land use in compliance with the principles of sustainable forest management
8.1.  Agricultural and Forestry Training 
Rationale

Continued support for agricultural training is required in response to the increased competitive pressures in farming.  Decoupling of support payments has created an environment that encourages market focused efficient businesses.  Many farm families, previously considered to be economically viable, are now facing serious challenges due to changes in policy and economic environment.  There is a strong correlation between education and training levels and farm business competitiveness.  The increasing pace and potential impact of current changes mean that farmers will require a broader range of management skills to allow them to adapt more quickly and compete more successfully.  This Measure will support the innovative approaches to design and delivery of training that are required to increase participation.

Objectives

to equip young prospective full and part-time farmers with the skills necessary to embark on a career in farming

to improve the competitiveness of agriculture through the provision of a range of innovative and focussed training actions. 
Target

Young people entering farming, adult farmers, agricultural contractors, migrant workers.

8.1.1. Assessment of Likely Significant Effects
AXIS 1

ASSESSMENT OF POTENTIAL ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS

Agricultural and Forestry Training

	
	No/Little Significance
	Some Significance
	Significant 
	Uncertain

	Biodiversity
	
	+
	
	

	Population
	
	+
	
	

	Human Health
	
	+
	
	

	Fauna
	
	+
	
	

	Flora
	
	+
	
	

	Soil
	
	+
	
	

	Water
	
	+
	
	

	Air 
	
	+
	
	

	Climatic Factors
	
	+
	
	

	Material Assets
	
	+
	
	

	Cultural Heritage (Archaeology, architecture)
	
	+
	
	

	Landscape
	
	+
	
	

	Materials consumption
	
	(-)
	
	


Note: Positive environmental effects are denoted by a +.  Negative effects are denoted by a (-).

Material Assets

Material Assets can most simply be defined as those assets in the environment that have an economic value such as can be bought/sold or otherwise charged for use or required an investment of money or effort to create.  Examples include roads, buildings, clean water, forests, agricultural land etc.
Comments on the Matrix - Agricultural and Forestry Training
The intention is to raise the level of training of those engaged in agriculture, including forestry.  It is long recognised that levels of “Environmental Awareness”, particularly in relation to the protection of the natural environment is greatly enhanced through education in general.  Increased levels of environmental awareness coupled with a greater understanding and abilities in the area of farm and forestry management also have the potential to greatly improve the knowledge base for reducing adverse impacts on the environment (e.g. improved nutrient and soil management including knock-on benefits to surface and groundwater quality etc.)

Similarly studies on human health and education show that levels of health associated with lifestyle (smoking, eating habits, exercise etc.) are strongly linked to education generally, with educated individuals scoring more highly on healthy lifestyle indices than those less well educated.

These strongly positive benefits may be slightly reduced through some negative impacts.  Principal among these would be greater wealth/disposable income that is generally associated with improved education levels and with the stated objective of improved farm business competitiveness being achieved.  Increased levels of disposable income for farmers, agricultural contractors and migrant workers will likely give rise to increased levels in the consumption of goods (including house construction/upgrading, car purchase etc) and the associated consumption of materials, energy and generation of waste.  Another indirect effect of education will likely be some increased levels of traffic generated through increases in off-farm employment that further education will facilitate.  Even taking these latter negative impacts into account it is reasonable to conclude that the overall impact of Training and Education will be positive for the environment as a whole. 

8.1.2. Mitigation Measures for Significant Adverse Effects

The objective of the Measure is to raise the level of education of those engaged in agriculture and/or forestry.  By raising awareness through education, including environmental awareness, the Measure in effect is of itself a Mitigation Measure as regards the protection of the environment against those minor  adverse associated effects identified.

8.1.3. Monitoring of the Environmental Effects of the Proposed Measure(s)

The indicators for monitoring the environmental effects arising from the application of the Measure(s) are set out below.

Indicators
Degree to which Environmental Awareness elements are incorporated in the training and education course(s).

Level of uptake by the target group (including numbers, age profile, gender, farm size and farm/forestry activity mix)

The level of course completions

· The duration of the course(s)
The measured output of these indicators could be usefully integrated with the monitoring results of various environmental quality indicators (biodiversity, water quality etc.)

8.2. Age Structure in Agriculture (Young farmers installation scheme and Early retirement from farming)

Rationale 

The continued rejuvenation of the Irish farming sector is one of the priorities of Irish agricultural policy.  This Scheme will assist those interested in pursuing farming as a career by offsetting the set-up costs associated with such set-up and also provide a mechanism for encouraging investment on such farms.  This Measure is closely linked to the Early Retirement Scheme for farmers.

Objectives 

The objectives of the Scheme are (i) to achieve the transfer of land to young trained farmers better able to meet the new challenges facing Irish agriculture, (ii) to off-set the set-up costs faced by young people when establishing themselves in farming and (iii) to provide assistance for the investments required on such holdings.  Ultimately the aim of these measures is to increase farm productivity.

Target

Both young and old farmers. 
8.2.1. Assessment of Likely Significant Effects
AXIS 1

ASSESSMENT OF POTENTIAL ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS
Age Structure in Agriculture and Productivity Measures
	
	No/Little Significance
	Some Significance
	Significant 
	Uncertain

	Biodiversity
	
	+
	
	

	Population
	
	+
	
	

	Human Health
	+
	
	
	

	Fauna
	
	+
	
	

	Flora
	
	+
	
	

	Soil
	
	+
	
	

	Water
	
	+
	
	

	Air 
	+
	
	
	

	Climatic Factors
	+
	
	
	

	Material Assets
	
	+
	
	

	Cultural Heritage (Archaeology, architecture)
	
	+
	
	

	Landscape
	
	+
	
	


Note: Positive environmental effects are denoted by a +.  Negative effects are denoted by a (-).

Comments on the Matrix - Age Structure in Agriculture and Productivity Measures
Assuming the primary objective of increasing the ratio of young trained farmers to older less skilled farmers is achieved there are a number of potential environmental effects arising.  With “traditional” lower intensity farming with fewer inputs now being replaced by more efficient and productive agricultural practices the potential for adverse effects on the environment may increase somewhat.  However the objective of having a younger, better trained farming community should have the same positive benefits that are expected to be associated with the Training and Education in Agriculture Measure, i.e. young, trained farmers are more likely to be environmentally aware and to have the necessary farm management skills and capability to reduce or eliminate any significance (negative) environmental effects that increased farm productivity might have.  Also it is worthy of note that in terms of impacts on the environment losses of nutrients, soil erosion and water pollution all represent losses to the agricultural system.  As such these losses work against true agricultural productivity and for the latter stated objective of the RDP to be achieved the education and training measures should, and does, take account of these issues.  It is concluded therefore that overall this Measure can have a positive environmental effect.

8.2.2.  Mitigation of Significant Environmental Effects

No significant environmental effects are anticipated, consequently mitigation is considered unnecessary for this Measure

8.2.3. Monitoring of the Environmental Effects of the Proposed Measure(s)

While no significant environmental effects are anticipated from this Measure some useful monitoring could be undertaken.  The indicators for monitoring are set out below.  All values are to be compared to current “baseline” values in order that the magnitude and rate of change can be assessed.

Indicators:

Level of farm transfers

Uptake of financial supports (the amount of financial support per participant)

Numbers of participants as a proportion of the target group (including numbers, age profile, gender, farm size and farm/forestry activity mix)

Farm productivity (farm output and income per participant)

The measured output of these indicators could be usefully integrated with the monitoring results of various environmental quality indicators (biodiversity, water quality etc.)

8.3.  Farm Improvement Schemes

Rationale 

The agri-food industry faces significant opportunities and threats.  There must be a focus on market orientation and competitiveness at all levels.  This must be done in a manner that ensures the highest level of food safety and with regard to the environment and animal welfare.  This measure addresses the need for associated capital investment at farm level.

Objectives of the measure

The measure will have four strands or sub-measures:

General Farm Improvement

The objectives of this sub-measure are (i) to ensure that the agriculture sector in Ireland becomes more competitive and market-oriented; (ii) to promote higher quality production on Irish farms; (iii) to promote diversification of activities on Irish farms, thereby providing other sources of agricultural income; (iv) to promote higher standards of animal welfare and protection of health and safety on Irish farms; and (v) to ensure higher environmental standards on Irish farms. 

Modernisation of horticultural holdings

This sub-measure is intended to assist in the development of the Horticulture sector (including bee-keeping) by grant aiding capital investment in specialised plant and equipment in commercial horticulture.  The scheme aims to promote the diversification of on-farm activities; improve the quality of the products; facilitate environmentally friendly practices and improve working conditions.

Investment aid for the development of the potato sector

This sub-measure is intended to assist in the development of the Potato sector.  The scheme aims to speed up improvements in the marketing infrastructure and to improve efficiency and productivity of the potato sector.  This will be achieved by providing grant aid to potato producers towards the capital costs of equipment and facilities for the production, storage and marketing of potatoes.   

Investment aid for the development of the organic sector

This sub-measure is intended to assist in the development of the Organic sector.  The aim is to ensure a regular supply of high quality organic produce to the market. 

Elements of this organic produce promotion scheme also appear under Axis 2 and the environmental effects are dealt with in that Section (Section 9.5).

The key elements of environmental relevance as regards this assessment of the Farm Improvement Schemes are:

· Diversification of activities on farms (horticulture, potato growing, organic farming, bee-keeping etc.)

· Higher standards of health and safety

· Improved environmental practices

· Improved animal welfare

8.3.1. Assessment of Likely Significant Effects

AXIS 1

ASSESSMENT OF POTENTIAL ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS

Farm Improvement Measures
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Note: Positive environmental effects are denoted by a +.  Negative effects are denoted by a (-).

Comments on the Matrix – Farm Improvement Measures

As a general principal it is recognised that diversity in agricultural land use also leads to diversity in the associated flora and fauna.  This is in stark contrast to the decline in biodiversity that is so closely associated with areas where large tracts of contiguous lands have been devoted to monoculture as has been amply demonstrated in other parts of the world.

The central theme of the Farm Improvement Measures is to promote diversification of farm activities that are supported in a manner that promotes higher standards for environmental protection, health, safety, and animal welfare.  Maintenance of diversification of land use also has an impact of maintaining and protecting established landscapes.  These all have potentially positive environmental effects of varying significance.  While some minor negative environmental effects may be associated with demands for an increase in unit output that will inevitably accompany farm modernisation these are considered to be more than offset by the positive effects identified.  It is noted also that much of the emphasis of the Schemes is devoted to improved quality, higher value, produce rather than simply increased quantity of farm output.

Benefits of “Some Significance” will also apply to “Material Assets” insofar as the Measures will assist in maintaining the productive use of land and help offset any trend towards land abandonment.

8.3.2. Mitigation of Significant Environmental Effects

As no adverse impacts of any significance are predicted, specific mitigation measures are not considered necessary.

8.3.3. Monitoring of the Environmental Effects of the Proposed Measure(s)

As no adverse impacts of any significance are predicted, specific monitoring measures are not considered necessary.  Useful indicators of the rate of progress towards obtaining the objectives are presented below.
Indicators
· Level of uptake of supports

· Land use patterns

· Output of organic (certified) produce

· Veterinary inspections (animal health)

8.4.  Forestry Related Measures

Under Axis I there are a number of Measures proposed to promote forestry related activity.  

Note: There are also a number of related Measures for forestry proposed under Axis 2 “Improving the Environment and the Countryside"- Afforestation Related Measures” that are assessed under that section later in this Report.

(a) Use of Forestry Advisory Services

(b) Woodland Improvement –thinning, shaping, pruning and tending scheme

(c) Adding Value to Forestry Products

(d) Co-operation for development of new products, processes etc.

(e) Forest Infrastructure Scheme

(a) Use of Forestry Advisory Services

Rationale:

Over 90% of all new planting in Ireland is by farmers, most with very little background in forestry. There is a need to provide vocational training and information actions to educate and inform new forest-owners in order to achieve the best return on their investment and to improve the competitiveness of the forestry sector.

Objectives:
· Promote knowledge on the sustainable management of forests.

· Support vocational training and information actions.

· The provision of vocational training and information actions will assist forest owners to adapt, improve and facilitate forest management and improve the overall performance and competitiveness of their forests.

(b) Woodland Improvement (Thinning, Shaping, Pruning and Tending Scheme)

Rationale: 

The private forest estate in Ireland has increased in size over the past 15 years and has now reached a level of maturity where shaping and thinning operations are now necessary in order to improve its economic value.  Thinning increases the total volume yield of usable timber over the lifetime of the crop and provides an intermediate source of timber before final clear fell.
Objectives:
The funding of shaping, tending and thinning operations at year 4 to 15 of plantation cycle to improve quality of crop and therefore increase its economic value.  The operations will be conducted under the principles of “Sustainable Forest Management” and as per the ‘Code of Best Forest Practice – Ireland.”

To support investment in equipment for thinning and/or harvesting where appropriate.

(c) Adding Value to Forestry Products 
Rationale: 

· Adding value to forestry products at the level of the micro-enterprise will maximise the contribution of forestry to the local/regional economy.  

· Recent studies (e.g. Foresight) have highlighted the growing importance of innovation for continued rural development.

· New uses for forestry products are emerging (foliage, plant oils, wood energy) and these should be encouraged.

Objectives of the measure:  

· To increase the Gross Value Added from the forestry sector

· To encourage innovation

· To support wood energy initiatives including investment in capital equipment

· To develop new processes and products within the forestry sector.

· To improve management of seed stands and seed orchards. 

(d) Co-operation for development of new products, processes etc.

Rationale for intervention: 

There is scope for improved efficiency in the Irish forest industry in areas such as the supply chain.  The industry is quite fragmented and greater co-operation between primary producers and downstream industry would improve efficiencies. 

Objectives: 

· to promote better vertical integration

· to improve efficiencies in the supply chain

· to optimise the use of ICT in the sector
(e) Forest Infrastructure Scheme

Rationale for intervention: 

To improve the competitiveness of Irish forests.  As the private forestry estate matures, further investment in infrastructure is required to improve access to forests for development/management and harvesting purposes.  Infrastructural supports are also necessary for recreation and amenity purposes where there is scope for the development of forest-based enterprises.  In the case of management roads, these roads are generally constructed before planting, however some may be built prior to canopy closure, for the purpose of forest management.  With this in mind, and due to the increase in Ireland’s forestry cover over the past 15 years, the need for further investment in forest infrastructure, including roads, has also increased accordingly.  The construction and improvement of forest infrastructure also has a safety consideration in that forest roads are required for fire fighting equipment access as specified in the Fire Plans contained within Forest Management Plans. 

Objectives: 

Provide funding for the construction of development/management and harvesting roads and other infrastructure (bell-mouths, turn-tables, drains, culverts and bridges) to improve the economic value of the forests, improve competitiveness and provide access for emergency vehicles.  Management roads are an essential element of forest management operations, providing access for equipment and labour in order to implement shaping, thinning and tending operations.  As the life of plantation progresses the management roads are maintained and ultimately become part of the harvesting road infrastructure.  In order to facilitate successful thinning and clearfell of a forest crop, access by timber trucks is essential.  The optimum road density for a given site is dependent on a number of factors such as volume of timber to be harvested and extraction method to be used.  In order to avail of funding for a harvesting road, the timber must be ready for clearfell within 5 years of construction of the road. 

To support the development of new forest-based enterprises centred around recreation and amenity.  For the optimum development of forests for these purposes, it is necessary to provide support for essential infrastructure such as power supply, lighting, signage and sanitary services.

The overall result of these various Measures in the forestry sector will be to increase the level of forest with a concurrent improvement in forest quality, output quality and value.  It will likely achieve a shift in the current balance of extensive plantations in poor soils/remote regions towards higher quality, better managed plantations in more dispersed groups and located on higher quality lands.  Harvesting and extraction will also be improved by the provision of access roads.  In many instances the Measures will make forestry a viable alternative to more traditional forms of land use (e.g. grazing, beet production etc.) the income aspects of which are coming under increasing pressure for a variety of reasons. as a consequence of decoupling, sugar beet industry decline and similar measures resulting from international/global agreements on the liberalisation of trade.

8.4.1. Assessment of Likely Significant Effects

There is a close similarity between these various forestry related Measures in terms of their overall environmental effect. Consequently the Matrix as presented below is based on an initial assessment of the likely significant environmental effects for each of these Measures using similar assessment matrices.  The results were then aggregated to give the overall environmental significance for each environmental parameter.

AXIS 1

ASSESSMENT OF POTENTIAL ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS

Forestry Related Measures
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Note: Positive environmental effects are denoted by a +.  Negative effects are denoted by a (-).

Comments on the Matrix – Forestry Related Measures

The environmental effects of these changes are primarily positive and include the following:

Extensive areas of single species plantations have been the norm in the past and these can in many instances have adverse implications for biodiversity.  In this instance the shift to more dispersed, better managed, plantations provides the opportunity for the creation of greater diversity of habitat for flora and fauna at forest margins and consequent benefits for the encouragement of biodiversity.  Achieving this result will be dependant on the provision of an appropriate mix of tree species, extent of plantations, open clearings etc.  The intended training and educational supports proposed under many of the Measures should greatly assist in achieving this.

Other positive effects are the maintenance of populations in rural locations both at plantation level and in downstream use such as in the (potentially local) production of a range of wood products including wood energy products (production of wood pellets), the latter from forestry thinnings.  Associated aspects for maintaining a rural population are the promotion of sustainable tourism based on forest recreation.  These population positive Measures will help offset “flight from the land” that is an increasing global trend and will assist in the prevention of land abandonment.

In respect of “Climatic Factors” and the Kyoto Protocol targets for climate change mitigation the promotion of afforestation is of “Some Significance” in that firstly forest growth captures carbon dioxide while secondly the creation of wood product substitutes such as timber frame housing and wood pellets have the benefit of being carbon neutral.

The Measures will afford the opportunity for greater diversity of land use and the greater biodiversity that flows from that.  This benefit to biodiversity is dependant on the effective adherence to the Code of Best Forest Practice (See mitigation Measures below).  Similarly “Cultural Heritage” and “Landscape” are dependant on best practice being adhered to. 

Adherence to the Code of Best Forest Practice (See Mitigation below) is of key importance in the case of protection of water quality as there is real potential for adverse impacts.  Sufficient setback from water courses, strict adherence to avoidance of: undue soil disturbance, fertiliser application and acid runoff (conifer plantations) are important factors if water quality is not to be compromised.

While the Measure also involves the promotion of downstream forest product production this is considered to have little potential for significant adverse environmental impacts.  All such associated developments will be subject to assessment and control (See Mitigation of Significant Environmental Effects below).  
Mitigation of Significant Environmental Effects 

All planting in Ireland is done in compliance with the Code of Best Forest Practice – Ireland, and a suite of environmental and forestry practice guidelines (relating to water quality, landscape, archaeology, biodiversity, harvesting, aerial fertilisation and forest protection), as well as by the work of the Forest Service Inspectorate.  The Code of Best Forest Practice – Ireland, and the environmental and forestry practice guidelines are an integrated package for forest practitioners, which outline operational procedures that help to protect the environment.  Availing of the knowledge of the Forestry Advisory Services also has an important role to play in mitigating negative impacts.

Where production facilities for the manufacture of downstream forest products arise these will be subject to development consent from the local authority in whose administrative area the enterprise is to be established.  Such development consents contain binding conditions that can include conditions aimed at environmental protection that are specific to the project.  Where large scale downstream projects arise that are likely to have significant environmental effects these are subject under the EU Directive 85/337/EEC “on the assessment of certain public and private projects on the environment” (otherwise known as the EIA Directive), and implementing Regulations and amendments to a formal, detailed Environmental Impact Assessment on a project by project basis.
Monitoring of the Environmental Effects of the Proposed Measure(s)
Monitoring of the effects of this measure could most effectively be carried out by the Forest Service Inspectorate

Indicators

· Uptake of supports

· Land use patterns

· Water quality 

· Growth in the number/output of sawmills 

· Number of development consents for forest product related production facilities

9. AXIS 2 IMPROVING THE ENVIRONMENT AND THE COUNTRYSIDE

Summary of Axis 2 Measures
Under this Axis, Measures are designed to protect and enhance natural resources and landscapes in rural areas.  In so doing they will contribute to the EU priority areas of:

Biodiversity and the preservation and development of high nature value farming and forestry systems and traditional agricultural landscapes;

Water

Climate change

The Measures will contribute to the implementation of the agricultural and forestry Natura 2000 network, to the Gotebörg commitment to reverse biodiversity decline by 2010, to the objectives laid down in Directive 2000/60/EC establishing a framework for Community action in the field of water policy (the Water Framework Directive) and to the Kyoto Protocol targets for climate change mitigation.

The Measures chosen are designed to meet the Axis 2 objective through:

Ensuring continued agricultural land use, thereby contributing to the maintenance of a viable rural society

Promoting environmental services and animal-friendly farming practices

Preserving the farmed landscape

Encouraging the development of new and existing forests and woodlands

EU Directives - Nature, Biodiversity and Water Quality Protection

EU Birds Directive (79/409/EEC) and the EU Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC
The key nature and biodiversity protection measures in Ireland are the designation of specified lands as protected areas within the Natura 2000 Network.  The Natura 2000 Network is a network of important ecological sites across the European Union. It is comprised of areas known as Special Protection Areas (SPAs) and Special Areas of Conservations (SACs).  SPAs are designated areas for the protection and conservation of birds under the EU Birds Directive (79/409/EEC) while SACs are wildlife conservation areas that are considered to be important in both a national and European context.  The SACs are selected according to the EU Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC) which lists certain habitats and species that must be protected.

The total land and freshwater area within the Natura network in Ireland is some 11,644km2: this includes some 2,300km2 of designated marine areas.  In Ireland the Natura 2000 designations largely relate to Natural Heritage Areas (NHAs).  This is a national designation and many of the NHA sites have overlapping Natura 2000 designation.  Some NHA sites however are not designated under Natura 2000 but are important in a national context. (Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government).
EU Water Framework Directive (WFD)

The primary Directive for the protection of surface and groundwaters in Europe is the EU Directive 2000/60/EC (also known as the Water Framework Directive or the WFD).  This overarching Directive seeks to protect waters on the basis of an “integrated river basin management” approach.

Relationship of Natura 2000 Network to the RDP

The designation of an area as a site in the Natura 2000 Network does not mean the limitation of activities within the site and surrounding area if these are environmentally sustainable and do not affect the integrity of the area or its habitats, or the objectives of species conservation.

The Draft RDP does not set out to “develop” (in the conventional sense of increased production, altered land use) or to intensify existing land use practice within these designated areas.  Rather a central objective of the Draft RDP is to ensure that in the context of rural development these areas are proactively encouraged to apply land management practices that are not only compatible with their nature conservation status but to improve that status over time.  This objective is to be achieved by a number of Measures under Axis 2. Those Measures primarily related to Nature Conservation are as follows:

(a) Less Favoured Areas Compensatory Allowances Scheme

(b) Natura 2000 (and linked to the Water Framework Directive) Payments Scheme 

Rural Environment Protection Scheme (REPS)

Commonage Land Outside the Natura 2000 Network

Natural Heritage Areas (NHAs ) Outside the Natura 2000 Network

9.1.  Less Favoured Areas Compensatory Allowances Scheme

Rationale

In order to avoid land abandonment, compensatory allowances seek to compensate those farming in agriculturally disadvantaged areas. The compensatory allowances scheme encourages sustainable use of agricultural land in less favoured areas and takes account of environmental protection requirements.  The scheme ensures continued agricultural land use thereby contributing to maintaining the countryside.

Objective

Farmers in Less Favoured Areas face significant handicaps deriving from factors such as remoteness, difficult topography and poor soil conditions. They tend to have lower farm productivity and higher unit production costs than farmers in other areas.  Without financial support, these lower returns from farming would pose a significant threat to the future viability of these farming communities.

Support under the scheme, therefore, will contribute to:

Ensuring continued agricultural land use, thereby contributing to the maintenance of a viable rural society

Maintaining the countryside

Maintaining and promoting sustainable farming systems which in particular take account of environmental protection requirements.

9.2. Natura 2000 Payments and Payments Linked to the WFD
Rationale for intervention:

Support for farmers is necessary to help address specific disadvantages in the areas concerned with the implementation of Council Directive 79/409/EEC of 2 April 1979 on the conservation of wild birds and Council Directive 92/43/EEC of 21 May 1992 on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora in order to contribute to the effective management of Natura 2000 sites.

Objectives of the measure:

To contribute to positive environmental management of farmed Natura 2000 sites and river catchments in the implementation of the Birds Directive, the Habitats Directive and the Water Framework Directive. 

Scope and actions:

Payments under this measure will only be available to farmers participating in the Agri-Environment Measure, the Rural Environment Protection Scheme (REPS) and are additional to those under the latter Scheme (For a more complete description of REPS see below).  Farmers electing to remain outside of REPS shall not be entitled to payment under this measure but may apply to National State funded Scheme operated by the National Parks and Wildlife Service of the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government for payment.

Farmers participating in the agri-environment measure ‘REPS’ with utilisable agricultural land in Natura 2000 sites will be obliged to subscribe to this measure. 
The actions required at farm level will be incorporated into a farm plan for all the land of the holding to include both the Natura 2000 and the Agri-Environment measures.

Preparation of the Natura 2000 element of the farm plan must have environmentalist input and will provide for: 

· stocking regime for sheep and other stock, including limits on numbers

· conditions for the conservation of landscape and other environmental features

· restrictions on use of inputs and control of unwanted scrub and plants

· measures to regenerate overgrazed areas of land  

· specific conditions relating to cultivation on machair

· where necessary, additional conditions may be added to the agreement to cover particular environmental needs

· appropriate conditions for the protection of Birds listed in the Birds and Habitats Directives


Participants in this Measure must comply with the farming conditions for these specific areas.
Farming conditions for the following specific habitat types have been agreed and must be complied with:

conditions for the conservation of the Burren

· blanket bogs, heaths and upland grasslands

· sand dune and machair areas

Shannon Callow Wet Grassland and Corncrake Habitat

9.3. Rural Environment Protection Scheme

Rationale for intervention 
Agri-environmental payments play an important role in supporting sustainable development in rural areas and in responding to society’s increasing demand for environmental services.  This measure should encourage farmers to introduce or continue to apply agricultural production methods compatible with the protection of the environment, the landscape and it’s features.  The Measure includes pro-active elements so that a farmer does not simply conserve the existing environment but restores or enhances it.

It is noted also that a consultative process for the revised REPS scheme as part of the Rural Development Plan 2007-2013 was launched towards the end of 2005.  This consultative process canvassed the views of a wide range of stakeholders including not only the farm organizations, but environmental groups, fisheries boards, local authorities and many others also.  This process is continuing in 2006.

Objectives of the measure

To promote

ways of using agricultural land which are compatible with the protection and improvement of the environment, biodiversity, the landscape and its features, climate change, natural resources, water quality, the soil and genetic diversity

environmentally-favourable farming systems

the conservation of high nature-value farmed environments which are under threat

the upkeep of historical features on agricultural land

the use of environmental planning in farming practice

· To protect against land abandonment

· To sustain the social fabric in rural communities

· To promote conversion to organic production standards

Summary Description of REPS Measures

Measure 1 -Follow a farm nutrient management plan prepared for the total area of the farm.
Measure – Adopt an appropriate grassland and soil management plan for the total area of the farm
Measure 3 – Protect and maintain Watercourses, Waterbodies and Wells.

Measure 4 - Retain wildlife habitats 

Measure 5 – Maintain Farm and Field Boundaries.
Measure 6 – Restrict the use of pesticides and fertilisers in and around hedgerows, lakes, ponds, rivers and streams.

Measure 7 – Protect features of historical and/or archaeological interest.

Measure 8 – Maintain and Improve Visual Appearance of the Farm and Farmyard

Measure 9 – Produce tillage crops respecting environmental principles

Measure 10 – Undertake Training in Environmentally Friendly Farming Practices

Measure 11 – Prepare, monitor and update agri-environmental plan in consultation with planner and keep such farm and environmental records as may be prescribed by the Minister

There are also a number of additional Supplementary Measures and some Biodiversity Undertakings required.

9.3.1. Supplementary Measures 

Supplementary Measure – Conservation of Animal Genetic Resources
The objective is to assist farmers participating in REPS to rear farm animals of local breeds, indigenous to the area, that are in danger of being lost to farming.
Supplementary Measure – Riparian Zones

The objective is to provide shade to overly exposed designated river channels and water bodies, to stabilise riverbanks and to intercept nutrients transported in overland flow.

Supplementary Measure – LINNET (Land Invested in Nature, Natural Eco–Tillage) Habitats

The objective is to alleviate the trend of landscape homogenisation and simplification by encouraging the small-scale production of cereal plots, especially in areas dominated by grassland.

Supplementary Measure - Low input Tillage crops

The objective is to alleviate the trend of landscape homogenisation and simplification by encouraging the small-scale production of cereal plots, especially in areas dominated by grassland.

Supplementary Measure – Eco Tillage

Continuous arable production can deplete soil organic matter (carbon) leading to a weakening of soil structure and an increase in the potential for soil erosion, run off and associated loss of soil biota.

Supplementary Measure – Importation of Organic Nitrogen
The objective is to improve and protect soil structure and increase soil biota on arable farms by reducing cultivations and increasing organic matter.  This will also contribute to the delivery of water quality objectives by promoting the use of organic fertilisers as a means of meeting the crop nutrient requirements

Supplementary Measure – Traditional Farm Enterprises

There has been a trend away from t with the associated loss of biodiversity around farm homesteads. 

The objective is to encourage target actions around farmyards for the production of homegrown food and traditional small farm enterprises

Traditional Irish Orchards

The objective is to recreate orchards containing traditional varieties of native fruit trees.  This will increase the biodiversity of the local landscape and provide a habitat for wildlife on the farm. 
Supplementary Measure – Traditional sustainable grazing.

The objective is to contribute to the National Biodiversity Plan via maintenance of specific habitats for conservation of flora and fauna and prescribing grazing breeds most suitable to marginal land and the maintenance of farming on lands most vulnerable to abandonment

Supplementary Measure – Clover Swards

The objective is to contribute to the delivery of water quality by promoting the uptake of incorporating clover into suitable grassland to reduce the dependency on nitrogenous fertilisers.

Supplementary Measure – Conservation of Wild Bird Habitat 

The objective is to enhance the habitat structure and availability of breeding sites for the corncrake.  BirdWatch Ireland will be directly involved in the delivery of this supplementary measure.
Supplementary Measure – Lake Catchments

The objective of this supplementary measure is to contribute to cross-sectoral actions aimed at improving water quality.

Supplementary Measure – Heritage Buildings

Traditional farm buildings are important features on the landscape. While maintenance of existing structures is required under measure 8 of the general scheme no provision is made for buildings of architectural, historical or heritage value in need of restorative intervention.  

The objective of this supplementary measure is the identification and selection of prime examples of local vernacular traditional farm buildings for retention and conservation utilising traditional materials and crafts.

The Irish Heritage Council will have direct involvement in the delivery of this supplementary measure.

9.3.2. Commonage Land outside the Natura 2000 Network.

The farming conditions for commonage land are set out in Commonage Framework Plans.  These plans set out the environmental condition of the commonage and appropriate agricultural activity to ensure environmental sustainability, including where necessary a reduction in the grazing pressure to be achieved by destocking of sheep. Approximately 60% of Commonage land is designated under Natura 2000 and will be included in the proposed complimentary Natura 2000 measure.  Areas of commonage not within the Natura 2000 network are subject to similar farming conditions.

9.3.3.  Natural Heritage Areas (NHA’s) outside the Natura 2000 Network
The basic designation for wildlife in Ireland is the Natural Heritage Area.  This is a national designation and many of the NHA sites have overlapping Natura 2000 designation. Some NHA sites however are not designated under Natura 2000 but are important in a national context.  

Training

The provision of training in farming systems compatible with good environmental practice is an important requirement of the scheme.  Under the scheme, farmers will be required to attend approved education courses.  

These courses are designed to provide new or prospective applicants to the REPS scheme with:

An introduction to the scheme and an understanding of its objectives and measures

Explanation of such requirements in general and under the individual measures, covering areas such as nutrient management, farming practices, record keeping, etc.

General scheme information such as compliance checks and penalty provisions

Education on the consequences of agricultural pollution and its avoidance

An appreciation of the importance and preservation of National Heritage Areas, Natura 2000 sites, archaeological features, wildlife habitats, etc.

A practical demonstration involving a visit to an approved REPS demonstration farm.

9.3.4. Assessment of Likely Significant Effects

AXIS 2

ASSESSMENT OF POTENTIAL ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS

Improving the Environment and the Countryside

(Primarily Nature Conservation Related Measures)

	
	No/Little Significance
	Some Significance
	Significant 
	Uncertain

	Biodiversity
	
	
	+
	

	Population
	
	+
	
	

	Human Health
	+
	
	
	

	Fauna
	
	
	+
	

	Flora
	
	
	+
	

	Soil
	
	
	+
	

	Water
	
	
	+
	

	Air 
	
	+
	
	

	Climatic Factors
	
	+
	
	

	Material Assets
	
	+
	
	

	Cultural Heritage (Archaeology, architecture)
	
	+
	
	

	Landscape
	
	
	+
	


Note: Positive environmental effects are denoted by a +.  Negative effects are denoted by a (-).
Comments on the Matrix- Improving the Environment and the Countryside (Primarily Nature Conservation Related Measures)
These Measures will, as is the intention, make a “Significant” contribution to the conservation of natural habitats and to the conservation of the floral and faunal species these habitats support.  As such the Measures represent the single most important element of the Draft RDP as regards the protection of biodiversity.  With sufficient resources and application the Measures should be at least capable of arresting the rate of decline in biodiversity in these areas while also providing for the possibility of regaining some species lost to Ireland and strengthening the status of others.

This Measure will also have positive impacts on biodiversity beyond national boundaries in that it affords protection to a range of migratory species and acts to conserve the habitats such species use for that part of their life cycle spent in Ireland.

Impacts of “Some Significance” are the Measures’ contribution to the conservation of soil and water that low intensity, environmentally driven, informed agricultural practices can achieve.  (Ensuring that informed agricultural practices are applied is provided for by way of the training and technical advice elements that are an inherent part of the Measures).  Through the financial supports the Measure provides it also has the positive impact of reducing land abandonment, protecting existing landscapes and maintaining a local human population within and in the locality of the subject areas. The prevention of land abandonment also serves to resist the colonisation of land by invasive non-native plant species such as rhododendron in and around forested areas. 

Provision is made under the Rural Environment Protection Scheme to protect features of historical or archaeological interest and this should assist in making a positive contribution under “Cultural Heritage”.

The key Mitigation Measures in achieving this favourable outcome are detailed below.  For a more comprehensive description the Draft RDP should be consulted.

9.3.5   Mitigation Measures for Significant Adverse Effects

As noted above the “development” elements of the RDP in the context of specified areas for conservation of habitats and species are in effect “Mitigation Measures” aimed at reducing adverse environmental effects that might result from promoting rural development over the wider geographical land area of Ireland.  The Axis 2 Mitigation Measures in respect of the protection of designated habitats and species for conservation are as set out in detail in the Draft RDP, in summary these are:
(c) Less Favoured Areas Compensatory Allowances Scheme

(d) Natura 2000 (and linked to the Water Framework Directive) Payments Scheme 

Rural Environment Protection Scheme (REPS)

Commonage Land Outside the Natura 2000 Network

Natural Heritage Areas (NHAs ) Outside the Natura 2000 Network

9.3.6. Monitoring of the Environmental Effects of the Proposed Measure(s)
These Measures relate to nature conservation in the context of land use. Recommendations on monitoring of this element of the Draft RDP are made later in this Environmental Report (See Section 13, “Monitoring of the Environmental Effects of the Proposed Programme”).

Indicators

Number of REPS participants (by age, gender, land holding type and size)

Land use patterns

Receiving environment quality (air, water, soil etc.) 

· Biodiversity

· Status of designated sites for conservation (extent, “site quality” trends etc.)

9.5. Organic Farming

Farmers may opt to convert all or part of the holding to organic farming and may participate in this measure on a stand-alone basis outside of the general REPS programme. (See also Section 8.3 Farm Improvement Schemes - Investment aid for the development of the organic sector)

Objective

The aim of promoting the organic sector is to address the shortfall in the availability of high quality organic produce including organic cereal crops.  It is expected that this will provide a significant impetus to the organic food sector, driving it into more mainstream production (in contrast to the current level of around 1%).  Financial assistance will be directed at both on and off-farm projects.  The principles and methods employed in organic farming promote practices that co-exist with natural systems and help protect and enhance the environment.
Rational

Organic food is quality food produced to strict, legally based internationally recognised standards.  Organic farming represents a different view of farming systems, which places a strong emphasis on environmentally friendly practices, with particular concern for animal welfare.
9.5.1. Assessment of Likely Significant Effects

Organic farming requires close management of soil structure, application of natural fertilisers and the substitution of natural biological measures for the control of weed and insect pests and diseases.  These requirements all have positive environmental benefits in terms of soil and water quality protection.  However a potentially (minor) negative aspect is that, as is generally acknowledged, to produce the same level of farm output a substantially greater land area is required than in the case of intensive farming with the associated use of artificial fertilisers and pesticides/herbicides.  On balance however the benefits to the environment of organic farming far outweigh any minor negative aspects.

9.5.2. Mitigation of Significant Environmental Effects

As no significant adverse environmental effects are anticipated no mitigating measures are necessary.  However it is noted that the registration requirements as described under Monitoring below provide an added level of protection against unforeseen adverse effects.

9.5.3. Monitoring of the Environmental Effects of the Proposed Measure(s) 

Participants of this measure must hold a licence issued by one of the approved Organic Certifying Bodies, be registered as an organic producer with the Organic Unit of the Department of Agriculture and Food, comply with the provisions of Council Regulation 2092/91 as amended on the organic production area of the holding and be subject to annual inspection

Indicators

Rate of change in number of registered organic farmers compared to current “baseline” organic farming numbers.

Quantity of certified organic produce

9.6. Improving the Environment and the Countryside –Afforestation Related Measures
There are a number of “Afforestation Related Measures” proposed under Axis 2.  These are:

First Afforestation of Agricultural Land

First Afforestation of Non-agricultural Land
First establishment of Agroforestry Systems on Agricultural land
Forest Environment Payments

Reconstitution and Protection of Woodlands

The environmental significance of these various Measures are assessed below.

Note: There are also a number of “Forestry Related Schemes”  proposed under Axis 1 and these are assessed in that section of this Report.

9.6.1. First Afforestation of Agricultural and of Non-agricultural Land
Rationale for intervention

Ireland’s forest cover is one of the lowest in Europe with only 10% of total land cover as opposed to the EU average of 38%.  Since the early 1990s, Ireland has engaged in an afforestation programme in order to stimulate the flow of a range of benefits to the wider community, including enhanced environmental, economic and social returns.  Ireland has always been active in promoting the multifunctional role of forests.  Against this background, The Forest Service published its long-term strategy ‘Growing for the future’ in 1996, which set out to establish a planting programme of 20,000 ha per annum in order to achieve critical scale, which would ultimately lead to a sustainable and well-developed forestry sector. 
Forest recreation is a major non-timber benefit of woodlands and forests.  In Ireland, forests are already one of the most popular and widely used amenities, an estimated 11 million visitors’ utilised forests in 2004.  There is scope for growth in this area through the establishment of new, purpose-built, strategically located recreational forests.  Forest recreation can contribute significantly to rural income, development, employment and health.  The leisure and recreational aspects of Irish forestry has been valued at €38m per annum.  The development and improvement of woodland amenities for public enjoyment, located in and around villages, towns and cities, will create social and environmental benefits for communities.
The up-front costs of investing in forestry are significant in view of the long lead-in time before revenue streams are established.  In addition, forests provide a range of public goods but these are not accounted for in the operation of the market.  Without grant aid, virtually no planting would occur within the State.
Objectives of the measures

· To increase the area under forest in Ireland to contribute towards climate change mitigation.
· To provide a sustainable source of timber for energy purposes
· To provide a sustainable basis for development of the rural economy
· To increase the area of purpose-designed recreational and amenity forests 
· To improve water quality through riparian planting
· To increase overall biodiversity by providing woodland habitat which is under-represented in the complex of habitat types 
Scope and actions:

The provision of 100% establishment grant and annual premiums, up to 20 years, for projects approved by the DAF that are compliant with national and EU legislation and operational and environmental guidelines.  The scheme will be open to farmers however non-farmers may also be eligible, and will support the following operations:

· Ground preparation

· Scrub clearance

· Cost of plants

· Planting

· Fertiliser

· 1st Cleaning/spraying

· Mapping

· Fencing

· Establishment of firelines

· Plan and manage forests for recreation in a sustainable manner

The proposed schemes will also improve on the current measure by encouraging the use of improved and adapted planting stocks and providing supports for the cultivation of wood energy crops. 
9.6.2. First establishment of Agroforestry Systems on Agricultural land

Rationale for intervention:

 There is considerable potential on many Irish farms to plant trees in ways which contribute actively to a better environment, and which complement existing farming practice. This measure provides an opportunity to promote and encourage such planting.  

Objectives of the measure:

Support the production of good quality timber products while providing environmental benefits in a mixed farm context.
9.6.3. Forest Environmental Payments Scheme

Rationale for intervention: 

Potential exists to target REPS farmers with a view to increasing the area of land under forest cover with a particularly high nature value forestry. Potential also exists to provide funding to all existing forest owners who wish to enhance and/or adapt their existing woodlands to maximise their contribution to the environment and biodiversity. 

Objectives of the measure

To encourage landowners to establish and maintain high nature value forestry on their farms and support existing forest owners wishing to enhance or adapt their holdings to yield greater environmental benefits.  To establish/provide habitat for wildlife such as the lesser horseshoe bat, red squirrel etc and to encourage provision of protective forestry, for example riparian planting. 

Scope and actions

The payment of annual premiums at a higher rate than those paid under the Afforestation Scheme, in return for the establishment of specifically designed, high-nature value forestry or the enhancement of existing forest-plantations in a way that exceeds existing environmental requirements.  [Additional non-productive investments for forest owners in order to enhance the environmental benefits of forests (to be provided under Article 49), including the enhancement of the public amenity value of forests.]

9.6.4. Reconstitution and Protection of Woodlands Scheme
Rationale: 
Many thousands of hectares of forests are damaged or destroyed every year in Ireland through natural causes such as fire, frost, disease, windthrow and predation.  If the plantation has been well maintained and managed prior to the incident, grant aids for the restoration of the forests’ potential are appropriate.  This will restore the overall potential of the forest.  New threats to Ireland’s forest cover are emerging with the rapid growth in the populations of deer and grey squirrel.  Further to this the Forest Service intends to introduce preventative actions to limit the potential for damage, in particular predation. 

Objectives:

To repair the damage to plantations caused by  the reasons outlined above, by replacing those damaged elements without compensating for timber or increment loss.  The same silvicultural standards, environmental guidelines and best practice as the afforestation scheme will be applicable for these restorative operations.  However, depending on the natural disaster, drainage, fencing and cultivation may not be required.  This Scheme will also introduce preventative measures to ensure that the commercial viability of the plantation is not compromised.  These measures will include actions to prevent predation including deer fencing.  

9.7. Assessment of Likely Significant Effects

As with the Axis 1 Forestry Related Measures there is a close similarity between these various Afforestation Related Measures in terms of their overall environmental effect. Consequently the Matrix as presented below is based on an initial assessment of the likely significant environmental effects for each of these Measures using similar assessment matrices.  The results were then aggregated to give the overall anticipated effect.

AXIS 2

ASSESSMENT OF POTENTIAL ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS
Improving the Environment and the Countryside

Afforestation Related Measures
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Note: Positive environmental effects are denoted by a +.  Negative effects are denoted by a (-).

Comments on the Matrix – Afforestation Related Measures

Ireland’s forestry strategy conforms to the Forestry Strategy for the European Union – COM (1998) 649, whereas: ‘The EU Forest Strategy is based on the recognition of the diversity of Europe’s forests, their multifunctional role and the need for ecological, economic and social sustainability.’  In common with the Measures under Axis 1 (Forestry Related Measures as assessed earlier in this Report) the environmental effects of the changes these Measures seek to achieve are compatible with the desirable effect of the Forestry Strategy and, on balance, can be regarded as having a positive environmental effect of significance.
In promoting afforestation, including broadleaf woodlands, the Measures will afford the opportunity for greater diversity of land use and the greater biodiversity that can follow over time.  The key Measures in relation to enhancement of biodiversity are the Forest Environment Payment Scheme and the Reconstitution and Protection of Woodlands Scheme. This benefit to biodiversity is dependant on the effective adherence to the Code of Best Forest Practice (See mitigation Measures below).  Insofar as the forests and woodlands are also intended to be promoted as recreational assets they have the potential to provide benefits of some significance for encouraging an active lifestyle and consequent benefit to human health.

Climatic benefits will also accrue as tree growth sequesters carbon while also providing substitute materials for a wide range of products including construction products such as timber frame housing, all in a manner that is essentially carbon neutral.

Forest output will include wood fuel.  As elsewhere in Europe, Ireland is making rapid strides towards the use of carbon neutral wood as a substitute for imported hydrocarbons as a fuel source.  Recent energy grant related measures undertaken in Ireland, coupled with recent advances in the technology of wood fired burners of both industrial and domestic scale, will ensure a demand for wood based fuels into the future.

The principal potential adverse effects are in relation to water courses.  Strict adherence to appropriate planting practices such as adequate set back from water courses are essential for avoidance of siltation, soil disturbance, acidification of waters and nutrient runoff.  It is noted however that the Code of Best Forest Practice addresses both the issue of water quality protection in particular and also archaeological issues that might arise.

It is uncertain what the potential for adverse effects may be in the area of “Cultural Heritage”, specifically “Archaeology”.  Afforestation of agricultural lands can involve soil disturbance to a significant depth by root growth and any subsequent grubbing out of post-harvest trees roots.  (With the possible exception of the installation of drainage ditches deep soil disturbance is not usually a feature of traditional agricultural practices such as grazing and tillage.)  In lands that are not covered in forest either today or in the distant past by earlier natural native forest cover there may be some risk to disturbance or destruction of unrecorded archaeological remains.  While much of the Irish landscape originally consisted of extensive native woodland open grassland plains did exist and which may hold archaeological potential.  This issue will particularly relate to the Axis Measure “First establishment of Agroforestry Systems on Agricultural Land” 

9.7.1. Mitigation of Significant Environmental Effects

There are two key control measures relating to afforestation that have the capacity to substantially mitigate against the generation of any significant adverse environmental effects arising from the proposed Measures.  These are: the “Code of Best Forest Practice” and the Environmental Impact Assessment Directive 85/337/EEC.

Code of Best Forest Practice
All planting in Ireland is done in compliance with the Code of Best Forest Practice – Ireland, and a suite of environmental and forestry practice guidelines (relating to water quality, landscape, archaeology, biodiversity, harvesting, aerial fertilisation and forest protection), as well as by the work of the Forest Service Inspectorate.  The Code of Best Forest Practice – Ireland, and the environmental and forestry practice guidelines are an integrated package for forest practitioners, which outline operational procedures that help to protect the environment.  Availing of the knowledge of the Forestry Advisory Services also has an important role to play in mitigating negative impacts.

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)

EU Directive 85/337/EEC “on the assessment of certain public and private projects on the environment” (otherwise known as the EIA Directive), its amendments and implementing Regulations in Ireland requires that certain developments, including some relating to agriculture and forestry, (at Project Level) be subject to comprehensive environmental assessment before being permitted to proceed.  The relevant specified developments are detailed below:
Agriculture, Silviculture and Aquaculture
(a) Projects for the restructuring of rural land holdings where the area involved would be greater than 100 hectares.
(b) The use of uncultivated land or semi-natural areas for intensive agricultural purposes where the area involved would be greater than 100 hectares.
(c) Water management projects for agriculture, including irrigation and land drainage projects, where the catchment area involved would be greater than 1,000 hectares, or where more than 50 hectares of wetland would be affected.
(d) (i) Initial afforestation where the area involved, either on its own or taken together with any adjacent area planted by or on behalf of the applicant within the previous three years, would result in a total area planted exceeding 70 hectares and for the purposes of this subparagraph an area, other than an area planted before 1 October, 1996, shall be deemed to be adjacent if its nearest point lies within 500 metres of any part of the area involved.


(ii) Replacement of broadleaf high forest by conifer species, where the area involved would be greater than 10 hectares.

(iii) Deforestation for the purpose of conversion to another type of land use where the area involved would be greater than 10 ha of natural woodlands or 70 hectares of conifer forest
EIA can also be required in respect of developments that are below these specified thresholds where the permitting authority considers that the development is likely to have significant environmental effects.

9.7.2. Monitoring of the Environmental Effects of the Proposed Measure(s)

These Measures primarily relate to land use, environmental quality (water quality and biodiversity) and form the indicators of relevance. (See also Section 13, “Monitoring of the Environmental Effects of the Proposed Programme”).

Indicators

Level of uptake of supports over time

Ratio of broadleaf to conifer acreages

Changes in land use patterns 

Woodland/forest cover and quality

Recreational use patterns

Water quality

Biodiversity

9.8. Animal Welfare, Recording and Breeding Scheme of Suckler Herds

Rationale for intervention

The importance of the suckler herd in Ireland’s rural economy and cattle sector should be noted. It plays a major role in the social and economic well-being of rural areas and in particular areas of natural disadvantage.  There is a need to improve animal welfare standards up to and including weaning stage in the suckler herd and generally to improve the quality of the national beef herd.  Given competitive pressures on production margins, it is felt that desired improvement in welfare standards and breeding may not occur if some incentives are not provided.  An improvement in animal welfare standards will assist quality and productivity.  As a consequence, the direct animal welfare support is being linked to related assistance to encourage recording of data in breeding, which also has animal welfare components, and to the use of such data for breeding purposes.

Objectives:
To encourage farmers to:

· adopt high standards of animal welfare by providing support for farmers whose animal husbandry goes beyond the relevant mandatory standards and working practices on farms at present
· improve the quality of their cattle breeding by providing incentives for them to participate in the Animal Events Recording System and to upgrade the genetic merit of their female cattle breeding stock using the results of the data collected
9.8.1. Assessment of Likely Significant Effects
Decoupling under the Common Agricultural Policy is expected to maintain the downward trend in livestock numbers in Ireland.  The emphasis to produce higher value, higher quality agricultural output (and to which improvements in animal welfare under this Measure are closely linked) will facilitate the rate of progress and the acceptability of the decline in livestock numbers.  From an air and water quality perspective this will bring about a corresponding beneficial reduction in both methane and ammonia emissions. It is concluded therefore that the Measure will have some (minor) positive environmental benefits (air and water quality).  No negative environmental effects are anticipated.

9.8.2. Mitigation of Significant Environmental Effects

No significant adverse environmental effects are anticipated, consequently mitigation is not considered necessary for this Measure.

9.8.3. Monitoring of the Environmental Effects of the Proposed Measure(s)

While no significant environmental effects are anticipated from this Measure some useful monitoring could be undertaken.  The indicators for monitoring are set out below.

Indicators:

· Suckler herd numbers and quality of output

· Number of participants

· Routine veterinary inspections

10.  AXIS 3 & 4 MEASURES

Summary of Axis 2 & 3 Measures

The overall priority for the Axis 3 & 4 Measures is to stimulate economic and social activity in all rural areas. The range of actions to deliver this priority was chosen to deliver the optimum economic and social impact while demonstrating internal as well as external complementarity at axis level.  Each Measure is summarised below.

Diversification into non-agricultural activities

A growing feature of farming is the increase in the number of farms no longer able to sustain farming families without additional on-farm income supplementation. However, as few as 3% or so of all farms are presently involved in some form of non-agricultural or forestry activity.  The main focus of the supports under this Measure is to significantly change this percentage through the creation of alternative on farm employment opportunities in non agricultural activities and services.  These include: activity based tourism, self catering accommodation, arts /crafts, food, open farms, farmshops for home/local produce and products.

The target group is all agricultural holdings

Support for business creation and development

Focuses on supporting the economic development of rural resources. Supports include: rural enterprise space, assistance for start-up/ expansion of enterprises, adding quality and value to local produce/products, business networks/collective marketing/local branding.

The target group is all rural dwellers

Encouragement of Tourism Activities

Lack of regional balance in tourist activity is a challenge to the future viability of rural tourism. The focus of this measure must also extend wider to embrace other aspects of rural recreation including infrastructure needs and synergy with the Countryside Recreation Strategy.  Environmental awareness and protection is an intrinsic feature of this measure. Supports include development of activity based tourism infrastructure such as walking trails, bases of air sports, water sports etc.  Supports development of niche tourism such as genealogy, eco tourism etc. 

The target group is all rural dwellers

Basic Services for the Economy and Rural Population

Quality of life issues including the availability of services and living conditions significantly influence the extent to which people are willing to return or re-locate to rural areas to live and work. Certain quality of life initiatives specifically targeted towards rural communities can be addressed under this measure. 

The focus of this Measure is to provide appropriate cultural and leisure facilities to local communities, not otherwise available to them. Examples include support for provision of amenity and leisure facilities, cultural activities, social and information networks etc.

The target group is all rural community groups

Village Renewal and Development

The focus for improvement will extend to the enhancement of villages, small towns and the surrounding countryside particularly in the context of tourism and conservation of the local heritage.  Supports are essentially for local small scale infrastructure and environmental amenities such as civic areas, river walks, street lighting etc.

The target group is all rural dwellers in the countryside, villages and small towns

Conservation and Upgrading of the Rural Heritage

The focus of the Measure is provide support for an integrated approach to the protection of the local heritage through a suite of related preservation actions, complemented by a range of initiatives designed to develop the sustainable economic contribution of the natural heritage.  Support will extend to actions to preserve and develop local architecture, cultural traditions, community actions to protect and restore locally significant natural areas, features and areas of environmental significance, waste reduction, alternative or renewable energy actions etc.

The target group is the rural population

A training and information measure for economic actors operating in the fields covered by axis 3

The successful implementation of the Axis 3 Measures requires training in adapted and new skills for all rural dwellers and communities.  The objective of this Measure therefore is to equip rural dwellers and communities with the appropriate range of skills and training to derive maximum social and economic benefit from the initiatives available under this Axis. Training and support is to be provided for elements such as: flexible learning opportunities in new technology for women, young people and minority groups in particular, development of training facilities in rural areas (fixed/mobile), developing the capacity of rural dwellers to utilise ICT including Internet and broadband to access ℮services and other public/commercial electronic applications etc.

The target group is all rural dwellers

A skills-acquisition and animation measure with a view to preparing and implementing a local development strategy

The objective of this measure is to utilise the bottom-up structures of the Leader methodology to create awareness, understanding and motivation in rural communities so as to enable their full participation and input into the preparation of local development strategies. Actions will include: Animation activities at group and individual level to encourage community involvement in a broad range of social and economic activities, capacity building measures aimed at community and minority groups to foster the spirit of social capital and self-help, initiatives aimed at geographically disadvantaged communities or those lacking in sufficient mass to enhance cohesion and capacity to develop and initiatives to animate specific interest or marginal groups to harness unique potential

The target group is to be community groups and all forms of local partnership

Implementing Local Development Strategies

Through successive rounds of the Leader programme, local action groups have developed through the bottom-up approach to an extent where Leader now delivers a local development strategy in all rural areas. To achieve further integration of programming in the wider rural community and avoid duplication of actions, it is appropriate that the Leader methodology is introduced to mainstream rural development programming to deliver all measures under axes 3 and 4.  The objective of this Measure is to deliver integrated value-added measures in the whole of the rural territory across Axes 3 and 4.

Implementing cooperation projects involving the objective selected under point (a) (Article 63(b) of Reg. (EC)No 1698/2005)

Transnational and inter-territorial co-operation will be supported under this measure.  Only projects addressing one or more of the measures in axis 3 will be eligible for support.  Special emphasis will be placed on co-operation at the regional level, particularly in relation to tourism and environmental initiatives that naturally span a number of Local Area Group territories

Running the local action group, acquiring skills and animating the territory

The objective of this Measure is to provide Local Area Groups with sufficient resources and expertise to efficiently administer all measures under Axes 3 and 4 throughout all of the rural territory.

It is also envisaged that action in relation to “Coastal Erosion” can be undertaken where the action is to be based on local area response tailored to meet the specific coastal erosion issue on a case-by-case basis.

10.1.  Assessment of Likely Significant Effects

The individual Axis 3 & 4 Measures acting in isolation have little potential to present any likely significant environmental effects.  However as a collective group of Measures environmental effects are likely, consequently the degree of significance of these effects was assessed.  The Matrix is based on an initial assessment of the likely significant environmental effects for each Axis 3 & 4 Measure using similar assessment matrices.  The results were then aggregated to give the overall environmental significance for each environmental parameter as presented below.

AXIS 3,4 Measures

ASSESSMENT OF POTENTIAL ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS

	
	No/Little Significance
	Some Significance
	Significant 
	Uncertain

	Biodiversity
	+
	
	
	

	Population
	
	
	+
	

	Human Health
	
	
	+
	

	Fauna
	+
	
	
	

	Flora
	+
	
	
	

	Soil
	+
	
	
	

	Water
	+
	
	
	

	Air 
	+
	
	
	

	Climatic Factors
	+
	
	
	

	Material Assets
	
	
	+
	

	Cultural Heritage (Archaeology, architecture)
	
	
	+
	

	Landscape
	
	
	+
	

	Traffic related issues
	
	
	(-)
	


Note: Positive environmental effects are denoted by a +.  Negative effects are denoted by a (-).

Comments on the Matrix 
The essential objective of the various Measures is to make a useful contribution to maintaining a viable rural population while also maintaining a quality of life in a valued rural environment.  As such the Axis 3 & 4 Measures will make a positive contribution to population and health.  Similarly by supporting the retention and development and of a viable rural community aspects such as the existing built environment and the rural landscape can be maintained and enhanced.  Equally adverse environmental impacts such as significant land abandonment and the loss of material assets that such abandonment represents can be reduced or avoided.

Many of the Measures are directly linked to conserving, enhancing and sensitively developing (where appropriate) the “natural” rural environment to provide quality of life for the resident population and to attract tourists to the locality.  Services such as waste disposal, water supply and sewage treatment for the resultant resident and peak visitor populations can normally be readily catered for provided sufficient resources are made available.  The same in not necessarily true of traffic.

In this assessment it is considered that traffic represents the most significant, negative, indirect environmental effect arising from the Axis 3 &4 proposals and a number of the submissions received at the scoping stage of this Report make this point. It is apparent that in recent years significant numbers of towns are already suffering from serious traffic congestion.  The maintenance and growth in rural populations and tourism has the potential to exacerbate this problem.  As a counterbalance to this however it is recognised that by rooting jobs and social infrastructure locally the necessity to commute long distances can be greatly reduced.

10.2. Mitigation of Significant Environmental Effects

The issue of traffic cannot be readily resolved.  The provision of town by passes, while providing some relief for rural town residents, may simply shift the problem into the wider rural community and often results in fragmentation of farms.  In any event if tourists are to be attracted to a rural area they will likely come with their cars and clearly will not wish to bypass what they have come to visit.  Similarly the issue cannot be readily resolved by the provision of public transport in dispersed rural locations where services, other than those that are heavily subsidised, have little prospect of survival.  As noted in the Environmental Protection Agency State of the Environment Report “Ireland’s Environment” 2004 “Inadequacies in public transport systems and in the national road network threaten regional development and cost-competitiveness.”

In current rural programming increased traffic and lack of mobility due to remoteness is already partially addressed through the Rural Social Scheme (RSS).  Under this nationally funded scheme, in rural areas, farmers of the RSS can participate in the Rural Transport Initiative as bus drivers.  In many cases the actual absence of a qualified driver with time to spare for the bus runs results in a diminished service so the availability of drivers under the RSS can make a small but positive contribution.

Mitigation of traffic issues requires road construction and traffic management planning at a national level for which the National Roads Authority (NRA) has overall responsibility.  This transport planning role is linked to the National Spatial Strategy (NSS) (DELG, 2002) which forms the blueprint for the national spatial development in the country.  Implementation of the NSS will be pursued by means of Regional Planning Guidelines, which provide the basis for coherent planning in relation to land use and transportation by the eight Regional Authorities in Ireland.  Local authorities have a statutory obligation to take account of the guidelines when framing their development plans.
Environmental impacts associated with the development of the various tourism facilities, recreational buildings, small business premises etc. will all be subject to planning consent prior to construction and as administered by the relevant Local Authority in each area.  This affords the opportunity to apply (as is the norm) appropriate traffic management considerations in the consent “Conditions” to mitigate any adverse effects.

10.3. Monitoring of the Environmental Effects of the Proposed Measure(s)

There is a very wide range of Measures to be undertaken under Axis 3 & 4.  The progress and impact of many of these can be readily tracked and monitored using a number of primary indicators, these are:

	Measure
	Indicators

	Diversification into non-agricultural  activities
	· Uptake of diversification into non-agricultural supports

	Support for business creation and development
	· Number of development consents granted

· Uptake level for supports 

	Encouragement of tourism activities
	· Tourism numbers (Failte Ireland data).

· Number of planning consents for tourism facilities

	Basic Services for the rural economy and rural population
	· Level of uptake of supports

· Number of development consents for community facilities

	Village renewal and development
	· Number of development consents granted

· Uptake level for supports 

	Conservation and upgrading of the rural heritage
	· Number of development consents granted

· Level of uptake for supports 

	Training and information measure/Skills acquisition
	· Number of training initiatives and level of uptake/participation

	Leader /Local Action Groups
	· Level of uptake of supports

	All Measures combined
	· Traffic level in rural towns/villages


11. Promotion of Equality

While not an “Environmental Effect” and as such is not subject to Environmental Assessment it is noted that the Draft RDP makes provision for the promotion of Gender Equality, Non-discrimination and Social inclusion.

12. ALTERNATIVES
SEA requires the consideration of “Alternatives” to any given Plan, Programme, or elements of either, such that the Environmental Effects of implementation would be lessened or avoided.

Firstly it should be recognised that the central elements of the Draft RDP are essentially “environment focused” insofar as they seek to enhance, improve and protect the environment in its broadest sense.  Many of the Measures presented in the Draft Plan, such as the Rural Environment Protection Scheme, have been in place in generally similar form for many years.  Consequently the Measures proposed in the current Draft have had the benefit of feedback from these earlier applications thereby affording the opportunity to build in appropriate improvements where deemed necessary.  In the event that adverse environmental effects arise that were not anticipated at the time of formulating the proposed monitoring over the lifetime of its implementation should afford the opportunity to generate a meaningful response.

An examination of the Draft RDP suggests that collectively the Measures proposed will do much to progress rural development in both an economic sustainable and environmentally sustainable manner.  The principal alternative to the Draft RDP would be not to implement the Plan, (termed the “Do-nothing Scenario”) or to drop substantial elements of it.  Of particular concern in the absence of the Plan would be the potential for widespread abandonment of farmland and its environs as a consequence of a further more pronounced shift to off-farm income activity in response to the decline in more traditional farm output and income.  It is self evident that the Do-nothing Scenario would likely result in significant adverse environmental effects across the entire range of environmental parameters (biodiversity, population, climate etc).

13. MONITORING OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS OF THE PROPOSED PROGRAMME

Given the magnitude and complexity of the proposed RDP it is of the utmost importance to comprehensively and effectively monitor environmental effects of the Programme as it progresses.  Appropriate monitoring arrangements therefore need to be put in place prior to commencement of implementation of the adopted RDP.

While comments on Monitoring and Indicators are presented in this Report in the assessment section for each of the proposed Axes this key element, “Monitoring of Environmental Effects” is further elaborated on below in respect of some environmental receptors.

13.1. Monitoring of the Natural Environment

Biodiversity

Biodiversity data could be effectively sourced and monitored by a range of bodies including:

The National Biological Records Centre (to be established under the National Biodiversity Plan -2002)
Fish population data gathered by the various Regional Fisheries Board and those of the Department of Communications, Marine and Natural Resources

Local angling groups fish catch data

Biodiversity trends in bird life using BirdWatch Ireland survey data 1
Note 1 Bird population data is considered to be a key indicator of overall biodiversity in that bird numbers, distribution and diversity are critically dependent on both plant and invertebrate diversity being adequately maintained. These are in turn closely linked to sustainable land use.
Water Quality

Data Sources could include:

EPA’s national water quality surveys

Monitoring components of mandatory river basin management plans

Air Quality

Data Sources could include:

EPA air quality monitoring data

Certain local authorities

Climate Change

Data Sources could include:

EPA’s CO2 management responsibilities (including under carbon trading)

Sustainable Energy Ireland data on renewable energy initiatives uptake

Soil

Data Sources (and which need to be linked to water quality monitoring) could include:

Teagasc soil data

Fertiliser usage (annual fertiliser sales by type i.e. N, P, etc.)

Biocides (annual sales by insecticide, herbicide type and purpose/application)

13.2.  Monitoring of Land Use and Integration of Environmental Quality Data

Under the Draft RDP there are numerous Measures that impact on land use, including in particular: REPS, the various afforestation Measures (broadleaf, woodland reinstatement, conifer plantations etc.), commonage, organic farming and animal breeding.  It is in relation to Land Use that the greatest monitoring complexity exists.  While indicators such as uptake of supports provide some measure of impacts to be effective in determining actual impacts they need to be correlated with regular geographical land use data.

To be fully usable and effective in managing the environmental impacts of the RDP, monitoring data on Land Use also needs to be integrated with the data gathered for biodiversity, water, air and soil.  The most effective an efficient means of achieving this, and ensuring comprehensive, understandable, usable outputs, is to utilise a Geographical Information System (GIS).  GIS allows detailed mapping using OS maps / satellite imagery and integration of multi-source, multi-form data.  A case example would be where grant supported forestry lands can be integrated with water quality data and the status of the required setback from watercourses established through the detailed and comprehensive aircraft/satellite imagery the system supports.  Once established GIS can provide significant data manipulation and display capabilities on a readily updatable basis. Note: The EPA recently funded a project on the development of a comprehensive “Data Management and Geographical Information System” to support the implementation of the Water Framework Directive (WFD) and related ongoing research and monitoring in Ireland.  The development stage that this is now at could be usefully investigated.

13.3. Monitoring - Management and Responsibility 

Establishing, integrating and managing a nationwide GIS based monitoring system specifically for the RDP (possibly adapted from other ongoing national GIS work) is an important task.  It is only with a comprehensive system in place that the environmental effects of the RDP can be adequately evaluated, and adjusted to respond through modifications where appropriate.  The establishment of an integrated monitoring system is only likely to happen where the Department of Agriculture and Food (the promoter of the RDP) assumes overall responsibility for this action.

There are numerous private sector service companies that specialise in the field of GIS based data handling and while the cost can be high it is small in both the context of the RDP expenditure of over €7 billion and in the context of the significant environmental benefits to be gained.

It is at this Monitoring stage that the detailed level of the implementation mechanisms, and feedback from, the various Measures can best be evaluated and addressed by corrective measures where appropriate.  This includes evaluation of the relevant implementation detail of REPS and/or issues of Cultural Heritage etc., as raised by the DEHLG, and others.

Given the extensive geographical nature and diversity of Measures proposed under the four Axes it is inevitable that some unforeseen negative environmental effects will result.  Consequently for the monitoring to be useful the Measures and the agreements arising between the “donor” Department/Agency and the “recipient” should be sufficiently flexible and adaptable to be capable of speedily responding to ongoing feedback from the environmental monitoring programme. 

14. OTHER CONSIDERATIONS

There are a number of other considerations that derive from the environmental assessment of the Draft RDP.  These are elaborated on below and, where appropriate, incorporated in the Recommendations section.

14.1. Energy from Agriculture, Forestry and Wind

The sourcing of energy from agriculture and forestry is now of strategic importance for Ireland in addition to having important environmental contributions to make in respect of the “Kyoto Agreement”. 

The recently published Energy Green Paper entitled “Towards a Sustainable Energy Future for Ireland” – October 2006 (Department of Communications Marine and Natural Resources) commits to the delivery of ambitious targets for renewable energy. The Government’s 15% target of 1,650MW by 2010 provides the foundation for the 30% target by 2020.

Bio-energy is regarded as having significant potential and the newly established Ministerial Task Force on Bio-energy will finalise a National Bio-energy Action Plan, assessing optimum targets for the market penetration of biomass heating, electricity and bio-fuel transport to 2020.  This plan will be developed in the context of the European Commission’s Biomass Action Plan.

Arising from this Plan it is likely that a significant shift to the growing of bio-fuel tillage crops will occur.  Unlike forestry where bio-fuels largely arise indirectly (from forest thinnings and downstream processing of wood) bio-fuel crops are purpose grown and are set to provide a substitute activity on tillage and grazing lands. Examples of bio-fuels include Elephant grass (Miscanthus) and Willow.  Until these bio-energy plans are more fully developed the Draft RDP cannot take appropriate account of the resultant land use changes and the environmental consequences (likely to be primarily positive) that will inevitably flow from them.  It can be expected that since the Bio-energy Plan is a “Plan or Programme” by government with self evident significant environmental effects it too will be subject to Strategic Environmental Assessment in due course.

Also of importance, but of less significance, is the implication of the proposed magnitude of the wind-generated component of renewable energy.  An expansion of the agricultural land area devoted to wind farms will likely significantly increase as suitable offshore sites are known to be limited.

14.2. Access to Lands

A significant portion (approximately €6 billion under Axis 2 of the total budget of just over €7 billion) of the financial supports relate to improving the diversity of the environment, protecting biodiversity, promoting more sustainable agriculture/forestry and ultimately improving “Quality of Life”.  Much of this expenditure is aimed at the enhancement of the countryside and the nature it supports with the stated objective, among others, of promoting its enjoyment by both visitors and locals alike.  There is no reference of note in the Draft RDP to the issue of public access to these environmental assets that they, the public, have helped finance through taxation.

15. RECOMMENDATIONS

The Department of Agriculture and Food should establish and oversee a comprehensive, integrated, environmental monitoring programme.  That programme should ideally be based on a sophisticated Geographical Information System (GIS).

The Measures under the four Axes and the support agreement conditions arising between the “donor” Department/Agency and the “recipient” should be sufficiently flexible and adaptable to be capable of speedily responding to any negative environmental feedback from the monitoring programme.

Due to the differing timelines of the RDP and the National Bio-energy Action Plan the bio-fuels issue should be addressed at the Interim Review stage of the proposed RDP.

The role of wind farms both as a land use and as a source of employment and local income should be evaluated for inclusion in the Draft RDP.

The issue of the access by the public to lands that have directly benefited from the financial supports under the relevant Measures should be addressed.
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