Water Pollution in Ireland:
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Hing the Rocky Portals wide Haf the wedth of Erin'svales

Western ocean, western ocean With undulating motion.

Bend ye hills, on ether 9de Halil, our own beloved stream,

In solemn, deep devotion Flowing ever, flowing ever,

While before the rising gales, Silent in the morning beam,

On his heaving surface sails Our own mgedtic river!

-Gerald Griffen

Introduction

Many painters and writers describe Ireland as a land with a green countryside and
sparkling rivers and lakes. Thisimage continues to draw people to Ireland and, in fact,
rivers and lakes are important features of the landscape that help to promote tourism.
(Toner et d., p. 101) Historicdly Irdland has had the reputation of being arura country
with alarge portion of the labor force in the agricultura industry. While most other
European countries were experiencing the Industrid Revolution, Ireland continued as a
primarily agricultural country. In doing so Ireland avoided the negetive aspects and
images associated with industridization, such as smoke-belching factories and dums, that

many other European countries faced. Therefore, until the 1970s Ireland was able to
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maintain its pastord image, and the Irish enjoyed a rdaively prigine environment. As
explained in Irdland’ s Environmenta Protection Agency (EPA) Millennium Report:

It isworth noting that the late development of much of the industrid sector [in

Ireland], aswdll asthe lack of those basic resources, such as cod and iron, which

facilitate more polluting types of indudtrid activities, has grestly reduced the

importance of that sector as athrest to the Irish environment when compared to its
past impact on most other EU states. (Toner, pp.187-88)

In recent decades, however, Ireland has faced increasing environmenta pollution
problems that threaten the green, agricultural image that the country earned for itself
centuries ago and has continued to maintain even in recent years. Asfurther explainedin
the EPA Millennium Report, since the 1970s * developmerts in the agriculturd and
industria sectors, in particular, as well asincreases in population and urbanization have
created a greater potentia for environmenta damage.” (Toner, p. 187) The recent
economic prosperity has yielded more jobs and more opportunities for the Irish and for
people immigrating to Ireland, but prosperity has had negative impacts on the
environment.

Compared to other European countries, Irdland is till considered arurd country,
and only asmadl fraction of the land surface is used for urban and industrid activities.
(Toner, p.188) Agriculture remains an integral part of lifein Ireland, and 63 percent of
the land isfarmed. (Kraats, p.137) While farming, the main industry that helped to
promote and maintain Ireland’ s green image in the last few decades, is dill acrucid part
of the Irish economy, new farming techniques, such as an increase in the use of fertilizer,

are having a negative impact on the environment. As cited in the EPA’s Millennium

Report, the amount of artifica fertilizers usad in Irdland increased Sgnificantly during



the twenty years up to 1980. (Stapleton et d., p. 19) Irdand istruly feding the negative
effects of indudridization in every sector of commerce, including farming.

Theriang leve of pallution in rivers and lakes is one of the main environmenta
concerns facing the country today. While Irdland is not facing the immediate danger of
extreme levels of water pollution, there is a concern that pollution levels of theinland
waters will increase subgtantidly in the next few yearsif the problem is not mitigated
soon. Water quality surveys prove that the quaity of the inland waters has decreased
gnce they werefirst assessed in the 1970s. According to the EPA, “While this
deterioration in the qudity of the aquatic ecosystem isrdatively minor in many cases, it
sggnds a change from the near pristine conditions which obtained in many areas up to the
1970s.” (Toner et d., p. 120)

Inthisarticle, | examine the main causes and effects of therisng levels of
pollution in Irdland' s lakes and rivers. | outline the higtory of water quality legidationin
Irdland and dso include a brief overview of how water qudity is presently monitored and
regulated in Irdland. My main focusis on eutrophication, which isthe primary cause of
water pollution in Irdland, and the measures that Irdland has taken in order to fix this
problem. Later inthe article, | dso include a case sudy on the Shannon River Bill. The
Shannon River Bill isthe only hill in the higtory of the Oireachtas (Irish Parliament) to

pass dl the critica levels of debate and then be overturned in the find round.

Water Quality
The European Council, the legidative body of the European Union (EU), sets

dandards and directives with which Ireland, as amember state, must comply.



(“Indtitutions of the European Union”) In recent years water quality standards within the
European Union have become more stringent. One of the most important pieces of EU
environmentd legidation is the Council Directive 76/464/EEC, commonly referred to as
the Dangerous Substance Discharges Directive. This Directive was established in 1976
and offers aframework for how member states are to reduce discharges of dangerous
substances to inland and coastd waters. (“EU Environmenta Legidation — Water”) As
part of the framework for this Directive, al member states must adopt pollution reduction
programs that focus on meeting water qudity objectives. (“ Dangerous Substances...”)
Since its enactment, Ireland has struggled to meet these requirements.

The European Commission, the European Union’s executive body, sent afirst
warning letter in 1997 and then a second warning to Ireland in 2000 for failure to comply
with the requirements set by Directive 76/464/EEC. There are three main reasons why
these warning letters were sent to Irdland.  The first reason is Irdland’ s failure to adopt
pollution reduction programs outlined in the Directive, and the second isthat many Irish
locd authorities are unfairly exempt from authorizing their discharges at the present time.
Thethird reason is Irdland’ s failure to properly regulate phosphorous emissions, which
has proved to be the main cause of the decline in water qudlity in recent years.
(“Dangerous Substances...”)

Even though the European Union assarts its right to enforce water quadity
gandards in al member states, it has not yet stepped in and taken any serious action
againg Irdland or any other sates. In response to the European Commission’s second
warning, Eithne Donndllan of the Irish Times commented: “While the Commission

acknowledged some steps had been taken by the state in response to the earlier warning,



it isnot satisfied a what is being done to prevent pollution and warned that more radica
action isneeded.” (Donnellan) The European Commission itself acknowledges that more
action is needed and has even threstened to take the issue to the Court of Justicein
Luxembourg (Donndlan), but the Commission has yet to take any mgor step towards
forcing Irdland to improve its weter qudity.

Even though the European Union does claim to exert authority over water qudity,
the primary responsibility for enforcing water qudity regulationsin Irdand lies with
individud locd government authorities. The Locd Government (Water Pollution) Act,
established in 1977 and amended in 1990 and 1996, provides the primary lega
framework for controlling water pollution. (“EU Environmentd Legidaion — Water”)
Each loca government oversees and controls al aspects of water quaity monitoring
within its jurisdiction.

The Irish government must comply with the water quaity sandards set by the
EU. Thisrequirement places the national government in an awkward position, snce it
has dready given locd governments the authority to control water quaity in their own
jurisdictions. In order to meet the EU standards, therefore, the nationa government will
have to monitor and regulate dl the different areas in the country. One possible way for
it to accomplish this god is to take some authority away from loca governments.
Another way isfor the nationd government to provide centra technica help, such as by
training different local authorities to use the same water quaity management procedures.

The EPA, as an agency of Irdand’ s nationa government, helpsto bring dl the
locd authoritiesinto conformity with the same set of Sandards. The EPA drivesto

complete this task by supervisng dl of the loca authorities and by setting nationd water



gods. It dso tests for water quadity and publishes reports summarizing the overdl sate
of water quaity in Iredland every few years. The reports are useful because they help to
educate the generd public on water quality issues, and they enable locd authorities to
evaluate how one ared s water quality compares to another.

AsMr. Dan Wallace, the Minigter of State of the Department of the Environment
and Locd Government, has explained, “ Statutory responsibility for the protection and
improvement of water quality lieswith loca authorities under the Loca Government
(Water Pollution) Acts. The Environmental Protection Agency is dso respongble, in the
context of activities licensable by the EPA in relation to environmenta protection.”
(“River Shannon Council Statements’) While this system appears to work reasonably
well, there ill are some mgjor problems.  Like the European Union, the EPA redly does
not have much authority over the sate of water qudity in Irdland. This body can
effectively identify any water pollution problem and offer useful adviceto loca
authorities, but it has does not have the effective means to enforce compliance with its
gods.

A further problem with the present hybrid sysem in Irdand is that different
groups have different standards for water quaity. The European Union has recently
expressed concern that it has a different standard than the EPA. Water considered
polluted under EU regulations may be considered unpolluted or “ satisfactory” under the
EPA’s dlassfication. (Donndlan) For example, the EPA classfies water qudity in
Irdland' s largest lake, Lake Corrib, as satisfactory. Y et, the European Commission cites
how the disappearance of arare pollutionsengtive fish species, the Artic Charr, indicates

aproblem with Lake Corrib’s water qudity. (Donndlan) It becomes even more difficult



for loca government authorities to enforce any type of water pollution standard if the EU

and EPA are not able to decide on ajointly acceptable one.

Eutrophication: The Main Problem

The main water pollution concern in Irdland today is eutrophication, a process
caused by excess nutrients in water, which foster an increased amount of rooted plant and
agae growth. As plants and dgee die, the decay process uses dissolved oxygen in the
water. Fish begin to die because thereis alack of dissolved oxygen in the water. As
Lorna Siggins, marine correspondent for the Irish Times, explains, “ Recent reports
indicate an increase in moderate pollution which causes degeneration of fish habitat and
isa‘dlent’ killer of fish.” (Siggins) One of the worst cases of fish kills recently occurred
in astream tha feeds into the Shannon River in County Offady. In June of 2000, the dead
fish count in this stream alone gpproached 2,000. (Cassidy) Not only does the degraded
water cause changes in the ecosystem, it is not aesthetically pleasing. The area can begin
to smdl and look unpleasant to residents. A more serious concern isthat residents might
face hedlth problemsiif the Stuation is not remedied.

Eutrophication is caused by avariety of factorsin Irdand. The Environmenta
Protection Agency believes that excess phosphorous is the primary cause of
eutrophication and that al sectors of economic activity contribute to this problem.

(Toner, p. 190) Since Irdand traditionaly has been a predominately agricultura country,
many people cite farming as the main cause of eutrophication of inland waters. Itis

undeniable that farming does contribute to the eutrophication problem, but many other



practices contribute as well, such as sewage discharge and industriad waste. At theloca
level, other indudtries, such asfish farming, forestry development, and road building, so
cause phosphorous enrichment of water. (Toner, p. 190)

Ireland recognizes that eutrophication is the most serious problem affecting the
environmenta state of the county. (Toner, p. 191) This problem has now been fully
recognized a the national government level, and the government has issued publications
outlining how it plans to solve the problem using a catchment-based strategy. (Toner et
a., p.120) The excessve phosphorous enrichment of water has the potentia to become
an even gregter problem in the future if no changes are made. The Environmenta
Protection Agency is concerned because, as the scale of economic activity continuesto
increasein Irdland, the likelihood of phosphorous loss to water also increases. (Toner, p.
190) Currently, both the rivers and lakes of Ireland are in danger of increased pollution

due to eutrophication.

Rivers

The first nationa river water survey was carried out in 1971 by An Foras
Forbatha (AFF), an organization established in 1964 to provide education, training, and
technical servicesfor the physica environment. (“Irish Planning...”) Thissurvey
measured the biologicd river water quality of about 2, 900 km of the most important
rivers and largest tributaries. The length of river channd indluded in the survey is
approximately equd to that of the Rio Grande River. (“Water Facts’) Since thisfirst
survey, additiond surveys have been broadened to include more rivers, and severa
national reports have been published. (*Inland Waters’) Currently the EPA assessesthe

biologica qudlity of rivers and streams at about 3,200 |ocations every three years, and



this survey covers 13,100 km of river channel. (Toner et d., pp. 103-4) The most recent
survey spansthe years 1995-1997, and the expanse of river channel covered is
approximately equd to twice the sze of the Nile River. (“Water Facts’)

Thebiologicd qudity of riversis dassfied in the surveysfrom Class A
(unpolluted) to Class D (severdy polluted). The 1995-97 survey classifies 67 percent of
rivers as Class A (unpolluted), 18 percent as Class B (dightly polluted), 14 percent as
Class C (moderately polluted) and 1 percent as Class D (severdly polluted). (Toner et d.,
p. 104) In recent years, there has been growing concern over therigng pollution in rivers
that are dready dassfied as dightly or moderatdly polluted. The number of dightly
polluted rivers rose from 17 percent in 1991-94 to 18 percent in 1995-97. The number of
moderately polluted rivers rose from 11 percent to 14 percent over these two periods. In
addition, the number of unpolluted rivers fell from 71 percent to 67 percent, while the
number of serioudy polluted rivers remained steady at 1 percent. Efforts are now being

focused on reducing the growing number of dightly and moderately polluted rivers.
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Figure 1
Recent River Water Quality Trends
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Source: Toner et d., “Inland Waters” in Ireland’ s Environment: A Millennium Report.
Larry Stapleton, Michea Lehane, and Paul Toner, eds. Wexford: Environmenta
Protection Agency, April 2000, p. 108.
Lakes

Thefirg |ake monitoring surveys were carried out by the former Inland Fisheries
Trust, which is now the Centra Fisheries Board, in the late 1960s and early 1970s.
(“Lake Water Quality”) In 1973 An Foras Forbartha aso began to monitor lake water
qudity, and this monitoring is continued today by the EPA. (“Lake Water Qudlity”)

Eutrophication of lakes is assessed by chlorophyll concentration levels. Thisplan
of assessing the amount of pollution in lakes by measuring the chlorophyll levels was
proposed by the Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) in
1982. This procedure of measuring chlorophyll concentration aso indicates the amount
of biomass of dgae present (Toner et d., p. 113), which is another measure of

eutrophication. This plan has been modified to include phosphorous concentrations and

water transparency readings aswell. (Toner et d., p. 113) There are Six levels of
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classfication in this system ranging from oligotrophic (an extremely low level of

pollution) to hypertrophic (an extremely high level of pollution). The most recent EPA
survey from 1995-97, which included 124 lakes, found that 48 percent of the lakes were
oligotrophic, 32 percent were mesotrophic (alow leve of pollution), 6 percent were
moderately eutrophic (a moderate level of pollution), 6 percent were strongly eutrophic (a
high leve of pollution), 4 percent were highly eutrophic (an even higher leve of

pollution), and 4 percent were hypertrophic. (Toner et d., p. 113)

The overdl date of |ake water gppears more postive than the overdl sate of river
water based on the most recent set of surveys because in the lake water quaity survey
roughly 80 percent were determined to be oligotrophic or mesotrophic, which means they
can be accepted as satisfactory. (Toner et d., p. 113) Thereisamgor problem, however,
with lake water quality testing. The 1995-97 Lake Water Qudity Survey included only
124 |akeswhile it is estimated that there are over 6,000 lakesin Irdland of area greater
than 1 hectare (2.47 acres). (Toner et d., p. 102) Therefore, the scope of the lake water
surveys must be expanded.

Ireland has alarge number of lakes compared to other areas of equd size. For
example, Pennsylvania has dightly over 2,500 lakes (“Pennsylvania Lakes and
Reservoirs’) and has aland area of 44,820 square miles. (“The Land That Is
Pennsylvanid’) Irdland is amdler in Sze with aland area of 27, 136 square miles, but it

has over twice as many lakes.



Solutionsto the Problem

Catchment Management Plans

Many steps have been taken to correct the problem of eutrophication. The most
recent step has been the implementation of catchment management plans, which are
initiated at the nationa level and then monitored by loca government. Catchment
management refers to the controlling of abody of water and its surrounding area, and it
involves government agencies, voluntary groups, loca communities, and other interested
organizations. These groups are willing to work together towards the common god of
creating a hedthier catchment (the land surrounding a body of weter) in an
environmentaly sendtive manner in order to improve loca communities. (* Catchment
Management...”) Many different groups are affected by each river or lake systemin
Ireland, and catchment management plans dlow al groups to voice their opinions and
present their concerns on issues affecting water quality.

Catchment management plans have been launched in six catchmentsinduding:
Loughs Derg, Ree, and Leane and the Rivers Suir, Boine, and Liffey. Themain
caichment management plan is for the Lough Derg and Lough Ree caichments of the
Shannon River. Mot of this plan (80-85 percent) is being financed by the EU Cohesion
Fund. (“Sugtainability and Water”)  The main long-term objective of thisplanisto return
both Lough Derg (presently classified as moderately eutrophic) and Lough Ree (presently
classified as strongly eutrophic) to their mesotrophic states. (* Sustainability and Water”)
Currently, the directors of the plan are focusing on achieving three interim targets: to

eliminate serioudy polluted rivers, to reduce the number of rivers currently classfied as
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dightly or moderately polluted, and to improve those lakes which are currently

hypertrophic. (“Lough Derg and Lough Reg,” p. 1)

Other Solutions

The government has also initiated other measures to reduce the risng number of
polluted rivers and lakes in Irdland. All current water quality management plans will be
revised within the next ten years, and the revisons will include the objectives and
recommendations proposed by the government against eutrophication, the phosphorus
regulations of 1998, and al applicable EU Directives. (Clenaghan and Crowe, p. 227)
The phosphorus regulations require improvements in phosphorous concentrations of
rivers and lakes to be completed within in atenyear time period. (“Water Management”)
Ten years, however, isalong time, especidly since the declining water quality isa
primary environmenta concern for the country today.

Severd different industriesin Ireland have aso developed plans to reduce their
contributions to water pollution. For example, the laundry detergent industry has put
forth amgor effort to lower the amount of phosphorus in detergents. On December 14,
1999, Mr. Nod Dempsey, T.D., who isthe Minister for the Environmenta and Loca
Government, completed a voluntary agreement with the Irish Detergents and Allied
Products Association (IDAPA) that guarantees that the industry will stop marketing
phosphate- based domestic laundry detergent in Irdland. (Doyle, p. 15) This agreement is
important because it will subgtantialy reduce the amount of phosphorusin sewage.

(Doyle, p. 15)
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Members of the agricultura industry are aso trying to help reduce the
eutrophication problem in Irdland. According to JA. van de Kraats, editor for the
Norwegian Ingtitute for Water Research,

Policy initiatives to reduce nutrient inputs from agriculture include the

introduction of a Rurd Environmenta Protection Scheme (REPS) administered

by the Department of Agriculture and Food and partly EU funded. It requires
farmers to manage organic manure effectively, and imposes an upper limit on

stocking dengity, phosphorus, and organic nitrogen use. (Kraats, p. 146)

REPS was firgt introduced in Irdland in 1994 under Council Regulation 2078/92. Today,
31 percent of farmers follow REPS guiddines. (Clenaghan and Crowe, p. 231) This
percentage is expected to rise in the next few years as the government begins to offer
farmers more financid incentives to follow REPS. In addition to these measures, a
campaign isin effect to encourage al farmers to adopt nutrient management plans for
their farms and to base fertilizer inputs on expected exports in farm produce. (Kraats, p.
146) If farmers cooperate and develop such nutrient management plans, then the
eutrophication problem is expected to decrease in the upcoming years.

The nationadl government is aso threatening to impose taxes on fertilizersin order
to further decrease fertilizer use. As explained in the EPA’s Millennium Report, “The
Tax Strategy Group does not recommend increasing vaue added tax (VAT) on fertilizers,
as farmers can recover their input costs. However, the sdle of fertilizers could be subject
to anew excise type of tax, which would not be refundable and should impact
consumption.” (Lehane, p. 212) A mgor problem with imposing such atax isthat it will
hurt farmers with smdl farms more then it will hurt farmers with large farms who are

doing more dameage to inland waters because they use more fertilizer. The government

explains that this type of tax could be beneficid because the tax revenue could be used to
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fund environmental monitoring and education. (Lehane, p. 212) No excise tax has been
implemented in Ireland &t this point.

Sewage sysemsin Irdand are dso being improved in order to help reduce urban
waste. Urban waste is considered to be domestic wastewater, a mixture of domestic and
industrial wasteweter, or run-off water. The wastewater from these sources is collected
and brought to treetment plants before it is discharged in rivers and lakes. (Cunningham,
p. 42) Until recently, amgor problem with this system was that trestment plants did not
follow uniform procedures in diminating waste. Some plants would effectively diminate
wadte while other plants would not, thus alowing waste to enter into water bodies.

Based on an EU directive, the Irish government in 1994 passed alaw that provided the
framework for upgrading sewer systems and treatment plants, and today the government
isinvesting a substantid amount of money to complete this endeavor. (Cunningham, p.

44)

Case Study: The Shannon River

One of the mgor water pollution problems that Ireland faces is that in many cases
severd different groups monitor the same body of water. With severd groups monitoring
ariver or alake, no one group has enough control to enforce regulations properly. For
example, the primary responghility for water pollution control lies with each locd
government authority; but some rivers, such as the Shannon, fal within the jurisdiction of
more than one loca authority so it becomes harder to enforce uniform regulaions dong
the entireriver.

An interegting hill, the Shannon River Bill, amed to correct this multi-leve

monitoring problem and was brought to the Oireachtais (Irish Parliament) two separate
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timesin thelast two years. Members of the FiannaFall party first proposed the bill in
1998, and then Senator Kathleen O’ Meara of the Labour Party revived it in 2000. The
objective of the bill was to establish a Shannon River Council, conssting of 20 members,
acharman, and chief executive. This council would have proposed policiesfor the
improvement of water quaity in the Shannon River and its catchment area and protected
and improved the environment and the natural habitets of bird life and fish life in the
region. (“ Shannon River Council Bill, 1998: Second Stage”)

Currently, there are 26 local authorities respongble for various portions of the
Shannon River, and theriver is part of 13 counties. (* Shannon River...Second Stage
(Resumed)”) Too many different local government authorities aswell asavariety of
interest groups have an impact on and are affected by Irdland’ slongest river.  With such
alarge number of groups trying to make decisions that impact the Shannon, it becomes
nearly impaossible to monitor and control pollution levels and enforce proper regulaions
for the entire river. Furthermore, when problems arise with the Shannon, such asthe
flooding of 1995, no interest group or loca authority wants to take respongbility.

After passng al crucid levels of debate, the Shannon River Coundil Bill was
overturned during the find round. Thisbill isthe only onein the history of the
Oireachtas to pass dl the critical levels of debate and then finaly be overturned.
(“Shannon River...Find Stages’) Many Senators, such as Maurice Manning, were very
angry at the outcome of the Shannon River Council Bill. According to Manning, “The
Bill was reported and received for find consideration yet on the Fifth Stage it will be
thrown out. That has not hgppened in the history of these Houses. It istheworst night's

work in the history of the Seanad.” (* Shannon River...Find Stages’)
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Perhaps the wrong decision was made on the Shannon River Council Bill. Mr.
Martin Cullen, the Minister of State at the Department of Finance in Ireland, cited two
magor reasons that the bill did pass. The first was that Irdland dready must follow EU
Directives and does not need a Shannon River Council to draft yet another set of
Directives. The second was that one of the new cross-border bodies, as agreed upon by
Grest British and Irish, was scheduled to take over the respongibility of navigating the
Shannon on April 1, 2000. Some members of the Senead congdered it unfair to grant
this organization control of navigation on the Shannon and then grant another
organization, the proposed Shannon River Council, control of al aspects of theriver,
including navigation. (“ Shannon River...Second Stage (Resumed)”) While the two main
arguments againg the bill have some merit, having one comprehensive regulatory body
appears to be exactly what is necessary to control the rising pollution levelsin the
Shannon River.
Conclusion

Today, eutrophication is the most serious environmenta concern in Irdand.
(Toner, p. 190) At the present time, catchment management plans are the primary way
that the Irish government intends to restore water quadity, but only six catchment
management plans have been initiated so far. It istoo early to judge whether catchment
management will be able to effectively reduce the number of dightly and moderately
polluted rivers. Ireland has aso made progress in initiating other measures to further
reduce eutrophication in lakes and rivers, such asimproving sewer systems to reduce
urban wagte. Different indudtries, such asthe laundry detergent and agyricultura

industries, have also promised to reduce phosphorous emission levels. While Irdand has
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taken many necessary initia stepsto remedy its eutrophication problem, it ill hasalong
way to go before the problem isfully under control. Mogt of the measures that Ireland
has taken are rdatively new, and it is till too early to judge their effectiveness.

Irdland ds0 must reevauae its overdl water qudity standards. The different
monitoring groups, specificaly the EU and EPA, must enact common water quaity
gandards in order for loca governments to successfully implement improvement
procedures. 1n addition, Ireland must expand the number of lakesincluded in its lake
quaity surveys. Only 124 |akes are currently included in lake water quality surveys.

In the future, Ireland will continue to face the problem of pollution dueto its
growing economy. Asthe scae of economic activity increases, the likelihood of
phosphorous loss to water aso increases, which is the main cause of eutrophication.
Overdl, however, Irdand is heading in the right direction with regard to resolving its
water quaity problems and fervently hopes to preserve its scenic, environmentaly sound
reputation so that tourists will continue to venture to the beautiful countryside of this

“Green Ide”
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Abstract
In this article the author analyzes how the recent economic prosperity hes affected
water qudity in Irdland. The main focus of this paper is on eutrophication, which isthe

primary cause of water pollution in Irdand



