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Draft Code of Good Agricultural Practice for reducing Ammonia 
Emissions from Agriculture:    
 
Sustainable Water Network (SWAN) Response to Public Consultation  
 

1. Introduction  

The Sustainable Water Network (SWAN) welcomes the opportunity to comment on this consultation.  

SWAN is an umbrella network of 24 of Ireland’s leading environmental NGOs, national and regional, 

working together to protect and enhance Ireland’s aquatic resources through coordinated participation 

in the implementation of the Water Framework Directive (WFD), Floods Directive, Marine Strategy 

Framework Directive (MFSD) and other water-related policy and legislation.  SWAN member groups are 

listed in Appendix l.   SWAN has been actively engaged in Water Framework Directive (WFD) and other 

water policy implementation at both national and River Basin District (RBD) level since 2004, responding 

to water-related public consultations and currently represents the environmental sector on the Irish 

Water Stakeholder Forum and the National Water Forum.  SWAN has responded to the last 3 reviews of 

the Nitrates Action Plan in 2017, 2013 and 2010.   

 

SWAN is responding to this consultation solely from the point of view of the control of ammonia impacts 

on water and wetlands.  

 

2. Integrated, participative & strategic approach needed  

SWAN notes that there is a very close relationship between the environmental impact and the 

management of nitrates and of ammonia, both being forms of nitrogen and emanating primarily from 

animal waste and artificial fertiliser, in the agricultural context.  We further note that this consultation 

document has much content relevant to nutrients from farming entering water and that more than half 

of the practices outlined in the proposed Code of Practice are also applicable to reducing nutrient 

emissions to water. 
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It is therefore regrettable that this consultation is taking place completely separately from the 

consultation on the very closely related Nitrates Derogation, which is focused on nutrients impacts on 

water, the deadline for which was only last month.  It is SWAN’s view that such a fragmented approach is 

not in line with the integrated approach to catchment management to which the Department of 

Agriculture, Food & the Marine has subscribed, including via the ASSAP.  Considering issues in this 

‘siloed’ way also limits the scope and meaningfulness of the public consultation because the wider policy 

context of the issue, which is often of vital importance, is often omitted / lost.   

SWAN recommends the Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine gives more consideration to a 

better integrated and joined-up approach to management of pollution from agriculture, by for example, 

aligning public engagement processes on related issues.  Specifically, for this consultation we 

recommend that the final Code includes an indication of the co-benefits to water of listed measures, 

where appropriate, so as to more accurately reflect the effectiveness from a holistic point of view. 

   

Strategic, holistic approach needed 

There is also a broader and more significant issue to be raised.  As was acknowledged during a DAFM 

presentation to the National Water Forum, this consultation and the issue of ammonia is taking place in 

the wider context of the entirety of the food production system.  SWAN believes that it is incorrect to 

discuss the impact and management of ammonia solely in terms of on-farm abatement measures 

without examining whether current national agriculture policy is in fact consistent with achieving NECD, 

or indeed WFD or Nitrates Directive objectives.  This lack of a holistic assessment of environmental 

impacts of agriculture is a very significant concern for SWAN and we have recently also articulated it to 

DAFM in our submission on the Nitrates Derogation.   

SWAN recommends that DAFM host a nation-wide national dialogue on the future of agriculture and 

food production in Ireland, involving all stakeholders in an equitable way, in which the environmental, 

public health and socio-economic aspects of food production are discussed holistically order to then 

inform decisions about specific elements such as nitrates, ammonia and pesticides.  This could, for 

example, take place as part of Action 110 of the Climate Action Plan: 

“Action 110: Actively engage all stakeholders to develop a roadmap to ensure the future 

development of the agriculture and land-use (including forestry) sector will be built on 

environmental sustainability, and contribute fairly to Ireland’s climate, air and energy targets” 
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 However, SWAN strongly further recommends that this engagement should incorporate water and 

biodiversity targets also.  

3. Ammonia impacts on water and wetlands  

While the primary emissions of ammonia are to air, the EPA catchment characterisation process identified 

a number of waterbodies where draining of peatlands for agricultural purposes was a significant source 

or ammonia emissions to water.   This again highlights the need for a more integrated approach to 

agricultural and environmental management, including adequate regulation of land drainage.  SWAN 

recommends a review of the dual system for regulating wetland and agricultural drainage, including an 

assessment of the implementation of the 2 systems1 and how they can be applied in a more effective 

and coherent manner in order to protect riparian wetlands and other Groundwater Dependent Terrestrial 

Ecosystems (GWDTEs) from agricultural pressures, and to minimise emissions of ammonia and thus 

support the achievement of WFD and NECD objectives.   In addition, GWDTEs such as raised and blanket 

bogs are particularly susceptible to even low levels of ammonia emissions and also require protection 

under the WFD.    

SWAN recommends that DAFM work with the EPA to implement a comprehensive monitoring 

programme to assess the impacts of agriculturally derived ammonia on GWDTEs, in addition to 

waterbodies and in turn to assess the efficacy or otherwise of on-farm abatement measures, which, it 

must be noted, may or may not be implemented, depending on farmers’ amenability to the Code.  

 

4. Voluntary nature of proposed Code inadequate 

The National Emission Ceilings Directive (NECD) sets out mandatory ammonia emission ceilings for 2020 

and 2030, and requires Ireland to put in place a Code of Good Agricultural Practice for reducing 

Ammonia Emissions from Agriculture.  It is remarkable that even though agriculture accounts for 99.1% 

of ammonia emissions in Ireland
2, and Ireland have exceeded the emission ceiling for 2016 and 2017, this 

code which is required to bring Ireland in line with the directive is exclusively voluntary.  This is despite 

the fact that the EPA has stated that “Limiting and reducing NH3 emissions into the future could be 

                                                           

1
 The EIA (Agriculture) Regulations and 2011 Planning & Development (Amendment) (No. 2) Regulations 

2
 EPA (2019) Ireland’s Transboundary Gas Emissions 1990-2030 
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problematic given the strong performance of the agriculture sector”
3 and Teagasc

4
 have cautioned, 

‘Bringing emissions below the level of the crucial 2005 reference period in the years to 2030.. would appear 

to be very challenging for both emissions of GHGs and ammonia”. 

 

Given this agreement on the scale of the challenge, SWAN does not believe that this voluntary code, 

which leaves the implementation of measures to farmers’ discretion, is adequate.  It is not proportionate 

to the gravity of the environmental (and public health) risk which ammonia pollution poses, nor and with 

the acknowledged very high risk of non-compliance and attendant infringement action. SWAN therefore 

recommends that measures to control ammonia emissions be incorporated into the cross-compliance 

mechanism.  

 

 

  

                                                           
3 ibid 
4
 Trevor Donnellan, Kevin Hanrahan and Gary Lanigan (2018). Future Scenarios for Irish Agriculture: Implications for 

Greenhouse Gas and Ammonia Emissions. Teagasc. 
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APPENDIX I 

SWAN Member Organisations  

SWAN National Groups SWAN Regional & Local Groups 

1. An Taisce 14. Carra Mask Corrib Water  

Protection Group 2. Bat Conservation Ireland 

3. Birdwatch Ireland 15. Cavan Leitrim Environmental  

Awareness Network 4. Coastwatch Europe Network 

5. Coomhola Salmon Trust Ltd. 16. Celebrate Water 

6. Eco-UNESCO 17. Cork Environmental Forum 

7. Friends of the Earth 18 Cork Nature Network 

8. Friends of the Irish Environment 19 Dodder Action 

9. Irish Peatland Conservation Council 20. Longford Environmental Alliance 

10. Irish Seal Sanctuary 21. Macroom District Environmental Group 

11. Irish Whale and Dolphin Group 22. River Shannon Protection Alliance 

12. Irish Wildlife Trust  

23. Save The Swilly 13. Voice Of Irish Concern for the  

Environment (VOICE) 

  24.  Slaney River Trust 
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APPENDIX II 

 

SWAN Board of Directors  

 

SWAN Board of Directors: 

Mark Boyden, Chair Coomhola Salmon Trust 

Mindy O’Brien, Vice Chair VOICE 

Karin Dubsky, Director Coastwatch Europe  

David Healy, Director Friends of the Irish Environment 

David Lee, Director  Cork Environmental Forum  

Elaine McGoff, Director An Taisce 

Gerry Siney, Director River Shannon Protection Alliance 

 


