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Water Quality & ASSAP

¢ Ireland has been set a target by the E.U. Water Framework Directive (WFD) of achieving ‘Good
Status’ for all waters

* Recent EPA water quality reports highlight deteriorating water quality due to increasing nutrient
levels, including nitrate, in waters

¢ The Agricultural Sustainability Support and Advisory Programme (ASSAP) service is available in 190
Priority Areas for Action (PAA’s) and provides advice and mitigation actions to farmers to help
minimise nutrient losses to waters.

Introduction

In Ireland, all water policy and management is led by the Water Framework Directive. Under this
Directive, Ireland has been set a target of achieving ‘good status’ for all waters in Ireland by 2027.
However, despite a lot of good work over the last 20-30 years we are falling short in achieving this
target and water quality has declined in recent years.

Nitrate

One of the areas of concern-highlighted by the EPA is the elevated levels of nitrate in waters.
Estuaries, coastal waters and groundwater drinking supplies, particularly in the south and east of the
country, are at risk with agriculture providing 85% of the nitrate load in rural catchments. Estuarine
waters are in the poorest condition with only 38% of these meeting the WFD water quality targets,
and are especially sensitive to elevated nitrogen concentrations. There are a number of factors
influencing the quantity of nitrate lost to waters. These include the type of land (free draining/poorly
draining soil), the management of the land (intensive/extensive farming and enterprise type) and
the weather (soil temperature, rainfall and drought). Typically, in Ireland the catchments where
elevated levels of nitrate occur are in the freer draining and more intensively farmed catchments in
the south and east of the country. It is in these catchments that the EPA have indicated that
reductions in the overall tonnes of nitrogen lost to waters is required (Figure 1).

ASSAP — providing advice to minimise nitrate losses

The ASSAP programme is made up of a group of 30 advisors (20 Teagasc jointly funded by the
Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage, the Department of Agriculture, Food and
the Marine, and 10 funded by the dairy processing co-ops). These advisors are available to provide a
free and confidential advisory service that farmers in a PAA can avail of on a voluntary basis. Where
nitrate is a pressure on water quality in a PAA the advisors will discuss options for mitigating the
diffuse losses of nitrate with farmers. To minimise nitrate losses, farmers can focus on
improvements in nitrogen use efficiencies, applying nitrogen fertilisers at the right times with
particular attention given to weather conditions and soil temperatures, applying nitrogen at the
right locations on the farm by avoiding critical source areas and focusing on fields that have recently
been reseeded and have good soil fertility, and applying the right fertiliser type, as well as utilising
low emissions slurry spreading equipment, protected urea, incorporating white clover and matching
the rates of nitrogen applied to crop demand.
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The Kearney farm is located to the West/NW of Rathcormac village in North Cork (see red cross on
map above). The river flows in a south easterly direction through the farm and joins the main
channel of the River Bride to the south of Rathcormac village. As per the EPA maps the farm appears
to be on mainly well drained soil. There are pockets of heavier land along the river valley. The
closest EPA monitoring station is the bridge south of Rathcormac on the main channel of the River

Bride. The status of the waterbody is currently Good. The biology (Q Value) was last assessed here
in 2018.
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Water quality in Bride (Blackwater)_020 has been consistently at Good Status since 1990 and
previously was at High Status in 1986. However, chemistry data for the monitoring station would
indicate that Ortho Phosphate and total Ammonia levels are of concern siting the UWWT plant in
Rathcormac has having some non-compliances.

Conclusion

Ireland has been set a target of ‘good status’ by the EU Water Framework Directive for all waters by
2027. However, data from the EPA indicates that water quality is declining with elevated nitrate
levels prevalent in catchments located in the south and east of the country. The ASSAP advisory
service is free and confidential and is available to farmers in 190 PAAs with advice provided to
farmers to minimise the impacts of agriculture on water quality.
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