
A LIVING ISLAND

I r e l a n d ’s responsibility to nature

q w e

M I C H A EL  V I N E Y



C
o m h a r, the National Sustainable Development Pa rt n e rs h i p, was set up

in     with the aim of advancing the national agenda for sustainabl e

d eve l o p m e n t , and contri buting to the formation of a national consensus

re g a rding this ve ry important pro c e s s . Comhar is made up of  m e m b e rs

d r awn from a wide range of nominating bodies re p resenting stake h o l d e rs

f rom env i ro n m e n t a l , c o m mu n i t y, s t a t u t o ry, p rofessional and economic

s e c t o rs . Comhar seeks to work in part n e rship to encourage sustainabl e

d evelopment across Irish economy and society, and to advise Gove rn m e n t

on policies which support and promote sustainable deve l o p m e n t .

The pamphlet,             I r e l a n d ’s responsibility to nature, is the

first in an occasional series on issues related to sustainable deve l o p m e n t .T h e

aim of the pamphlets is to promote a greater understanding of sustainability

i s s u e s .The opinions expressed are not necessarily those of Comhar but are

intended to encourage debate on these important issues

For further information contact Comhar at:

Te l : (  )  

F a x : ( )  

e - m a i l :c o m h a r @ e nv i ro n . i r l g ov. i e

Visit our website at www. c o m h o r - n s d p. i e

D e s i g n:    ‒      



q w e

‘Just as a country treasures its finite historical episodes,
classic books, works of art , and other measures of national greatness,

it should learn to treasure its unique and finite ecosystems,
resonant to a sense of time and place.’

–  .   ,The Dive rsity of Life.

T
         was ushered off the
mountains by a rain-laden gale from the A t l a n t i c, re d u c i n g

their brief Alpine glory to a pro file of wet hessian.A few white
s h reds hung on in the distant cliff of the Sheeffrys and that
summoned the desolation I knew to exist on the slopes below : a
s l i c k , black desert , s t u b bled with scant tufts of sedge and wiry
m a t - gr a s s , glistening with rivulets running with peat-silt. ‘ T h e
b og ’s final break-up into black mush is a shocking thing to see’ I
had written in Ja nu a ry    , and for all the subsequent efforts to
reduce sheep nu m b e rs on the hills and the plans for the
management of shared upland commonages, e c o l ogical disaster is
still plain. In places it is beyond re p a i r: an entire fa b ric of
ve g e t a t i o n , f rom heather and M o l i n i a m o o r grass to leafy
l ive r wo rts and mosses, s h o rn away by relentless ove r gr a z i n g .

It took a couple of decades for a bad policy decision to show
up on the ground – the first ye a rs , as it happened, of my ow n
fa m i l y ’s switch to country liv i n g . Our fa rming neighbours we re
first to point out the slow black bruises darkening on the slopes,
the plume of peat silt spreading from the estuary after rain. S o o n
t h e re we re changes in the sheep as we l l , a certain gaunt lack of
substance beneath the fleece as torrents of ewes we re ru s h e d
along the road to be counted past the headage inspector.

The decision-making that produced this degradation was a





classic of unsustainable deve l o p m e n t .The idea was we l l - m e a n t : a
re gional subsidy on ewes to encourage lamb production by small
h i l l - fa rm e rs in ‘ d i s a d va n t a g e d ’ a re a s . But it was born of a
mechanistic picture of fa rm i n g , a construct of near-abstract inputs
and outputs, which left nature entirely out of account. T h e
c a rrying capacity of fragi l e, nu t rient-poor peatland was of a
totally different order to grassland on lowland mineral soil.

If this did not occur to the EU agro n o m i s t s , it should
c e rtainly have been the concern of Ire l a n d ’s own expert s . B u t
only when the damage became scandalous and undeniable wa s
the grazing impact on bl a n ket bog vegetation suddenly wo rt h
s t u d y i n g . As for the hill fa rm e rs , ye a rs of conditioning to a sense
of marginal wo rt h , if not, i n d e e d , of being a final generation of
their kind, did nothing to encourage wise use of the land. In this
demoralised mood, the mountain commonage became a
‘ wa s t e l a n d ’ and its future lost all meaning.

When the notion of ‘ s u s t a i n a ble deve l o p m e n t ’ is applied to
landscape and its natural plants and animals, values tend to sw i n g
about between aesthetics (the appreciation of beauty, and pleasure
to our senses) which is largely shaped by human culture, a n d
attitudes arising from the science of ecolog y. We have trave l l e d
b eyond simple responses to the scent of a flowe r, the song of a
b i rd , to a new understanding of context: a bird now becomes
‘ r a re ’ , a flowe ring meadow a ‘ t h reatened habitat’.

Aesthetic judgments are notoriously subjective and tastes
h ave changed with time. My own keen enjoyment of the
‘ u n t a m e d ’ , rocky landscape that surrounds Killary Harbour, a n d
of the wild weather that so often sweeps through it, has cultural
roots in the Romantic movement of the eighteenth century.
B e f o re that, a ‘ b e a u t i f u l ’ landscape was that made by man –
c o rn fields and orc h a rds – and Connemara was a vision of nature
at its most uncontrolled and thre a t e n i n g .T h e re was no science of
e c o l ogy to inspire the Romantic movement of philosophers ,
p a i n t e rs and wri t e rs , but their intuitions helped to re s t o re human
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c o n fidence in the relationship with nature, in belonging to the
E a rth as one species among the re s t .

The supposed ‘ s u b j e c t iv i t y ’ of tastes in landscape and of
deciding what is beautiful has created all kinds of pro blems for
d e c i s i o n - m a ke rs , who feel helpless without the framework of
nu m b e rs and boxe s . But issues of ecolog y, t o o, a re often ove r l a i d
with ambivalence and confusion. W hy, first of all, should we
bother with the conservation of species, with ‘ b i o d ive rs i t y ’ ?
Ninety-nine per cent of the species that have ever existed are
e x t i n c t , yet the evolution of life has furnished the planet with
m o re species today than at any other peri o d ; as we peer minu t e l y
into the Eart h ’s inters t i c e s , we are discove ring new ones all the
t i m e. E ven if human activities have launched a crisis of
extinctions which threatens to compare with global cataclysms of
fire and ice, w h e re is its real signific a n c e ?

At the most popular leve l , t h e re is the instinctive pleasure in
n a t u re ’s va ri e t y, at least in its familiar and colourful form s .T h e
notion that this should be handed on intact ‘to our gr a n d c h i l d re n ’
is now a moral imperative for many people.Quite as appealing to
u t i l i t a rian minds is the wisdom of keeping the maximum nu m b e r
of species up humanity’s sleeve for potential future use: a pool of
genes for new crop species; a cure for cancer in the rainfore s t .

We may think also, or instead, that we need a full range of
species to sustain the planet’s natural equilibri u m , for the
incidental but fortunate benefit of human life. The idea of the
whole Earth running itself as a living organism (the ‘ G a i a ’ of the
B ritish scientist James Love l o c k )


remains an unprova bl e

hy p o t h e s i s , but one that steadily gains scientific support .With it
s p reads a new appreciation of the way species work together in
e c o s y s t e m s , with global wa rming as an ultimate demonstration
that ‘ eve rything connects to eve rything else’. We may not be
‘ t h reatening the planet’ ( a n o t h e r, if unwitting, piece of hubris) bu t
we could affect Eart h ’s systems in ways that make our ow n
s u rv ival ve ry uncomfort a bl e
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One option is to accept – as I do – that other species and
their habitats have an intrinsic claim or ‘ ri g h t ’ to exist which is
independent of the interests of human beings. In philosophical
t e rms this is a tricky one, since ‘ ri g h t s ’ can scarcely exist outside a
human value system. Much of the intuitive support for the idea
comes from rejection of biblical teachings that seemed to awa rd
man a mastery over nature and even a duty to subdue and exploit
other species. This kind of language may have ebbed from the
m o d e rn Christian tradition, but its assumptions still run stro n g l y
t h rough our culture.

For example, the Green     A d v i s o ry Gro u p, set up by
Charles Haughey and re p o rting in   , decided that ‘ n a t u re
c o n s e rvation may be defined as the sustainable use of nature ’ .



‘ U s e ’ , in this context, m ay have been meant benignly, but it is
typical of attitudes that perpetuate a gulf between people and
their fellow species. Only a deeper awa reness of our place w i t h i n
n a t u re can help reinstate Homo sapiens in the balance and health
of Eart h ’s essential processes (most urgently, at this time, t h e
p l a n e t ’s carbon cycle). It is what should dictate our concern for
the vanishing Amazonian forests and the integrity of the oceans.
It should decide what sort of wastes we cre a t e, h ow we re c y c l e
the Eart h ’s re s o u rces (as nature does) and how we limit our
population to match them.

In our small and we l l - wo rn island, all the natural ecosystems
h ave already been heavily modified and compro m i s e d .T h e re is
s c a rcely a footfall of land that hasn’t been dug up, built on or
grazed for centuri e s : even our few fragments of wildwood show
the coppiced trunks of ancient husbandry. I n d e e d , what we think
of as our wildest country is often the most abu s e d . U n l i ke
A m e ri c a n s , for example, who really do have some wilderness left,
the only re l a t ively unscathed terri t o ry we can choose to leave
alone lies beneath our Atlantic coastal wa t e rs .The future of our
t e rre s t rial landscape will continue to be shaped by the sum of
human decisions. And in so far as these consciously relate to
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c o n s e rva t i o n , t h ey will amount to ‘ s t ewa rd s h i p ’ and even human
‘ m a n a g e m e n t ’ .

The close of the twentieth century produced a scientific
specialism known as ‘ restoration ecolog y ’ , b ri n ging back
d e graded habitats to something like their former richness and
s t a b i l i t y. In trials in Killarn ey National Pa r k , for example, l o c a l
Ke rry cattle have been re i n t roduced to the hills in summer, i n
place of sheep – a grazing re gime that emulates the ‘ b o o l ey i n g ’
(transhumance) practised in pre - t we n t i e t h - c e n t u ry Ire l a n d .T h ey
a re wintered in paddocks which are closed off in autumn to allow
the vegetation to grow. Both measures have improved the health
and dive rsity of the plant life. At the same time, a conserva t i o n
plant nu rs e ry in the park has been raising tree and shrub stock for
planting trials on the hills. It includes Scots pine, a tree pro b a bl y
extinct on Irish uplands since medieval times, t ogether with ‘ l o s t ’
d warf shrubs such as juniper and cow b e rry, with berri e s
i m p o rtant to birds and mammals.



The first concern , l ogi c a l l y, is the restoration of the national
p a r k s , f rom Killarn ey to Connemara, n o rth Mayo to Donegal.
Some parts may be left to nature ’s own time for shrub and tre e
regeneration and even closed to people entire l y.But an ecologi c a l
f o rmula that found a place for human husbandry could also be
used to re s t o re great tracts of Ire l a n d ’s upland commonage,
especially those fringed by fa rm e rs already adapting to
management plans within the Rural Env i ronment Pro t e c t i o n
Scheme (REPS). Some ecologists would argue that such
‘ e nv i ronmental manipulation’ ( even ‘wildlife gardening’) wo u l d
be absurdly costly, and that if re a f f o restation is the objective, t h e n
moorland should simply be fenced off and left to nature. But the
re i n t roduction of Ke rry cattle, a small but hard y, d u a l - p u rp o s e
b reed with an appetite for moorgr a s s , would introduce a fre s h
d i m e n s i o n . Keeping ‘ Ke rri e s ’ fits happily into organic fa rm i n g
and would allow the hills to grow back many of their lost plants.
In the meantime, limiting the sheep should see the slow re t u rn of
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h e a t h e rs and sedge, if not the shrubs whose seed banks have
dwindled and died out, and the Atlantic mosses and live r wo rt s
that once grew beneath them.

In the lowland country s i d e, the steady loss of species should
be slowed or even reve rsed in the changes brought about by the
Rural Env i ronment Protection Scheme, co-funded by Euro p e
and the state. By the turn of the century the scheme embraced
some  ,   fa rm e rs , most of them with holdings of less than 

h e c t a res (   a c re s ) .T h ey will be joined by many thousands more
– generally the countryside of high ecological value – where
subsidies to livestock have been changed to direct payments based
on land.

Along with limits to stock nu m b e rs and the use of chemical
f e rt i l i z e r, REPS pays fa rm e rs to follow management plans that
re c ognise both aesthetic and ecological goals. Hedges are
i m p o rtant to wildlife, but also ‘ give the Irish landscape its
d i s t i n c t ive character and field pattern ’ .Stone walls protect wildlife
as well as stock, and merit repair and maintenance as ‘ a n
i m p o rtant element in the landscape’. C o l o u rs and materials of
fa rm and outbuildings should be ‘sympathetic to traditions of
c o u n t ry bu i l d i n g ’ .The ecological measures are detailed and fa r -
re a c h i n g , but sit within a broadly ideal visual image of a small-
fa rm countryside that took on its shape in the first fifty ye a rs of
the twentieth century.

The decision to conserve and re s t o re the appearance of such
a country s i d e, with its small-scale, i rregular we ave of wa l l s ,h e d g e s
and copses, its re l a t ively intimate connection between people and
l ive s t o c k , clearly re flects the urban culture of elite committees, a s
well as the middle-class choices of touri s m .This can seem like a
c i t y - b red nostalgia for a range of archaic rural images now quite
u n s u s t a i n a ble on working fa rm s . But the way in which intuitive,
well-educated taste corresponds with good practice in ecologi c a l
c o n s e rvation is more than a coincidence. F a rm landscape with
great dive rsity of ve g e t a t i o n , field boundaries that offer good
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c ove r, open ditches and wa t e r way s , odd corn e rs of deliberate
‘ n e g l e c t ’ ,a re simply richer in species than intensively ord e red rye -
grass pastures partitioned by wire fences. I n d e e d , it is likely that,
in post-glacial Ire l a n d , the peak of habitat dive rsity and ri c h n e s s
of species existed, not in the canopied primal fore s t s , but in the
c o u n t ryside of small, m i xed fa rms of less than a century ago.

A study published in    


of small fa rms at A n n a g h d ow n ,
beside Lough Corri b, County Galway, as they we re run in the
  s ,s h owed the re m a r k a ble dive rsity within the fa rm as well as
in the landscape itself, which still kept its turloughs and callow s ,
woodland and limestone scru b. It was fa rming without tractors or
a rt i ficial fert i l i z e rs and managed for a family life with a minimu m
of bought-in food. The fa rm e rs kept Short h o rn and Here f o rd
c a t t l e, G a lway ewe s , Clydesdale and Irish draught hors e s , L a r g e
White and Landrace pigs, four or five breeds of hens and assort e d
d u c k s , geese and turkey s . The crops we re oats, w h e a t , b a r l ey,
p o t a t o e s , mangolds and turn i p s , and sugar beet for the fa c t o ry in
Tu a m . Each group of cro p s , each kind of live s t o c k , c re a t e d
p a rticular niches for insects, b i rds and small mammals, even tillage
‘ we e d s ’ such as corn flower and corn mari g o l d , n ow virt u a l l y
extinct in Ire l a n d .The loss of mixed fa rming has cost us the corn
bu n t i n g , b rought the corn c r a ke and grey part ridge close to
e x t i n c t i o n , and made the ye l l owhammer a rarity across much of
the island.

The study was intended to see what wisdom traditional
farming systems might offer (in stocking densities, grazing
seasons and so on) for the management of conservation,
especially of wildlife habitats included in REPS farms. But I
find it striking that ecological science, seeking a model balance
between farming and biodiversity, should focus upon the
landscapes of mixed farming which are now so widely treasured
as aesthetically satisfying. This does, of course, invite the
question of the accompanying lifestyle.The Annaghdown farms
lived to a low-income pattern of subsistence, further shaped by
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wartime shortages.Who would want to live like that today?
It takes a radical green economist like Mayo ’s Richard

D o u t h waite to analyse the illusion that industri a l i s e d , h i g h - i n p u t
fa rming creates the highest va l u e.


But a ve ry positive

e n d o rsement of localised mixe d - fa rm systems already comes fro m
authentically organic fa rm e rs (by ‘ a u t h e n t i c ’ I mean people who
h ave come to organic fa rming through personal unders t a n d i n g
and conv i c t i o n , not those who merely conform to minimu m
disciplines in re t u rn for improved grants or pri c e s ) .The genu i n e
a rticle feels part of a movement or philosophy aimed at wo r k i n g
with nature, e n riching the soil and conserving wildlife. S p e c i e s
d ive rs i t y, planting of broadleaf tre e s , using animal manu res – these
become positive ends in themselve s .And while the revolution in
consumer attitudes has brought quite unexpected rewa rds to
m a ny organic fa rm e rs and growe rs , their first impetus, often in
re t reat from city stre s s e s , was far from material and was concern e d
with the quality of life.

T h e re are now quite a lot of people in Ire l a n d , the UK and
E u rope for whom such a lifestyle, with its keen ecological sense,
would offer great fulfilment. At the same time, mu c h
‘ d i s a d va n t a g e d ’ land in Ireland (to use a convenient term) is held
by semi-re t i red or part-time fa rm e rs . M a ny of them have lost all
real engagement with agri c u l t u re, but retain their satisfa c t i o n
with country liv i n g . O ver wide are a s , p a rticipation in REPS will
come down to a modest flock of sheep,easily manageable in spare
t i m e, and as large a plantation of conifer fore s t ry as the REPS
planner will allow.

The sale of sites for holiday homes, especially in scenic are a s ,
will be an extra pre s s u re on land which has lost its traditional
f u n c t i o n , and will pro b a bly continue to inflate its pri c e. Away
f rom areas of major development or expanding intensive fa rm s ,i t
seems unlikely that much land will find its way to the marke t .T h e
symbolic value of land ow n e rship is still powerful and has ke p t
m a ny ‘ e m p t y ’ small fa rm s , t ogether with their houses, w i t h i n
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extended fa m i l i e s . N o n e t h e l e s s , s u p p o rt for a progre s s ive transfer
of fa rmland in areas of high ecological value to committed
organic fa rm e rs (perhaps by secure leaseholds with initial gr a n t
assistance) could work to re s t o re lost biodive rsity and ke e p
fa rming active within an aesthetically pleasing landscape.

‘ F a rm e rs have traditionally been the guardians of the
c o u n t ryside and its heri t a g e.T h ey are awa re of the importance of
p rotecting the natural env i ro n m e n t , both in its own right and as
the re s o u rce base for their live l i h o o d … .’ Such sentiments (here
f rom S u s t a i n a ble Deve l o p m e n t :A Stra t e gy for Ireland )


a re a fa m i l i a r

national piety,not always wa rr a n t e d .The practices and attitudes of
I re l a n d ’s fa rm e rs have been substantially shaped by gove rn m e n t
re s e a rc h , a d v i s o ry services and fa rming media, all heav i l y
i n fluenced by a technical culture of intensive pro d u c t i o n ,
chemical inputs and eve r - m o re-elaborate machines. C o n c e rn for
the natural env i ro n m e n t , w h e re it exists, has been partly an
a s s i m i l a t ive process – as, i n d e e d , it has been for most people – and
often a forced response to immediate pro blems of pollution.W h a t
most fa rm e rs know of nature, in the ecological sense, is just as
l i kely to derive from watching wildlife films on television as fro m
watching actual birds or insects in the fie l d . An exception mu s t ,
of cours e, be made for the substantial number of fa rm e rs who are
lifelong hunters and do at least appreciate the relationship of the
q u a rry and habitat.

E c o l ogy is often now so ‘ s c i e n t i fic ’ and far re m oved from the
casual observation of nature that the balance of env i ronment with
fa rming practice will pro b a bly continue to be led by expert
advice and example. But this need not always mean hi-tech
solutions – perhaps even the opposite. County Wa t e r f o rd has
s e e n , for example, in the Anne Va l l ey, the highly successful
operation of a ‘ c o n s t ru c t e d ’ we t l a n d . It links a series of planted
reedbeds and pools so that polluted fa rmya rd water ends up pure
enough for trout to live in. Similar ‘ m a d e ’ wetlands are puri f y i n g
rural sewage and absorbing toxic minerals from mining. T h e i r
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w i d e s p read adoption would create substantial new habitats for
w i l d l i f e, of the kind so widely destroyed by the drainage schemes
of the past.

The art e rial drainage of Ire l a n d , which reached its peak in the
   s and ’ s , was an engi n e e rs ’ c rusade in the service of
a gri c u l t u re. In almost forty river catchments, riverbeds we re
b rutally dredged into a U-shape, the banks clawed back to the
steepest angle the local clays would sustain. Spoil was dumped into
n e a r by ponds and mars h e s , or left heaped on the banks like
m i n e rs ’ wa s t e. The ecological devastation was seve re, and not
m e rely for the short term . In Bri t a i n , similar excesses produced a
p owerful reaction among ecologi s t s


and a fa r - reaching change in

the engi n e e rs ’ a p p roach to the natural life of a river and its
t ri bu t a ri e s . In Ire l a n d , a new engi n e e ring re gime has been
b rought to all the rive rs managed by the Office of Public Wo r k s .
It allows them, for example,a naturally asymmetrical bed,c re a t i n g
‘ hydraulic dive rs i t y ’ and tro u t - f riendly h a b i t a t s .

In the prime trout and salmon catchments of the we s t ,
re gional fis h e ries boards have gone a lot further in re s t o ri n g
l owland streams dug out in the drainage schemes of the    s .
T h ey have brought back the natural ‘ va l l ey ’ that streams carve in
their beds, and natural sequences of ri f fle, glide and pool; t h ey
h ave created willow - s h a d e, and hollows beneath the banks for fis h
to hide.To follow these wa t e r ways now is to see birds and insects
that had vanished from the barren gutters of the drainage
s c h e m e s , and to hear the wa t e r - music of a living stre a m . O n c e
again it seems that habitats which please the human senses are also
those that nature fills with life.

A decade ago, the construction company ESB Intern a t i o n a l
was given the contract to re c o n s t ruct the derelict and ove r grow n
B a l l i n a m o re-Ballyconnell Canal, fifty kilometres long and linking
I re l a n d ’s two great wa t e r way s , the Shannon and the Ern e. As a
d evelopment for leisure l y, wa t e r b o rne touri s m , s u p p o rted by the
E U ’s Regional Development Fund, it wa rranted special
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e c o l ogical care. B e f o re a rock was drilled or a tre e - t runk lopped,
the company brought in ecologists to survey the wildlife of the
canal and its lake s , rive rs and mars h e s . Their brief kept habitat
d e s t ruction to a minimum on eve ry ya rd of wa t e r way (the
d i g g e rs , for example, working from one bank only, or even fro m
r a f t s , to leave long stretches of bank, with their trees and herbage,
i n t a c t ) .To d ay, the canal is one of the loveliest of its kind in these
i s l a n d s , with wildlife of a richness unequalled in a century.

S l ow l y, n a t u re is claiming its place on agendas at a level that
cannot be ignore d . In the EU’s new Water Framework Dire c t ive,
n ow the concern of Irish hy d ro l ogi s t s , g e ogr a p h e rs , d r a i n a g e
e n gi n e e rs , e nv i ronmental scientists and planners , each river basin
will have to be managed so that there is enough good water for
‘ s u s t a i n a ble deve l o p m e n t ’ of human settlements and industry –
but also for all the needs of terre s t rial and aquatic ecosystems.
With integrated planning and the willingness to think acro s s
d i s c i p l i n e s ,we are less likely to make nature an incidental casualty
of change.

It is hard to know how much damage we could have avo i d e d
decades ago. E ven if the science existed, our thought for nature
did not. All around me, in the mountain va l l eys of Mayo and
C o n n e m a r a , the conifer forests we re planted right up to the banks
of rive rs and across the streams that fed them.As the trees grew
u p, t h ey shut out the sunlight from ri p a rian insect-life. Peat silt
f rom the forest drains flowed down to choke the spaw n i n g -
grounds of salmon and tro u t . In the uplands, the conifers helped
to tip the acid balance of the water against aquatic inve rt e b r a t e s ,
the food for fis h , so that stream after stream began to die.

To d ay we know better.The forests have withdrawn behind
b road buffer zones and leave the riverbanks open to the sun.
M a r gins of moorgrass and scrub complete the river ecosystem
with their swa rms of insects.

Looking back, it seems impossible we could ever not have
realised that fa rm and fore s t ry fertilizer and domestic sewa g e,
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running off into our lakes and rive rs , would produce the fa t a l
ove r - n o u rishment we have learned to call ‘ e u t ro p h i c a t i o n ’ .To d ay,
the insidious inflow of phosphorus is slowly falling back, but its
a c c u mu l a t ive damage pers i s t s . It can be seen in the decline of such
s e n s i t ive species as the A rctic char (S a l velinus alpinus) , w h i c h
a rrived in Ire l a n d ’s rive rs with the salmon and trout ten thousand
ye a rs ago, and the fre s h water pearl mussel (M a r g a ri t i f e ra
m a r g a ri t i f e ra) , w h i c h , left in peace, can live for a century.

The conservation of species in Ireland has not, a l a s , b e e n
founded on any stro n g , indigenous concern . As a political and
economic society, we only ye s t e rd ay wo ke up to what science
might do for us.As for what it ought to be doing for nature, t h e
number of ecologists in regular work outside the unive rs i t i e s
c o u l d , until ten or twenty ye a rs ago, be counted on one’s fin g e rs .
I have yet to meet any of them who would argue with the species
and habitats listed in the va rious EU conservation dire c t ive s
(making the va rious surveys has, after all, been good for
p rofessional bu s i n e s s ) . But on a broader fro n t , the lack of Iri s h
discussion of the content of the dire c t ives shows how modest wa s
our capacity to do more than simply carry them out.

These dire c t ive s , as the consensus of a European scientific
e l i t e, a re having a considerable impact on national land-use
policies and individual live l i h o o d s .T h ey have set the pri o rities for
c o n s e rvation of biodive rs i t y, for which future generations will,
one hopes, be gr a t e f u l .Without it, the island’s landscape wo u l d
h ave been at the mercy of the great surge of economic
d evelopment and construction which arrived with the new
c e n t u ry.

It is sad, h oweve r, that the whole conservation apparatus of
Natural Heritage A reas (NHAs), the Special A reas of
C o n s e rvation (SACs) selected from them, and the Special
P rotection A reas (SPAs) for bird s , has been presented to a ru r a l
society generally so ill-equipped to see their point.What has the
p rotection of snails and plants almost too small to see, or of ‘ u g l y ’
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parasites like lampreys (which merit no fewer than five SAC s ) ,g o t
to do with people’s real lives? T h ey are ‘ t h re a t e n e d ’ or they are
‘ r a re ’ : so what – who needs them, other than scientists purs u i n g
their own peculiar agenda?

The fact that such species are generally found surv iving in
vestiges of semi-natural landscape which also make good scenery
has introduced some confusion in the public mind – perhaps
f o rt u n a t e l y, since looking after the scenery is a social and
economic value which is widely unders t o o d . It has also helped
people to accept the idea of Special A reas of Conserva t i o n , and to
accept the list of a re p re s e n t a t ive range of ‘ i m p o rt a n t ’ h a b i t a t s
which we re designated as SACs – Ire l a n d ’s contri bution to
E u ro p e ’s Natura     n e t wo r k .B og and fen, limestone pave m e n t ,
t u r l o u g h s , machair dunes,Atlantic oakwo o d s , salmon rive rs ,t ro u t
l a kes – these are so distinctive of the Irish landscape and so
o bviously likely to have special ecosystems that the only real point
of argument has been how much conservation was ‘ e n o u g h ’ .

G ove rnments across Europe have tried to arrive at some
o b j e c t ive norm which is both scientifically conscientious and not
foolishly ahead of their neighbours . The re c koning is both
financial and political: I re l a n d ’s compensation to fa rm e rs , f o r
reducing livestock or curtailing land operations, is expected to
amount to £  million annu a l l y, but the actual process of site
designation has also been politically fraught, given the fears and
m i s u n d e rstandings of (mainly) small landow n e rs .

Site designation has also introduced an unfort u n a t e
b re a k d own of trust between Dúchas and the conserva t i o n
organisations concerned for biodive rs i t y. A common position of
the five main organisations (An Ta i s c e, I rish Wildlife Tru s t ,
B i rd Watch Ire l a n d , I rish Peatland Conservation Council and
C o a s t watch Europe) has been that the seriously incomplete
k n owledge of Ire l a n d ’s biodive rsity frustrates the selection of a
p roperly compre h e n s ive list of sites, and that the total of those
p roposed by Dúchas is certainly far too few. In     these five
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submitted a substantial ‘ s h a d ow ’ list of extra sites to the EU
Commission many of which we re later accepted. Some of them
we re small but significant habitats which, t h ey felt, could prov i d e
s u s t a i n a ble ‘ s t e p p i n g - s t o n e s ’ b e t ween the bigger SAC s . T h e s e
would prevent SACs from becoming isolated refuges of
e c o l ogical conserva t i o n .

The informal diplomacy of Dúchas field staff in sorting out
fa rm e rs ’ objections to SAC boundaries on the ground has led to
d e l ays which have angered the EU Commission. Among the
c o n s e rvation organisations, it has also fuelled suspicions, re bu t t e d
by Dúchas, of less-than-scientific mapping compromises and
d e c i s i o n s . The agency has argued that the extra and patient
attention to fa rm e rs ’ c o n c e rn s , sometimes resulting in minor
revisions to boundari e s , will be rewa rded in more solid and
s u s t a i n a ble co-operation in the management of SAC s .

The difficulty of introducing conservation re gimes into
I re l a n d ’s rural communities has certainly been underestimated by
mainly urban-based conserva t i o n i s t s .The steady erosion of small-
fa rmer morale in the closing decades of the twentieth century
made it no easier to meet the suspicions and fears of landow n e rs .
Without the familiar authority of ‘ B ru s s e l s ’ to justify what wa s
p ro p o s e d , it is likely that purely Irish initiatives would have met
with even greater resistance at local leve l .The task of assembl i n g
land for national parks, and siting their visitor centre s , b ro u g h t
some bruising controve rsy for the Office of Public Wo r k s , a n d
later Dúchas.At a landscape symposium in    , Dr Alan Craig,
D i rector of National Parks and Wi l d l i f e, made it clear that any
f u rther proposals for parks would need to emanate, i d e a l l y, f ro m
the local commu n i t y, and certainly come complete with general
local agre e m e n t .



It seems like l y, t h e re f o re, that Ireland will continue to occupy
the lowest place in the tables of the World Conservation Union
in the pro p o rtion of national terri t o ry which is given the stri c t
p rotection of national parks and nature re s e rves – one per cent
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c o m p a red with an average of twe l ve per cent in almost thirt y
other developed countri e s . The NHA and SAC designations,
u n l i ke those of national parks and nature re s e rve s , l e ave
l a n d ow n e rs in place, and are now the conservation measures of
c h o i c e.T h ey also create buffer zones around the national parks;
h oweve r, t h ey generate an extensive responsibility of monitori n g
and management. At the beginning of    , the proposed SAC s
c ove red close to  million hectare s :   per cent of the Republ i c ’s
land area (including one per cent for lake s ) , plus four per cent of
m a rine areas (including for example, the whole of the Shannon
E s t u a ry ) . In the scale of commitment to conserva t i o n , this found
I reland comfort a bly at the middle of the fifteen states of the
E u ropean Union.The EU Commission, h oweve r, responding to
the case presented by the conservation organisations, had pre s s e d
Dúchas successfully to protect more raised bogs and salmon-rive r
c a t c h m e n t s .

T h e re is real danger, h oweve r, that the SACs could be left as
e c o l ogical ‘ i s l a n d s ’ in an inhospitabl e, humanised landscape of
i n t e n s ive fa rm i n g , roads and rural subu r b i a . Most species need
room to travel and dispers e, to mate and swap genes, to escape
f rom change and disaster. But as landscape is deve l o p e d , n ew
b a rri e rs appear and habitats are fragmented. In small and isolated
p o p u l a t i o n s , the loss in genetic va riation may eventually bri n g
e x t i n c t i o n .

This is why the idea of ecological corri d o rs and stepping-
stones has become so important to European conserva t i o n
s t r a t e gi e s . R iverbanks and hedgerows help species to trave l ; f e n s ,
ponds and little woods can help bridge the gaps between re f u g e s .
Some European states need to think big, keeping wild re gi o n a l
c o rri d o rs of forests and mountains to help the migration of wide-
r a n ging mammals, such as wo l ve s . I re l a n d ’s rive rs are travelled by
fish and otters , but the intimate scale of the landscape bri n g s
i m p o rtance to small and local feature s : p a rticular hedgerow s
t r avelled by bats; roadside corri d o rs of heathland where non-fly i n g
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beetles can take their time as pedestri a n s ; damp meadows with
plants needed as the caterpillar-food of particular bu t t e r fly
c o l o n i e s . The texture of conservation thus becomes sensitive to
quite minor developments in the country s i d e.

The challenge is to identify and map the essential network of
habitats so that they can be taken into account by local authori t y
p l a n n e rs and re c ognised and respected even at community leve l .
This will enable some of the responsibility for biodive rsity to be
s h a red between Dúchas, with its conservation rangers , and the
n ew Heritage Offic e rs working with local authori t i e s . It will give
an extra, p ro t e c t ive significance to semi-natural landscapes alre a d y
i m p o rtant to local people and schools. The basic tools for
compiling a national ecological Geographic Information System
( G I S ) , with its limitless elaboration of data on computer, a re now
being developed by a group of Irish ecological consultants.

 

The scale at which construction engineering decisions
become important to nature can be hugely variable. For
example, county council maintenance of old stone bridges over
streams frequently includes the spraying of liquid cement across
the underside of the arch.This can kill the scarce Daubenton’s
bat (Myotis daubentonii) which roosts in bridge crevices and
hunts over water; it can also reduce the available nesting-sites for
the dipper (Cinclus cinclus) and the grey wagtail (Motacilla
cinerea), two of Ireland’s most attractive river birds.At the other
end of the scale come the new motorways,cutting great swathes
of ro a d way through the country s i d e, and ro a d - w i d e n i n g
programmes that sweep away semi-natural margins, replacing
their diversity and shelter, their irregular micro-habitats, with
endlessly uniform verges and slopes.

The new roadside estate does not have to be an ecologi c a l
d e s e rt even to satisfy the engi n e e r ’s necessary matrix of sightlines,
speed and safety. It takes more grassland out of fa rm i n g
m o n o c u l t u re, and offers ample opportunities for creating new
wildlife habitats that enrich both nature and the human trave l l e r.
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A l re a d y, m a ny road authorities are using small native trees and
s h rubs to create a linear ‘ woodland edge’ that helps to screen the
ro a d s , absorb their noise and fit them into the landscape. In some
we s t e rn counties, the building of new stone walls at the ro a d s i d e
s h o u l d , in time,p rovide niches for fern s , mosses and lichens: eve n
– without too much cement at the core – decent nesting cav i t i e s
for field-mice, w rens and stoats. The official S u s t a i n a bl e
D e ve l o p m e n t strategy document promises ‘ a p p ro p riate tunnels or
other crossing points for animals’,

 
although it is not yet clear

h ow this is to be given effect.
N ew grass embankments, verges and central re s e rvations can

a c q u i re their own dive rsity from wind-bl own seed, or the
g e rmination of seeds long bu ried in the soil. Flushes of poppies,
ox - eye daisies or fox g l oves along new carri a g eways have been
s t i rred up by the ro a d wo r k s ; even ‘ l o s t ’ species such as the
c o rn flower have re a p p e a red here and there. Deliberate large-scale
seeding with native wildflowe rs is an expert and potentially costly
a f fa i r, but a combination of expert guidance and amateur effort in
their harve s t i n g , growing and planting could be a formula for
e n riching the new grassy ro a d s i d e s . So many good intentions that
occur to road engi n e e rs seem to come to grief because of
p re s s u res at the construction site. Old hedges vanish ove rn i g h t ,
old trees are smoothed out of the way, o p p o rtunities are lost for
d ive rs i t y, both visual and biologi c a l . Rain flows off the roads in
great quantities: w hy not use it to make wayside wetlands and
p o n d s ?

Enhancing biodive rsity must be part of our landscape
p l a n n i n g , just as conserving it needs measures incorporated into
the policies and programmes of many gove rnment depart m e n t s
and agencies. This was implicit in Ire l a n d ’s ratification of the
C o nvention on Biological Dive rsity in     and shaped the
a p p roach to drawing up the National Biodive rsity Plan within
the Department of A rt s , H e ri t a g e, Gaeltacht and the Islands. ‘ I t
was considered essential,’ said a DAHGI re p o rt , to secure the
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i nvo l vement of other gove rnment departments in the process – a
plan based solely on the work of the gove rnment depart m e n t
with responsibility for nature conservation would be considerabl y
d i f f e rent and more limited than one which dealt with all aspects
of biodive rs i t y.’

 

The Department of A gri c u l t u re, for example, faces new
responsibilities in conserving genetic re s o u rc e s .H aving pro m o t e d
a virtual monoculture of perennial rye - grass and white clove r
over vast areas of fa rm gr a s s l a n d , it must turn now to remnants of
old pasture, rough grazings and hedgerow banks, looking for wild
gr a s s e s , legumes and other plants whose genes could be a re s o u rc e
in breeding future herbage species. In live s t o c k , t o o,
concentration on high-input/high-output Continental bre e d s
has all but extinguished many old indigenous breeds and strains
which evo l ved in more stringent conditions and may possess
va l u a ble ‘ fit n e s s ’ traits such as hardiness and disease re s i s t a n c e.T h e
use of Ke rry, Dexter and Irish Maol cattle and Galway sheep is
a l ready rewa rded under REPS and the genes of indigenous
b reeds are now likely to be integrated into national live s t o c k
b reeding progr a m m e s .



Global wa rming and raised levels of carbon dioxide are
c e rtain to bring vegetation changes which bear on biodive rs i t y,
not least in agri c u l t u re. Better grass and clover growth and more
h aymaking could reduce nitrogen use, p roduce more insect-
f riendly swa rd s , and drier silage cuts with less chance of pollution.
N ew forage crops such as maize, fodder beet, l u c e rne and re d
c l ove r, n ew horticultural crops and even southern vineya rds will
i n c rease the va riety of insect habitats and foods – but also
p ro blems of pests and weeds which could invite fresh hazards in
chemical contro l . In general, mild wet winters , hot summers and
raised carbon dioxide levels should produce a lusher ve g e t a t i o n
and increased biodive rsity as new insects arrive from continental
E u rope and new birds take up re s i d e n c e. But they would also
b ring such changes as the drying out of peatlands into heaths and
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a rapid growth of bracken and scrub on under-grazed pastures at
the margins of fa rm i n g . 

Higher temperatures and C l evels might be expected to
b e n e fit Ire l a n d ’s second great monoculture, the planting of
c o n i f e rs – chiefly Sitka spruce – by the fore s t ry sector. In fa c t ,t h e
final impact is uncert a i n ; t h e re are imponderables such as the
s p read of defoliating insects and a lack of winter ‘ c h i l l i n g ’ t o
t rigger the normal spring bu d - bu rs t . D ri e r, wa rmer peatland
could boost the growth of forests in the we s t , but heavier winter
r a i n fall could restrain it.

 

All this pre s u m e s ,of cours e, that wa rming does not pre c i p i t a t e
the re gional catastro p h e, n ow seriously pro p o s e d , in which a
fa i l u re of the North Atlantic ‘ocean pump’ d e flects the Gulf
S t ream away from we s t e rn Euro p e, b ri n ging Ireland a winter
climate nearer to that of Labrador.What is cert a i n ,h oweve r, is that
re a f f o restation strategies will continue to arouse debate. P l a n t i n g
p roceeds headlong towa rds a gove rnment goal of   per cent of
land cover (. million hectares) by     – a transformation of
landscape on a scale and at a rate unprecedented in the island’s
h i s t o ry. Most of it is now being done not by the state but by
fa rm e rs and other private intere s t s . Despite the grants that favo u r
b ro a d - l e aved trees and an increased national broadleaf target of  

per cent adopted in    , the great bulk of new fore s t , i n c l u d i n g
that planted by Coillte, will continue to be of short - ro t a t i o n
c o n i f e rs from the Pa c i fic coast of North A m e ri c a .

Issues of biodive rsity relate less to the trees themselve s
(though this has its own importance) than to the natural
ecosystems they create for the rest of wildlife.Conifer plantations
a re notorious among nature - l ove rs as dark forests where no bird s
s i n g , but this is not quite tru e.At the woodland edge they attract
a good many ord i n a ry fa rmland bird s ,t ogether with a handful of
f o rest specialists twittering high in the canopy. On ove r gr a z e d
m o o r l a n d , and in their younger stages, the plantations have
actually offered sanctuary to bird l i f e, if at the cost of displacing

I r e l a n d ’s responsibility to nature o





some scarce or endangered species such as golden plover and
G reenland white-fronted geese.

T h ey also shelter mammals (red squirrel and pine mart e n
among them), and amphibians and insects. While the ori gi n a l
s p read of conifers across peatland undoubtedly destroyed va l u a bl e
habitats and plant commu n i t i e s , the plants now fenced in at their
m a r gins -heathers , m o s s e s ,l ive r wo rts – can provide a re s e rvoir of
species for repopulating the often devastated commonage outside.
Conifer afforestation also smothered  ,    h e c t a res of old native
wo o d l a n d s , but many of these are now being re t ri eved under
C o i l l t e ’s new ecological agenda.

Maintaining biodive rsity is a key principle of Sustainabl e
Fo rest Management, the code of forest protection initiated by
E u ro p e ’s env i ronmental ministers in    (the Helsinki Pro c e s s ) .
C o i l l t e, The Irish Fo re s t ry Board , has committed itself to SFM
a c ross an estate which includes  ,   h e c t a res of SAC s , ,  

h e c t a res of ‘enhancement and restoration fore s t s ’ , and great are a s
of unplanted hills, p e a t l a n d , swamps and lake s . Fifteen per cent of
its lands are to be managed with nature conserva t i o n , not timber,
as the pri m a ry objective.

 

T h e re has been a profound widening of forest values to
include biodive rsity and ecological concerns in Coillte’s
management philosophy stru c t u re s , and despite the scepticism
e x p ressed by some green activ i s t s , I am confident that this will be
f o l l owed through in the company ’s operations. Just as it has been
c h a n ging the visual patterns of its forests to harmonise with
landscape contours (notably in scenic mountain areas of the
we s t ) , a similar seriousness is evident towa rds the new ecologi c a l
g o a l s . I n d e e d , the loss of this commitment (and the fact that
Coillte owns  ,    h e c t a res of state land) should be one of the
s t rongest arguments against the sale of Coillte to priva t e
c o m m e rcial intere s t s .

Two - t h i rds of Coillte’s forest stands are now of one species:
Sitka spruce or lodgepole pine, neither of which evo l ved within
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our native ecosystems. While new plantations on acid soils will
i n t roduce mixed species of conifers , the scope for commerc i a l
b roadleaf timber (as distinct from planting bro a d l e aves for nature
c o n s e rvation or landscape purposes) is greatest on the better land
n ow becoming ava i l a ble under Coillte’s Farm Fo re s t ry
Pa rt n e rship Scheme. The fig u re of five per cent bro a d l e ave s
planted in     s h ows the ve ry low base from which the
c o m p a ny has to adva n c e. The Heritage Council has
recommended a national planting target of equal numbers o f
c o n i f e rs and bro a d l e aved species, citing an EU national average of
  per cent of bro a d l e ave s .To achieve such a radical change, i t
s u g g e s t s , Coillte should actually concentrate on bro a d l e aves (such
as oak, a s h ,b i rch and sycamore ) , with the future market for high-
quality furn i t u re hard woods in mind.

 

A mix of species can be achieved in many ways – even in
parallel stripes – but the ecological ideal is, of cours e, a mixture of
t rees that comes closest to natural fore s t . Mixing trees within
stands (including planting bro a d l e aves among conifers) and felling
s e l e c t ive l y, at different times, to pre s e rve a woodland continu o u s
c ove r, is what the Heritage Council would like to see. T h i s
a p p roach is echoed in the biodive rsity guidelines included in the
Code of Best Fo rest Practice, based on SFM principles and
p u blished in     by the gove rn m e n t ’s Fo rest Serv i c e.

 
T h e

e c o l ogical thought and care that it pre s c ribes are re m a r k a bl y
t h o rough (even to the retention of old trees and decomposing
d e a d wo o d , which support its own special range of beetles and
other inve rt e b r a t e s ) .T h ey re p resent an ideal match of biodive rs i t y
p rinciples with fore s t ry for timber, and abiding by them is now a
condition of forest gr a n t - a i d .

T h ey serve as a bri d g e, i n d e e d , b e t ween conservation of
b i o d ive rsity and a ‘ l ow - i n t e n s i t y ’ a p p roach to fore s t ry which
reconnects with skills of woodland management long lost to
I re l a n d .Our native woodland was reduced to some three per cent
of the island as long ago as    , and none of the fragments
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s u rv iving today can be considered untouched by man: even the
most ancient woods hold massive stumps created by oak
c o p p i c i n g , and some, l i ke the ve n e r a ble and natural-seeming
o a k woods of Killarn ey, we re replanted by fore s t e rs two centuri e s
a g o.

All native wo o d l a n d s , h oweve r, can be seen as re s e rvo i rs of
b i o d ive rs i t y, p re s e rving the ancient seed stock of native tre e
species and woodland plants – even of the genes of bl u e b e l l s ,
flowe ring in woods of oak and hazel for many thousands of ye a rs .
A quite inspiring re c ognition of their value is the new Native
Woodlands Scheme launched by the Fo rest Service in    .
Working with Dúchas and other expert woodland gro u p s , t h e
scheme will give substantial grants to the restoration of  ,  

h e c t a res of native bro a d l e aved woodland in private hands, and the
planting of as much new woodland with native species. T h e
emphasis is on conserva t i o n : fences to keep out sheep and cattle,
clearance of rhododendro n , coppicing to let in the light.Only the
most depleted of woods will be re p l a n t e d , with a mix of native
t re e s , and even these will have to be planned as low - i n t e n s i t y
f o re s t ry, with selective felling and continuous cove r. T h e
woodlands will include ,   h e c t a res of ri p a rian trees (re p l a c i n g ,
ve ry often, those felled by angling intere s t s ) . These rive r b a n k
woods will become new wildlife corri d o rs for birds and
m a m m a l s .

To show how native woodlands should be managed and
re s t o red was part of the purpose of the ‘ Pe o p l e ’s Millennium
Fo re s t s ’ p ro j e c t , launched in     and managed by Coillte. It has
planted more than a million trees to re s t o re eight native
woodlands to their old dive rsity and create eight new ones with
a full mix of native species. In some of them,b roadleafed trees will
be grown for timber by the ‘ c l o s e - t o - n a t u re ’ s i l v i c u l t u re just
d e s c ri b e d . In the SAC oak wo o d l a n d s , h oweve r, e c o l ogi c a l
i n t e grity extends to planting only with seedlings raised fro m
a c o rns collected by vo l u n t a ry groups in or around the wo o d s ,a n d
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this kind of scrupulousnesss is promised also in the Native
Woodlands Scheme.

 

The new attention to our surv iving native woods should help
defend them from the county council road engi n e e rs , so re a d i l y
attracted in their designs to stretches of local wo o d l a n d . But for
some Irish naturalists, the ideal, one-off Millennium memori a l
would have been a large ‘ p e o p l e ’s fore s t ’ – one big enough to get
lost in – planted in the midlands on land bought by the
g ove rn m e n t , and then left alone to grow.The cost of one national
s p o rts stadium wo u l d , i n d e e d , h ave paid for a ve ry sizeable new
n a t ive fore s t , to support the re c reational enthusiasm of a gre a t
m a ny fans of nature.

The Fo rest Service lies, h oweve r, within the Department of
C o m mu n i c a t i o n s , M a rine and Natural Resourc e s . H e re there is,
i n ev i t a bl y, an uneasy part n e rship between the urge to exploit and
the need to conserve in the harness of ‘ s u s t a i n a ble deve l o p m e n t ’ .
As commercial fish stocks dwindle around our coasts, fis h - fa rm
cages ride the waves of eve ry sheltered inlet. Out on the hori z o n ,
h i red survey ships map the geology of the seabed, p a rt of a
c o n s i d e r a ble investment in marine re s e a rc h . The depart m e n t ’s
k n owledge of what is sustainable in its pri m a ry sector, the ocean,
is still incre d i bly scanty. U n l i ke the exploitation of natural
re s o u rces on land, each new step in marine development depends
on the initiative, e x p e rtise and ecological ethics of wo r k i n g
s c i e n t i s t s . To a degree unique in history, t h ey have come to
mediate human intrusion on the sea.

S c i e n t i fic assessment of fish stocks has been used, often with
great political re s i s t a n c e, to slow the collapse of traditional food
s p e c i e s .As these decline under the pre s s u re of (mainly continental)
fishing fle e t s , or struggle to keep their populations above safe
b i o l ogical limits, m o re and more of the fishing effort is aimed at
n ew,d e e p - water species.As a group these are naturally long-live d ,
growing ve ry slowly and re p roducing late, so that traw l e rs can take
m o re fish in a short time than the species can re p l a c e. A l m o s t
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nothing is known of the population dynamics of such remote and
u n familiar fis h , and even less of their role in deep, cold ecosystems
w h e re change comes dropping slow. Their sustainabl e
management is ‘ p a rticularly diffic u l t ’ a c c o rding to the Oslo-Pa ri s
Commission (OSPA R ) , which monitors the health of the Nort h -
east A t l a n t i c. Yet Irish traw l e rs join those from France, S p a i n ,
N o r way and Scotland in taking huge hauls ( ,   tonnes in
   ) from the wa t e rs west of Ire l a n d , and Irish scientists have
been among the most enthusiastic in assessing the food quality of
the new,d e e p - water species and helping to bring them to marke t .

The discove ry in the Po rc u p i n e, Seabight and Rockall
t roughs of spectacular cold-water coral reefs – ‘city hubs’ of deep-
water biodive rsity – has brought urgent re s e a rc h : reefs like these
h ave been badly battered by bottom-traw l i n g , to which must now
be added the steady advance of oil and gas exploration and the
p rospect of undersea mining. Some   ,   s q u a re kilometres of
continental shelf and its teeming marine life are presented as a
n ew frontier of pro s p e ri t y. The state’s investment in re s e a rch by
the Marine Institute and Geological Survey of Ireland is devo t e d
first to potential exploitation and second to the ecologi c a l
p a r a m e t e rs that may set limits to it.

M a rine biologists still have so far to go in understanding the
my riad ecosystems and life strategies of the oceans that few of
them need urging towa rds the ‘ p re c a u t i o n a ry pri n c i p l e ’ – the
i n f o rmed prudence that refuses to dice with possibly disastro u s
o u t c o m e s . But the personal ‘ f ro n t i e r ’ excitement of their field is,
u n d e rs t a n d a bl y, readily harnessed to new, e n t re p re n e u rial inshore
p ro j e c t s .

As one example, the west coast’s millions of tonnes of wrack
and kelp have been marked out afresh as a natural re s o u rce for
extraction of alginate chemicals,widely used in food pro c e s s i n g .

 

The harvesting of seaweeds can clearly be sustainable in terms of
re grow t h ,but this has to be balanced with their living value to the
i n s h o re ecosystem.T h ey give food,p hysical support and shelter to

o               





a great dive rsity of animals and plants; even their particles and
trace elements are vital to inshore biochemistry.

S i m i l a r l y, the great west coast deposits of calcareous red algae
k n own as maerl, lying in beds measured in millions of tonnes,
h ave a potential market as a lime-rich soil dressing and for other
u s e s .B u t , as re s e a rch for the Marine Institute makes clear, the beds
a re a rare habitat, a virtually non-re n ewa ble re s o u rce that hosts a
rich dive rsity of animals and plants. The role of maerl in the
i n s h o re ecosystem clearly needs much more inve s t i g a t i o n .

 

At more than ,   k i l o m e t re s , the much-indented Iri s h
coastline seems to offer plenty of room for even the tre bling of
coastal fis h - fa rming and shellfish mari c u l t u re to which the
g ove rnment is now committed. But siting operations to allow a
p roper coexistence with nature immediately changes the picture.
Not surp ri s i n g l y, the inshore wa t e rs with the richest natural
ecosystems are also the most pro d u c t ive for mari c u l t u re, so that
m a ny of the bays now proposed as SACs are already in full sw i n g
with salmon cages and shellfish culture. H ow much mari c u l t u re
is too much? How is the unacceptable impact of a fis h - fa rm to
be defined? What will be the human impact on the pre d a t o ry
attentions of seals, c o rmorants and hero n s , and how can this be
s q u a red with goals of conserva t i o n ?

 

The protection of grey seals under the Wildlife A c t , and the
steady rise in the adjoining UK populations have not helped the
traditional conflict between the animals and fisherm e n .
Arguments about the seals’ s h a re and what it does to fish stocks
a re complex when discussed in scientific and economic term s ,
and re s e a rch continues to resist such crude solutions as culling.
I n d e e d , a new Iri s h - Welsh study insists that, b e f o re any
‘ s u s t a i n a ble management’ s t r a t e gies are possibl e, re s e a rch mu s t
deal with the Irish Sea as an entire ecosystem,with the seals as just
one dynamic element living and feeding within it.

 

I re l a n d ’s responsibility for marine mammals took a leap into
the blue when in     the national wa t e rs , extending    m i l e s
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f rom the coast,we re declared a whale and dolphin sanctuary,w i t h
a total ban on hunting – the first such sanctuary in Euro p e.T h i s
m ay have been a ‘ gre e n ’ political gesture, with no immediately
o bvious economic consequences, but it has brought re a l
responsibilities of re s e a rch and management. Substantial nu m b e rs
of dolphins and harbour porp o i s e s , for example, a re caught
accidentally in gillnets in the Celtic Sea, and ways are now being
sought to wa rn them away.

The ‘ d i s c ove ry ’ of the sea that ove rtook Ireland in the fin a l
decades of the twentieth century has drawn an island people into
a whole new interface with the natural wo r l d : an adve n t u re
popularly shared in new aquariums and the glimpses of mari n e
life on telev i s i o n .T h e re is a legitimate excitement to all this, a n d
to the new explorations funded by the state and commerc i a l
i n t e re s t s , bu t , for most people, the strangeness and remoteness of
the undersea world give it a secondhand re a l i t y.

The EU-funded BioMAR project of    -    i n c l u d e d
the largest field survey of seashore and seabed ever conducted in
I re l a n d .

 
It provided basic data for marine conservation and

m a r ked out zones of specially rich dive rs i t y.The Republ i c ’s only
M a rine Reserve is the landlocke d , though re m a r k a bl e, L o u g h
Hyne in County Cork, and the new survey prompted ideas of
u n d e rsea equivalents of national parks or wilderness areas in
locations like the Blasket and Skellig Islands in County Ke rry or
the Saltees in Co We x f o rd . M a rine national parks have grown in
i m p o rtance on the global conservation scene, and eve n
c o m m e rcial users of marine re s o u rces are beginning to see the
v i rtues of sanctuary areas free from exploitation.The sea pro b a bl y
n ow provides the greatest scope for new national parks, and no
doubt this century ’s technology will provide the wider means of
e n j oying them. U l t i m a t e l y, the protection of nu rs e ry zones for
fish and the protection of especially rich ecosystems as
u n d e r water marine parks, could create a part n e rship of touri s m
and local fis h i n g .The extent to which Ireland can tailor mari n e
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d evelopment to small-scale local enterp rise may be the ultimate
test of its sustainability.

M e a n w h i l e, the concentration is on the designation of
m a rine SAC s ,r a n ging from open water to saltmarshes and cliffs.
L i ke their inland equiva l e n t s , t h ey are protected by ‘ n o t i fia bl e
a c t i o n s ’ which need ministerial consent, r a n ging from jet ski hire
and dolphin-watching tours to fishing with nets or commerc i a l
w i n k l e - p i c k i n g . At the start of    , h oweve r, Dúchas had the
s e rvices of a single marine scientist to help its conserva t i o n
r a n g e rs in monitoring marine SACs from the north of Donegal
to the bays of Ke rry and Cork.

I n ev i t a bl y, an air of improvisation and aspiration still hangs
over much of the new conservation fa b ric of designations,
f r a m eworks and guidelines. Few impacts of our European Union
m e m b e rship have been as fa r - reaching as the insistence on
c o n c e rn for nature, or are linking so many separate agencies into
a network of mutual consultation and support .The process has
also shown up some critical gaps.

Appraising the natural heritage in its I r e l a n d ’s Environment:A
Millennium Report, the Env i ronmental Protection A g e n c y
concluded simply: ‘It has not been possibl e, except in general
t e rm s , to assess Ire l a n d ’s biodive rs i t y. We do not know pre c i s e l y
what it entails. Inadequate data is a serious pro bl e m … .
F u rt h e rm o re, in the Republic of Ireland there is no biologi c a l
re c o rds centre… essential if species dive rsity is to be pro p e r l y
m o n i t o re d .’



The ve ry baseline of conservation seemed to have been lost
f rom view – that of knowing exactly what species we have and
h ow they are distri bu t e d . In the    s , amateur naturalists and
s c h o o l c h i l d ren joined professional biologists in re c o rding the
c o u n t ry ’s wildlife species for the Irish Biological Records Centre.
This was set up in     by An Foras Fo r b a rt h a , our firs t
c o n s e rvation re s e a rch agency, but its existence became obscure d
in the subsequent political shuffling of conservation functions.
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The new National Parks and Wildlife Service (now included in
D ú c h a s ) , with re s e a rch pri o rities largely set by Euro p e, m o u n t e d
ad hoc inve n t o ries and surveys of rare or threatened habitats,
plants and animals. But this is not quite the centrally integr a t e d ,
eve r - e x p a n d i n g , c o m p u t e r - f riendly inve n t o ry of Ire l a n d ’s
b i o d ive rsity that the EPA has in mind. In    , the Heri t a g e
Council was urging its own detailed and costed proposals for a
National Biological Records Centre.

While conservation re s e a rch has indeed become highly
p ro f e s s i o n a l , it would be wrong to suggest that the NPWS has
neglected the potential of skill and effort in the enthusiastic
a m a t e u r. Its field staff have fully support e d , for example, t h e
enthusiasts of Bird Watch Ireland in the national monitoring of
wa t e r b i rds wintering in the estuaries and wetlands and the
b reeding birds of the countryside – both critical surveys at a time
of rapid coastal construction and agricultural transition. N ow,
even the ori ginal interactive nature of the Irish Biologi c a l
R e c o rds Centre has re a p p e a re d , I am pleased to see, in the new
handbook of Irish mammals commissioned by Dúchas: ‘If yo u
h ave re c o rds of any Irish mammals, the following two
organisations would be delighted to hear from you . . .’

 

B r a c keted there with the Irish Biological Records Centre at
Dúchas is its Nort h e rn Ireland equiva l e n t : C e DA R , the Centre
for Env i ronmental Data and Record i n g , founded by the Ulster
Museum in Belfast in    .

 
It can already boast of more than a

million species re c o rd s , and a network of local re c o rd e rs in
s t a t u t o ry agencies, wildlife and conservation organisations or
working as individual amateur naturalists. Some of the re c o rds are
‘ s e n s i t ive ’ (exact breeding locations for rare bird s , for example)
and are kept confid e n t i a l , but ready computer access by the publ i c
is part of CeDA R ’s mission of offering people the knowledge of
their local natural history. In    , C e DA R , with support fro m
D ú c h a s , launched a four-ye a r, island-wide survey of dragonfly
s p e c i e s . It was rewa rd e d , in its first summer, with quite start l i n g
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re c o rds of three species new to Ire l a n d , d i s c ove red by bird -
wa t c h e rs at the lakes and lagoons of County We x f o rd .

Our biodive rsity stretches almost infinitely beyond the bird s ,
p l a n t s , insects and animals familiar or even visible to the ave r a g e
c o u n t ry l ove r. In the lists of the Biodive rsity Plan, as pre p a red by
D ú c h a s , a re many species, included for their European rarity or
e c o l ogical import a n c e, which mean ve ry little to the non-
s c i e n t i s t .Their protection could set further limitations on the uses
of particular patches of land or sea. T h u s , the stru c t u res of
c o n s e rvation make considerable demands on tru s t : on the one
h a n d , that the process is necessary to some ideal balance of nature,
if not actual human surv iva l ; on the other, that it is being carri e d
t h rough wholeheartedly and effic i e n t l y. In Ire l a n d , we have not
quite achieved the ring of conv i c t i o n . Too much of what is
p romised still seems too good to be tru e, especially for ‘ gre e n ’
a c t ivists long schooled in disillusion.But the steady permeation of
b i o d ive rsity pri n c i p l e s ,t ogether with the money to put them into
e f f e c t , is releasing the enthusiasm of many we l l - m o t ivated people
at key levels of the public serv i c e.

I re l a n d ’s geological history, caught up in great crustal eve n t s ,
has left us an island of wonderfully va ried terr a i n . On the
continents of the wo r l d , t h e re are forests and plains and desert s
that roll on for eve r, but this small island offers change at each
n ew turn in the ro a d : c h a n g e, t o o, in we a t h e r, hour by hour.We
did not do so we l l , h oweve r, in the va riety of species in nature ’s
restocking of the island as the ice finally withdrew  ,   ye a rs
a g o.As one of the last parts of Europe to be recolonised by flo r a
and fa u n a , and isolated by the rising post-glacial sea, we have
a c q u i red only roughly two - t h i rds of the insects that Britain has
(which still leaves us with about  ,   species) only about half
the mammals and about two - t h i rds as many native plants.

Along with our more obvious tre a s u re s , such as an
a bundance of choughs and otters , and celebrated Euro p e a n
r a rities like the Ke rry spotted slug, we also have a richness in such
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u n c o n s i d e red species as communities of fern s , mosses and
l ive r wo rt s , some of which remain to be discove red in the moister
niches of woodland and moor. As an artist of sorts I find their
f o rms and textures exquisite: well wo rth a wet knee on the bog
or a splash from a wa t e r fall to get a closer look.The ‘ l owe s t ’p l a n t s
can be so intricately fa s h i o n e d , as if by a patient jewe l l e r, yet eve ry
twist of a leaf has a purpose perfectly matched to habitat. In    ,
four rare live r wo rts and fourteen rare mosses we re granted a
special Flora Protection Ord e r. Among them, p rompted by the
EU Habitats Dire c t ive, was a live r wo rt called petalwo rt ,
P e t a l o p hyllum ra l f s i i, which turns out to grow in abundant patches
in the dunes on the shore below me. I had never noticed it, a n d
no wo n d e r: even a botanist must learn to pick it out on the
gro u n d , and its tiny ro s e t t e, with translucent wings a single cell
t h i c k , is best enjoyed under a micro s c o p e.

L ive r wo rts and (even ‘ l ower’) algae, growing on the surface of
the bog , help to stop it drying out and hold the peat tog e t h e r;
perhaps petalwo rt ,t o o, has an equally significant effect. But to say
what species d o is not to say what they are f o r. Imputing purp o s e
to nature is the sin of teleolog y, and perhaps the hardest thing is
to demand neither beauty nor purpose from biodive rs i t y, eve n
when it ove r flows with both.

Outside my window as I wri t e, on a chilly day in Fe b ru a ry,
g o l d finches and house-sparrows fight for a place on the nu t -
feeder in the hedge. I am thrilled by the goldfin c h e s , with their
b ri g h t - red masks and vivid ye l l ow wing-patches: the clean
c o u n t ry sparrows are quite outshone. Ye t , watching the bird s
t og e t h e r, I am just as glad to see the sparrow s , ubiquitous stre e t -
b i rds of my childhood.T h ey are ve rsatile seed-eaters , t h riving in
the spilled-grain era of the hors e, but they need to feed their
young on insects – and these, it seems, a re now vanishing fro m
urban heart l a n d s .The decline of city sparrows is a message about
c h a n g e.The decline of any species is a message about change –
the grouse that calls for the heatherless hills, the ice-age snail for
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an ancient mars h , drained and built on.We often cheat about the
r a rities that move us with their plight, insisting that they charm
us in some way : we have to learn a less self-centred view.

But the glorious goldfin c h e s ,t o o,h ave a point to make. In the
lean ye a rs of the Irish Free State, t h ey we re greatly preyed upon
by men who boiled up holly-bark to make bird-lime and poure d
it like treacle over bushes and thistleheads.T h ey called the fin c h e s
d own with decoys and later dispatched them, in cages, t o
E n g l a n d , in company with siskins, skylarks and linnets. T h e
P rotection of Wild Birds Act    put such exports beyond the
l aw, much to the disquiet of the young Dáil Deputy for Dubl i n
S o u t h , Seán Lemass.The A c t , he said, would bring greater misery
to the    people who made a pre c a rious living in the bird -
catching trade.‘If the economic situation becomes better, we can
then afford to indulge in luxury legislation of this kind, but we
must put the necessities of human beings before those of wild
b i rd s .’

S eventy ye a rs on, the economic situation is unimagi n a bl y
b e t t e r, built on foundations that Lemass helped to lay in the
   s , and what has become important in the conservation of
b i rds is not (with some exceptions) protection from bird - c a t c h e rs
and egg-collectors , but guaranteeing their habitats and food
s u p p l i e s . As more and more of the Eart h ’s surface is taken up by
people and their demands (which, for ve ry many in the We s t ,g o
rapaciously beyond their needs), the rest of nature is forced to
s h rink away.

On our small island, ‘ s u s t a i n a ble deve l o p m e n t ’ will be ve ry
much about space: the literal sprawl of concrete across the
landscape and the consequential human impinge upon nature.
A l re a d y, our ‘ e c o l ogical footpri n t ’ – the measure of national
consumption as it uses up natural re s o u rces – is more than thre e
times our fair global share. The planet’s total biologi c a l l y
p ro d u c t ive area works out at roughly two hectares per pers o n ,
a l l owing a gru d ging   per cent of Earth for all the other species.
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The ‘ f o o t p ri n t ’ of the average Irish person already cove rs almost
six hectare s , on a level with Sweden and more than half a hectare
ahead of the people in Bri t a i n .  

The rapid expansion in Ire l a n d ’s footprint should surp ri s e
n o b o d y. It is part of a global tre n d , but also, of cours e, special to
the ve l vet spoor of the Celtic tiger, r avenous for import e d
re s o u rces and luxuri e s . In the past, a low population density and
a high pro p o rtion of pro d u c t ive fa rmland meant that we tro d
re l a t ively lightly on the Eart h . N ow, our soaring demands not
only impact directly on foreign fields and fore s t s , mines and oil
we l l s , but we also add to the ecological costs of energy and
pollution in other countries – the chimneys are smoking
s o m ew h e re else.

A comfort a bly dispersed population and a heavy reliance on
i m p o rts has spared Ireland much of the true ecological cost of
l iving in the developed wo r l d .A ny significant leap in the island’s
p o p u l a t i o n , climbing already towa rds . m i l l i o n , will make it
even more difficult to leave room for nature within the phy s i c a l
fa b ric of our live s .This essay was completed as discussion began
on the implications of discove ries about the human genome:
n o t a bly that people are far more re s p o n s ive to their env i ro n m e n t
than to the exclusive dictates of any exceptional number of genes.
We start out, it seems, with much the same genetic complexity as
a ny other mammal. For me, a s , I am sure, for many ‘ d e e p
e c o l ogi s t s ’ , this seemed to confirm the need to pre s e rve our ow n
links with nature and thus to avoid constructing human
ecosystems which produce unhappiness, violence and cri m e.
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