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The Irish Upland Forum (IUF) is a voluntary body established in 1995, whose members 

include farmers, community activists, recreational users, ecologists, tourism and other 

countryside service providers who represent those who live, work or recreate in the Irish 

Uplands. Our primary focus is a partnership approach to sustainable upland management 

and to support upland community groups to address local challenges. The IUF’s vision is 

to advocate a collective voice for the sustainable management of uplands, providing ad-

vocacy and informed support to groups to build a vibrant network of upland communities 

and places. To join our partnership (individuals / groups welcome), contact                   

Rea at membership@irishuplandsforum.org  

IUF attends first National Outdoor Recreation        
Conference in Sligo, June 2024                                    

Article by Deirdre Lewis 

IUF members Frank Nugent (Chair, and also IUF rep 

on Comhairle na Tuaithe), John O’Callaghan and 

Deirdre Lewis attended the first national conference 

on Outdoor Recreation in Sligo in 27th June 2024.  

This conference is an early step in implementing Em-

bracing Ireland’s Outdoors, the National Outdoor 
Recreation Strategy 2023-2027.  The conference 

was attended by hundreds of delegates from nation-

al agencies, local authorities, local development 

companies, sports partnerships, and voluntary bod-

ies such as Irish Uplands Forum, Mountaineering Ire-

land and community groups involved in outdoor rec-

reation development, promotion and management 

around the country. 

Embracing Ireland’s Outdoors sets out key actions to 

guide sustainable development and management of the 

outdoor recreation sector for the coming five years. It 

includes development of county-level Outdoor Recrea-

tion Plans, funded by Department of Rural & Community 

Development (DRCD), and appointment of new Outdoor 

Recreation Officers in each of the County Sports Part-

nerships.  It also aims to increase participation across all 

ages and abilities, in order to realise social, health and 

economic benefits.                                                                 

Ably hosted by environmental journalist, Ella 

McSweeney, participants discussed aspects of manage-

ment, maintenance, funding, active participation and 

future challenges, with keynote presentations from a 

range of speakers including that of path restorers at 

Croagh Patrick.  From the perspective of the IUF, we 

wish to see due regard for the unique environments and 

wild spaces of the Irish Uplands, while developing recre-

ational trails and mountain access programmes. This 

must happen in full consultation with upland farmers 

and commonage owners. We have seen inappropriate 

over-development in upland areas to facilitate tourism 

in other jurisdictions and we must avoid this in Ireland. 

The IUF welcomes the launch of Embracing Ireland’s 

Outdoors and commends the DRCD and Comhairle na 

Tuaithe on steering this strategy to its launch in June. 

See gov - Embracing Ireland’s Outdoors - National Out-
door Recreation Strategy 2023-2027 (www.gov.ie)       

mailto:membership@irishuplandsforum.org
https://www.gov.ie/en/policy-information/43eee-embracing-irelands-outdoors-national-outdoor-recreation-strategy-2023-2027/
https://www.gov.ie/en/policy-information/43eee-embracing-irelands-outdoors-national-outdoor-recreation-strategy-2023-2027/


The Mountain Access Project                         
An update by Irish Uplands Chairperson Frank Nugent 

The Minister of Rural and Community Development, 

Heather Humphreys T.D. announced that local upland com-

munity groups were invited to express interest in joining an 

expanded Mountain Access Project (MAP) at the Outdoor 

Recreational Conference held recently in Sligo.  Irish Uplands 

Forum has been a key mover in the development of a per-

missive access approach since its own establishment nearly 

thirty years ago and has taken an active part in the develop-

ment of the MAP with participating mountain fora, farming 

organisations, NPWS, and recreational user stakeholders. 

IUF recommends this project to upland areas who are trying 

to manage year-round hill walking pressure. 

What is the Mountain Access project?                                  

The Mountain Access Project has been developed through 

Comhairle na Tuaithe as an approach to facilitating and 

managing public access to defined upland areas which, in 

the main, are made up of privately owned land.  The Irish 

Uplands Forum is a long-standing member of Comhairle Na 

Tuaithe (The Countryside Council).  It is particularly im-

portant support measure for popular mountain walking are-

as. A defined upland area is a specific area in the uplands to 

which landowners have granted permissive access for recre-

ational use.  The area should include peaks of 400m or 

more.   

Mountain Access Project areas are led by a local representa-

tive group and deliver added value through the develop-

ment and delivery of a ‘Management and Maintenance Plan’ 

for the MAP area.  The MAP aims to provide clarity of access 

to a defined upland area based on a voluntary agreement 

with all landowners in the area.  It addresses the concerns of 

landowners through agreement on defined access points on 

and off the hill, provision of parking, stiles and other infra-

structure, and by accessing funding for any necessary 

maintenance or other works. The objective of the MAP is to 

manage the existing access to the uplands in these areas in a 

sustainable manner. 

What are the Benefits to Landowners                                     

An important benefit of becoming a Mountain Access Pro-

ject area is the assurance to landowners in the MAP area 

that they will not be liable to claims arising from injury to 

recreational users on any of their land that is included in a 

Mountain Access Project area.  Currently this is through the 

provision of an insurance policy that is held by the Depart-

ment of Rural and Community Development. In addition, 

changes to the Occupiers Liability Act have further strength-

ened the position of landowners. 

It is also recognised that awareness of responsible behav-

iour in the uplands for recreational users needs to be in-

creased.  The MAP is a vechicle for encouraging responsi-

ble recreational behaviour in the uplands, through signage 

at access points and other communications, addressing 

dog control, respect for land owners, land ownership and 

care of the environment.  The Map will provide support for 

landowners if any issues arise from recreational activity .  

While the vast majority of recreational users are responsi-

ble, the MAP activities include awareness raising, the pro-

vision of car parking facilities and clarity that dogs are not 

allowed, which will ensure that all recreational users are 

better informed.  

Map Guidance Document  

To assist upland community groups access to the Project, a 

set of guidance notes have been developed following pilot 

schemes in two mountain areas.  As the challenges faced 

by different upland areas vary considerably depending on 

issues such as the underlying terrain, land ownership ar-

rangements and the level of recreational use being experi-

enced in the area, a one-size-fits-all response will not 

achieve the desired impact across the country.  Each area 

has its own characteristics that may require customised 

solutions.  The MAP Guidance will aid groups plot their way 

depending on their own experience.  Established and expe-

rienced groups may already have existing infrastructure or 

capital works in place; others may need to start from 

scratch.  The guidance will facilitate all scenarios and levels 

of readiness.  The MAP Guidance may be found on the 

department’s website                                                           

https://assets.gov.ie/297155/afa06df1-bb23-4660-b5fd-

fc87be2fccfc.pdf 

Frank Nugent is the Irish Uplands Forum’s representative 

to Comhairle na Tuaithe (Countryside Council) and a mem-

ber the Sustainable Uplands Recreational Subgroup who 

have overseen the MAP Pilot projects and developed the 

MAP Guidance.   

https://assets.gov.ie/297155/afa06df1-bb23-4660-b5fd-fc87be2fccfc.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/297155/afa06df1-bb23-4660-b5fd-fc87be2fccfc.pdf


European Union  

Nature Restoration Law 

After months of delays and resistance, on 17 June 
2024, the EU's landmark Nature Restoration Law 
received its final approval from environment minis-
ters in the Council of the EU. According to an as-
sessment published by the European Environmental 
Agency’s (EEA) in 2023, Europe’s biodiversity con-
tinues to decline at an alarming rate, with most pro-
tected species and habitats found to have a poor 
conservation status. According to Ireland’s Environ-
mental Protection Agency (EPA), 85% of the 59 Irish 
habitats listed under the EU Habitats Directive, cov-
ering marine, freshwater, peatland, grassland and 
woodland habitats, were reported as having 
“unfavourable status”. Agriculture, the extraction of 
resources (including peat), as well as urbanisation 
and invasive species, were all cited as being the 
main pressures.  
While EU environmental policies have in the past 
focused on protecting nature, the NRL aims to ad-
dress nature sites that have already been degraded 
and restore them back to a healthy condition. Mem-
ber States are required to restore 30% of habitats, 
including forests, grasslands, wetlands, rivers, lakes 
and coral beds from poor to good condition by 
2030, increasing to 60% of those habitats by 
2040, and 90% by 2050.   
The Law includes provisions on the protection of 
species associated with agricultural ecosystems such 
as grassland butterflies and farmland birds. Under 
the regulation, Member States are required to en-
hance the carbon stock in mineral soils and increase 
high-diversity landscape features on agricultural 
land.  
INHFA slates the process by which the Nature 
Restoration Law was adopted                                        
Agriland.ie reported on June 21st: The adoption 
of the Nature Restoration Law by the Council of 
the EU this week has been described as a “dark 
day for democracy” by the president of the Irish 
Natura and Hill Farmers’ Association (INHFA), 
Vincent Roddy.                                                                                                                                                                         
The law was adopted in controversial circum-
stances. Its adoption came a mere two weeks 
after the European Parliament elections, leading 
to suggestions that the law had been stalled by 
the Council of the EU until after the elections in 
an effort to avoid alienating rural voters.                                                         
As well as that, the crucial vote for the NRL from 
the Austrian Environment Minister is set to be 
subject to legal action by the government of 
Austria. The vote of Minister Leonore Gewessler 
was apparently cast without following proper 
legal procedure under the Austrian constitution.  
Without her vote, the law would not have 

reached the required qualified majority of 20 
member states and 65% of the EU’s population.   
Roddy went on to say: “Currently there are two poten-
tial court cases as a result of Monday’s actions. The 
first legal challenge is to the European Court of Jus-
tice, where Austria is challenging the decision by their 
minister to give her approval, and the second possible 
challenge is to the Austrian courts around the consti-
tutionality of the minister’s decision.”                                                                                     
However, Roddy acknowledged that the chances of 
the Nature Restoration Law being rescinded are “very 
low”, even if the manner of its approval “does raise 
some concerning issues”.                                          
Agriland.ie further reported on June 27th that the IN-
HFA has written to members of the European Com-
mission to call for a pause to the implementation of 
the Nature Restoration Law (NRL) until there is legal 
certainty on its approval. In a letter to the President of 
the European Commission President Ursula von der 
Leyen and Commissioner for Environment Virginijus 
Sinkevicius, the INHFA asked the commission to “hold 
the implementation of this law in abeyance until the 
courts have adjudicated on the lawfulness of the 
council vote conducted by the EU environment minis-
ters”.                                                                                                                       
Separately, the INHFA has said that it has also written 
to Minister for State Malcolm Noonan, who would 
have responsibility for the implementation of the law 
in Ireland. Roddy said that the association has asked 
Minister Noonan to hold off on the development of a 
nature restoration plan until clarity is provided around 
the legality of the Council’s vote.                           
Meanwhile, Irish Minister for the Environment, Climate, 
Communications and Transport Eamon Ryan has de-
scribed the approval of the historic nature restoration 
law as "a huge opportunity to rebalance our ecosys-
tems", saying it could provide additional income 
streams for farmers."                                               
An Agriland.ie article from 29th July further reported 
that The Nature Restoration Law had on that day 
“been officially published in the Official Journal of the 
European Union and will enter into force in 20 days.” 
https://www.agriland.ie/farming-news/nature-restoration-law
-officially-published-in-eu-journal/ 

                      INHFA President Vincent Roddy 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A31992L0043
https://www.agriland.ie/farming-news/nature-restoration-law-officially-published-in-eu-journal/
https://www.agriland.ie/farming-news/nature-restoration-law-officially-published-in-eu-journal/
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                           Find out more about Irish Uplands’ birds on                                  
                 https://irishuplandsforum.org/upland-birds/ 

The fifth national survey  

of  Hen Harriers  

The Fifth National Survey of Hen Harriers, published by 
the National Parks and Wildlife Service, reveals shock-
ing declines in this iconic bird of prey of our hills and 
mountains. 
Birdwatch Ireland was one of the partners taking part in 
this survey, which received enthusiastic support from a 
substantial network of voluntary surveyors including 
birdwatchers, farmers, wildlife rangers, foresters and 
biologists. 
Despite these collective efforts, the Hen Harrier has 
been pushed closer to the brink of extinction. The cur-
rent national population estimate of 85-106 breeding 
pairs in 2022 represents a decline of one-third (33%) 
in the total population since the 2015 national survey 
which previously recorded 108-157 pairs. Hen Harriers 
have declined by a shocking 59% since the first nation-
al survey in 1998-2000. At the current rate of decline, 
population extinction could be expected within 25 years 
and there could be fewer than 50 breeding pairs of Hen 
Harrier remaining within the next 10 years. 
In 2007, as a requirement under the EU Birds Directive, 
Ireland designated six sites in upland areas as Special 
Protected Areas (SPAs), based on their national im-
portance for breeding Hen Harriers at that time. The 
2022 survey revealed that Hen Harrier populations in 
five of these SPAs have declined by between 20% and 
80% since 2007, when they were identified for desig-
nation. Overall, the SPA populations have declined by 
more than half (54 %) in the same period. 
John Lusby, Raptor Conservation Officer, of BirdWatch 
Ireland who coordinated the survey alongside project 
partners said:                                                                                     
“We have reached crisis point at this stage, and we 
need to act accordingly if we are to stand any chance of 
ensuring Hen Harriers don’t become extinct within our 
lifetimes”. 
He continued: “Hen Harriers are one of the best studied 
bird species in Ireland. We know the main reasons why 
their populations have declined to such low levels, 
which has been primarily driven by the loss of habitat 
for Hen Harrier in our uplands, due to afforestation on 
important habitats… These pressures in combination 
have affected the integrity of our uplands, which are 
some of our most important areas for biodiversity and 
we are now seeing the very real effects of poor spatial 
planning and management of our uplands on Hen Harri-
er populations”. 

Oonagh Duggan, Head of Advocacy with Bird-
Watch Ireland, commented:                            
“Government recently issued a draft Threat Re-
sponse Plan for Hen Harrier for public consulta-
tion which was ten years in the making. During 
this time the species declined by a third. It has 
vague actions and is lacking ambition. It is just 
not good enough. This is a litmus test for gov-
ernment and its new National Biodiversity Action 
Plan which has an objective to halt the deterio-
ration of 30% of species with unfavourable sta-
tus by 2030. 
“We will be launching a campaign soon so that 
members of the public can offer support to save 
the skydancing Hen Harrier from extinction. All 
national Hen Harrier breeding and wintering 
sites must be protected from afforestation, for-
est management activities and wind energy de-
velopment. Habitat restoration for these im-
portant areas is also critical and we need long-
term and well-funded agri-environment schemes 
to support farmers for their conservation ef-
forts”. 
Nature Restoration Law                                                                                                       
Duggan further stated that the NRL is critical to 
restore nature at a time when climate break-
down is happening in front of our eyes. 
“The Nature Restoration Law will provide a legal 
footing finally for the restoration of habitats in 
many ecosystems in Ireland and across Europe. 
If properly funded and managed, it will support 
both people and nature in urban and rural set-
tings. Farmers have been exercised over this 
new law feeling that there are so many regula-
tions now to deal with and that it threatens their 
livelihoods. Yet any restoration activities coming 
out of this new law would be a farmer’s choice 
and not forced upon them… Many farmers are 
already restoring habitats on farmland – some 
through publicly-funded agri-environment 
schemes and some by their own pockets… Gov-
ernment must invest money in more staff and its 
IT systems to build trust that it can deliver effec-
tive schemes and pay farmers on time.” 
63% of regularly occurring Irish birds are of seri-
ous conservation concern. With the decline in 
bird populations directly linked to loss and deg-
radation of habitat, it is important that we do all 
we can to preserve what remains.  



 

The Donegal Daily reports:                                                             
The Curlew chicks were given a head start in life thanks to a 
unique project run by the Breeding Waders European Innova-
tion Partnership (Breeding Waders EIP).                                                
The Curlew eggs were collected from wild birds’ nests and 
then cared for and reared in special pens until they are ready 
to be released back into the wild. Some will be geotagged for 
the study.                                                                        
Curlew chicks are very vulnerable to predators, so this prac-
tice helps to protect them at an early stage. Over the next two 
weeks, approximately thirty ‘headstarted’ chicks will be re-
leased back into their original habitats around the country. 

The Breeding Waders EIP is funded by the National Parks and Wild-
life Service (NPWS) and the Department for Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine. The project was established in response to a concerning 
decline in the numbers of breeding wader birds, for example – Cur-
lew, Lapwing, Redshank, Snipe and Oystercatcher amongst others. 
Curlew are an endangered bird – in Ireland national data estimates 
that the curlew population has declined by 98% since the late eight-
ies/early nineties. A 2016 report suggested that without intervention, 
the curlew would be extinct in ten years.                                                                                    
While there have been encouraging signs from the efforts of local 
communities over the past eight years, the EIP allows for a significant 
scaling up in conservation efforts targeting Breeding Waders such as 
the Curlew.                                                                                   
Donegal is one of the few counties were the breeding curlew remains 
in the wild, but the population has declined rapidly in recent years.                                                        
Owen Murphy, Project Manager with the Breeding Waders EIP said: 
“This year we are GPS tagging a subset of our head-started chicks, 
so they can be continuously tracked for the next 2-3 years, giving us 
better data and insights into their movements, habits, integration 
back into the wild population and ultimately their survival. GPS tag-
ging head-started waders, is a first in Ireland and we are hugely ex-
cited with the prospect of being able to monitor these birds on a 
daily basis. We’re delighted to be working with the Wildfowl and 
Wetlands Trust, who are delivering training to our team, enabling us 
to safely attach these GPS units to our birds.”                                      
“Our efforts will hopefully help us understand how we can prevent 
the decline of the curlew, increase breeding productivity and greatly 
increase their chance of survival as an Irish Breeding species” 

https://www.donegaldaily.com/2024/07/22/national-thirty-curlew-
chicks-get-a-head-start-before-release-into-irish-countryside/

Restoration of EIRE Sign 

 

Howth Heathland      

Each year the Board of the Heritage Council visits 
a particular county to see at first hand heritage 
related projects. This year the Council visited Fin-
gal and among the sites visited was the Eire Sign 
on the Hill of Howth. Eire signs were constructed 
around the coast during the Second World War 
to alert pilots that they were flying over a neutral 
country. After a wildfire a few years ago, which 
affected the dry heathland on Howth, evidence of 
the sign was noticed by the local community and 
a local group was set up to fully restore it. As dry 
heathland is a habitat listed for protection in the 
SAC, the plan to modify vegetation required per-
mission from the Minister for Heritage, based on 
the submission of a Natura Impact Study, supervi-
sion by an ecologist and the submission of a re-
port from an ecologist describing its ecological 
impact.  A huge effort was made by the restora-
tion group to engage all sectors of the communi-
ty in the restoration of the Eire sign. Children 
from local clubs assisted with vegetation pruning 
and clearance, all of which was done under the 
supervision of an ecologist. At the official open-
ing of the sign, which was carried out by the 
President in 2022 and featured on RTE news bul-
letins, descendants of the men who had acted as 
voluntary lookouts during the War were honored 
by the presentation of commemorative medals.  

The restoration of the Eire sign on Howth mobilized the 
entire community to celebrate an aspect of their local 
heritage and also to understand why ecological issues 
needed to be considered when doing works in a valua-
ble habitat.  

Photo below: Presentation to the board of the Heritage Council at 
the Eire Sign in Howth July 2024. Virginia Teehan CEO Heritage 
Council in front left. Philip Oô Connor, Eire 6 Restoration Group, 
making the presentation. The I of the Eire sign is behind Philip.   

Photo and Article supplied by Mary Tubridy 

Over thirty Curlew chicks to be released back 

into the wild across Ireland in the coming 

weeks after a successful  initiative in Leitrim.  

conjunction%20with%20the%20Wicklow%20Uplands%20Council.
conjunction%20with%20the%20Wicklow%20Uplands%20Council.


IUF Involvement in International Research  

Project on Wildfire: FIRECULT  

By Mary Tubridy 

The Irish Uplands Forum is involved in the wildfire 
research project FIRECULT which started in June 
2024 with the aim of studying climate change risks 
to heritage rich landscapes. The overall project is led 
by Imperial College London and involves academic 
and social partners in Ireland, the UK, the USA, Tur-
key and Italy. These international experts in Geogra-
phy, the Arts, Economics, Forestry and Planning will 
combine with modelling, artistic analyses, environ-
mental valuation and stakeholder participation to 
produce novel insights into wildfire interaction, and 
develop innovative approaches to heritage conserva-
tion vis-à-vis wildfire.                                                        
The research is remarkably timely: climate change, 
fuel accumulation and ineffective land and fire man-
agement strategies have in recent years resulted in 
extraordinary destructive wildfire phenomena across 
the globe, exacerbating the threats to cultural land-
scapes, traditional ways of life, and landmarks.      
The Irish team comprises researchers from UCD’s 
School of Architecture, Planning and Environmental 
Policy and Earth Institute. Professor Mark Scott who 
is on the board of the Heritage Council with Mary 
Tubridy is the principal Irish contact. The project will 
feature case studies and in Ireland the case study 
will be carried out in conjunction with the Wicklow 
Uplands Council. 

Across each selected case study, a transdisciplinary 
research approach will be applied. This will include 
modelling of heritage risk, surveys of local and na-
tional populations to understand perceptions of risk, 
engagement with key local stakeholders related to 
landscape management, and artist residencies to 
explore heritage and climate risks through creative 
practice. While the Irish case study focuses on the 
Dublin Wicklow Mountains as a unique cultural and 
heritage rich landscape, it also aims develop lessons 
for other upland places and draw on the extensive 
experiences of the other case studies where fire 
management regimes are more established.  

The research will be disseminated widely to inform 
more effective wildfire and heritage management 
policy. It will explore the challenges in developing 
new governance systems for managing climate in-
duced fire risks and hazards in the context of cli-
mate change. It will result in recommendations for 
interventions which are needed to maintain cultural 
landscapes? Are contemporaneous cultural land-
scapes sustainable? And within the context of our 
international comparisons, can nascent fire manage-
ment strategies in Ireland be informed by traditional 
practices in already fire prone regions? Progress on 
this study will continue to be reported in our Ezines. 

Stock Image (Wildfire) 


