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Business of Joint Committee

Chairman: No apologies have been received.  The Covid-19 restrictions have been changed 
and several committee members are with us in the committee room today.  It is grand to be get-
ting back to normal.  I ask members, please, to mute their microphones when not making a 
contribution and to use the raise hand function to indicate.  Please note that messages sent to 
the meeting chat are visible to all participants.  Speaking slots will be prioritised for members of 
the committee.  Today’s meeting will be in two sessions.  These are engagement with the Min-
ister of State, Deputy Malcolm Noonan, and engagement with representatives of the Women in 
Agriculture Stakeholders Group.

There will be complaints as the meeting goes on that there will be time shortages when dis-
cussing the peat issue.  The Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, indicated he had only an hour 
in his diary.  The Women in Agriculture Stakeholders Group has been seeking to come before 
the committee for a significant amount of time so we decided to use our second hour to give it 
a first opportunity to make a presentation to the committee.  I envisage we will have to have it 
back before the committee in the near future.

Impact of Peat Shortages on the Horticultural Industry: Minister of State at the Depart-
ment of Housing, Local Government and Heritage

Chairman: The first session of today’s meeting is on the impact of peat shortages on the 
horticultural industry.  I welcome the Minister of State with responsibility for heritage and elec-
toral reform at the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage, Deputy Noonan.  
He is joining us from a witness room in Kildare House.  He is joined from the Department by 
Mr. Brian Lucas, who is joining remotely.  They are both very welcome to the meeting.  We 
have received the Minister of State’s opening statement which has been circulated to members 
and will be published on the Oireachtas website.  The Minister of State will be given ten min-
utes to make his opening statement before we go into questions and answers.

Before we begin, I have an important notice on parliamentary privilege.  Witnesses are 
protected by absolute privilege in respect of the evidence they are to give to the committee.  
However, if they are directed by the committee to cease giving evidence on a particular matter 
and they continue to do so, they are entitled thereafter only to qualified privilege in respect of 
their evidence.  They are directed that only evidence connected with the subject matter in these 
proceedings is to be given.  They are asked to respect the parliamentary practice to the effect 
that where possible they should not criticise nor make charges against any person, persons or 
entity by name or in such a way as to make him, her or it identifiable.

I now call on the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, to make his opening statement.  On the 
previous occasion we discussed the peat issue and the problems the horticultural sector had, I 
and other committee members were very disappointed that a senior official at the Department 
said part of the solution to the peat shortage in this country was the importation of peat.  I can-
not see how that makes any environmental or economic sense.  That statement took a lot of us 
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very much aback at the previous meeting we had on this issue.  I now ask the Minister of State, 
Deputy Noonan, to address the committee.

Minister of State at the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage  
(Deputy  Malcolm Noonan): Ba mhaith liom buíochas a ghabháil leis an gcoiste.  I thank the 
committee for its time this afternoon.  Peatlands have been one of the most abiding features of 
the Irish landscape since the last ice age.  They cover a large area of the land surface, occurring 
as raised bogs, blanket bogs and fens.  Peatlands have a key biodiversity value and provide a 
range of ecosystem services.  They are considered among the most important ecosystems of the 
world because of their huge carbon stores and their ability, when growing, to capture carbon 
and thus help to regulate climate.  Irish peatlands are a significant carbon store, containing up 
to 75% of all the national soil organic carbon.  On average, peatlands are estimated to contain 
between 30 kg and 70 kg of soil carbon per cubic metre.  This is about ten times as much as a 
typical mineral soil.

Over the centuries, peatlands have been naturally cooling the atmosphere, the opposite to 
human-induced warming caused by the emission of carbon dioxide, by removing CO2 from 
the atmosphere.  When peatlands are drained or damaged, the peat oxidises and the carbon is 
released back to the atmosphere.  Peat oxidation can be stopped or reduced through the resto-
ration of sites and hydrological management measures.  A restored bog can actively sequester 
carbon, and once restored it becomes a carbon store.  It is essential to keep the carbon stored 
in the ground and restore and rehabilitate the hydrological balance.  This means water must be 
maintained close to the peatland surface over most of the year to return degraded peatlands to 
sinks or carbon neutral systems.

Action 5 of the national peatlands strategy provides for a review of the use of peat moss in 
the horticultural industry.  To undertake this review, the former Department of Culture, Heritage 
and the Gaeltacht established a working group comprising representatives from that Depart-
ment, which chaired the working group, from the Departments of Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine and of Communications, Climate Action and Environment, and from the Environmental 
Protection Agency.

The working group produced an issues paper on the review of the use of peat moss in the 
horticultural industry.  This paper was published on 9 October 2019 and submissions were in-
vited on the paper by 31 January 2020.  Thirty-four submissions were received from industry 
stakeholders, environmental non-governmental organisations and the public and all of these 
are available to view online.  A report on the review of the use of peat moss in the horticultural 
industry was prepared by the inter-agency working group on the basis of the submissions re-
ceived.  I published this report in September 2020.

The review report concludes there are significant positives and negatives arising from end-
ing the use of peat moss in the horticultural industry.  There are complexities in terms of the 
environmental benefits of ending horticultural peat extraction set against the economic conse-
quences for the industry, food security, the lack of an effective alternative to peat and the eco-
nomic and cultural impact on the local communities that would be affected.

Based on the recommendations in the report, I set up a working group comprised of repre-
sentatives of the relevant Departments, State bodies, environmental non-governmental organi-
sations and various sectors within the horticultural industry.  This group, under an independent 
chairman, Dr. Munoo Prasad, has had 11 meetings to date.  As well as discussing the current 
situation the horticultural industry finds itself in, the working group has focused on the potential 
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of alternatives to the use of peat in the horticultural industry.  It has had a number of presenta-
tions from, for example, the chair of the UK Growing Media Association, an associate professor 
at the school of agriculture and food science in UCD, Teagasc, and from growing media produc-
ers and horticultural industry growers.

In Ireland, large-scale peat extraction is subject to a dual consent regime of both planning 
permission and integrated pollution control licensing by the Environmental Protection Agency, 
EPA.  Under the Planning and Development Act 2000, all development, unless specifically 
exempted under the Act or associated regulations, requires planning permission.  Under the 
planning and development regulations of 2001, peat extraction in a new or extended area of 
less than 10 ha or in a new or extended area of 10 ha or more where the drainage of the bogland 
commenced prior to 21 January 2002 is exempted development.  This exemption is subject to a 
restriction in section 4(4) of the 2000 Act whereby that exempted development status is lost if 
an environmental impact assessment under the EU environmental impact assessment directive 
or appropriate assessment under the habitats directive is required in respect of that develop-
ment.

Peat extraction involving a new or extended area of 30 ha or more requires an environmental 
impact assessment and, therefore, planning permission.  Peat extraction below that threshold 
may require an environmental impact assessment if it is considered it would be likely to have 
significant effects on the environment.  Any peat extraction that would be likely to have signifi-
cant effects on a European site, such as a special area of conservation or a special protection 
area, requires an appropriate assessment and, therefore, planning permission.

The environmental impact assessment directive is a European Union law which requires 
that consent for development for certain public and private projects likely to have significant 
environmental effects should be granted only after an assessment of those effects has been car-
ried out by a competent authority.  The first iteration of the directive was adopted in 1985.  The 
directive is broadly transposed into Irish legislation through several development and activity 
consent systems covering, for example, land use planning, waste permitting, integrated pollu-
tion control licensing, roads and motorway construction, and foreshore development.

Peat extraction of an area greater than 50 ha requires planning consent from a planning 
authority or An Bord Pleanála as well as integrated pollution control licensing from the EPA, 
with reference to the Environmental Protection Agency Act 1992, as amended, both of which 
regimes require environmental impact assessments to be carried out by the respective compe-
tent authorities, which are the planning authority and the EPA, and appropriate assessment if 
relevant.

The planning system includes the availability of the substitute consent process set out in Part 
XA of the Planning and Development Act 2000, under which regularisation of any development 
requiring retrospective environmental impact assessment or appropriate assessment under the 
planning side of the dual consent regime may be sought.  If a proposal for peat harvesting re-
quires retrospective regularisation of historic peat extraction that should have been subject to 
environmental impact assessment or appropriate assessment but was not, then the proposed 
activity would require both substitute consent approval as well as a prospective planning per-
mission under the planning regime, in addition to relevant consents under the Environmental 
Protection Agency’s integrated pollution control licensing regime.  Irrespective of whether an 
alternative consent regime could be put in place, there can be no derogation from the need to 
comply with the environmental impact assessment and habitats directives.
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The horticultural industry makes a significant contribution to economic output and employ-
ment in Ireland.  The productive potential of the sector has relied on peat-based growing media 
and peat casing.  The sector is divided into subsectors, each having unique requirements in 
terms of peat harvesting.  Harvesting of peat by growing media and mushroom casing manu-
facturers in recent years has been challenging from a legal and regulatory point of view in the 
context of planning permission and integrated pollution control licensing requirements.  Con-
sequently, the working group first examined this issue.  Arising from deliberations within the 
group, the chairman submitted an interim report to me last May.  The interim report sets out the 
biodiversity value of peatlands, which also provide a range of ecosystem services, information 
on peatlands used for the production of peat for horticulture in Ireland and on the horticultural 
industry in Ireland, the reliance on peat in the Irish horticultural industry, the challenges in se-
curing alternative growing media to peat, the proposed alternatives to peat, information on the 
importation of peat, the current legislative provisions for large-scale peat extraction and a series 
of proposals relating to the current position the horticultural industry finds itself in.

The interim report also indicates there is general agreement among the members of the 
working group that peat for the professional horticulture sector should be available until a tar-
get date of 2030 and a maximum target date of 2035, with the amount of peat being used by 
the sector being phased out over that time.  There should be strict monitoring of the reduction 
by an independent body.  The level of reduction would depend on the success of research and 
development on peat alternatives.

It is clear a solution to this issue requires a multi-departmental and multi-agency response in 
co-operation with the industry and academia.  In that regard, and following on from the receipt 
of the interim report, the Departments of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, of the Environment, 
Climate and Communications, and of Housing, Local Government and Heritage are working 
on a suite of measures as regards the situation in the horticultural industry.  I understand that 
Dr. Prasad, the chairman of the working group, is preparing his final report, which will focus 
on the potential of alternatives to the use of peat in the horticultural industry.  This report will 
be presented to the working group before being sent to me.  Currently, we hope the final report 
will be submitted to me by the end of September.

I worked in the horticultural sector in the past.  It is a very important sector to Ireland.  We 
are working collaboratively and, working together, we can find a solution to the significant 
challenge currently faced by the sector.

Chairman: There is huge frustration out there and people are worried about the economic 
viability of the sector.  That is where the committee will be coming from.  We want to get a 
satisfactory economic and environmental solution to this issue.

Many members are looking to speak and we have limited time so I will take speakers in 
groups of three.  I will go back to the Minister of State after each group of speakers because 
otherwise I do not think I will be able to give everyone an opportunity.

Deputy  Joe Flaherty: I thank the Minister for coming in.  I am aware our peatlands are an 
important ecosystem.  I was lucky enough to grow up in the bog and I am lucky enough to still 
live on the edge of the bog.  I value and appreciate what the bog did for us as a young family 
when we were growing up.  I am appreciative of the people who worked on the bogs of Ireland 
over the years.

We were warned time and again that we would end up importing peat.  We were warned 
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time and again that just transition was going to fail the midlands.  My phone was pinging from 
early this morning.  The Irish Times is not widely circulated in Longford but the story quickly 
made the rounds.  Former Bord na Móna employees and peat producers were aghast to learn of 
the massive importation of peat into County Louth at the weekend.  Some 3,600 tonnes of peat 
travelled 3,000 km from Latvia.  Similar if not better quality peat could have been extracted 
from bogland no more than ten to 15 miles away and could have been brought on 10 km jour-
neys.  We are now being told by Growing Media Ireland, which represents the peat producers, 
that we are going to need at least two shipments the size of what arrived into the country last 
Saturday to meet Ireland’s peat demands for the foreseeable future.  As I say, there is great anger 
out there, not only with the Department Housing, Local Government and Heritage but also with 
the Minister for the Environment, Climate and Communications, Deputy Ryan.  We have had 
11 meetings of the working group at this stage and yet we have seen no actions emanating from 
the interim report that was submitted in May.

Peat producers are aghast, disillusioned and disappointed.  They looked for a fair, equitable 
and workable licensing system that would have enabled them to extract peat.  Everybody within 
the sector accepts there is a short lifespan left for the sector.  As the Minister of State rightly 
said, that lifespan may end in 2030 or may extend to 2035.  I appreciate the Minister of State is 
only here for a short while but we need to see some message of hope and positivity, and some 
degree of certainty, going out to these peat producers because the midlands, the heart of Ireland 
in terms of bogland and energy production over the past 60 years, has lost faith in the just transi-
tion process.  Bord na Móna and the ESB have ridden roughshod over the region at this stage.  
It must be said we are rapidly losing faith in the Minister of State’s Department and, as I said 
earlier, in the Minister for Environment, Climate and Communications, Deputy Ryan.

I have three questions to ask before I hand over to my colleagues.  What hope can the Min-
ister of State give us today that I can relay to the peat producers, many of whom are logged 
in and watching his contribution?  What reassurance can I give those producers, their families 
and employees that their sector is not going to be written off, that it is going to get a lifeline 
that will enable them to continue producing to 2030 or 2035?  Will the Minister of State tell us 
definitively whether there will be a route forward for the sector?

Bord na Móna withdrew its seven applications from An Bord Pleanála at the start of the 
year, leaving two live applications, both of which are from a local producer, Klasmann Deil-
mann, which is just up the road from me in Rathowen.  There is surely an opportunity there 
for some of the Department officials to liaise with An Bord Pleanála and to prioritise and, it is 
hoped, get those two applications over the line to allow the producer to start extracting that peat 
to try to head off the absolute folly whereby we imported more than 200 truckloads into our 
country last Saturday, something we are going to repeat twice every month.

Senator  Victor Boyhan: I thank the Minister of State for his presentation.  I, too, want to 
reference today’s edition of The Irish Times.  There were two articles relating to these matters.  
My phone was hopping at 9 o’clock in response to those articles.  The timescale to find a practi-
cal and ecological alternative to peat must be reasonable and realistic.  I am not sure the times 
the Minister of State has set out to 2030 or 2035 are realistic, sustainable or appropriate given 
the difficulties faced by the mushroom industry and horticultural propagation sector, with which 
I know the Minister of State is familiar.

The Minister of State referred to the target date of 2030 with a maximum target date of 
2035.  That means ten to 14 years to phase out the use of peat in the Irish horticultural industry.  
We are, in effect, going to importing peat for the next 14 years, according to the logic the Min-
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ister of State has set out, while research is done on replacing peat with an alternative.  Of the 
3,600 tonnes of peat imported from Latvia last week, what purification, if any, was carried out 
on this important product?  That is an important question.  What controls are being put in place 
for the by-product of this imported peat?  That is particularly relevant if we have not addressed 
the issue of purification.  The cost of importing peat could be up to three times that of sourcing 
it domestically.  Consumers will have to absorb that cost in their pockets and that is a concern.

What about the countries that are exporting their peat and their carbon stores?  We live in 
the European Union.  We have heard time and again in recent debates on climate action and the 
challenges around all that about solidarity with our neighbours in the European Union and how 
we are all in this together.  We have to address that.  It is not good enough to say we have a dif-
ferent requirement.  We have our neighbours in the European Union.  The Minister of State has 
his fellow activists and party members across many of the states of the European Union.  We 
need to address those issues.

I would like to hear the Minister of State’s response.  I do not doubt his commitment to 
biodiversity and peatlands conservation and restoration - I share those ambitions and concerns 
with him - but we have to be realistic about timelines for the phasing out of peat and we have 
to have a successful, viable and commercial alternative, and we simply have no idea when that 
will happen.

Deputy  Paul Kehoe: I welcome the Minister of State and his officials.  I do not want to 
repeat some of what the other speakers have stated but I fully concur with their thoughts on this 
issue.  I know we are all very interested in the green agenda, but I can tell the Minister of State 
that it is getting a huge amount of negativity since we are not able to sort out what I believe is 
a small issue but a major issue to an awful lot of people out there in the indigenous horticulture 
and nursery sectors.  A short-term measure is needed to look after the horticulture and nursery 
sectors because of the sudden end of harvesting here.  What is needed is for us to have a practi-
cal approach to this and to be able to harvest a small amount of peat that is needed for a huge 
industry but a very minor industry in the scheme of things.  It is a very important industry to 
all of us.

As an island nation, Ireland is exposed to a huge number of risks, including disease, by 
importing peat.  We have seen that with ash dieback.  I am not sure whether the Minister of 
State and his Department and the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine have taken 
this into consideration.  I understand there is a suggestion that there is a need for a change to 
legislation for a very common-sense solution here.  I do not want to finger-point - I understand 
the Green Party is in government and that my party is in government with the Green Party - but 
I would suggest there is an unwillingness on the part of the Minister of State as a member of 
the Green Party and on the Green Party as members of the Government to have this practical 
change to legislation.  We see the green agenda coming down the tracks and fast approaching 
us.  If we were to do something small for this sector, I assure the Minister of State that the Gov-
ernment would get a huge amount of goodwill from other sectors.  A common-sense approach 
is needed.

We hear that 4,000 tonnes arrived into Ireland on Saturday morning, involving 200 trucks 
travelling 3,000 km.  What does that do for carbon emissions?  If we try to sell peat, it is almost 
like selling sand to the Arabs.  We can sell peat to everybody, but importing it does not make 
sense on this occasion.  I have great respect for and support the green agenda, but we have a 
very small agenda here that we have to look after as well.  I know the Minister of State will 
probably ask what else will come down the tracks if we look after this small industry.  I think 
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most people understand carbon credits and the green agenda that faces us.

I was contacted by the Minister of State, Deputy Peter Burke, about Kelly’s Nursery, in 
Streamstown, near Mullingar.  Some other Deputies from the midlands might be very well 
aware of Kelly’s.  It had a recent inspection, there was a positive result for a disease and plants 
within an exclusion zone of 2 m around all the plants that were found to be positive had to be 
destroyed.  If a disease comes in with the imported peat, what sort of financial package will 
be available for that?  We have seen this with ash dieback and in other areas.  I feel there is a 
common-sense approach to be taken, and Deputy Noonan is a common-sense Minister of State.  
I have known him for many years.  He and his officials, along with the Department of Agricul-
ture, Food and the Marine, have to see a common-sense approach here.

Deputy  Malcolm Noonan: I will take those three members’ questions together if that is 
okay, Chairman.  I will make an initial comment to address Deputy Flaherty, Senator Boyhan 
and Deputy Kehoe about this being the green agenda.  It is not the green agenda; it is the law.  
That is the reality of this.  My Department, which has responsibility for heritage, has no role 
in this except in the sense that the peatlands strategy, specifically recommendation No. 5 of the 
strategy, was to establish this working group to look at alternatives.  We took up that challenge 
in September 2020 and acted very swiftly to do that not long after forming the Government.  We 
tasked Dr. Prasad and the working group to look at alternatives.  I assure the committee mem-
bers they are working flat out to try to achieve that and to look at those alternatives.

Excuse me if I am skipping some of the questions.  Senator Boyhan raised the issue of my 
stating that the timeframe for finding a solution is 2030 to 2035.  That is the recommendation of 
the interim report, not my recommendation.  I said at the outset of this that my preferred option 
was not to import peat.  I saw the report in The Irish Times today and it is disheartening.  Peat 
has been imported but, historically, there have also been significant quantities of peat exported 
from this country.  The reality is that it is a commodity.  I am taking on board the issue of a 
biohazard and the challenges surrounding importation of peat.

I will go through the other questions quickly because I want to try to allow in all the mem-
bers.  In response to Deputy Flaherty’s comments on hope, I am saying the whole of the Gov-
ernment is putting all its effort into this.  I spoke to the Taoiseach about this last week and he is 
very concerned and wants to seek a resolution, but we have to act within the law.  Even moving 
towards a single consent regime will not get us there any faster because it will require primary 
legislation.  As for a route forward, we are trying to seek a short-term and medium-term so-
lution.  In my view, a longer term solution around alternatives has to be brought about more 
quickly than 2030 because of the significant challenges surrounding climate and biodiversity 
but also to provide assurance to the sector.  I hope I have addressed that.

As for the imported peat, I have addressed the point Senator Boyhan raised.  As I said, there 
is a significant carbon impact of importation of peat and the vehicles required to transport it.  
There is no doubt about that.  As I said, however, peat is imported and exported, and one of the 
solutions that had been put forward is importation.  It would have been much easier to seek a 
solution in Ireland and to be able to use Irish peat but, as I said, we are locked within the exist-
ing law.  If Mr. Brian Lucas is with us, and I thank him because I know he has been before the 
committee on a number of occasions and has been a great asset in trying to steer us through the 
legal challenges, he might address specifically the issue of the current dual consent and mov-
ing towards a possible single consent regime.  The committee has probably heard about that 
already.  The challenges in that regard are significant as well.  I will hand over to Mr. Lucas on 
that.
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Mr. Brian Lucas: This came up the last day I was before the committee with officials from 
two other Departments.  An assistant secretary from the Department of the Environment, Cli-
mate and Communications indicated then that, as the Minister of State has said, a new consent 
regime would require primary legislation and would take time to prepare and present to the 
Oireachtas.  There would also be a need to introduce new systems and processes by whatever 
statutory body was given responsibility for such a new system.  Only at that point could the reg-
ulation process begin under a new consent system which we have talked about before, namely, 
leave to apply followed by substitute consent, an application for planning permission and, if 
necessary, an integrated pollution control licence from the EPA.  That is why the Department 
of the Environment, Climate and Communications indicated to the committee that following 
the route of a single consent regime would not allow for an earlier resumption of large-scale or 
commercial peat extraction than through engaging with the current dual consent system.

Deputy Kehoe referred to harvesting a small amount of peat.  I ask what we mean by “a 
small amount of peat”.  The previous day I was before the committee, I referred to the regime 
for the exempt development provisions for sites under 30 ha, which the Minister of State also 
talked about in his opening statement.  As he said, there is no way around derogating from the 
environmental impact assessment directive and the appropriate assessment directive.  Screen-
ing for both of these directives would have to be part of any new alternative consent regime and 
there is no way around that.

Senator  Victor Boyhan: If I may, Chairman, I raised the purification issue in a question to 
the Minister of State.  Maybe he could address it later on if he cannot do it now.

Deputy  Malcolm Noonan: Unfortunately I cannot because the importation is, I think, 
a matter for the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine.  We can come back with a 
response on that.  I absolutely take on board the Senator’s point on the potential for importing 
biohazards or hazardous material.

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: I thank the Minister of State and Mr. Lucas for coming in.  
I am fully aware that at the time no Department would take it up and they and their Department 
were essentially lumped with it.  There is a serious concern here for a simple reason.  We had 
a person in from the Department with responsibility for climate and they were the most arro-
gant person ever to come before a committee.  They basically said straight out that part of the 
solution is going to be importing peat.  Anyone with any environmental brain in their head will 
know bringing peat 200 km to a boat, 3,000 km on the boat and then having 200 lorry loads of 
it going up and down the country is complete lunacy.  I know everyone wants to get in ques-
tions fairly quickly.  We need clarity on this.  We are dancing from report to report.  It is not the 
Minister of State’s fault.  Earlier Deputy Kehoe mentioned the Minister of State, Deputy Peter 
Burke.  He is in the Department with responsibility for the environment.  He has the authority to 
bring planning forward if need be and it would be helpful if that was done.  Substitute consent 
in the quarries has been a disaster.

I ask the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, whether there is a commitment one way or the 
other in Government on harvesting next April.  Nobody is going to harvest it now for the winter; 
there is no point.  The Government now has a window of seven months to get this solved.  As 
Deputy Flaherty asked earlier, will the Government give a commitment to the people who need 
to harvest this by next April?  I understand from the working group that everyone is in agree-
ment we must do it until 2030 or maybe 2035, as the Minister of State has outlined.  Is there a 
commitment from Government that for the harvest season starting April next year, people will 
be able to go out to save this industry?  That is my first question.
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Mr. Lucas will be familiar with my second question.  I have worked with him for years and, 
as the man says, I cannot commend him well enough, in fairness to him.  We did a system for 
certain bogs where we picked areas out - Mr. Lucas will be able to give me an answer on this 
- and you looked at the up-welling and did all the scientific work.  Mr. Ray Flynn, who all the 
witnesses probably know, was involved in it.  You basically showed there was an area of the 
bog that would not be worth restoring, to put it simply.  Is there a process like that which could 
be brought in?  To Mr. Lucas specifically, what if these people picked out, say, a 50 ha plot and 
said they were going to do that 50 ha this year, keep men in there and then go to another place 
and revamp that?  Are there not solutions like that which can be done to ensure we keep the 
consistency of supply to resolve this problem?

My third question is for the Minister of State.  It is not associated with this and he may not 
know about it.  I raise the issue of the Wildlife (Amendment) Bill, where natural heritage areas, 
NHAs, were to be in category 2.  Many farmers who want to plant trees are held up at the mo-
ment because of a Bill that fell in the previous Dáil that was to come in before Christmas of this 
year, I think.  Is getting that resolved on the agenda?

Deputy  Matt Carthy: There are thousands of jobs at risk.  In his opening remarks the 
Minister of State indicated he recognised the importance of these jobs to the rural economy and 
rural communities.  He also said he was disappointed at the importation witnessed today.

Does the Minister of State accept that, at present, there is no alternative to the extraction of 
peat for many sectors of the horticultural industry?  I refer, as I have done on multiple occa-
sions, to the mushroom industry which is of particular importance in my constituency.  Stock-
piles are close to exhausted.  There is sub-30 ha harvesting under what can only be described 
as confused structures that even those harvesting do not believe can meet demand.  Alternatives 
do not exist.  Even where there are limited options like coir from India and Sri Lanka, they 
themselves create environmental concerns.  Take it as a given we want to protect our bogs, the 
biodiversity they have and we want to see an alternative to peat use.  On the other hand we also 
want to see viable rural communities and economies based on them.

We should bear in mind this is the seventh ship entering the island of Ireland because there 
have been others to Belfast and that product has made its way down.  We now have a situation 
where huge shiploads are being imported into Ireland.  Each of these shiploads involve 200 
trucks transporting peat from where it is harvested in the Baltic to a port there, then a 3,000 km 
sea journey to Ireland where a further 200 trucks meet the ship to unload the peat and deliver it 
to Irish plants to be processed.  We can compare that to journeys in Ireland for peat production, 
which were as short as 10 km on average.  Does the Minister of State accept this is an absolute 
failure on his part and on the part of his Department and the Government?

The first three people who uttered, in my presence, that importation was to be the alternative 
were the Minister of State himself, the Minister for Environment, Climate and Communica-
tions, Deputy Ryan, and the Minister of State, Senator Hackett.  This was not just an accident 
we should all be surprised about.  This was the strategy.  We would eliminate the extraction of 
peat in Ireland to create the facade we were doing something on environmental protection but 
we would, on the most hypocritical basis, then allow these shipments to arrive.

I agree with the Minister of State on one point.  It is nothing short of a scandal that a State-
owned company, Bord na Móna, was for over two decades exporting hundreds and thousands 
of tonnes of peat, knowing as it did that this crisis was likely to emerge.  Nobody said “Stop” 
when that was happening and now we have a situation where for the next decade or so we will 
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see the importation of what is primarily water.  The shipments coming in are 80% water because 
the peat must be wet for sectors like mushroom production.

My two questions are as follows.  How is it that Latvia, Lithuania, Germany and other 
countries are able to put in place legislative frameworks allowing for the extraction of peat in 
those countries while remaining in line with EU law while we are not?  The Minister of State 
as mentioned the second issue.  The only viable alternative to the importation of peat is for 
Government to introduce a single-stage application process that would allow the harvesting of 
horticultural peat to meet the domestic needs of the sector in a sustainable way.  This would 
allow us to manage, monitor and enforce the environmental regulations.  The Minister of State 
has acknowledged the need for legislation, which would need to be primary legislation.  What 
steps have been taken within his Department to prepare that legislation?  Considering the num-
ber of emergency laws that have been passed over the last 18 months, surely it is not beyond our 
capabilities to prepare such legislation quickly, speedily and efficiently so that we can protect 
core jobs for rural economies that have very few others.

Deputy  Brian Leddin: I welcome the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan.  I will use my 
time to counter this hyperbolic narrative I am hearing from my colleagues on the committee 
which suggests that this is somehow related to the green agenda.  I am glad that the Minister 
of State has said very clearly that this is not the green agenda but law, legislation and planning.  
This is what we are dealing with.  A message should go out from this committee today that 
this is absolutely unrelated to the Green Party’s agenda or the general green or environmental 
agenda.  As the Minister of State said at the very outset, he is committed to the survival of the 
horticultural industry.  There are very strong reasons for him, and the rest of us, to be so com-
mitted.  I will use my time to say that.  Will the Minister of State and Mr. Lucas, who has been 
before the committee a few times and who has been very helpful, elaborate further on the legis-
lative bind we are in?  That is what it is.  This is not politics but a legislative bind and we have 
to work together to solve it.  It is quite disingenuous of colleagues to label this as a case of the 
green agenda at play when it absolutely is not.

Deputy  Malcolm Noonan: I will try to address the questions in sequence, with the help of 
Mr. Lucas.  To address Deputy Fitzmaurice’s question on that commitment of the Government, 
as I have said, I am giving a wholehearted commitment.  The Taoiseach and all of the Govern-
ment are concerned about that.  My Department has limited responsibility with regard to heri-
tage and no responsibility with regard to the planning side of things or the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change.

We will absolutely use those six months wisely.  We have used the time to date wisely.  We 
have given every single consideration to how we could deal with this in an Irish context.  In 
saying this, I address Deputy Carthy as well.  It was never my preference for importation to be 
an option.  It is certainly a less favourable option environmentally when quality peat exists in 
this country but the law is the law.  We have to try to figure out a solution that works in an Irish 
context.  We have spoken about the issue Deputy Fitzmaurice raised, that of degraded bogs, 
before.  I may ask Mr. Lucas to come in on that point.

With regard to the Deputy’s third question, the Wildlife (Amendment) Bill is back on the 
Order Paper.  We are determined to get it through.  We are working on that along with a biodi-
versity Bill.  I give the Deputy my assurance on that.

With regard to the Deputy Carthy’s specific question on other countries, these countries 
have a different consent system, a single consent system.  With regard to the steps my Depart-
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ment, which has responsibility for heritage, is taking, we do not have competence in this area.  
Our task in respect of the peatlands strategy has been to consider alternatives.

I am of the view that 2030 is too far out.  I know the interim report stated 2030 to 2035 but 
solutions exist.  There has been quite a lot of research done.  I have been liaising with the Minis-
ter of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, Deputy Heydon, with regard 
to putting in place a research fund to look at those alternatives.  I will await Dr. Prasad’s report 
to see what recommendations are put to me.  Dr. Prasad himself has a significant background in 
the area of composting and the use of organic materials.  There are solutions there and we could 
get to them sooner than we think.  I am determined to see that through.  I will receive that report 
and we will seek those solutions.  

I agree with Deputy Leddin that we should not politicise this matter.  We should work to-
gether to find a solution that works for the sector.  We are deeply concerned about those thou-
sands of jobs and maintaining a vibrant horticultural sector in Ireland.  I may have addressed the 
issue Deputy Leddin raised with regard to the legislative bind but I will ask Mr. Lucas to come 
in on that specific point and on the point Deputy Fitzmaurice raised regarding degraded bogs.

Mr. Brian Lucas: We have a legislative framework in place in accordance with EU law.  
The Minister of State outlined this in his opening statement and I have outlined it in previous 
meetings with the committee.  This legislation has been in place since 2011 under the Planning 
and Development Act 2000, so it is not new legislation.  With regard to the legislative bind we 
are in, we have to have a system in place that allows for environmental impact assessment and 
appropriate assessment.

Deputy Fitzmaurice referred to the work we did regarding raised bogs and relocation to non-
designated bogs.  In those cases, we would have done environmental impact assessment screen-
ing for appropriate assessment and full environmental impact assessments, as necessary.  With 
regard to the work we did on the raised bogs, we used the existing legislation that is already in 
place under the Planning and Development Act.  One of the difficulties with regard to the bind 
the industry finds itself in is that an environmental impact assessment is compulsory on sites of 
30 ha and greater.  Once that is the case, you are into the area of planning permission.  The law 
is in place and has been since 2011, so it is not new legislation.

As I said earlier, at the previous meeting with the committee, the Department of the En-
vironment, Climate and Communications indicated that legislating for a new single consent 
system that would also properly respect the environmental impact assessment directive and 
provide for a substitute consent process would not deliver decisions any more quickly than 
the existing dual consent system.  When I was before the committee in July, I also referred to 
a provision in section 172(3) of the Planning Development Act 2000 which transposes Article 
2(4) of the environmental impact assessment directive.  This provides for limited exemptions to 
the full requirements of the directive.  A request for such an exemption would have to be made 
to An Bord Pleanála by an applicant for planning permission or a person intending to apply for 
planning permission.  I believe I have covered those points.

Chairman: Four more Members wish to contribute: Deputy Michael Collins, Senator Daly, 
Deputy Browne and Deputy Danny Healy-Rae.

Deputy  Michael Collins: Some of the questions I am asking have already been asked.  
Deputy Leddin said this is not a matter of the green agenda, but it is certainly an extraordinary 
situation we find ourselves in with regard to both forestry and peat and the Green Party is at the 
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helm.  We see the disaster that is unfolding.  Some Minister somewhere along the line is unable 
to resolve this unfolding disaster for many people in the horticulture sector and the nurseries.  
When will the limited peat harvest start again, as was indicated by the Minister of State, Senator 
Hackett, some time back?  Do the witnesses think it is a good picture to see eastern European 
peat being transported to Ireland with huge carbon footprints instead of using peat in bogs that 
can never be returned to functioning big habitats and that exist in Ireland?  When will a fund for 
private entities to undertake research on alternatives to grow nursery stock and mushrooms be 
started to ensure fast solutions for our industry?  Does the Minister of State acknowledge and 
take responsibility for a complete lack of knowledge and of any planning or forward thinking 
before destroying Irish horticulture jobs and families?

Senator  Paul Daly: I welcome the Minister of State and Mr. Lucas.  As Deputy Collins 
said, coming into the fray so late in the game, a lot of what I had intended to ask has already 
been asked.  That is not to say I would be over the moon about the answers that were given to 
some of the questions.  I have lost count of how many meetings we have had on this issue.  The 
submissions we received from guests on each occasion, irrespective of what Department or 
area they are from, are a rehash of working group and interim reports.  All the time, there is an 
industry on its knees and there is the contradiction of the carbon leakage that is the importation 
of peat when we have peat here.

Irrespective of your political allegiance or feelings on the environment, we are all well in-
tentioned in that regard and we all have the same agenda, including the electorate and the man 
and woman on the street.  Day by day, we are frustrating and losing them more and more.  This 
issue is another example of that.  Any of the people in the horticulture industry who are going 
to try to stay in the game and work with this imported peat will have excessive costs placed on 
them as opposed to what they previously had.  Where will those costs end up other than on their 
product which will end up on the shelves.  It is the ordinary man and woman on the street who 
will pay through the nose for this lunacy or else they will not be able to get Irish vegetables on 
their shelves at all.  It is the vegetables, if not the peat, that will then be imported.

We have talked about whether it is a Green Party agenda or whose baby it is but there is a 
line in the second last paragraph of the Minister of State’s submission that refers to the working 
group and interim report.  It states:

In that regard, and following on from the receipt of the interim report, the Departments 
of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, of the Environment, Climate and Communications, 
and of Housing, Local Government and Heritage are working on a suite of measures as 
regards the situation in the horticultural industry.

I want to know what that suite of measures is.  What is the Government proposing?  Will a 
workable solution be put in place, as Deputy Fitzmaurice has asked, before the peat harvest-
ing season commences next April?

Deputy  Martin Browne: As Senator Daly pointed out, many of the questions have been 
asked already.  To see a shipment of just under 4,000 tonnes of peat come into the country at the 
weekend was crazy.  As Deputy Carthy said, it is not just about 200 trucks in Ireland because 
another 200 trucks had to load that product over in Latvia and it also travelled 3,000 miles by 
sea.

All sectors of Irish horticulture will be affected, including the mushroom industry and small 
fruit and vegetable growers in north Dublin and throughout rural Ireland.  They will be severely 
affected.  It is not only the growers themselves who will be impacted by the increased cost from 



14

JAFM

importing this into the country, as was said.  This will work its way down to consumers having 
to pay extra.  We all saw the news about increases in electricity prices and so on.  It is the con-
sumer again who will get hit hard by this.  We have been talking to John Neenan from Growing 
Media Ireland.  That organisation is saying the cost of importing horticultural peat from Latvia 
and so on could be up to three times the cost of sourcing the same product in Ireland.  The im-
portation of peat has considerable consequences for the environment, with considerable emis-
sions of carbon to transport that 3,000 miles by sea.

Senator Daly mentioned as well, and we need to recognise, that 17,000 jobs are at risk from 
these kinds of decisions.  Some 17,000 families can be affected by this.  We have also spoken 
to Frank Alley, who the Cathaoirleach knows, in my parish of Dundrum.  He has told us they 
have been wasting their time and it is totally unfair on growers like him and others throughout 
the country.  This is the kind of suspicion they have of that working group the Minister of State 
keeps talking about.

Before he goes, I thank the Minister of State and his officials for coming.  It is ludicrous to 
think that we are in a situation where peat is being imported from Latvia into this country.  If 
one of us said 30 years ago we would start importing peat into the country, we would be locked 
up.  It is the Minister of State’s Department that is saying this represents progress in reducing 
emissions.  It is unbelievable.  As has been said, a lot of the growers are trying to mix stuff and 
source stuff in the country, but that is putting extra cost on them, and with the cost of equipment 
and all that it will just not be feasible for them.

If the Minister of State was working in an industry that was being destroyed in this manner, 
would he be happy with a Department that seems to have shown no urgency and that has done 
nothing to help it?  This is not a personal attack on the Minister of State but there are so many 
jobs at risk and he is only coming to the committee for one hour.  I know he might have other 
commitments but it is unbelievable we are only with him for one hour and I hope he will be 
back because there are loads more questions that I, other members and people in the industry 
want to ask.  Would the Minister of State take comfort in waiting for a working group to meet 
and for reports to be published while at the same time his livelihood was taking a nosedive and 
it looked as if he was going out of business?  Aside from referring to the report of the working 
group, will the Minister of State specify what other options his Department and the other three 
Departments involved in this have been actively looking at to avert the ruination of this sector?

Deputy  Danny Healy-Rae: I thank the Minister of State and his Department official, Mr. 
Lucas, for attending this important meeting.  There is no doubt about it, and I am not being 
personal towards either the Minister of State or Deputy Leddin - they are fine people and I have 
nothing personal against them at all - but it is clear to me they are pulling the strings in govern-
ment.  They ensured Bord na Móna was closed down six years before it was destined to close 
down.  There was moss peat left behind in Bord na Móna in the middle of the country.  The 
Government is saying there are alternatives for nurseries in Kerry and for the horticulture sec-
tor.  We are not even being told what the alternatives are.  Will we lose those jobs?  It is the same 
as the briquettes.  It is no bother to import moss peat and briquettes into the country and, at the 
same time, our bogs are lying idle.  We have no gold, diamond or oil deposits but we had a few 
bogs here and there.  It is galling to think that in China they are building new power generation 
stations to produce electricity to burn coal.  We are all under the same sky, or so I think.  I have 
not travelled all over the world but we are told we are all under the same sky.  People in Ireland 
do not want to hurt any part of the world.

This is affecting rural areas more than urban areas.  As I said, we can bring in boats full of 
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moss peat and there is no problem with bringing briquettes from Germany.  People need these 
things and there are no alternatives for many people to having a bit of a fire to keep themselves 
warm from now until 1 May next year if it is a cold winter.

The Minister of State says there are planning issues.  Will the Government bring legislation 
forward to deal with these issues?  We have the peat and it can be harvested in the same way it 
was harvested in Latvia.  That legislation should also include the production of briquettes.

Will the Government ensure jobs will not be lost in this massive industry?  When you go 
round Killarney and see what flowers are in window boxes and all around the Ring of Kerry, 
how is that beautiful situation going to be kept up if we do not have moss peat?  Will the Gov-
ernment ensure we will not lose jobs in the horticulture industry?

The Government must spell out what the alternatives are to the people who are wondering 
where they will get the money to pay their employees.  That has to be sorted out.  The most 
sensible thing to do would be to bring forward legislation to ensure peat can be harvested.

Deputy  Malcolm Noonan: I will try to address the last four questions, and I apologise that 
I have to depart shortly on Dáil business.  I might ask Mr. Lucas to come in specifically on the 
options.

With regard to the continued assertion that this is the green agenda, who would accept we 
would attempt or try to move to undermine an industry?  Our collective job as legislators is 
responsibility towards those people, the staff, the workers and the families, and we have ex-
hausted and will continue to exhaust every option possible to try to secure a viable alternative 
and interim, medium- and long-term solutions for the sector.  I am giving that commitment to 
the members.  I am happy to come back to the committee at later stages to update it once I re-
ceive Dr. Prasad’s report.

As has been said by others, we are caught in a legislative bind.  To address Deputy Healy-
Rae’s point on legislating, we will not get there any quicker by moving primary legislation on 
this.  Mr. Lucas has already updated the Deputy on that.  It will take a significant amount of time 
regardless.  I give our commitment and that of the Government that we will continue to work 
collectively to try to move towards those alternatives.  There are nurseries out there using peat 
alternatives, and there nurseries throughout the world and growers in other areas that are able 
to use peat alternatives.  There are options.

I reiterate the point raised by Deputy Browne on importation.  It was certainly never my 
preferred option.  There is no doubt it is environmentally more damaging to put it all onto fleets 
of lorries, load it onto shipments and then unload it onto fleets of lorries, but this is, unfortu-
nately, the situation in which we are.  We were a country that exported our horticultural peat 
for many years.  As I said early on in this meeting, it has been a commodity, but unfortunately 
that situation has changed and drastically so.  We have to work within the law and a changed 
environment to try to seek a solution.

I hope I have addressed, while not specifically touching on, all of the points raised by mem-
bers.  I will ask Mr. Lucas to come in quickly on the specific issue of other options which we 
have been exploring over recent months.

Mr. Brian Lucas: As the Minister of State said in his opening statement, the three Depart-
ments have been looking at a suite of measures for the situation in the industry.  I know it was 
said the previous day and my understanding is the paper and the suite of measures have not 
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yet been signed off by party leaders.  Obviously then, I am limited in the kind of detail I can 
go into, but the type of thing in the paper would include looking at whether stocks of peat are 
available which may not have been looked at up to now and could be made suitable for use by 
the industry; the potential to make equipment, mixing plants and expertise available to assist 
the industry, if that would be helpful; and using the expertise in various organisations, in terms 
of their supply chains, to see if peat could be sourced.

The Department has been asked by the chair of the working group to see if it would be pos-
sible to make funding available to a student to undertake research on the hydrothermal carboni-
sation of green waste and spent mushroom compost to produce a substrate which could be used 
as peat replacement in growing media.  The Department is looking at that.  The Department of 
Agriculture, Food and the Marine issued a research call and one of the areas within that is re-
search on peat growing media for horticulture production.  My understanding is this call is to be 
approved and successful applicants will be made known in November next about the research 
expected to start early next year.

Chairman: On behalf of the committee, I thank Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, and Mr. 
Lucas for engaging with us on this important issue.  The message from the committee is very 
clear.  The importation of peat into this country is both environmental and financial lunacy.  
Before the next peat harvesting season starts, we need to be able to harvest peat here for our 
horticulture and nursery industries.  That is environmentally and economically sensible.  There 
is a danger in that the cost base of these industries is being threatened and they could relocate, 
especially the mushroom industry, which is a very tight margin industry.  We have huge con-
cerns about not being able to keep its cost base in check.  Importation of peat obviously puts 
huge financial pressure on those companies.  I ask the Minister of State to use the best influence 
of his office to ensure when the next harvesting season starts, we are able to home harvest peat 
for our native industries.

Sitting suspended at 4.38 p.m. and resumed at 4.40 p.m.

Common Agricultural Policy: Women in Agriculture Stakeholders Group

Chairman: I welcome the following representatives from Women in Agriculture Stake-
holders Group, WASG, all joining remotely: Ms Hannah Quinn-Mulligan, chairperson; Ms 
Louise Crowley, Macra na Feirme representative; Ms Caroline Farrell, Irish Farmers’ Associa-
tion, IFA, representative; Ms Vanessa Kiely O’Connor, Irish Creamery Milk Suppliers Associa-
tion, ICMSA, representative; and Ms Mona O’Donoghue-Concannon, Irish Cattle and Sheep 
Farmers’ Association, ICSA, representative.  They are very welcome to this meeting.  We re-
ceived their opening statement, which has been circulated to members, and will be published 
on the Oireachtas website.  They will be given ten minutes to make the statement before going 
into questions and answers.

Before beginning, I will read the note on parliamentary privilege.  Witnesses are protected 
by absolute privilege in respect of the evidence they are to give to the committee.  However, 
if directed by committee to cease giving evidence in relation to a particular matter and they 
continue to do so, they are entitled thereafter only to a qualified privilege in respect of their 
evidence.  They are directed that only evidence connected with the subject matter of these pro-
ceedings is to be given.  They are asked to respect the parliamentary practice to the effect that, 
where possible, they should not criticise or make charges against any person, persons or entity, 
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by name or in such a way to make him or her or identifiable.

I now call the WASG representatives to make opening their statement.  It is their first time 
to be before the committee and they are most welcome.  I am sure this will be the first of many 
times they will ask to come before committee to make their views known.  I call Ms Hannah 
Quinn-Mulligan to make the opening statement.

Ms Hannah Quinn-Mulligan: A Chathaoirligh agus a dhaoine uaisle, ar dtús báire tá mé 
féin agus an grúpa fíorbhuíoch daoibh go léir ó thaobh an cuireadh a thug sibh dúinn.

We are grateful to be here.  Many of the members might already know me as an agricultural 
journalist, but I also have the privilege to farm with my grandmother in County Limerick.  Like 
many members of the committee, I had a farm childhood that was both blessed with warm sum-
mer days helping to bring in hay bales and cursed with the dubious honour of standing in gaps 
in the biting cold of winter.  Farming is in my blood, as it is for many of the colleagues here with 
me.  Growing up, all I wanted to be was a farmer, like my grandmother.  Yet, the reality of the 
day is that I am one of fewer than 500 young women throughout Ireland of my generation who 
are under 35 years of age, who grew up to be farmers and who are in receipt of farm payments.  
An even more frightening statistic is that there are more women over the age of 80 who the 
Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine considers to be actively farming than there are 
women under the age of 40 who are considered to be actively farming.  That same figure is not 
shared by our male counterparts in farming.  This highlights the impact of a long-held tradition 
where farms are passed from generation to generation by way of the eldest son.

The family farm is sacred to rural Ireland.  However, just as no man is an island, the real-
ity is that hardly any farm operates without the input of both partners.  For example, when my 
great-grandfather had to emigrate to England to work on the railroads to support his family, 
it was my great-grandmother who milked the cows every morning and evening and got their 
nine children off to school.  Women have always shared the workload on Irish farms, yet the 
official recognition of that work has never happened.  Central Statistics Office, CSO, figures 
show that 70,000 women are getting up every single day to help out on farms in some capacity, 
yet roughly just 16,000 women are in receipt of payments.  Just 3.8% of all farms in Ireland are 
held in joint male-female names.  The figures are not improving organically, and the primary 
aim of the Women in Agriculture Stakeholders Group, WASG, is to push the number of women 
farming in their own name and in partnerships to 25% by 2030 through the mechanics of the 
Common Agricultural Policy, CAP.

The group is made up of representatives from the IFA, the ICMSA, the ICSA, Macra na 
Feirme, the Irish Natura and Hill Farmers Association, INHFA, the Irish Organic Association, 
IOA, West Women in Farming, and South East Women in Farming.  It is completely voluntary.  
Since coming together just over a month ago, we have made our first CAP submission and have 
met with senior officials in the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine to discuss it.  
We also have a social media presence and a mailing list, and we have the support of women of 
all ages.

I know the submission has been circulated to  committee members already, so I will not 
bore them overly with the points.  In it, we have the target to reach 25% of female farmers by 
2030, through partnerships and single owners.  We are saying there should be a 60% targeted 
agriculture modernisation scheme, TAMS, grant for women over 40, because the figures we 
received show that less than 4% of TAMS money went to women.  There should be a female-
only knowledge transfer, KT scheme and a top-up scheme for KT groups that have at least three 
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female members.  We would also like a partnership tax credit to work in line with a succession 
tax credit similar to that, whereby a woman could enter into a formal partnership with a male 
farmer - it could be a daughter, daughter-in-law, or wife - over a five-year period and the farmer 
would receive €5,000 a year tax credit, but the farm would have to be divided 50:50 between the 
farmer and the woman coming onto the farm.  Another point we would like to touch on is that 
the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine must commit to plan and fund a national 
women in agriculture dialogue as set out in Food Vision 2030.

We welcome any questions committee members might have on our submission.  We thank 
members again for having us here.

Chairman: It is a pleasure.  I will take questions two at a time from members so that we can 
make the best use of the remaining time we have.  The first two members are Deputy Fitzmau-
rice and Deputy Carthy.

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: First, I welcome the witnesses.  It is great to see them.  I 
have daughters myself, and when I need a hand, sometimes they are out quicker than the lads.  
Ms Quinn-Mulligan talked about the CAP going forward.  Regarding the mentality, I presume, 
and I would have looked into a bit of this, that the reason the numbers are greater for those later 
in life is, say, the spouse would be dead or something and they were handing the farm over to 
the other person.  I think that was the reason I got before on that.

What are the actions regarding CAP and otherwise?  This is about a sea change in the whole 
farming community, to be quite frank about it.  It is about respect for people who are doing 
much of the work.  It is well known there are many women throughout this country who are 
basically keeping the farm going, as Ms Quinn-Mulligan has rightly pointed out.  What are the 
obstacles the witnesses face?  Do they face sexism in the whole industry, that someone would 
look at them and that there is this attitude there?  Is it education as well early on in schools and 
in the agricultural colleges?  I know the numbers of ladies in the agricultural colleges who are 
studying agriculture science has gone up a lot.  I have been monitoring that.  What are the steps 
we need to take to make sure we achieve what the witnesses talked about, the 25% by 2030?  
We can have goals, but we need to make sure we get a level playing field.  What are the things 
we can do for the people who own farms so that they give a fair chance to the daughters, nieces 
or whoever on the farm?

Deputy  Matt Carthy: Tá fáilte roimh uilig, our guests.  This is timely and important con-
versation.  I welcome the work the stakeholders’ group has been doing with a very able chair in 
Ms Quinn-Mulligan.  While she was often scary to us as a journalist, I have no doubt she will 
be a very able and available source of information to us as we deal with the challenges to ensure 
the official figures recognise the realities on the ground.

To me, to increase the numbers of women farmers, we first need to recognise that women 
are already farmers.  It is just that the official figures do not acknowledge that.  To me, there are 
four different areas in terms of how we can address those issues, on which Ms Quinn-Mulligan 
or the other guests could comment.  First, we had better admit and face up to it that there are 
cultural issues that need to be addressed on farms and in communities.  Essentially, we have 
moved to the point where women are quite able.  The reality is they do everything on the farm 
apart from owning it.  How do we address those cultural barriers?  Second, we need to identify 
where there are legislative gaps.  I wonder if our guests have any ideas in terms of where legis-
lation is required and where this committee could perhaps start to instigate that.  Third, and this 
was addressed in the opening statement, there needs to be budgetary consideration.  We have 
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recognised that we cannot encourage transition or new ownership with young farmers without 
putting in place budgetary measures for that to happen.  Ms Quinn-Mulligan mentioned TAMS, 
which is a good proposal.  The partnership tax credit also seems like an interesting idea and I 
would appreciate a little bit of elaboration on that.

The CAP process will be a big part of the work we will be involved in over the next 12 
months.  I understand that proposals on women in agriculture were part of the recent CAP ne-
gotiations but they did not make it into the final agreement.  Do the witnesses have any views 
as to why that was the case?  Where did resistance come from?  Was it within the Council of 
Europe, the European Parliament, the Commission, all of those or none of those?  Did it simply 
get lost?  Recognising that, what needs to be in the next CAP strategic plan?  From a domestic 
level, what can we hold up as a barometer and as a first step to show that we are taking seriously 
the issues Ms Quinn-Mulligan has mentioned when it comes to the future of CAP?

Chairman: I will hand back to the witnesses and to whoever wants to take the questions 
from Deputies Fitzmaurice and Carthy.

Ms Hannah Quinn-Mulligan: I am happy to take those.  I thank the Deputies for their 
questions because they give me a chance to clarify some points.  Deputy Carthy is right that un-
fortunately a lot of the support measures that were originally in place for women in CAP were 
dropped.  There are still some fundamental areas in the legal text of CAP to give us a foundation 
with which to go forward.  If you look at Article 6(1)(h), it specifically states that women have 
to be supported in the next CAP.  Everyone on the committee knows that it comes down to the 
member states how that will be articulated.  Part of our mandate is how we think it should be 
worked out or how we envision it working out.  If we look at the Department of Agriculture, 
Food and the Marine’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats, SWOT, analysis, and 
to come back to Deputy Fitzmaurice, it references cultural bias.  That is the phrase that is used 
for favouring men over women when it comes to land inheritance.  It states:

In Ireland, less than 12% of landholders are women presumably as a result of traditional 
cultural bias towards male successors, resulting in women rarely inheriting land.  This has 
had a significant negative impact on the participation of women in agriculture at all levels 
and has reinforced a perception that farming is a male occupation.

It also states:
This poses a further challenge as women are often cited as more likely to drive the 

change necessary to ensure the future viability of some farm enterprises.

Many of us will agree that there are huge challenges facing agriculture.  Not to incentivise or 
encourage one half of the farm family to be involved in farms does not make any sense.

Deputy Fitzmaurice touched on the numbers in agricultural science courses.  If you look 
at Teagasc it is worrying because only about 10% of participants in its courses are women.  If 
you look at UCD, there is a higher proportion and it is a 50:50 split.  If you listen to Dr. Monica 
O’Gorman, who was on “CountryWide”  a couple of weeks ago, she will tell you that the major-
ity of the men are going into primary agriculture roles such as dairy when it comes to specify-
ing it later on in the course but that women are more often going into innovation roles because 
they know they will not inherit the land.  That is scary to me because it goes back to agriculture 
facing all of these challenges.  We cannot spark some kind of brain drain in agriculture.  We 
need young men and women coming back to farms to face all of those challenges.  Education 
is something we need to look at.



20

JAFM

We got a freedom of information, FOI, request back from the Department of Agriculture, 
Food and the Marine on the last knowledge transfer, KT, scheme.  Overall, out of around 20,000 
participants, just 3,000 were women.  If you break that down to individual counties, in Wick-
low, for example, only two women took part in that scheme.  In Longford, only three women 
took part in it.  These are low numbers.  The idea behind female-only KT schemes is not to 
create any form of segregation because the mixed schemes will still be there for anyone who 
wants to take part in them.  They will be there to create the environment where you can ask 
questions, including technical questions, about your farm without being made to feel stupid.  
There are fantastic men out there and I have received so much support from men, but if you are 
in a minority in any situation, whether you are a woman or a man walking into a room, to put up 
your hand and ask a question can be very difficult.  For example, I was one of three women with 
about 100 men doing my green certificate in Pallaskenry.  As supportive as the management and 
teachers were, I hated asking questions or putting my hand up because the lads would be either 
trying to take Snapchat videos or they would be staring you out of it.  That is the idea behind 
the female-only KT schemes.  We are not necessarily saying that any extra funding is needed for 
those but we are saying it would be incorporated into the KT programme itself.  I might bring in 
Ms Kiely O’Connor or Ms Crowley on this at some point because they are part of a female-only 
discussion group that started organically and they find it very supportive.

I want to touch on Deputy Carthy’s questions as well.  He talked about the cultural issues 
and I would say that, traditionally, people have thought of the physical barriers before women.  
My tractor does not know if a man or woman is turning the key in the ignition.  I am a beef 
farmer but I have been known to milk cows in my lifetime as well.  When you come down to it, 
the buttons on a milking machine and a washing machine are not different.  Anyone who says 
differently has not turned on a washing machine in a while.  The physical barriers that were in 
place are not there anymore so that cannot be used as an excuse.

A big part of the partnership tax credit we are thinking of is that it works similarly to the 
succession tax credit.  It runs for a five-year period and it is there to encourage bringing in 
women over 40 years of age who are already working on farms in a formal capacity.  This will 
give them the recognition they deserve and need, but work is also being done by my colleague, 
Ms Kiely O’Connor, who is the ICMSA representative.  She has looked into the likes of the 
McKinsey & Company report, which states that farms and businesses become more economi-
cally viable and productive when a partnership is in place.  It does not just make sense as an 
inclusivity factor; it also makes sense as an economic factor.

Ms Kiely O’Connor might share why she finds the female-only discussion group beneficial, 
she might share some of her thoughts on partnerships and she might give us a rundown on her 
background.  She is a Limerick native but she has ended up dairy farming in County Cork.  I 
would welcome her sharing some of her thoughts on those matters.

Ms Vanessa Kiely O’Connor: I thank members for being here.  As Ms Quinn-Mulligan 
said, I am representative from the ICMSA and a full-time farmer in my own right.  My circum-
stances are that I am not from a farming background.  I took agricultural science as a secondary 
school subject and that sparked my interest in agriculture.  I did a year in agricultural college 
and a farm apprenticeship to be trained as a farm manager.  That is how I ended up in Cork.  
I did not have any bias because none of my family were into farming so they did not see any 
obstacles.  If that was what I wanted to do, it was not a problem.

(Interruptions).
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Ms Vanessa Kiely O’Connor: -----over in France.  That was my intention when I was do-
ing that course because there was no option for partnership in Ireland-----

(Interruptions).

Ms Vanessa Kiely O’Connor: -----and if I wanted to continue in farming that was what I 
was going to do.  As it happened, I would meet my future husband walking across the road on 
the first farm I worked at-----

(Interruptions).

Ms Vanessa Kiely O’Connor: -----and we are here.

I have the qualification and I have the full running of the farm.  I have been well supported 
by my husband.  He supports what I do 100% because he can see that I can do the job.  My 
mother and father-in-law had no issues with handing the farm down to us because we were 
enthusiastic and we had the energy of youth to succeed at what we were doing.  I come from a 
very positive background.  Not every woman has that.  As time would move on-----

(Interruptions).

Ms Vanessa Kiely O’Connor: -----was not able to attend my farming organisation meet-
ings.  You cannot do everything and might be unable to put yourself forward.  Maybe women 
have not put themselves forward because they have so many other things to be doing.  Looking 
to a solution and bearing in mind what happened with Covid and the fact we are now all able to 
get on social media, do we have an opportunity to use online platforms for meetings to get more 
women involved?  For a woman with children who is interested in farming and would like to 
be part of agricultural policymaking, is there an opportunity in this regard?  I feel very strongly 
about it.  It took 13 years, or until my children reached second level, before I could make time 
to allow myself to come forward.

(Interruptions).

Ms Vanessa Kiely O’Connor: -----because I have been proactive in agriculture, but that 
option is not available to every woman.  Every woman has a different story to tell.

I worked on farms where a husband and wife were my master farmers.  A family could be 
reared on a farm with both partners living on it.  Given current prices and profits, one person 
may now have to work off the farm.  That-----

(Interruptions).

Ms Vanessa Kiely O’Connor: -----on the farm under pressure.  There are so many factors 
and so many stages of life where women face some challenges.  If a majority of policymakers 
are men, we will not have the desired influence because our voices will have been forgotten.  
While we might be appreciated by our husbands or partners, if we are to have everybody on 
board and move agriculture forward, we really need to get going on this.
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Senator  Paul Daly: I thank the witnesses from WASG.  On a lighter note, I warmly wel-
come the fact we have members of the IFA, ICMSA, ICSA and INHFA coming to us collec-
tively with a common goal.  Maybe the delegates will pass on to their male counterparts in their 
representative bodies the message that if they work collectively and all sing from the one hymn 
sheet, they can be a hell of a lot more successful.  I say that somewhat in jest, but it is unique to 
have all the representatives present on a common mission.

I welcome the delegates.  Deputy Fitzmaurice and others have mentioned the education 
aspect.  I would like to address it also.  I ask the delegates to go back a step further.  How can 
we encourage more of our secondary school students, particularly the female ones, to consider 
agricultural science?  These students are in their formative years.  Before students fill out their 
CAO forms or make career decisions, could there be a campaign to influence them or at least 
inform them of the benefits of taking up agricultural science at third level?  That might sow the 
seeds at a time when they are needed to encourage more females, in particular, to pursue careers 
in agriculture.

My partner is chairperson of Westmeath IFA.  I still cannot get over the fact that, in 2018, 
she was the first ever female in the role.  From that perspective – I am not being critical – do 
the representative organisations, which are male dominated, have an agenda to try to encourage 
more activism on the part of the female farming community?

My last question is on cultural and societal issues.  How can we prevent elderly farmers 
from being very wary about, or dead set against, signing over their land to a daughter for fear 
that, when she marries, she will change her name?  How do we overcome the fear of land no 
longer being in the family name?  This is one of the main barriers preventing succession involv-
ing a daughter as opposed to a son.

Deputy  Brian Leddin: I welcome our guests and thank them for one of the better sub-
missions this committee has received in my time as a member, or in the past 12 months.  I am 
especially happy to see three Limerick women here today.  Obviously, Limerick is leading the 
way when it comes to women in farming.

I have one point to make with respect to the composition of this committee.  Senator Boylan, 
who is present, is our only female member.  This is a matter we should consider as a commit-
tee.  There is no gender balance on the committee.  We must be mindful, as we go forward, of 
trying to seek a balance.  We have to hold our hands up and say we do not have a balance at the 
minute.  By not having one, I do not believe we can address the issues our guests are talking 
about in the way we should.

My question has been covered by previous speakers.  If we are to have more women in 
farming, we have to look to school-leavers and younger women in particular.  In that context 
and in the context of CAP, I am interested in hearing from Ms Crowley, who is representing 
Macra na Feirme.  My question has been asked and, perhaps, to some extent answered in the 
contributions by Ms Kiely O’Connor and Ms Quinn-Mulligan.  We have heard repeatedly how 
difficult it is to get young people into farming.  It seems it must be exponentially more difficult 
to get young women into farming.  I would like to believe, in the context of CAP, that this is 
being examined seriously.  I would like to hear more about that.

Ms Hannah Quinn-Mulligan: I thank both members for their questions.  I will answer 
Senator Daly’s question, and if Ms Crowley wants to answer Deputy Leddin’s question, we 
can work it that way.  On the Senator’s first point, it is really heartening to see all the farming 
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organisations coming together on this.  When I reached out to people to form the group initially, 
the support I received from them was overwhelming.  That was fantastic to see.  Many of them 
were wondering themselves how they could go about doing what we are doing.  I am not saying 
all were doing so but all of them gave a positive response.  I am happy to say Irish Grain Grow-
ers has asked to be part of the group, and we are accepting its application at our next quarterly 
meeting.  That would be a big deal for us.  When we look at knowledge transfer scheme figures, 
we see that just 53 women in the entire scheme took part in the tillage section.  That is not good 
enough and something we need to work on.  I am very happy that ICOS has reached out and 
would also like to join the group.  We are going to accept it too.  Many people in the room might 
know that four out of the five major dairy processors do not have a single female farmer elected 
to their boards.  In 2021, we have to ask if that is good enough in our most valuable indigenous 
industry, agriculture.  I would say it is not.

While farm organisation support has been fantastic and the outpouring of support from 
women has been brilliant, the desired change will never happen without the support of men.  
We have received support from men privately by email or Instagram and other social media, but 
it will not happen without the support of the members of the committee and it will not happen 
without the support of people in government.  This is why it is fantastic to be invited here today 
to get our points across.  Ultimately, this is not about making women superior, it is just about 
equality.  It is about putting a temporary measure in place in the next Common Agricultural 
Policy cycle in Ireland that will help to level the playing field.

With regard to younger women, I love going to the National Ploughing Championships 
every year just to see how enthusiastic the young women are.  I am a Hereford breeder, and I 
should not admit it but in the Angus competition the young women who come from non-farm-
ing backgrounds were just so enthusiastic about farming, it is really heartening to see.  There are 
young women out there.  It is devastating that fewer than 500 young women under the age of 35 
received farm payments.  When we put that figure on social media, a lot of them were unaware 
of that.  This is why we got so much support from them.  We have a generation of women now 
growing up who always considered themselves farmers.  How do we translate this into actual 
farm ownership?  I think it is a question of when you see it you can be it.  If we see more women 
going to knowledge transfer events, if we see them becoming more involved in farming organi-
sations, and if we see them being elected to the boards of co-ops, that is how we will do it.  It is 
to be hoped some of the measures we are putting in place will ensure this happens.

I am not going to ignore Senator Daly’s question about the name.  I am aware I have a very 
long one myself, which I have inherited, and there are a couple of other women on here with 
very long names.  It is a really important element.  Places in Ireland are known as Ryan’s farm 
or O’Donoghue’s farm and that kind of thing.  They are landmarks.  It is 2021, however, and I 
promise that the worst thing that will happen with a double-barrelled name is that the children 
will just learn the alphabet that much faster.  It is not a big deal anymore and it should not be 
considered a big deal anymore.  If the name is that important, it can just be turned into a double-
barrelled version or a woman can keep her maiden name in a marriage.  It should not be the deal 
breaker at this stage.  If the farmer in the family is a woman and she is the better farmer, then 
ideally the farm should go to her.  That is it.  I will pass over to Ms Crowley now for Deputy 
Leddin’s question.

Ms Louise Crowley: I will follow up on Ms Quinn-Mulligan’s last point on the maiden 
name issue.  There are quite a number of farmers, especially in the dairy sector, that for business 
reasons have gone into companies.  The actual family name issue is not as big anymore.  I know 
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that, for myself, I would hope to get married at one point.  Because my farm has a farm name, 
which is a company name, I do not believe that losing my maiden name would be an issue.  It 
is something you can work around.

On the question of getting younger people into farming and how we tackle this, I believe 
there is a significant element lacking in education from the ground up.  Some programmes are 
starting up with primary schools such as face time with a farmer and getting that farmer into the 
classroom to educate our young children so that they know people, including women, are out 
there farming and that it is an option.

Like Ms Quinn-Mulligan, I went to an agricultural college.  I went on to an institute after-
wards, but when I did my leaving certificate in 2013, I was in the last year to do agricultural 
science in that school.  This was a country school in Croom in County Limerick.  That year 20 
students chose to do agricultural science for their leaving certificate and I was the only farmer 
on the course.  There were 19 people from outside of the industry who took an interest and yet 
the school pulled the subject.  Anyone since has had to avail of the subject outside of school 
hours if he or she wants to be educated on it.  With rural schools especially, farming is around 
them and the schools should be providing agricultural science on the curriculum.

I went on to an agricultural college, and as with Ms Quinn-Mulligan, there were 107 lads on 
my course and I was the only female.  It was not an issue for me but the agricultural college felt 
obliged to ring me before the course started to ask me if I was going to be comfortable to attend 
as the only female, or did I want to go to another college like University of Limerick or Cork 
Institute of Technology.  It did not bother me.  I knew what I wanted to do and I was going to go 
farming, but the educational element could turn other women away from it instead of opening 
their arms and trying to overcome any issues they might have.  We really must stop viewing a 
woman going into an agricultural course as something special.  We are more than capable of 
doing the jobs, and with some elements such as the rearing of the calves and the milking of the 
cows, a lot of people would say we are far better.  Maybe it is the maternal instincts or having 
more patience.  There is a lot we can bring to it that is better than our male counterparts.  It 
is not there in the education system, however, and it is not giving enough of the chance to get 
people into it.

Deputy  Martin Browne: I welcome the new group and it is brilliant to see.  I totally agree 
with what Ms Crowley has just said.  Education is vital for all of this to change.  It is not just 
about changing attitudes in the farming sectors.  Attitudes need to change right across the board.

I just want to put it out there in response to Deputy Leddin’s remarks that I believe Tipperary 
is leading the way in that we have chairpersons in the north and south Tipperary Irish Farmers 
Association, respectively, Imelda Walsh and Erica O’Keeffe, who are there before us leading 
the way.

I have spent 40 years in and around the farming sector.  I have no doubt about the figures 
from the CSO about the 70,000 women because I have seen for 40 years how hard they work on 
farms and they continue to do so.  As Ms Quinn-Mulligan has said, when somebody is sitting 
on that seat the tractor, does not know if it is a female or a male who is turning the key.

The freedom of information figures show that just 4% of TAMS payments are made to 
women.  The group is proposing 60% of TAMS grants for all female farmers.  In what way is 
the group working to bring that around?
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This committee has heard before about the organic sector in Ireland and that it is lagging be-
hind in terms of progress.  It was reported recently that approximately 25% of licensed organic 
operators and women.  Will the witnesses explain to the committee what they believe are the 
reasons this percentage of female participation is vastly above the percentage of overall female 
representation in farming?

I would be interested if the witnesses could expand their views on the issue of succession, 
which is predominantly along the male side of the family.  What are the witnesses’ views on 
tackling the traditions, which the witnesses touched on a while back, as well as the technical 
aspects such as the CAP and overall policy?

Before I finish I must say I believe the group will have widespread support from the commit-
tee in achieving what it is out to achieve, and I think I can speak for all of the committee here.  
As Senator Daly has said, their male counterparts could take a lesson from that group whereby 
if everybody would work together, it would be easier to progress things along.  It is easier for a 
committee to support people if everybody is singing from the one hymn sheet.  I congratulate 
the group and I offer the witnesses the best of luck and continued support going forward.

Senator  Lynn Boylan: I welcome the speakers.  As somebody from Dublin it is very inter-
esting to be listening to this discussion on women in farming.  I sympathise with Ms Crowley.  
I was one of two women who took the Coillte ground felling and chainsaw course.  While it 
did not bother me, I could see why it would put other women off doing the same course with 
Coillte.  The witnesses have answered a lot of the questions with the previous speakers, but is 
there a formal education programme?  It is right to get in at primary school level because stu-
dents make choices as they progress to secondary school and their choice of subjects dictates 
the path they will take.  Are there formal education programmes to go in at primary school and 
follow up in transition year to reinforce the point that there is a future for women in farming and 
they should consider farming?

Agriculture is changing and we are in a transitional phase.  Does that open up new opportu-
nities?  Ms Quinn-Mulligan is right that it makes no difference who is operating machinery but 
is there something to the fact that there are more women involved in organic farming?  Does di-
versification and the transition we are making on climate provide new opportunities for women 
to get involved in farming?

Senator  Tim Lombard: I apologise for missing part of the presentation.  I was speaking in 
the Seanad.  It is great to have this group before the committee.  This is an important day.  We 
need to promote women in agriculture and also acknowledge the women who are in agriculture.  
My mother, who is 72 years of age, has worked all her life on the family farm.  There is a legacy 
issue that needs to be addressed, in particular in respect of pensions.  Women who worked at 
home and did not pay PRSI were not on the books and the only reason for that was poor accoun-
tancy.  That is a significant legacy issue affecting many rural families and it must be addressed.

Role models such as Caroline Walsh are important.  Women who are role models in agricul-
ture need to be promoted.  We need to step up to the mark and start talking about the real female 
leaders we have in agriculture.  I attend agricultural meetings almost weekly at this stage and 
they are 90% male.  Farming is a male-orientated and male-dominated space and it is going to 
be very hard to bridge the gap and get females into that space.  Certain strong-minded, tough, 
focused do that well.  My 11-year-old daughter who is very shy farms with me at home at week-
ends.  I do not know if she would manage in that kind of a scenario.  We need to start thinking 
about how to help get people like her involved in farming at that basic level.
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The TAMS figures are crazy - off the Richter scale in many ways.  We have a scheme in 
place for young farmers.  We are discussing parity here and how we achieve it.  We have an op-
portunity to have young farmers and female participation in agriculture treated in the same way.  
That would be a real driver in the industry to ensure we achieve the parity we need.  

This is also a cultural issue.  The current generation of farmers is predominately made up 
of males aged over 55 years.  Changing the ethos will take an awful lot of work and thinking 
outside of the box.  Campaigns, role models and leaders are really important.  I see this with the 
veterinary practice we use at home.  Two of its best vets are females.  When they come into the 
yard my two little girls jump for joy because they see what can happen on the ground.  These 
are the kinds of role models we need to see.  People want to get involved when they see that 
kind of activity on the ground.  

This is an important engagement but it cannot be our last one.  We must have ongoing dia-
logue to go over issues in the agricultural industry that need to be addressed and ensure we have 
parity and female participation at a very high level.  It is great to have our guests here.

Ms Caroline Farrell: Senator Paul Daly mentioned what the different organisations were 
doing to increase women’s participation.  I am sure he is aware of our diversity report which 
seeks to encourage women and young women farmers into the organisation.

 Another issue - I think it was mentioned by Senator Lombard and perhaps I picked it up 
wrong - is that this committee is male-dominated.  Apart from Senator Boylan, all members 
are male.  Perhaps members should get women’s views, apart from their own, when they are 
discussing these issues.  Just because you are a man does not mean you cannot listen to other 
women.  That is really what I am trying to say.  It would be great to see many more women on 
any or all of these committees and in all walks of life.  Just because they are not visible does not 
mean they are not there.  On most farms, the farmer, a man, is out there in front but much of the 
organisation, forward planning and business management is done in the boardroom, which is 
generally the kitchen table.  Just because the women are not visible does not mean they cannot 
make a point or contribute to the committee’s formation of its opinions on what might be right 
for women.

Chairman: Does Ms Quinn-Mulligan wish to sum up?

Ms Hannah Quinn-Mulligan: Ms Kiely O’Connor wishes to speak.

Ms Vanessa Kiely O’Connor: On the issue of young women in agriculture, it would be 
easy to target young children from primary school age upwards by bringing them out to farms, 
reconnecting them with food and the food chain and opening their eyes to the opportunities 
available to them.  I have done this.

Chairman: The signal is very poor and we are finding it very hard to hear Ms Kiely 
O’Connor.

Ms Vanessa Kiely O’Connor: Can members hear me?

Chairman: I ask her to try again.

Ms Vanessa Kiely O’Connor: Women aged in their 40s should not be forgotten and should 
be included in the knowledge transfer schemes.  I care about this because they have very little 
opportunity to upskill.  Women who returned during Covid and have now decided to stay on 
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the farm deserve the right to upskill on the farm and to progress.  We have a great opportunity 
in that regard.

I am sorry the sound at this end has been bad.  That is the point I wanted to make. 

Chairman: Ms O’Donoghue-Concannon also wishes to contribute.

Ms Mona O’Donoghue-Concannon: I thank the committee for the opportunity to be here 
today.  I reiterate what all the ladies are saying.  I am a full-time farmer farming under my 
husband.  Recognition is something that we greatly need.  I am just hitting 40 years of age and 
I have never done a green certificate.  I cannot be in a partnership with my husband because 
anyone aged over 40 cannot go into a formal partnership.  I have a business degree and I worked 
full-time on the farm for over ten years.  These are the barriers.

I urge members to listen to our views.  We are very active and enthusiastic.  As many of the 
members picked up, we are all willing to come together in our organisations.  We have their 
backing, which is great, and we can work together to get our points of view across.

A question was asked about what the organisations are doing.  I was the first female vice 
president of the ICSA.  The backing I received from the organisation was fantastic, as was the 
backing of the wider community when I was out and about.  If we do not get the Government 
and others on board, we will be climbing a wall we cannot reach the top of.

Chairman: I call Ms Quinn-Mulligan to make a brief summary.  It must be brief because 
we are actually out of time.

Ms Hannah Quinn-Mulligan: That is not a problem; I will be quick.  On the points raised 
about TAMS, the idea is to provide a 60% grant for women over the age of 40, but there would 
be a clause included to make sure it is not abused.  There would have to be a formal partner-
ship arrangement in place whereby over a five-year period, the farm would have to be divided 
50:50.  This is to encourage more male-female partnerships for women over the age of 40 and 
farming with their husbands, for example.  There would be a clause included to make sure it is 
not taken advantage of.

On education, Ms Kiely O’Connor made a good point about having a ground-up approach 
in primary schools.  Senator Lombard also made a good point about role models.  If some of 
these policies are put in place, younger women will see older women more visibly active on 
farms.  They are currently active but they are not visible.  That is a big part of the issue for us.

I refer to agricultural meetings.  Three of the women at this meeting have rearranged their 
milking time.  They should have been milking cows at this time.  This is major issue for us, 
which we included in our submission, and needs to be taken into account when agricultural 
meetings are being arranged, be they farm organisation or Department meetings.  I refer to the 
CAP consultation plan, for example.  The Department had three meetings in a row, all of which 
were held at the exact same time - between 7 and 9 o’clock.  A number of women contacted me 
to say they could not join those meetings because they had a full day at work, they were running 
around working on the farm, and then had to put their kids to bed or do something to get them 
ready for school the next day.  This should be borne in mind.  We should start thinking outside 
the box on the issue of meetings.  Perhaps they could be held on a weekend or in the middle of 
the day instead.

On behalf of the group, I thank the committee for inviting us.  As Senator Lombard said, I 
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hope this is just the first of many more meetings in the future.

Chairman: I thank the witnesses.  That was an informative session and we appreciated 
hearing the views of the witnesses.  As I said at the outset, I imagine this has been the first of 
many requests the WASG will receive to come before the committee to put forward its views.  I 
ask the secretariat to assist the witnesses in leaving the meeting as there are a number of items 
the members and I have to deal with before we adjourn.

Business of Joint Committee

Chairman: There are a number of items for the information of members.  As regards our 
meeting time going forward,  I was offered three slots to choose from for future committee 
meetings.  The first time slot was 11 a.m. on Tuesdays.  The second was 1 p.m. on Thursdays.  
The third was 5.30 p.m. on Wednesdays.  I opted for the slot at 5.30 p.m. on Wednesdays as I 
thought it would be more practical for everyone.  That is the time I picked.  For the Deputies 
among us, most Wednesday nights will include voting and will, therefore, require their partici-
pation.  For people coming from the country, 11 a.m. on a Tuesday would be awkward.  It would 
mean a very early start.  On Thursday afternoons, many of us would be looking to travel to the 
country again.  Having a late finish on a Thursday evening, especially in the wintertime with 
traffic, would not be the most desirable option.  Our slot time will change in the near future to 
5.30 p.m. to 8.30 p.m. on Wednesdays.  I note committee meetings will extend to 3 hours, which 
will be a great help to me in the Chair.  I will not be required to bring down the guillotine.

On the veterinary medicine Bill, officials could not come before the committee today but 
they have agreed to attend on 6 October.  On this day fortnight, veterinary medicine representa-
tives will come before us to discuss the Bill.

I remind members of a meeting of the Select Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Ma-
rine.  This meeting will be held in private session on MS Teams at 6 p.m.  There is only one item 
on the agenda of that meeting.  It is hoped the meeting will not last too long.

This meeting is now adjourned.  The next meeting of the joint committee will be held in 
public session on Tuesday, 28 September 2021, at 3.30 p.m. when there will be detailed scrutiny 
of the Veterinary Practice (Amendment) Bill 2021.

Deputy  Brian Leddin: Is the meeting of the select committee taking place today?

Chairman: Yes, at 6 p.m.  It will take place in a few minute’s time.  The subject of the meet-
ing is to agree on the scrutiny for the Private Members’ Bill.  Details were circulated via email.  
It begins at 6 p.m.  We need three Deputies to have a quorum for that meeting.  It is hoped a 
number of Deputies can participate.

 The joint committee adjourned at 5.35 p.m. until 3.30 p.m. on Tuesday, 28 September 2021.


