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Introduction 

Agriculture in Ireland is currently facing greater scrutiny in 
light of sustainability goals and policies being established. As of 
now, it is not being considered a fully sustainable practice, since 
uncontrolled consumption and click-culture lifestyle (as online 
shopping has become a major platform for not just clothing but 
now also groceries in a world post-COVID-19), and environmental 
pressures (e.g.: environmental pollution and climate change.) 
continue to remain as significant obstacles. While this sector 
is considered crucial to society, it has to reform into a more 
sustainable system in order to continue to function. The impacts 
of agriculture that have been recognized as significant including 
climate change, water pollution, soil degradation, eutrophication 
of water bodies and loss of biodiversity [1]. These issues need 
to be directly addressed by further policies which adopt EU and 
national guidelines which seek to reduce environmental pollution 
and promote a more sustainable industry. This is particularly 
important for Ireland, given that agri-food industries in Ireland 
represents a €19 billion sector [2].

This is particularly true for agriculture, given that requirements 
established by recent policies in Ireland, such as the ‘Food Wise 
2025’ Department of Agriculture [3] and the ‘Food Harvest 2020’ 
[4] nudge farmers into increasing food production. This in turn 
can lead to over-intensification of the entire sector, as production 
yields increase to meet demand, with increasing production,  

 
the side-effects of food processing will also increase, such as the 
release of pollutants. The constant food demand increase due to 
natural population growth also results in the equal increase in the 
effects of agricultural activities on the natural environment around 
it, placing increasing strain on resources such as soil (through 
increased damage to soil fertility, erodibility, etc.) and water 
(through the release of pollutants from fertilizer applications). 

Ireland has seen an explosive increase in nitrogen-based 
pollutant emissions from agriculture. Excessive use of nitrogen-
based fertilisers, alongside the production of manures and 
slurries which are a byproduct of animal husbandry resulted in 
the excessive release of nitrogen components such as ammonia, 
nitrate and nitrite being released into the environment, including 
ecosystems which have relatively low levels of these components 
from natural sources [5]. The imbalance introduced in these 
system results in the toppling of the biogeochemical cycling of 
nitrogen components throughout the water-soil-atmosphere 
biome [6]. The excessive release of these components results in 
the to the eutrophication of lakes (excessive algae growth on the 
surface of the water), which affect the ecosystem by disturbing 
the oxygen levels thus affecting the wildlife inhabiting it (Noel 
Culleton, 2009).

With the need to control the unwanted side-effects of the newly 
promoted expansion of the agricultural sector, the European Union 
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has introduced the Nitrates and Water Framework Directives 
(Directive 91/676/EEC, Directive 2000/60/EC) and the National 
Emissions Ceilings Directive (NECD) (Directive 2001/81/EC). 
The Nitrates and Water Framework Directives focus on the 
reduction of ammonia and nitrate in water bodies, while the 
NECD establishes pollutant emission ceilings to the atmosphere, 
including nitrogen pollutants (ammonia, nitrogen monoxide). 
These legislative measures aim to reduce the impact agriculture 
has on the surrounding natural environment. However, recently 
publications show a continued rise in ammonia emissions to the 
atmosphere. Ireland has exceeded the NEC limits in 2012, 2013, 
2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, and 2019. Additionally, Ireland has 
received an infringement notice from the European Commission 
due to non-compliance with the NECD limits set forth for ammonia 
[7]. In a similar line, nitrate levels in water bodies fail to meet the 
requirements of the Nitrates and Water Framework Directives, 
with 40 per cent of monitored river sites having unsatisfactory 
nitrate concentration levels nation-wide [8]. Thus, while efforts 
are currently being made to curb emissions, these are marginal to 
the exponential growth of the agricultural sector.

Currently, Ireland and the EU have a variety of policies in place 
which aim to combat the issues of climate change, protection 
of natural resources and the enhancement of biodiversity in 
agriculture such as the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) which 
focuses on a catering to the needs of farmers while addressing 
environmental concerns [9]. CAP’s main goal is to generate the 
opportunity for farm owners to abide by the policies established 
by regulators through measures that seek to influence the 
decision of producers to undertake the task of becoming more 
environmentally sustainable. This is addressed by the provision of 
direct payments which should allow for more reliable regulation 

of market prices and when paired with the EU ‘Farm to Fork’ 
strategy, aims to achieve carbon neutral production in agriculture 
by 2030 [10]. Indeed, the European Green Deal sets the context 
in which agricultural policy is being framed in the drive for a 
climate-neutral agricultural sector by 2050. The question that is 
most crucial in terms of translating these aspirations into tangible 
sustainable returns is whether such policies can genuinely deliver 
true sustainable and inclusive growth and support economic 
stability while promoting health and well-being for all.
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