
 

 

Opening Statement from John Hourigan 

Farmer and Founder of the Carbon Removals Action Group (CRAG) 

I would like to thank the Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine for their invitation 

to speak here today on the critical topic of calculation of methane. I am a farmer from Co. 

Limerick and Founder and Chairman of the Carbon Removals Action Group which we set up 

in 2019 to assist farmers in realising value from their carbon removals – a topic which is not 

yet settled. 

However, today is focused on methane and while there are several concerns which we hope 

to discuss. There are goals shared by everyone in this room today. We all know that climate 

change is real and that there are steps that must be taken to reduce contributions of 

greenhouse gases across the board.  

The specifics of what should be included, the criteria for legally binding targets, international 

commitments which have already been made, how it should be included and calculated, 

which sectoral group they should sit in and how all of these decisions are reached and 

communicated to the farming community and the wider public are points of serious concern. 

I’d like to take this opportunity to introduce my colleagues who are here with me today: 

Professor Myles Allen needs little introduction. He is a world-renowned climate scientist and 

is currently Professor of Geosystem Science at the University of Oxford and Director of the 

Oxford Net Zero initiative. He was the coordinating lead author on the Inter-governmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Special Report on 1.5 degrees and has been involved with 

the IPCCs 3rd, 4th and 5th assessments. 

Nadaline Webster is a Co-Founder of CRAG and is a Strategic & Creative Consultant in the 

Legal Technology sector working primarily with early-stage start-ups through to equity 

events. She lives with her partner who is an organic farmer in Co Limerick. 

There are 6 core points to the discussion on the calculation of methane which urgently need 

consideration and discussion. I will address them briefly here and the relevant sources are 

listed in the references at the end of this document: 

1) Farming in Ireland is undergoing a reputational crisis, due in no small part to repeated 

assertions that methane emissions from cattle are largely responsible for global 

warming. It can be argued that, once calculated correctly, methane emissions from 

cattle are not contributing to increased global temperatures in certain circumstances 

(stable livestock numbers). To quote Professor Allen: “Achieving climate neutrality in 

terms of metric-equivalent emissions could mean eliminating practices, such as 

ruminant agriculture, that are not actually causing global warming.”   

2) The basis for the separate treatment of methane, outside of the carbon cycle of which 

it is naturally a part, is provided in the 2006 IPCC Guidelines for National 

Greenhouse Gas Inventories1 in the introduction to Chapter 10: Emissions from 

Livestock and Manure Management. It states “CO2 emissions from livestock are not 

estimated because annual net CO2 emissions are assumed to be zero – the CO2 
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photosynthesised by plants is returned to the atmosphere as respired CO2. A portion 

of the C is returned as CH4 and for this reason CH4 requires separate 

consideration.”  This is all absolutely correct but must be applied correctly, which is 

not the case in Ireland currently. ‘Separate consideration’ should not be taken to mean 

‘remove it from the carbon cycle and treat it as a CO2 equivalent’. CO2 EMISSIONS 

FROM LIVESTOCK ARE NET ZERO.  This is the carbon cycle.  Almost all of the 

CO2 taken in by the animal through the forage they consume,  is returned very 

quickly through respiration from the animal, and through the meat and milk consumed 

by humans. A small amount (about 3%) is converted into CH4, and stays in this form 

for 12yrs, then it converts back to CO2 in the atmosphere, which is where it came 

from.  Because of this wonderful cycle, all the billions of tons of methane produced 

over millions of years, by billions of ruminants, has been recycled. They are also right 

in saying that methane requires separate consideration.   All scientists who have 

published on this issue since 2015 agree that biogenic methane requires separate 

consideration.  The whole problem is that the Irish Government insists on treating 

biogenic methane as CO2 equivalent, viewing it as a one-way ticket like methane 

from mining,  rather than giving it separate consideration.  This gives rise to a 

situation where 65% of Irish Agriculture's carbon footprint is supposedly made up of 

biogenic methane,  which is not causing any further global warming as long as 

livestock emissions decline by 3% per decade.  Prof. Allen will elaborate on this.  The 

Paris Agreement set a temperature goal, not a CO2 equivalent goal. A stable national 

herd  will be a core requirement in the future,  and this is largely the situation for the 

last 35yrs. They do fluctuate, but all through the nineties, total cattle numbers were in 

or around 7 million, peaking in 1998 at 7.67 million, and now standing at 6.9 

million.  A drop of 10% from peak. (It is worth noting that in the same timeframe the 

number of vehicles on our roads increased by 64% and air travel increased by 350%) 

3) An additional concern in the creation of legally binding targets with unknown liability 

in the case of failure to meet those targets, is the uncertainty of current methane 

emissions attributed to cattle. Research from the Vistamilk SFI3 has found that the 

methane emissions from dairy cows were over-estimated by about 18% last year. This 

is echoed by the 2006 IPCC Guidelines for National Greenhouse Gas Inventories1 

which devises 3 tiers for the estimation of methane. Tier 1 “are unlikely to be known 

more accurately than +/- 30% and may be uncertain to +/- 50%”, Tier 2 “are likely to 

be in the order of +/- 20%`’, however it does state that an analysis of uncertainties 

should be conducted and in the absence of this, Tier 2 should be assumed to have the 

uncertainty factors of Tier 1. It states that” although Tier 3 has potential to improve 

accuracy of estimates, a substantial body of scientific data is required to develop a 

viable Tier 3 method”. I’m not certain which tier applies to Ireland at this time and it 

is difficult to understand how a legally binding target of a 30% reduction on a figure 

with a margin of error of somewhere between 20% and 50% can be considered to be 

equitable or enforceable? 

4) This same uncertainty applies to ongoing measurement of measures taken to reduce 

methane. If the only measure we have (or are allowed to use) is “X number of groups 

of cattle multiplied by Y average characteristics” as per the IPCC guidelines, how will 

farmers measure the reduction in methane achieved by feed supplements, for 

example? A considerable sum of taxpayer funds are invested in agricultural research 



annually, much of which is world class and to Teagasc’s credit. Teagasc funding in 

2019 & 2020 alone was €198 million4. Additional funds have also been invested in 

research such as the VistaMilk SFI4 which received exchequer funding of €26 million 

in 2017. Despite such substantial investment, this leaves very limited options 

available to reduce methane at scale and in a manner that is consistent with IPCC 

guidelines. Even if we reduce cattle numbers, there will still be uncertainty in a range 

of 20% - 50% as to what the actual, concrete reductions achieved are. Given the 

attendant risks of legal liability for failure to meet targets, cost of living increases, 

food security issues and the high potential of methane leakage, a realistic strategy and 

framework for the measurement of reductions is urgently needed. 

5) The categorisation of emissions and removals within the sectoral bounds that have 

been constructed, leave agriculture particularly exposed to ‘carry the can’ for other 

sectors (see Fig.1 in the reference section). Carbon removals by forestry, grassland 

and other land are accounted for in the Land Use, Land Use Change and Forestry 

(LULUCF) ledger, while emissions from that grass by cattle are counted in the 

Agricultural ledger. Macra President John Keane6 recently raised the issue of where 

the Anaerobic Digestion energy plan currently being created will be accounted. If 

manure from livestock and grass or other plant material from farms is used in these 

digesters, will the farmer be responsible for the associated carbon and methane 

emissions while the energy sector gets the benefit? On-farm activities, including 

forestry, should be counted in the agricultural sector and a strategic framework must 

be created to ensure the ‘Just Transition’ that has been promised to the Irish people 

and the sectors most affected, such as agriculture. If the categorisation of sectors in 

which methane is to be calculated are structurally unsound at the outset, then the 

results delivered will follow a similar pattern. On farm removals by forestry and 

grassland must be counted in the agricultural sector. 

6) Agriculture stands alone as the industry that has the potential to create carbon sinks 

and remove the additional carbon from human activities, such as fossil fuel use, that 

are actually causing global warming. Currently, we are only allowed to count our 

emissions with very limited plans to allow calculation of removals in development. 

This means that it is impossible to get a clear picture of what Irish agriculture actually 

emits versus what it removes. Implementation of calculations and reductions of 

methane with legally binding targets while withholding the carbon removals means 

that only one side of the balance sheet is being shown or judged. The production of 

methane in agriculture requires the removal of carbon from the atmosphere where 

methane emitted during mining, for example, has no such removals to account for. 

This is an undisputed scientific fact and yet our methane calculations allow no 

accounting of even direct removals that occur in the production of the methane. Can I 

at this stage make a plea that we aim for the Paris Agreement of a temperature goal, 

and work towards having methane emissions from livestock "NEUTRAL" in their 

impact on global temperature. This will require a separate target for biogenic 

methane, and Prof. Allen will outline how this ideal situation can be achieved. It will 

then be up to other sectors to become neutral in their impact on temperatures.   

 

We are very grateful for your time and attention and of there are any questions we would be 

delighted to answer them! 
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