Promoting Sustainable Management of the Uplands

A Spreagann Forbairt Inmhatharna ar na hArdtailte

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

18th Annual General Meeting

The 2026 Annual General Meeting of the Irish
“Uplands Forum will be held at 7pm on Monday
15th June. This year unusually the AGM will take
place online by Zoom.

Click to join the AGM here (or paste the link into
your browser):
https://us06web.zoom.us/j/81167040005?
pwd=LE3n6bbAWPyighfhgeOZhhCU66L0S6.1

National Biodiversity Week, May 2026

In celebration of National Biodiversity Week, Irish Uplands Forum
hosted a visit to the Hennessy family farm in the foothills of the
Slievenamuck Mountains in Co. Tipperary on Saturday 23rd May. We
heard from the landowners and IUF ecologist, Dr. Mary Tubridy,
about managing a 48 hectare upland area within a designated
Special Area of Conservation (SAC). The family works with National
Parks and Wildlife Service, based on a management plan for the
farm’s SAC area. This includes non-invasive management, principally
by light sheep grazing following 'mulching' (removal of scrub) of se-
lected areas and pathways. This had led to noticeable improvements
in peat cover and the natural biodiversity in a relatively short time.
Sincere thanks to the Hennessy Family for hosting us, including the
lovely picnic, and Mary for guiding us.. Some photos (right) depict The work of IUF is supported by the Heritage Council.

the scenery, ecology and beautiful weather during our visit. P T —
The Heritage Council
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Changing Landscapes:

Hometree Conference 2026

Changing Landscapes — Politics & Power Dynamic
of Nature Restoration at Scale

Members of IUF attended the ‘Changing Landscapes’
conference in Ennistymon, Co. Clare on 14th May 2026.
The objectives were to examine how various levels of
power and politics could combine to address the challenge
of nature restoration at scale in Ireland, through the forth-
coming National Nature Restoration Plan (NRP)*.
Hometree’s Marina Conway spoke on the requirements
for woodland expansion in Ireland, and recommends a
local/ regional approach to tree planting at scale, including
appropriate locations in the Uplands. This includes the
potential for restoration of 40,000ha of oak woods and re-
establishment of 14,000ha of fluviatile woodlands.

Expert Panel 1 discussed the legal and regulatory barriers
that must be addressed to realise the nature restoration
ambitions of the NRP. The array of conflicting sectoral
policies, directives and regulations (e.g. forestry, agricul-
ture, environment, water, nitrates) creates unintended
barriers to delivery of e.g. expansion of nature friendly
silvicultural or agri-environmental schemes.

Minister of State Christopher O’Sullivan, responsible for
the NRP rollout, is an avid birdwatcher and confirmed his
own vision and commitment to delivery of the NRP with
ring-fenced funding for long term nature restoration. Itis
clear that committed investment in the Plan of between
€400-€700 million per annum over the coming decades
will cost less than likely billions of euro in EU fines for non-
achievement of our agreed targets (fines modelled at be-
tween €8 billion - €26 billion by Ireland’s Fiscal Advisory
Council).

Expert Panel 2 discussed sustainability models of food,
forestry and tourism development. Extensive and ambi-
tious nature restoration will require a national vision and
strategy, which can be delivered through the Nature Res-
toration Plan.

*Background: The National Parks and Wildlife Service
(NPWS) is the lead national agency responsible for
development and delivery of Ireland’s National Nature
Restoration Plan (NRP), under the requirements of the
EU Nature Restoration Regulation. Each member state’s
Draft NRP must be issued to the European Commission
by September 2026. In Ireland, following a 15-month
consultation process in 2025-26 with political leaders,
farmers, land managers, environmentalists, NGOs and
communities across the country, integrated
recommendations for the new NRP were launched in
early 2026, see www.restorenature.ie.

See note overleaf on Public Consultation on NRP

Dr Rupa Marya of UCD challenged participants to look at our
inherited ‘colonial food systems’ in Ireland — 90% of our food
is imported, while 90% of our agri-business dairy, beef and
animal feed products are exported. Of 135,000 farmers in
Ireland, only 350 serve the domestic food market, of which
only 190 grow fruit and vegetables. She argues that systemic
failure leads to food insecurity, food poverty and poor health
outcomes for our citizens.

Sinéad Grimes of Dulra presented a community-based model
of ambitious nature restoration, working with Forum Conne-
mara. Up to 20 volunteers and community employees work
with farmers, commonage, NPWS and Coillte to control inva-
sives species of Rhodendron Ponticum and Cherry Laurel, as
well as undertaking peat restoration projects. They aim to
work at scale, having mapped 50,000ha and restored c.
1500ha of bog to date, by blocking drains, removing invasives
and building local skills and capacity. They are examining inno-
vative ways of using locally available materials, such as Irish
wool in drain-blocking trials with NPWS in Wicklow (vs. im-
porting coir logs) and use of wool & resin tree guards for for-
est plantings. Key challenges for groups such as Dulra are the
levels of annual administration required for short term fund-
ing applications, which prohibits multi-annual programming.
Linked to this are rigid annual targets, which are ill-suited to
longer term landscape-actions for nature restoration.

Expert Panel 3 discussions focused on the role of communica-
tions and storytelling to build understanding of what we need
to do and reach a wider audience for nature restoration. This
is particularly important to mobilise younger people to take
action as youth leaders for Nature. The final Panel 4 focus
was on how power and leadership in politics, agriculture,
environment and land use must be applied to achieve system-
ic change to meet the ambitions of the Nature Restoration
Plan over the coming decades.

What is clear is that the various interest groups must cooper-
ate if we are to overcome the huge biodiversity and climatic
challenges ahead.

You can explore the Hometree website for full details:
Changing Landscapes — Hometree.
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Combhairle na Tuaithe Ireland’s Countryside Agency

The Irish Uplands Forum represents its membership on the national committee of Comhairle na Tuaithe, which
was established in 2004 as a non-statutory body, to advise the Minister for Rural & Community Development and
the Gaeltacht on issues related to the countryside and access to outdoor recreation in Ireland. It is currently
chaired by former Minister Eamon O Cuiv, and comprises representatives of farming, recreational users, land
managers, NGOs, local authorities and state bodies to promote sustainable development of outdoor recreation
while balancing the interests of landowners and recreational users. It provides guidance on access to private and
state lands, develops strategies for outdoor recreation, and identifies opportunities for rural enterprises.

An Combhairle is responsible for a number of key elements supporting outdoor recreation in Ireland.

e Ireland’s National Outdoor Recreation Strategy (2023-2028), Embracing Ireland’s Outdoors, a framework for
development of outdoor recreation, environmental protection and responsible use of natural areas.

e Mountain Access Project (MAP): provides clear recreational access to mountain areas through voluntary
agreements with landowners, including designated access points, insurance indemnification, parking and related
infrastructure for safe, sustainable use. This is currently being expanded to include new uplands areas.

e Walks Scheme (2008): Introduced to provide permissive access to approved walking trails across private lands
while addressing landowner liability concerns.

e No Dogs Allowed Campaign (2026): With the IFA, Comhairle na Tuaithe promotes responsible dog ownership
and protection of sensitive farmlands during lambing season.

Our Chair, Frank Nugent, represented IUF on An Comhairle since its foundation, but recently passed the baton

to Deirdre Lewis, IUF Secretary. At the recent meeting in Athlone in June, updates were given from various Working
Groups: Sustainable Uplands Recreation; Responsible Behaviour; Visitor Management; and Outdoor Infrastructure.
Important research from the Irish Sports Monitor was presented by Sport Ireland, which is actively tracking public
participation in sport and recreation in Ireland. These data will inform outdoor recreation, sports and health policies
in the coming years. Our thanks to Frank for his long service and contribution in the successful development of An
Comhairle to date. See: Comhairle na Tuaithe or further details and links.

First Public Consultation on Ireland’s ) )
Built & Archaeological

Draft Nature Restoration Plan, June 2026 s

The first full public consultation on Ireland’s Draft Nature Restora-
tion Plan will be open for four weeks from 3" June 2026, hosted by

Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage.

Have your say here!

First public consultation on Ireland’s draft National Nature
Restoration Plan

National Monuments Service:
Climate Change Sectoral Adaptation Plan
] ; 4 for Built & Archaeological Heritage 2025
Advisory Committgé','énm ™ ': The NMS is responsible for management, curation
NATURE and stewardship of Ireland’s built and archaeological
RESTORATION . heritage. Given that the Uplands are home to many

Independent

important archaeological sites, Deirdre Lewis of IUF
attends climate change heritage adaptation meet-
ings, hosted by NMS, to participate in discussions on
enhanced climate risks for Upland heritage. These
include hazards e.g. fire or landslides, and potential
mitigation measures e.g. trail & scrub management.
IUF attended the recent monitoring meeting on pro-

gress in rolling out the 2025 adaptation plan, held on

26" May. ltis clear that significant actions are being

An Chombhairle Oidhreachta  taken by NMS to protect our heritage, with positive
The Heritage Council

inter-departmental collaboration.
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Ireland recorded a substantial rise in wildfires during
2025, with the total area burned exceeding 5,000 hec-
tares. According to a report by the European Commis-
sion's Joint Research Centre, the number of individual
fires jumped to 99, compared to just 10 the previous
year.

In the spring of 2026, the fire and rescue service has al-
ready put out numerous fires in the Mourne Mountains
of Co Down and in other parts of Northern Ireland. Itis
believed the vast majority of these fires were deliberate-
ly set. The intention may have been to burn off gorse and
heather and promote grass growth. Nigel McKinney, the
chief executive of the Mournes Heritage Trust, stated to
RTE News after a series of fires in various parts of the
range damaged around 18sqg/km of often protected hab-
itat: "We're already a nature-depleted place and the
uplands are a repository of our biodiversity and it's going
to take many, many years for there to be a recovery,"
Irish Uplands Forum has commissioned a Scoping
Study Wildfire Mitigation in the farmed Uplands:
Scoping Study for Community Mobilisation, which
was completed in March 2026 by Steve Gibson,
wildfire specialist. Steve Gibson works for Incendi-
um Wildfire Solutions (IWS), an international wildfire
consultancy set up with another wildfire specialist
Marc Castellenou, Catalonia. Projects have previ-
ously taken place in Spain, Portugal, the United
States, South America, France, South Africa, and
Northern Europe. In Ireland, IWS have supported the
community-based Mournes Heritage Trust to better
manage wildfire, and prepared strategies for Dun
Laoghaire Rathdown and Fingal County Councils to
advise on how to reduce the risk of wildfire and bet-
ter improve their response to wildfire in their upland
habitats.

Wildfire Mitigation

The scoping study provides an argument for

actions for community mobilisation for wild-
fire management in the farmed uplandsin
the MacGillycuddy Reeks in Co. Kerry (the
Reeks), where recent incidents have shown
that there is particular concern with wildfire
in this area. The community includes active
farmers, and local community based groups
are keen to be directly involved in research
and action about managing wildfire. This
draft scoping document is based on the au-
thors' personal experience, consultations
with Drs. Mary Tubridy and Deirdre Lewis of
Irish Uplands Forum and Ms. Trisha Deane,
project manager of ACRES Kerry/West Cork
Cooperation Project.

Wildfire risk and the need for action

The risk of wildfire in the uplands of the
Reeks has significantly increased due to the
Impacts of climate change, as well as trends
in land use changes (taller vegetation due to
land abandonment or low levels of grazing,
thus increasing fuel loads). Another increase
in risk is caused by recreational usage and
tourism (increased number of recreational
users and visitors, thus increasing risk of
fires from this group).

Analysis of weather trends suggests that in
north Atlantic countries there has been an
increase in both maximum temperatures
and the amount of rainfall. These changes
support vegetation growth resulting in an in-
crease in biomass, and consequently fuel




Wildfire Mitigation in the farmed
Uplands: Scoping Study for

Community Mobilisation Continued

loading. With milder winters, warm wet summers,
high fuel loads and windows of hot weather, the
wildfire risk is growing. Countries such as the UK,
Ireland and Norway are moving towards a new fire
regime that may become comparable to a wet fire
season in Portugal. This comparison is important
and realistic as although Portugal is in Southern
Europe, like Ireland it falls within the influence of
the Atlantic and is the wettest Southern European
country. As a result, high fuel loads cause huge
wildfires and Portugal has by far the most signifi-
cant wildfire problem in Europe, and in many cas-
es the scale and ferocity of these incidents can
overwhelm the efforts of fire fighters to contain
fire spread.

Approach to mitigation : building Community
resilience

Mitigation needs to consider firstly the protection
of lives (of residents, visitors and firefighters) and
secondly, the protection of property. The protec-
tion of the natural environment should be a priori-
ty in the Reeks in Kerry, as these uplands include
valuable vulnerable habitats and species.

Mitigation measures need to maximise the role
of landowners and the community, as land-
owners own the vegetation and thus can con-
trol the nature of the fuel load.

As Ireland’s highest mountain range, hosting
landscapes of national importance for biodi-
versity, recreation, tourism and agriculture,
adjacent to Killarney National Park, the Reeks
deserve particular attention to the manage-
ment of fire risk.

A Wildfire Strategy should be developed for
this area to include the following actions:

1. Accurate modelling of wildfire risk

2. Recommendations for improved vegeta-
tion/ fuel management

3. Advice to improve capacity of the Authori-
ties to deal with wildfire

4. Establishment of a Wildfire Group

Costs of proposed wildfire strategy

A preliminary assessment of the cost of mod-
elling and production of a report dealing with
these issuesis c. €40-50,000.

For further information: https://
theconversation.com/wildfire-risk-is-now-
spreading-to-cool-climates-like-the-scottish-
highlands-and-irish-uplands-283411

—

Soil Pollinator Health
MANAGE PROTECT

Do you know any places where solitary bees are nesting in the ground?
If so ProPollSoil would like to hear from you!

As part of the Horizon Europe ProPollSoil project, throughout this years field season we are
looking for records of ground nesting bee aggregations. All we need is a photo of the nests, a
photo of the bee, and a brief description of the location, which is added to an iNaturalist project.

Full details on how to participate can be found here: https://propollsoil.eu/citizen-science

Any, and all records over the next few months would be very welcome!

Dr Dara Anne Stanley FRES, Associate Professor in Applied Entomology
Room 2.10, Agriculture and Food Science Centre
University College Dublin
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