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Guidance Handbook

❑ Volume 1: An Overview of Catchment Science & 
Management

❑ Volume 2, Section 2: Catchment Walks – Agricultural 
Pressures
➢ Includes a good description of all the individual pressures 

accompanied by photos. 

➢ Andrew Holmes (Limerick Co Co) and Michael Fitzsimons 
(IFI) were the main authors.



Significant Pressures

❑ B

Source: Draft RBMP 2022-2027 https://www.gov.ie/en/consultation/2bda0-public-consultation-on-
the-draft-river-basin-management-plan-for-ireland-2022-2027/

Agriculture the most 
common significant 

pressure and has 
increased by 223 WBs 

during the 2nd cycle

https://www.gov.ie/en/consultation/2bda0-public-consultation-on-the-draft-river-basin-management-plan-for-ireland-2022-2027/


Messaging significant pressures

❑ B

Urban run-off

Domestic wastewater

Approx. 50% of the WBs have more than one significant pressure.



Farmyard point pressures
❑ Main pollutants causing impacts: PO4, NH4, BOD, FIOs.

❑ Supply a lower ‘load’ of nutrients to water than diffuse sources.

❑ Therefore, generally pose a lower threat at the EPA monitoring 
points and to WFD status than diffuse sources. 

❑ Can cause localised impacts in drainage ditches and low flowing 
(small) & intermittent watercourses.

❑ Inadequacies can often be seen during farm inspections.

❑ Are ‘low hanging fruit’ and much easier to deal with than diffuse 
sources.

❑ They can use up some of the available capacity to accept 
pollutants without impacting on status.

Further details in Appendix 3 in Volume 1 of Guidance Handbook.



Farmyard point pressures
❑ Tendency to overestimate their role as they are visible and 

because inspections tend to focus on them.

❑ ASSAP found that 21% of issues identified relate to farmyard 
management.

❑ Dairy farmyards (~15%) a greater threat than beef farmyards.

❑ Farmyards in poorly draining areas a greater threat overall due 
to density of drainage ditches, intermittent and permanent  
streams, and therefore proximity.

❑ Can be substantial potential pressure on headwater streams and 
high status objective WBs because a small load can cause 
impacts.

❑ They are an irritant! 

Further details in Appendix 3 in Volume 1 of Guidance Handbook.



Farming Diffuse Pressures
◼ Contribute a greater load of P and N in most 

circumstances than point pressures.

◼ Are the dominant farming pressure at EPA MPs and 
therefore for Status and Risk & WFD implementation.

Further details in Appendix 3 in Volume 1 of Guidance Handbook.

◼More difficult to locate, manage and deal with than 
point pressures:
➢ Location in landscape not readily visible.

➢ Not easy to understand & evaluate their impacts.

➢ Not easy to ‘inspect’.

➢ Catchment characterisation, including ‘walks’ usually 
necessary

➢ Mitigation options more difficult to decide on and 
implement.



P is too high
in places, and 
is increasing

Acknowledgement: Map & graphs from EPA Catchments Unit

Phosphorus from agriculture

EQS



Nitrogen from agriculture 
contributing to estuaries

(Coastal waters EQS = 2.6 mg/l as N)

Acknowledgement: Map & graphs from EPA Catchments Unit



Source: Draft RBMP 2022-2027

Targeting agricultural 
measures

“Right measure in the right 
place”, the essential 

approach. 



Load reductions in catchments with elevated 
N concentrations

https://www.catchments.ie/assessment-of-the-catchments-that-need-reductions-in-
nitrogen-concentrations-to-achieve-water-quality-objectives/

❑ N load reductions 
needed where 
estuaries are the 
receptor and the EQS 
of 2.6mg/l is breached.

❑ Farming (diffuse) main 
source, except Tolka.

❑ Example: average 
900/yr tonnes 
reduction needed in 
Suir

(Source: EPA Catchments Unit) 

https://www.catchments.ie/assessment-of-the-catchments-that-need-reductions-in-nitrogen-concentrations-to-achieve-water-quality-objectives/


❑ Targeting Actions – some 
considerations:

➢ Undertake loadings 
reduction analysis for 
the sub-catchments.

➢ Target those with 
greatest loads.

➢ Then target the CSAs 
shown by the PIP-N 
map.

➢ Perhaps target CSAs 
where the river WB is At 
Risk?

➢ Perhaps target highest 
concs sub-catchments?

Issues for consideration – “getting 
bang for buck”



What Mitigation Actions? 
Four categories

1. Pollutant source reduction or elimination

2. Mobilisation control/reduction

3. Pathway interception

4. Receptor/instream works.

▪All related to the position in the landscape.

These are the categories used by LAWPRO and the NFGWS.



S

❑ F



Pathway interception – critical for 
mitigating PO4

❑ Loadings analysis shows that reductions of <1.0 kg/ha 
needed (often <0.5 kg/ha).

❑ But typical P applications on intensive farmland will be 20-
30kg/ha (aimed at achieving/maintaining soil P Index 3).

❑ Source reduction and mobilisation control Actions are 
necessary but unlikely to be sufficient on their own.

❑ Therefore, pathway interception essential in majority of 
circumstances.



Where should pathway interception be undertaken?

Drawn in consultation with Eva Mockler, EPA Catchments Unit

Assessment and decisions on the mitigation Actions need to take these 
differing scenarios into account to get optimum benefits for the efforts.



P
S

Photo: Donal Daly

A ‘hot spot’ or focussed flow delivery point in wet weather in a CSA.

A spatially targeted localised expanded buffer needed here.

But, right now there is no means of enabling an adequate 
buffer to be installed here at this delivery point other than 

voluntarily.
19

watercourse
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Pathway interception options

Evaluating relative 
load inputs:

❖ Checking 
downstream of 
inputs for 
evidence.

❖ Checking PIP 
category

❖ Estimating 
relative 
catchment areas

❖ Doing winter 
fieldwork after 
heavy rain.



Focussed flow delivery zone in a CSA

A focussed flow delivery path and point.
An Interception Action location.

Photo: Jenny Deakin, Catchments Unit, EPA

Source reduction &  
mobilisation reduction 

Actions
needed all over field/CSA

The standard constant/uniform buffer not adequate.
Spatially targeted, localised often expanded buffers 

needed.

See Appendix 10, Volume 1 of Guidance Handbook 
for discussion on this issue. 



Extracts from Draft RBMP 2022-2027

❑ An ‘Action’

❑ Quote: “It is envisaged that each Local Authority will also 
prepare a County level Implementation Plan as part of this 
(Integrated Catchment Planning) process to give action to the objectives 
of the national and catchment plans.”

❑ Water status impact assessments will be required for 
developments and Strategic water status assessments for plans –
anticipated in new WFD & Planning Guidance

❑ LA attendees on this course will have a critical role in all these 
areas, with agriculture the dominant significant pressure in most 
LA areas.



❑ Are inspections 
assessing and 
capturing diffuse 
pressures 
adequately?

❑ Inspections that 
focus on farmyards 
or are unable to 
properly consider 
diffuse sources will 
not achieve the 
desired water 
quality outcomes, 
in my view.

Reasons for non-compliance of the GAP Regs



My suggestions on compliance 
assurance
❑ Question: how can we get optimal env. benefits from the 

resources that will be available during the next WFD cycle?

❑ In so far as is possible, by making:

➢ Achievement of water quality/env. objectives the  focus.

➢ Putting emphasis on quality over numbers.

❑ See Principal 1 from ‘Characterising & Managing Our Water 
Resources – Some Basic Principles’ in Volume 1.



My suggestions on 
compliance assurance 

❑ Environmental outcomes 
will depend essentially on 
compliance assurance 
that uses the process 
described in this course, 
and as used by LAWPRO, 
NFGWS and the EPA 
Catchments Unit.

❑ It is risk-based
encompassed within the 
SPR framework.

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Improvement 
Objective 

Protection 
Objective 

SPR desk-based assessment  

Interim ‘story’  Interim ‘story’ 

Fieldwork and 
site/catchment walks 

 
 
 
 

Fieldwork and 
site/catchment walks 

Evaluation of mitigation 
options 

Implementation of mitigation 
measures/actions 

Monitoring progress and 
making adjustments 

Evaluation of existing 
protection measures/actions 

 
 
 
 

Continued Implementation of 
existing & implementation of 

new protection measures/actions 

Monitoring progress and 
making adjustments 

 
 
 
 

Receptor requirement(s) 

Undetermined 

Additional monitoring 
& evaluation 

Design an implementation 
programme 

Design an implementation 
programme 

 
 

Pressures and pathways 
assessment 

Pressures and pathways 
assessment 

Field-based assessment  Field-based assessment  

‘Story’ of the catchment ‘Story’ of the catchment 

Water quality 



Using the proposed process as part of 
compliance assurance

❑ This process/approach enables risk-based decision-making that 
enables targeting of i) inspections and ii) other LA water 
protection & improvement actions.

❑ It provides the understanding of the pressures, pathways and 
receptors needed for effective conclusions and decision-making 
on protection/maintenance and improvement/restoration 
strategies and actions.

❑ It provides the information, analysis and conclusions for the 
County Level Implementation Plans and Water Status Impact 
Assessments.



Following a process - quotes

Roberto Mancini quoted by Matt Williams:

“Our processes are high quality”. “If we stick to our processes 

the outcomes will look after themselves.” History have proven 

them right.

Jim McGuinness writing about the Dublin team:

“They remain process driven”. 

“What are Dublin’s strengths? They are still process driven and 

can execute at a very high level.”

Sydney McLaughlin 400 m Olympic gold medallist: “trust the 

process”.



Useful references on mitigation 
actions for farming

https://nfgws.ie/nfgws-source-protection-publications/

https://nfgws.ie/nfgws-source-protection-publications/


Co-benefits of mitigation actions

Source: An Fóram Uisce, 2020. Link: https://thewaterforum.ie/app/uploads/2020/07/An-Fóram-Uisce_Framework-
for-Integrated-Land-and-Landscape-Management.pdf

https://thewaterforum.ie/app/uploads/2020/07/An-Fóram-Uisce_Framework-for-Integrated-Land-and-Landscape-Management.pdf

