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Abstract 
 
Natura 2000 is often referred to as the ‘core’ or ‘cornerstone’ of Europe’s biodiversity policy. However 
given that the Convention on Biological Diversity’s target to halt the decline in biodiversity by 2010 was 
missed, the relevance and value of Natura 2000 legislation is questionable. Ireland is a Member State 
of the European Union with a somewhat tumultuous relationship with EU biodiversity policy. Prior to 
Natura 2000 implementation, a report on the state of coastal habitats in Ireland was published that 
raised concerns about whether designating sites in this way, would be enough to protect them. With 
this in mind, the study aims to investigate the implementation and effectiveness of Natura 2000 in 
Ireland, using Sheskinmore Lough SPA on the west coast of Ireland as a case study. Management 
conflicts are identified by interviewing site stakeholders; mainly agricultural land owners that engage in 
extensive livestock farming. Their views and perceptions of conservation and Natura 2000 legislation 
are reported, as are the management concerns of the National Parks and Wildlife Service staff, which 
are responsible for meeting Natura 2000 objectives on the site. The paper draws conclusions on the 
importance of stakeholder involvement in the consultation stages of site designation, and the need for 
an education programme to correct misconceptions about conservation on the site. The importance of 
the National Parks and Wildlife Service Farm Plans for site management is also recognised. Farm 
Plans offer a more targeted alternative to agri-environment schemes for designated land; however they 
have recently been curtailed due to budgetary constraints. This study therefore urges government 
agencies to reconsider financial investment in the environment for the long term protection of 
threatened habitats and species in Ireland and across the EU.   
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1. Introduction 
 
Natura 2000 is often referred to as the ‘core’ or ‘cornerstone’ of European Union (EU) biodiversity 
policy (EC 2007). Introduced in 1992, it aims to preserve and develop biodiversity at the habitat scale 
by establishing a network of protected areas across Member States; these are known as Special 
Protected Areas (SPA) and Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) (EC 2009).  Natura 2000 does not 
exclude human activity; many SPAs and SACs involve a degree of private ownership, providing 
homes, work and recreation for local communities, and must therefore be managed in an ‘ecologically, 
economically and socially sustainable way’ (EC 2002). Such an inclusive approach was expected to 
facilitate the Conservation on Biological Diversity (CBD) target to: 
 

Achieve by 2010 a significant reduction of the current rate of biodiversity loss at 
the global, regional and national level as a contribution to poverty alleviation and 
to the benefit of all life on Earth (CBD 2005: xxxii).            

 
Given that this target was missed, the relevance and value of Natura 2000 legislation, despite its 
pioneering inclusivity, is questionable. Earlier studies focus on the ecological aspects of Natura 2000 
(Beaufoy 1998; Bignal 1998; Dimitrakopoulos et al. 2004), rather than implementation of the legislation 
and subsequent management of ‘collective action problems’; conflicting ideals held by protected area 
stakeholders (Jones & Burgess 2005). Natura 2000 requires Member States to work with local 
stakeholders to find a site management approach that ensures effective conservation ‘whilst respecting 
the local socio-economic and cultural context’ (EC 2005a). This will in turn be influenced by other EU 
policy, most notably cross-compliance legislation, which encourages environmentally-conscious 
farming through Agri-Environment Schemes (AES). 
 
Ireland is an EU Member State with a rich tapestry of protected areas and widespread farmland; with 
much of Irish culture based on farming practice and a historical connection with the land (Brown 1985). 
Prior to the designation of SACs in Ireland, a report by Neff (1998) on the threats to heritage sites on 
the Irish coast was published. The report revealed that many of the proposed SACs already showed 
significant effects of negative impacts, and raised concerns over the considerable faith being put into 
site designation. Neff asks if these measures will be sufficient to ‘stop the death by a thousand cuts of 
coastal habitats’; i.e. the loss of habitats through the accumulation of numerous small-scale threats. 
 
Twelve years on, in the CBD ‘Year of Biodiversity’, I aim to investigate how successful Natura 2000 
legislation has been in protecting Ireland’s coastal sites, using Sheskinmore Lough SPA as a case 
study. This is a timely opportunity as 2010 has already seen the curtailment of national incentives that 
support Natura 2000, and a change in AES from a popular, well funded scheme, to a controversial new 
arrangement with less financial incentives for farmers (AEOS 2010a; NPWS 2010a). As these changes 
are played out, I ask how Natura 2000 legislation is implemented on the ground by interviewing local 
stakeholders about their experiences of living and working within a SPA, and their involvement in AES. 
I aim to understand if stakeholder opinions are being taken into consideration, how this affects attitudes 
and understanding of the restrictions of Natura 2000, and its impact on conservation. Ultimately I aim 
to discover the major conflict areas between stakeholders and Natura 2000 legislation, and draw 
management recommendations that are applicable not only to Sheskinmore Lough SPA management, 
but across the Natura 2000 network as a whole.  
 
1.1 Aim 
 
To evaluate the management of Sheskinmore Lough SPA and to identify the real potential of Natura 
2000 designation to protect and conserve protected areas.  
 
1.2 Objectives 
 

1. Review the implementation of Natura 2000 and AES policy at the national level in Ireland.  
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2. Establish how the site is managed;  
i. What is the governance approach? That is, what is the level of top-down 

and bottom-up control? 
ii. How do government agencies interact to implement and manage the 

designation? 
iii. Are there any incentives or penalties to encourage private landowners to 

adhere to conservation objectives? 
iv. How do Agri-Environment Schemes support Natura 2000 objectives? 

 
3. Investigate how the Natura 2000 designation affects private landowners; how do local 

stakeholders perceive the designation, and what are the major collective action problems (i.e. 
the conflicts) and management successes.   

 
4. Establish management recommendations based on these findings that are applicable not 

only to the site, but to the wider Natura 2000 network.  
 
2. Policy Review 

2.1 Natura 2000 

Natura 2000 aims to establish a network of protected areas with special ecological value across all 
Member States (EC 2009). The network is comprised of two types of conservation areas (SPAs & 
SACs) that incorporated existing environmental policy to provide comprehensive EU-wide biodiversity 
legislation.  SPAs have been in existence since implementation of the 1979 Conservation of Wild Birds 
Directive (79/409/EEC; later amended and codified as Council Directive 2009/147/EC). Originally seen 
as progressive legislation, this Directive takes a habitat approach to biodiversity conservation, instead 
of exclusively focusing on the species (Wheeler 2006). This approach was developed further in the 
1992 Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC, which required member states to designate SACs for ecologically 
important habitats for species other than birds; SPAs and SACs together forming the Natura 2000 
network (EC 2009; Laffan & O’Mahony 2008). 

2.1.1 The Directives 
 
Article 4 (1) & (2) of the Birds Directive and Article 4 of the Habitats Directive are the legislative 
backbone of Natura 2000. Under Article 4 of the  Birds Directive, Member States must (1) Classify the 
most suitable special protection areas (in number and size) for the conservation of Annex I species, 
and (2) Similarly classify special protected areas for regularly occurring migratory species not listed in 
Annex I. This includes bird breeding, moulting and wintering areas and staging posts along their 
migration routes, paying particular attention to the protection of wetlands (Council Directive 
2009/147/EC). Thus, the legislation dictates that habitats important for both native and migratory 
species should be adequately protected. Annex I of the Birds Directive refers to a list of species which 
are of particular importance (due to their rarity, threatened or declining status), which form the 
qualifying interests for each site to be designated ‘in order to ensure their survival and reproduction in 
their area of distribution’ (Council Directive 2009/147/EC).   
 
The Habitats Directive Annexes vary slightly, with important, rare or threatened habitats listed in Annex 
I, while similarly threatened species are listed in Annex II. Within each Annex listing, priority 
species/habitats are highlighted, and these retain special protection as detailed in Article 6 (4) of the 
Habitats Directive. Article 4 of the Habitats Directive has three phases, which reflect the increasing 
emphasis on protected areas designation since the Birds Directive; these phases are summarised in 
Table 1.  
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Table 1.  Summary of Article 4 of the Habitats Directive, including the original 
deadlines for each phase. 
 
Habitats Directive Article 4. Member States shall:  
 
Propose sites for inclusion in the Natura 2000 network: 
(1). Propose a list of sites indicating which natural habitat types in Annex I and 
which species in Annex II are hosted by the site. 
These lists can be adapted within three years of the notification of this Directive, if 
supported by relevant surveillance data.  
Stage 1: Deadline June 1995. No Member State met this deadline. 

Select a list of sites of Community importance: 
(2). Submit a draft list of sites of Community importance drawn from the Member 
States' lists, identifying those which have lost one or more priority natural 
habitat types or priority species; this is more flexible where priority 
habitats/species represent more than 5% of the national territory. 
(3). This list will be established within six years of the notification of this Directive. 
Stage 2: Deadline June 1998.  

 
Establish management regimes for the sites: 
(4). These sites shall then be designated as a SAC as soon as possible and within 
six years maximum. Priority maintenance or restoration, and threats of degradation 
or destruction should then be identified such that the site reaches favourable 
conservation status of a natural habitat type in Annex I or a species in Annex II, for 
the coherence of Natura 2000. 
 
Stage 3: Deadline June 2004.  

 
Sources: Council Directive 92/43/EEC; EC 2002; EC 2007; Laffan & O’Mahony 
2008. Bold by author.  

 
 

 
 
Once a site is designated as a SAC, it is then subject to Article 6 which sets out the legal protection of 
the area. Article 6 (2) states: 
 

Member States shall take appropriate steps to avoid, in the SACs, the deterioration of 
natural habitats and the habitats of species as well as disturbance of the species for 
which the areas have been designated (Council Directive 92/43/EEC). 

 
Article 6 (3) protects sites from harmful developments, stating that environmental impact assessments 
must be carried out for all plans or projects that are not integral to the management of the site. 
Following this assessment, the national authority will allow the development only if it will not adversely 
impact on the protected area, and ‘if appropriate, only after obtaining the opinion of the general public’. 
This is subject to the provisions of Article 6 (4) which allows the development to proceed despite 
negative assessment, for reasons of ‘overriding public interest, including those of a social or economic 
nature’. It also states that compensatory measures should be adopted. For sites that host priority 
natural habitats and/or a priority species, reasons of overriding public interest are limited to ‘those 
relating to human health or public safety, to beneficial consequences for the environment’ (Council 
Directive 92/43/EEC). 
 
Article 6 of the Habitats Directive sets out the legal protection for SACs and SPAs. However prior to the 
Habitats Directive, the protection of SPAs was under Article 4 (4) of the Birds Directive, which states: 
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In respect of [SPAs], Member States shall take appropriate steps to avoid pollution or 
deterioration of habitats or any disturbances affecting the birds, in so far as these 
would be significant having regard to the objectives of this Article (Council Directive 
2009/147/EC; emphasis by author). 

‘Appropriate steps’ was deemed too vague to afford a thorough protection for SPAs, and was 
replaced with Article 6 (2), (3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive. Note the wording of Article 6 (2) of the 
Habitats Directive is similar, but strengthened by the subsequent paragraphs. However Article 6 (4) of 
the Habitats Directive makes justified infringements of Natura 2000 protection possible, for reasons of 
a social or economic nature. In addition, no birds are recognised as ‘priority species’ under the 
Habitats Directive, and are therefore not afforded full protection under this Directive (Jones 2009; 
Wheeler 2006). Consequently, there are loop holes in the legislation to allow for development on 
Natura 2000 sites. However Member States are responsible for the designation and management of 
the sites and must maintain or better the sites to reach ‘favourable conservation status’; i.e. a healthy, 
connected and viable network of habitats (Ostermann 1998).  
 
2.1.2 Natura 2000 Problems 
 
Failure to meet the 2010 CBD target was not unexpected, but it does highlight the short-comings of 
existing biodiversity policy. The nature of the Birds and Habitats Directives put the European 
Commission (EC) in a regulatory role, and left the implementation to national agencies, to varying 
successes (Ledoux et al. 2000). Approximately one third of all infringement cases brought before the 
European Court of Justice (ECJ) were related to the environmental legislation, including the Habitats 
and Birds Directives (Jacobs 2006).  
 
The Natura 2000 framework was expected to be established by 2004, however the process was 
delayed by conflicts and lack of political will at each stage of implementation (Weber & Christophersen 
2002). Member States were required to submit the list of proposed sites by 1996; however there were 
‘considerable delays’ leading to Court action and the need for a Structural Fund Programme to be 
instigated (EC 2002); the job was simply too vast to be completed in time.  Identification of both SPA 
and SAC sites are expected to be based on scientific criteria, and assessed at the EU level; this 
requires a detailed state-wide assessment of the ecological status and representation of each habitat 
type, including the suitability for species present (EC 2002). This demanded a structural framework of 
ecologists with specialist knowledge, able to report to Commission standards; much of this network 
would have to be newly established.  
 
Once finalised, the proposed lists of sites of Community importance are analysed in scientific seminars 
lead by the EC, along with the European Environment Agency, relevant stakeholders and 
environmental NGOS (EC 2002). Sites are chosen according to their rarity, geographic distribution, 
and vulnerability of the habitats and species listed (EC 2002). Once adopted, the Member States 
should designate the sites within a maximum of six years (EC 2002). Again, there is a time pressure to 
designate a potentially large number of sites. Consultation with stakeholders about the designation of 
sites, which can be lengthy, is not detailed in the Directives and differs according to Member State, 
some choosing not to consult stakeholders at all. The Commission has no powers to intervene at this 
stage (EC 2002). However the lack of consultation with stakeholders at an early stage of designation 
can lead to conflicts, particularly with land users/owners that are ultimately likely to carry out the land 
management. There is a plethora of literature on the importance of consulting stakeholders in 
environmental policy (Brechin et al. 2002; Stoll-Kleeman 2006; Pretty & Smith 2004; Woolcock 2001). 
Bouwma et al. (2008) review this with particular reference to Natura 2000, stating that the most 
common source of conflict is at the designation stage due to poor landowner consultation and 
insufficient communication and information transfer. These conflicts can then become exacerbated as 
land use restrictions and financial compensation are played out.  The development of management 
plans are promoted by the EC, who not only state that they are important conservation tools, but that 
they provide an excellent opportunity to involve key stakeholders (EC 2002). To this end, the ‘Life-
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Nature’ programme has been established to co-finance specific projects such as Burren-Life, which 
has a strong emphasis on involving local communities as custodians of the land (Burren-Life 2010). 
However such support does not apply to the majority of designated sites. Government agencies that 
are ill-equipped and inexperienced in stakeholder involvement, and the pressure to meet reporting 
targets quite often results in brief or non-existent stakeholder consultation; a trend seen across the EU 
(Wurzel 2007).  
 

2.1.3 Implementation & Transposition to Irish Law 
 
Some of the collective problems with EU environmental policy have already been discussed, however 
the ‘domestication’ of policy, and the ‘politicization’ of its implementation are unique from state to state 
(Bugdahn 2005; Laffan & O’Mahony 2008). Numerous authors have noted concerns over the 
transposition and implementation of the Birds and Habitats Directives (Etherington 2006; Hattan 2003); 
with the EU itself reporting that the success of the Directives must be judged by their impact at ground 
level (Jordan 1999). Ireland has been brought to the ECJ for environmental infringements on numerous 
occasions; from failure to propose sufficient SACs in 1999 (Commission v. Ireland C- 67/99), failure to 
manage overgrazing in an SPA in 2000 (Commission v. Ireland C-117/00), numerous infringements 
against waste water treatment (Commission v. Ireland C-188/08 & C-316/06) and unsatisfactory 
environmental impact assessments of major developments (Commission v. Ireland C-215/06 & C-
427/07; Curia 2010; Verschuuren 2002).  In 2009, Ireland had 34 environmental infringements active in 
the ECJ, behind only Spain (40) and Italy (35) (EC 2010a).  Case C-418/04 specifically applies to a 
failure to comply with the transposition and application of Article 4 of the Birds Directive, and Article 6 
of the Habitats Directive. Infringements included a lack of suitable SPAs (only five Annex I bird species 
were adequately protected), and designated areas were not afforded enough protection from 
recreational activities, planning and drainage works. Other countries have similar track records, 
however relative to its size; Ireland clearly has a tumultuous relationship with EU environmental policy 
(EC 2010a).  
 
Since 1970, Ireland’s approach to protected area governance was to acquire land for public ownership, 
and create national parks and nature reserves managed by the State (Craig 2001). The 1976 Wildlife 
Act afforded some protection for privately owned habitats, however the legislation was weak and 
almost all management had to be agreed with landowners (Laffan & O’Mahony 2008). This began to 
change with the creation of Areas of Scientific Interest (ASIs) by An Foras Forbartha. Yet this 
designation was eventually ruled as unconstitutional by the High Court in 1992, since landowners had 
not been properly notified; something that would be echoed in the implementation of Natura 2000 
(Craig 2001).  
 
The Birds Directive was transposed into Irish Law in 1985, but with only 20 SPAs designated by 1991, 
an all-Ireland review by Way et al. (1993) highlighted the need for more designations. By 2008, Ireland 
had 131 terrestrial SPAs accounting for 2.9% of the land, and 66 Marine SPAs (Gaston et al. 2008). 
The Habitats Directive was finally transposed into Irish law in 1997, under the EU Natural Habitats 
Regulations (as amended in 1998 and 2005; Irish Statute Book n/d). The 1995 target deadline for site 
proposals was clearly missed, and even before transposition, very little preparation was made during 
1992-1994 (Laffan & O’Mahony 2008). The Environmental Protection Agency was set up in 1992; a 
promising but perhaps non-committal step towards tackling environmental issues (Taylor 1998). Only 
in 1994 did extensive consultation begin between government agencies (Laffan & O’Mahony 2008).  
However after a slow start, the Irish government did make some headway post 1997; notably 
implementing powers to ensure sites were protected from damaging activities from the point of 
notification, and securing Life-Nature funding for 202 proposed SACs (Craig 2001).  
 
The vast majority of Natura 2000 sites are privately owned by farmers; a key domestic actor in the play 
out of policy implementation in Ireland (Craig 2001; Laffan & O’Mahony 2008). Farming organisations, 
notably the Irish Farmer’s Association (IFA), retain considerable political power despite the decline of 
this industry in recent years (Adshead 1996). The IFA has incredible lobbying force at all levels of 
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environmental governance, far superior to environmental NGOs in Ireland (Laffan & O’Mahony 2008). 
Thus the Irish government is unlikely to ignore farming body’s concerns, which take a largely economic 
view of the environment (Leonard 2007). The authority of farming organisations, coupled with the 
cultural sensitivity regarding land rights in Ireland, politicized the policy implications of Natura 2000, 
and lead to a fierce opposition to any restrictions on development for the sake of environmental policy 
(Laffan & O’Mahony 2008). Leonard (2007) describes this rural ecocentricism, a kind of commitment to 
the land over all else, as ‘rural sentiment’, stemming back to the land wars of the late nineteenth 
century. Rural sentiment in Ireland can be traced back even further, to the Cromwellian conquest of 
Ireland in the seventeenth century; Fianna Fáil politician Síle de Valera referring to the previous 
Minister for Arts, Heritage, Gaeltacht and the Islands (then responsible for implementing Natura 2000) 
as a ‘new Cromwell’, who was taking control of the land without consultation (Laffan & O’Mahony 
2008). Such heated debates, deep-rooted concerns and over-politicization of EU environmental policy 
resulted in a largely ‘reactive’ policy regime (Flynn 2007), and domestication of legislation in Ireland, to 
the detriment of biodiversity aims (Bugdahn 2005).  
 
In practice, each Natura 2000 site is subject to a list of Notifiable Actions (NAs); damaging activities 
that are legally acceptable only with permission from the Minister for the Environment, Heritage and 
Local Government. NAs are sent to the land owner, and vary according to habitat type; for example the 
NAs for Blanket Bog include adding fertiliser, planting trees, commercial peat extraction and operation 
of any kind of commercial recreation facility (NPWS n/d). All NAs include the rather ominous disclaimer 
‘any other activity of which notice may be given by the Minister from time to time’, and a somewhat 
confusing B-list of actions, that may require a license by another authority (including the local planning 
authority, the Minister for Communications, Marine and Natural Resources, or the Minister for 
Agriculture and Food), but if this does not apply, act as standard NAs. NAs also do not pertain to 
actions under an agri-environment scheme plan; however these actions are unlikely to be damaging 
since they are granted permission by The Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (DAFF) and 
are subject to a degree of input by the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS). The IFA 
demanded compensation for farmers set to face financial losses because of these NAs, some such as 
peat extraction being particularly lucrative in Ireland (Laffan & O’Mahoney 2005). This was granted, 
along with an independent appeals board that would consider objections to designations and 
restrictions on scientific grounds (Laffan & O’Mahony 2008).  
 
The appeals board created a ‘firewall’ of experts between ministers and their farming electorates 
(Laffan 2004). However at the frontline of this controversy is NPWS, who are responsible for the 
designation and protection of Natura 2000 sites. Now part of the Department of the Environment, 
Heritage and Local Government, NPWS had previously moved from the Office of Public Works, to 
Duchas (the Department of Arts, Heritage and Gaeltacht), a name which was then abolished following 
the 2002 general elections (Buckley 2004). Such bureaucracy did nothing to ease the acceptance of 
Natura 2000 on privately owned land, while further legislation from DAFF also impacted on 
management of sites on agricultural land. The majority of Natura 2000 sites in Ireland are on private 
farmland (NPWS 2010b); therefore while the designation and ultimate protection of sites is the 
responsibility of NPWS, DAFF ‘supports’ this protection through operation of the Single Farm Payment 
(SFP) and agri-environment schemes.    
 
 
2.2 Agri-Environment Schemes 
 
Prior to the Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) reforms in 1992, agriculture in the EU was supported by 
production-based financial incentives to maximise yield, irrespective of demand. Unsurprisingly this 
lead to modern intensified farming practice that was largely unrestricted by environmental concerns 
and unsustainable in many parts of Europe (Wilson et al. 1999). Pressure from both economic and 
environmental forces had been mounting from the 1980s, forcing the EC to address both 
environmental degradation and increasing commodity surpluses (Wilson et al. 1999); the EC Fifth 
Environmental Action Programme concluding that: 
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Farming practices in many regions of the community have led to overexploitation and 
degradation of the natural resources on which agriculture itself ultimately depends: 
soil, water and air (EC 2005b).  
 

This set the precedent for the future environmental agenda, with Regulation (EEC) 2078 ⁄ 92 calling for 
the implementation of AES across the EU. Funds were to be redirected away from productivity, and 
instead used to encourage farmers to adapt to provide environmental goods and services (Hynes & 
Murphy 2002). Member States were given the autonomy to implement their own AES which were to 
last a minimum of five years (Dukes 2010). Progress maybe, however at this point only 1% of the total 
CAP expenditure was used to fund environmentally sensitive farming (Carey et al. 2003). More action 
was needed. As a result, Agenda 2000, launched in 1999 set out the financial programme for 2000-
2006 for EU agriculture, taking into account rural development, and further supporting agri-environment 
objectives (Agenda 2000). The mid-term review of Agenda 2000 in 2003 introduced the Single Farm 
Payment that decoupled all production-linked payments, instead basing direct income payments on 
historic entitlements, and compliance with environmental and animal welfare standards (Dukes 2010). 
The review also allowed the transfer of money between CAP objectives and allowed Member States to 
expand AES.  
 
AES have proved popular in the agricultural communities across the EU; the payments enabling 
farmers to retain their land, especially in light of the current economic climate. However the 
environmental successes of AES are unclear; Buller (2000) proposes that this is because AES has 
been adopted ‘primarily as a component of agricultural policy and not of environmental policy’. 
Agricultural government agencies are therefore implementing the schemes, and judging success by 
participation rather than environmental impacts.  
 
2.2.1 Agri-environment Schemes in Ireland 
 
Farming in Ireland is dominated by livestock output, with only 9.3% of farmed land under arable crop 
that is confined largely to the south and east of the country, with small scale livestock farming in the 
west (Emerson & Gillmor 1999). The productivity of Irish land does not reach its full potential, and is 
half the EU average (Dempsey 1991 cited in Emerson & Gillmor 1999: 236). However environmental 
impacts of farming are wide ranging, including water pollution through fertilizer and silage effluence, 
overgrazing, soil erosion, and loss of habitat through draining and land reclamation (Emerson & Gillmor 
1999).  
 
DAFF (2009) estimate that the agri-food sector in Ireland accounts for 7.5% of employment, and 
generates €7bn in exports per annum (Dukes 2010). Thus, in addition to lobbying from farming groups, 
there is a pressure to ensure that farmers are adequately supported throughout the CAP reform. To 
this end, Ireland received nearly €44bn from the CAP between 1973-2008, with a further €3bn 
estimated for rural development in the 2007-2013 period (EC 2010b). This funding was ploughed into 
the Irish AES; the Rural Environment Protection Scheme (REPS) introduced under Regulation (EEC) 
2078 ⁄ 92 in 1994. The supporting SFP was later introduced in 2005 and compliance of these laws 
staggered up until 2007 (Dukes 2010). REPS is a voluntary, whole-farm scheme for all types of farms. 
There have been four REPS schemes, each time amended to clarify and improve on objectives. The 
schemes are based on uniform payments for adherence to 11 basic measures that apply to all farms, 
and additional supplementary measures according to farm specifications. The measures, fully listed in 
Appendix I support the REPS objectives to:  

• Establish farming practices and production methods which reflect the increasing 
concern for conservation, landscape protection and wider environmental problems;  

• Protect wildlife habitats and endangered species of flora and fauna;  
• Produce quality food in an extensive and environmentally friendly manner 

 (REPS 2007) 
 

A five year REPS plan must be prepared for each farm by a registered planning agency. Plans are 
approved by DAFF and farmers paid according to adherence to the measures. This is based on a 
management agreement model whereby farmers are assumed to have property rights, and are 
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therefore compensated for the direct and indirect costs of changing standard farming practices (Hynes 
& Murphy 2002).  

The terms and conditions of REPS ensure that protected areas are subject to specific habitat 
requirements, and landowners are compensated accordingly (Murphy et al. 2010). Farmers with 
designated land (including Natura 2000, Natural Heritage Areas and sites designated under the Water 
Framework Directive) are rewarded additional payments per hectare for adhering to environmental 
legislation; payment schemes are detailed in Appendix II. Farmers with designated land not in REPS 
were required to join a five year NPWS Farm Plan Scheme, introduced in 2005 after pressure from the 
IFA (Laffan & O’Mahony 2008). This was a habitat-driven scheme rather than a whole farm scheme, 
and compensated farmers for costs and losses of environmental protection, however was curtailed in 
April 2010 due to budgetary constraints (NPWS 2010b). 622 NPWS Farm Plans had been approved 
prior to cut-off; these will run their five year course but no further plans will be accepted until 2011, 
even then, only if funding becomes available (NPWS 2010b). This has angered the IFA, which stated 
the decision to cut the scheme ‘flew in the face of agreements entered into with the Government’ (Irish 
Independent 4 May 2010).  

The Irish Exchequer co-finances REPS, contributing 25%, with the remaining 75% from the EU (REPS 
2008). Figure 1 shows the increase in REPS payments since inception in 1994, reflecting increasing 
uptake of the scheme and additional biodiversity measures. In 2008, €311,967,308.35 was spent on 
payments across REPS 2, 3 and 4, accounting for 46,694 farms, 3,480 of which were on Natura 2000 
sites. Social profiling of participants reveals that younger farmers that are more open to new schemes 
are more likely to apply (Hynes & Garvey 2009; Wilson et al. 1999). This bodes well for the long-term 
uptake of AES going forwards. 
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Figure 1. Total REPS payments per annum since inception in 1994, to 2008. 
Source: REPS 2008 Report: Schemes Facts and Figures, Department of 
Agriculture, Food and Fisheries.   

 
Emerson & Gillmor (1999) state that the uptake of REPS and its contribution to environmental 
awareness amongst both farmers and non participants reflects the success of the scheme; indeed, one 
quarter of all farmers in Ireland joined the scheme within the first five years. However given that 96% of 
people in Ireland have not heard of Natura 2000 (EC 2010c), it does not appear that this is being 



 16 

translated into the wider community. The success of an AES rests not only in the uptake, but in its 
ability to protect and enhance habitats and species adequately and sustainably (Buller 2000).  
 
The environmental successes of REPS have included a national reduction of inorganic phosphorous use 
by approximately 17000 tonnes per annum, and training of over 20,000 farmers in agri-environmental 
issues (Gorman et al. 2001). REPS also encourages a more efficient use of resources in terms of 
nutrients and planning (McEvoy 1999).  Records show that none of the features recorded in agri-
environmental plans have been destroyed since REPS was initiated (Gorman et al. 2001), and sheep 
and cattle numbers have been steadily declining across the country (Howley et al. 2009). However 
despite good participation, the voluntary aspect of REPS has meant uptake is not uniform across 
Ireland; the highest uptake has been with sheep farmers, while the lowest uptake is with intensive dairy 
farmers (Gorman et al. 2001).  Furthermore not all habitat types are equally represented in REPS. 
Farmers with internationally important land deemed to have little agricultural value (such as intact peat 
lands or semi-natural grasslands) are more likely to participate in REPS, whereby farmers with more 
economically valuable land such as wetlands and forests are less likely to participate (Murphy et al. 
2010). Therefore important ecosystems and land which is being more intensively farmed are not 
included in the scheme (Hynes & Garvey 2009). It is difficult to assess REPS contribution to species 
protection, given the absence of baseline data (Feehan et al., 2002).  However Murphy et al. (2010) 
point out that REPS measures to protect birds is only mandatory for Corncrakes, and participation for 
any other species in this measure is otherwise optional. The only other mention of species protection in 
REPS is the supplementary measure of bird and bat box installation, although this is a very general 
measure, with regional target species omitted (Murphy et al. 2010). Birdlife International is far from 
convinced that environmental policy is working in Ireland, pointing to the lack of resources and sufficient 
enforcement of environmental protection measures resulting in bird poisoning and loss of wetlands 
(Birdweb 2009).   
 
Despite its shortcomings, Birdwatch Ireland had faith that the REPS scheme could be improved upon, 
and in time become a successful and effective AES (Birdweb 2009). However as of 30 March 2010, a 
freeze was put on all new REPS applications, and a new AES scheme, the Agri-Environmental Options 
Scheme (AEOS) introduced to replace it. REPS is to be phased out completely once all current 
agreements have finished. AEOS is similar to REPS in several ways; co-financed by the EC and the 
Irish Exchequer, the scheme is a voluntary five year commitment that operates via an individual farm-
plan composed by an accredited planner (AEOS 2010a). Its availability however is much more restricted 
than REPS due to the massive reduction in available funds.  Currently AEOS is a €5m scheme (c.f. the 
payments illustrated in Figure 1), allowing for 10,000 participants with a maximum available payment of 
€5,000 (Anglo Celt News 5 May 2010). 
 
Because of the restricted intake to AEOS, farmers with Natura 2000 or commonage land are given priority, 
and referred to as ‘Category 1 Applicants’. These applicants must adhere to the specific Priority 
Environmental Action for the land, (for instance controlling grazing regimes), and may take up further 
complementary actions as arranged by the scheme planner, in order to gain further payments (AEOS 
2010b). Complementary actions are likely to be needed to meet the €5,000 maximum payment, since 
Natura 2000 and commonage land is currently paid €75 per hectare for undertaking of the Priority 
Environmental Action alone; this payment has been fiercely criticized by the IFA who are urging minister 
Brendan Smith to increase the payment to €150 per hectare (Irish Independent 6 April 2010).   
 
Category 2 Applicants (i.e. farmers with non Natura 2000 or commonage land) are selected according to 
ranked criteria, including land type with priority for location of farms in Less Favoured Areas, previous 
participation in REPS and farm size, favouring smaller holdings (AEOS 2010a). Category two 
participants must choose one of the following three conservation objectives, and carry out actions 
towards them;  

1. Contribute to Halting Biodiversity Decline  
2. Contribute to Maintaining Water Quality  
3. Contribute to Combating Climate Change 
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Table 2 details examples of the actions to be implemented in order to meet one of the conservation 
objectives; there is also a minimum requirement for some of the measures. Participants must 
undertake one mandatory action and at least one associated complementary action, with optional 
‘additional actions’ (AEOS 2010a).  

 
Table 2. Example of the actions required by farmers (according to their land type) to gain entry to 
Agri-Environment Options Scheme.  
 

Objective  Mandatory Priority 
Environmental Action 

Complementary  
Actions  

Additional Actions  

 
Contribute 
to Halting 
Biodiversity 
Decline  

 
- Species rich 

grassland  
- Traditional hay 

meadows  
- Establishment & 

Maintenance of 
Habitats  

- Wild Bird Cover 
(grassland farms only)  

 
 

Where only one of these is 
selected at least one 
additional option from 
column 2 must be 
selected.  

 
- Riparian Margins – no 

minimum 
 
- Traditional Orchards-  

Limit to one orchard per 
farm (minimum of 10 
trees).  

 
- Tree Planting  

Standard: Minimum of 10 
trees to apply  
Whips: Minimum of 25 to 
apply  

 
- Coppicing hedgerows 

Minimum continuous 
length of 30 metres  

 
- Laying Hedgerows 

Minimum continuous 
length of 15 metres  

  

 
- Planting of new 

hedgerows  
 
- Arable Margins 

  
- Green Cover 

Establishment 
from a sown 
crop  

 
- Use of new 

technologies for 
slurry spreading  

 
- Minimum Tillage  

 
- Alternative 

water source for 
bovines  

 
Source: (AEOS 2010a)Terms and Conditions of the Agri-Environment Options Scheme and the 
Natura 2000 Scheme, Department of Agriculture, Food and Fisheries.   

 
 
In AEOS, participants are awarded an agri-environment payment, and paid for a standard amount of 
capital investment per action. These payments are on an area-based premise, such that Ireland 
satisfies the EC caveat that farmers are paid in return for specific quantifiable actions (EC 2009). There 
are concerns from both farming and conservation organisations about moving away from the whole-
farm approach to this area-based payment. In theory, while part of the farm is put into AEOS, the 
remainder can be more intensively developed; something that may be necessary given the decrease in 
AES payments. This may have a detrimental effect on conservation objectives, creating a fractured 
landscape and isolated patches of improved environment. One way to rectify this would be to allow 
farmers to split their land into different schemes, that is AEOS, and the NPWS Farm Plan Scheme, 
should that be re-introduced. However this is currently not an option. Furthermore farmers cannot claim 
two measures for the same are of land, despite potential environmental benefits; Agricultural  
Consultants Association President Pat Minnock citing the example of having the ‘minimum-tillage’ 
measure following after ‘green cover establishment from a sown crop’, which would be disallowed 
under current terms and conditions (Irish Independent  20 April 2010.) 
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Problems with the application process and concerns over planner’s fees have frustrated the 
implementation of AEOS further (Irish Independent 20 April 2010). Tom Turley, chairman of IFA rural 
development argued that AEOS would negatively impact on smaller farms as farmers are not fairly 
compensated and expected to pay large consultant fees. There is an expectation that farmers will 
merely opt out of the scheme as the restrictions and lack of sufficient payment is ‘not worth the hassle’ 
(Irish Independent 6 April 2010). Given the current economic climate, budget cuts to AES are 
frustrating but not surprising, with a similar story being played out in the UK (The Telegraph 14 August 
2010). However given the successes of REPS, it is with real concern that the attitude towards AEOS is 
at best apathetic, and at worst causing dissatisfied IFA members to publicly denounce the new scheme 
(Irish Independent 30 March 2010). Disappointing also, that AEOS has failed to take into account some 
of the more obvious shortcomings of REPS, for instance not extending any species specific protection 
to anything other than the corncrake (AEOS 2010b).  

What AEOS does bring, is a more tailored approach to the AES, focusing management on better 
protection of the most important habitats; something that REPS lacked (Murphy et al. 2010). In these 
early stages however, DAFF need to ensure that the good work of REPS is not wasted, and that 
farmers are not alienated from environmental issues through bureaucracy and mismanagement. In 
light of post 2010 conservation aims and the upcoming 2013 CAP reform, AEOS will be the crux of 
agri-environment management in Ireland, and must preserve the integrity of the Natura 2000 network 
for the future.  
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Figure 2. Aerial image of Sheskinmore Lough SPA; the hatched areas indicate the SPA 
boundary. Sheskinmore Lough SPA encompasses the large area to the north, with the smaller 
West Donegal Coast SPA just shown to the south of the image. The dark area towards the east 
of the SPA is Sheskinmore Lough itself. 
Source: Aerial Image; Ordnance Survey Ireland 2005. SPA Boundary; National Parks and 
Wildlife Service GIS online data.  

3. Study Site 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Sheskinmore Lough SPA is in County Donegal on the west coast of Ireland. It encompasses 
approximately 563 hectares of mainly agricultural land and two dynamic coastal systems; Trawmore 
Strand to the west, and Ballinreavy Strand stretching along the south of the site. The SPA was 
originally designated in 1997 according to the internationally important wintering populations of 
Greenland White-fronted Geese (Anser albifrons flavirostris). SPA boundaries were re-defined in 
2010 in keeping with the same qualifying interest, despite a marked decline in these populations. The 
SPA lies within the wider SAC of the West of Ardara/ Maas Road, designated for the priority Annex I 
habitats including blanket bog, machair, decalcified dune heath and orchid-rich calcareous grassland, 
amongst others. The Lough itself sits towards the east of the SPA; it is a former lagoon in a 
calcareous area, with an unusual vegetation community due to the acidic input from local igneous 
rocks (NPWS 1997). It supports internationally important communities of bryophytes and charophytic 
species and the Annex II species, the Slender Naiad (Najas flexilis) has also been recorded here.  
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4. Methodology 
 
In order to establish how the study site is managed, NPWS generously granted access to site records 
including landowner contact details, written agreements with landowners, surveys and management 
plans. Further information about site management was also gained from interviews with NPWS 
regional staff (see below).   
 
4.1 Land Ownership  
 
ArcGIS was used to digitize landownership in the SPA according to NPWS records, the 2010 SPA 
boundary and data from the 1997 Draft Management Plan for the West of Ardara/ Maas Road SAC. 
Land ownership follows boundaries set out in maps published in 1907, reflecting the historical 
connection with farming in the area.  The 1907 map was uploaded as a raster file, and a shape file of 
ownership was approximated according to these boundaries and current records. Geomorphic 
changes pertaining to the Lough and coastal systems were also investigated by comparing the 1907 
map with Ordnance Survey aerial images from 2005. 
 
4.2 Stakeholder Interviews 
 
For the purposes of this study, stakeholders are defined as individuals/organisations owning land 
within the study site, and agency officials involved in site management, including the facilitation of agri-
environment schemes. Of the 13 landowners within the 2009 SPA boundary, two landowners could not 
be contacted directly during the study period and two declined to be interviewed. Thus ten full 
landowner interviews were carried out; eight stakeholders were private landowners, and two were 
landowners from conservation organisations; NPWS and Birdwatch Ireland. An additional interview 
was conducted with a REPS planner for the area. A ‘snowballing’ technique was used to contact and 
secure interviews with landowners. This is a common technique used to gain the trust of interviewees 
(Crang 2005), and was particularly useful in this study; the familiarity of the community aiding this 
approach. The two stakeholders who declined to be interviewed were approached at the start of the 
study, and were not aware that other landowners had agreed to participate, illustrating the importance 
of this technique. Interviews were carried out at a location chosen by the interviewee, usually at their 
home or workplace. All participants were made aware that the interviews would be reported 
anonymously, which encouraged interviewees to speak frankly about their opinions and experiences. 
Stakeholder identities were therefore encoded according to their association with the site; Table 3. 
 

Table 3. Encryption assigned to interviewees to maintain anonymity 
 

Interviewee Code 
 
Two regional staff from the National Parks & 
Wildlife Service; NPWS are major land owners 
and are responsible for management of the site.  
 

 
NPWS 

A representative from BirdWatch Ireland who 
has carried out numerous bird surveys on the 
site. 
 

BW 

A REPS planner for farmers in the region, 
including land owners in the study site 
 

RP 

Agricultural Land Owners; eight farmers all with 
land in the study site.  
 

ALO-1 to ALO-8 

 

 
 
Stakeholder interviews were carried out with the aim of fulfilling objectives 2 & 3; a combination of 
practical, questions about how the site is managed and open-ended questions that investigated 
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stakeholder opinions and perceptions of Natura 2000. Interviews were therefore semi-structured to 
allow for flexible questioning that could probe into emotive issues if necessary (Dunn 2000). All 
interviewees were asked questions based on similar themes, to allow for comparability of responses 
(Kitchin & Tate 2000); questions within these themes were then amended according to the interviewee 
interests, as seen in Table 4. 
 

Table 4. Semi-structured interview themes and amended schedule according to interviewee. 
 
Theme Interviewee Questions  
 NPWS Birdwatch REPS Planner Agricultural Land 

Owners 
Background 
information  
 

Introduction to 
the study site 
and position 
within NPWS. 
 

Work 
involvement with 
the study site 

Introduction to 
job role 

History of the 
farm, 
landownership 
and employment 

SPA Designation Facts and 
opinions on the 
designation 
process, 
restrictions and 
enforcement of 
the Birds 
Directive and its 
implications for 
conservation in 
the site. 
 

Opinions on the designation process, restrictions and 
enforcement of the Birds Directive and its implications for 
conservation in the site 

Relationship with 
other 
stakeholders 

Relationship with 
private 
landowners and 
DAFF. 
 

Relationship with NPWS 

Agency 
involvement, 
opinions on its 
importance in the 
community, both 
economically and 
ecologically. 

Perceptions of its 
importance to 
agriculture, 
income and 
conservation. 

Facts and 
opinions on the 
AES process, 
financial 
incentives, 
participation in 
the local area, 
importnace to 
agriculture and 
conservation. 
 

Level of 
participation, 
perceptions of its 
importance to 
agriculture, 
income and 
conservation. 

Agri-Environment 
Schemes 

Perceptions of AEOS and its potential impacts on conservation 
 

Conservation 
and the future of 
farming. 
 

Overall opinions on the future of farming in the area and the importance of 
conservation.  
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Interviews lasted between 30- 90 minutes and recorded where possible using a dictaphone. There was 
one instance where the interview was not recorded; in this case, detailed notes were taken and 
validated by the participant directly after the interview.   

Interviews were analysed using an interpretative approach as in Dey (1993), whereby data is 
described, classified, and interconnected. A full transcription and annotation of the interview was 
carried out immediately, so that all explanations remained in the correct context (Kitchin & Tate 2000).  
Factual management information was first extracted from interviews with NPWS and the REPS 
Planner to form a basis for the opinionative data. The remaining annotated data was then open-coded 
to extract common themes and opinions amongst the participants. Where appropriate, quotes were 
retained in their original state, to give integrity to the data and to convey the true opinion of the 
participant. This coded data was then broken up, classified and compared with other interviewee 
transcripts; see Appendix III for examples of open- coded transcripts. From this, the following 
discussion topics were identified: 

• Fundamental Conservation Perceptions: the Tidy Farm Concept 
• SPA Designation: the qualifying interest 
• Communication with NPWS 

§ Initial Designation 
§ Designation in 2010 
§ Management on Sheskinmore 

• Agri-Environment Schemes 
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5. Results & Discussion 

5.1 Site Management & Land Ownership  

NPWS originally drafted a management plan for the Sheskinmore Lough site which was referred to, 
and managed as a ‘nature reserve’ for 1997-2001, although this was never formally completed. 
Similarly in 2000, a comprehensive five year management plan for West of Ardara/Maas Road SAC 
was drafted, which included guidance for Sheskinmore SPA. There is no current up to date 
management plan for the SPA or SAC, yet the ideal conservation objectives for the sites are still 
relevant; see Table 5.  
 

 
Table 5. Ideal conservation objectives pertaining to Sheskinmore Lough SPA. 
 
Conservation Objective 
 
1. To maintain and enhance the ecological value of priority habitats on the site (including fixed 
dunes with herbaceous vegetation, decalcified fixed dunes with (Empetrum nigrum), Eu-atlantic 
decalcified fixed dunes (Calluno-Ulcitea), orchid rich grasslands, machair and cctive blanket bog).  
 
2. To maintain and enhance the ecological value of semi-natural habitats on the site. 
 
3. To maintain and where possible increase the populations of internationally and nationally 
important species of wintering and breeding birds on the site, and rare and protected plant and 
animal species that are found on the site.  
 
4. To halt all damaging operations within the site and outside the site where they may have a 
detrimental effect on the site itself.  
 
5. To monitor ecological status, changes and the effects of management practices occurring within 
the site. 
 
6. To encourage research on a variety of topics that will contribute to the overall understanding 
and management of this site. 
 
7. To initiate effective liaison between NPWS and other interested parties to achieve all of the 
objectives for the site, including; landowners, land users, the County Council, Birdwatch Ireland, 
REPS Planners, The Department of Agriculture, Food and Fisheries, local authorities, The 
Northern Fisheries Board, third level institutions and any other interested parties, to help achieve 
all of the above objectives. 
 
Source:  NPWS (1997) Management plan for the proposed statutory nature reserves at Sheskinmore  
Lough.  NPWS (2000) Conservation Plan for Natura 2000 Site: West of Ardara/ Maas Road cSAC, 
Sheskinmore SPA and Inishkeel Island SPA, Draft II.   

 
The management plans also highlight threats to the site, which originate largely from anthropogenic 
causes. A ‘lack of Statutory Regulations’, for the then proposed nature reserves is also listed as a 
threat (NPWS 2000); however the sites now afford full Natura 2000 protection. Both sites are actively 
managed by a local conservation ranger who is supported by regional staff, yet there is concern that 
‘staffing levels, with regard to ranger time, for such a large and complex site are very low’ (NPWS 
1997); despite the potentially damaging effect this may have on site management,  staffing levels have 
not since improved. 

Land ownership on the SPA is divided between three main stakeholder groups; private landowners, 
NPWS and Birdwatch Ireland. Agriculture, particularly grazing for beef suckler herds, is the main land 
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Figure 3. Landownership of Sheskinmore SPA; ■ NPWS Ownership (40.62% of SPA) 
■ Private Ownership (55.74% SPA) ■  Birdwatch Ireland Ownership (3.64% of SPA). 
Source: SPA Boundary; National Parks and Wildlife Service GIS online data. Land 
ownership boundaries from regional NPWS data.  

use among private land owners along with some recreational use in the caravan park to the northwest 
of the site. NPWS are ultimately responsible for regulations that bring the Habitats and Birds Directives 
into force and aim to minimize threats which include overgrazing and disturbance through recreational 
use (NPWS 2000). To this end, they have gradually acquired land within the SPA to ensure control 
over land use, in line with the early national approach to protected area governance (Craig 2001). 
Figure 3 shows the land ownership according to stakeholder groups; there is approximately equal 
ownership between private landowners (46.64%), and conservation-oriented organisations (NPWS & 
Birdwatch Ireland totaling 53.36%). Full landownership data is given in Appendix IV.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  

 
 
 
 
All NPWS owned land within the SPA is leased to neighbouring farmers. Because of overgrazing threats, 
this rented land is managed under a written ‘grazing agreement’ which covers ’stocking levels, use of 
fertilisers, timing of hay cutting and the prohibition of goose scaring activities’ (NPWS 1997). Each 
agreement is specific to the tenant, setting out schedules controlling the number of cattle and winter 
grazing in order to maintain the dunes and machair by traditional farming practices that helped to shape 
the site (NPWS 1997).  
 
A ‘widespread loss of secondary feedings sites in the area’ is listed as one of the main reasons why the 
population of the Greenland White-fronted Goose on the site has declined. As a result, fertiliser 
agreements with three private landowners were implemented in 2003 to encourage the Greenland White-
fronted Geese to graze on the site, and as a good will measure for allowing the Geese to use the land. 
Since 2005, fertiliser allowance has decreased, to be phased out completely after 2010. This reflects the 

Figure 3. Landownership of Sheskinmore SPA; ■ NPWS Ownership (50.75% of SPA) 
■ Private Ownership (46.64% SPA) ■  Birdwatch Ireland Ownership (2.61% of SPA)  
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change in conservation objectives that NPWS are now pursuing, taking a whole-habitat approach to 
management rather than focussing on the dwindling Geese populations. 
 
The lowering of the water table at Sheskinmore Lough is a major threat to the site; the decline of open 
water is reported as detrimental to the Slender Naiad, and to feeding and breeding bird populations 
(NPWS 2000). This is due to both natural and anthropogenic causes, namely silt deposition and 
drainage events over the past 60 years. The County Council and Board of Works originally began 
drainage attempts in the 1940s and 1950s (NPWS 2000). Since then, private landowners had been 
draining the Lough to reclaim land for grazing, which, in addition to changes in the grazing regime, has 
resulted in the encroachment of reed bed. This is illustrated in Figure 4, which shows the divided 
ownership of the Lough and the extent of standing water loss since 1907 by comparing Lough boundaries 
from the historical map with aerial images from 2005. After trials of using a ‘soft option’ of using bags of silt 
to slow the outflow of water, a permanent sluice was installed in 1999 to raise the water level (NPWS 
1997).  

 
 

Figure 4. 2005 Aerial image of Sheskinmore Lough showing land ownership boundaries in black 
and the 1907 Lough boundary in yellow. Note the dark blue areas represent standing water; the 
Lough has decreased in size by approximately 75% since 1907.  
Source: Aerial Image; Ordnance Survey Ireland 2005. 1907 Lough Boundary from historical 
maps.  

 
Figure 4. 2005 Aerial image of Sheskinmore Lough showing land ownership boundaries in black 
and the 1907 Lough boundary in yellow. Note the dark blue areas represent standing water; the 
Lough has decreased in size by approximately 75% since 1907.  
Source: Aerial Image; Ordnance Survey Ireland 2005. 1907 Lough Boundary from historical 
maps.   

 
Another feature of interest is the incredibly dynamic dune system at Ballinreavy Strand. Figure 5 shows 
how the dunes have encroached inland since 1907, resulting in a large bay inlet that completely 
transforms the coastline; the eroded sediment deposited easterly, forming an outcrop of land seen clearly 
from the 1907 boundary. NPWS own this part of the SPA, which is important given that natural 
processes on the coastline should be encouraged in order to maintain a mosaic of habitats (Haslett 



 26 

2009). However, this erosion appears to have increased rapidly in the past 20 years, the 1997 SPA 
Management Plan stating that 30m of dunes have eroded between September 1996 and February 1997 
by wind and wave action. Erosion has also been exacerbated by rabbit and livestock grazing; factors 
which are being addressed as part of the site management (NPWS 2000).  
 
At Trawmore Strand to the west, the dunes have encroached inland, however the loss of beach is minimal, 
even appearing to build out seawards. Recreational use near to the caravan park at Trawmore is listed as 
being damaging to some dunes in the area (NPWS 2000). Interestingly, the caravan park was originally 
excluded from the SAC and included within the SPA, however the recent SPA boundary change has 
rectified this; excluding the developed area from the SPA. This is privately owned land.  

 
Figure 5. 2005 Aerial image illustrating the dynamic south and west coasts of Sheskinmore Lough 
SPA, Red outline shows the coastline in 1907, while the Blue outline shows the boundary of the 
Lough, and the river. Note the massive erosion event at Ballinreavy Strand to the South.  
Source: Aerial Image; Ordnance Survey Ireland 2005. 1907 Lough Boundary from historical 
maps.   
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5.2 Stakeholder Interviews 
 
The majority of interviewees were farmers, all of which had an ancestral connection with the land, 
taking on the family business after generations of farming. This is an important setting considering the 
early EU incentives to intensify farming that made traditional practices largely redundant, and the 
subsequent policy reform that then favoured extensive (traditional) farming.  On this basis, most 
interviewees approached the interview with a general mistrust of EU legislation and the imposed 
restrictions on land that had been in the family for generations. As agricultural landowner 2 stated: 
   

‘Years ago we were given money for what we farmed, we could make a living out 
of it,  and now they’ve gone back on all that and are telling us what to do with our 
land, for the wildlife. We’ve had this land in our family for generations, we know 
how to farm-  Brussels has no idea what’s going on in here, its all just rules and 
regulations for them.’                        (ALO-2)   
           

Most farmers were currently engaged in extensive farming, and farmed part time, had other jobs or 
simply farmed as ‘something to do’ (ALO-6). Thus it was likely that no major changes to farming 
practice were necessary under the SPA designation (Murphy et al. 2010). Interestingly two farmers 
also worked in the agri-environment sector of DAFF, while all interviewees had at the very least some 
understanding of conservation and EU environment policy; all were open to voicing their opinions and 
experiences of Natura 2000 legislation.   

 
From the interviews, three main conflicts between land use and conservation on the study site were 
identified; the fundamental concept of conservation as a ‘tidy farm’; the reason for designation of the 
site, and communication with NPWS.  Agri-Environment Schemes were also discussed with regards to 
uptake, management and effects on conservation objectives in light of the new AEOS scheme.  
 
5.2.1 Fundamental Conservation Perceptions: the Tidy Farm Concept 
 
A common notion amongst private, farming landowners was aspect of ‘tidiness’ in relation to 
conservation objectives. This was present on two levels, firstly the fundamental understanding of what 
conservation is; i.e. the concept that conservation equates to a ‘tidy farm’ (Table 6), and secondly a 
reluctance to undertake any environmental measures that would result in an ‘untidy’ aesthetic. 
 

Table 6. Interviewee’s quotes on the ‘tidy farm’ approach to conservation 
 

Stakeholder Quote 
ALO-2 ‘REPS was good for conservation, it tidied up the farms, made 

things look neater …’  
 

ALO-4 ‘In the past conservation was great for making the farms tidier, made 
people get rid of rubbish in the farmyard, that sort of thing.’ 
 

ALO-7 ‘With REPS we were expected to neaten up the farm- it did make a 
difference. You couldn’t have things cluttering up the yards and the 
hedges and all were to be cut back. It was a good conservation 
scheme’ 

  
Dumping waste material is listed as a conservation threat in the site management plans (NPWS 1997; 
2000), indicating some legitimacy to this notion. However a false impression of the importance of 
tidiness in conservation is enforced, if not initiated, by Measure 8 of REPS, which aims to ‘maintain and 
improve visual appearance of farm and farmyard’ (REPS 2007). It states that the farm and farmyard 
should be kept ‘neat and tidy at all times’, and ‘unsightly materials’ such as plastic sheeting, tyres, and 
disused machinery should be taken away, in addition to a host of other measures to ensure the farm is 
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in keeping with the surrounding environment (REPS 2007).  This view is perpetuated through national 
news reports, such as the Irish Independent’s article entitled ‘REPS pays Mayomen to keep the county 
tidy’: 

REPS is great for the likes of our area… It allows us to smarten up the look of the 
land, and provides some money to keep going where it would otherwise be tough 
(Irish Independent, 14 February 1998).  
 

The importance of farm appearance is referred to further under Measure 5 of REPS, which specifically 
addresses maintenance of farm and field boundaries: 
 

The objective of this measure is to conserve and maintain boundary and 
roadside fences, stone walls and hedgerows in the interest of stock control, 
wildlife and scenic appearance of the area (REPS 2007). 

 
In combination with Measure 8, this has proved to be widely misinterpreted, as reported by one 
Teagasc Countryside Management Specialist with regards to REPS 2: 
 

There has been a lack of understanding about hedgerow management and the 
reasons for cutting hedgerows under REPS… Measure 8, which aims to improve 
the visual appearance by tidying up the farm and farmyard, is sometimes 
mistakenly thought to extend to habitats and hedgerows. Some farmers 
mistakenly think hedgerows are being cut to look tidy (Irish Farmers Journal, 3 
November 2007). 

 
This article further states that ‘REPS 3 addressed this issue by stating that the quest for neatness 
should not take precedence over ecological and landscape considerations’. However the wording of 
both Measures 8 and 5 in the REPS Farmer’s Handbook remains largely unaltered throughout the 
REPS schemes, and even so this action does not address the fundamental misconception of 
conservation. This concept is rooted in some traditional views of conservation, and has been identified 
in other AES such as the Environmentally Sensitive Areas (EAS) scheme adopted by the UK in 1987. 
Morrow & Turner (1999) report that the EAS scheme had failed to change traditional views of a neat, 
well drained field as ‘environmentally good’, while wet, undrained fields are ‘environmentally bad’. 
 
Implications of the tidy farm concept extend further when specific management under Natura 2000 
regulations conflict with a ‘tidy’ work ethic.  Agricultural Landowner 2 states that: 
 

‘REPS was supposed to tidy up the farm, but the restrictions [on the SPA] have 
meant the land around here has run wild…. I have already been cautioned over 
spraying [weeds] to tidy the place up.’                     (ALO-2) 

 
Even where there is a clearer understanding of the AES, conservation measures within the SPA cause 
unease regarding farm appearance: 
 

‘I know the conservation measures are good for wildlife but [the land] is going 
wild. You can see it’s out of control.’                     (ALO-8) 

 
The conflict between a tidy landscape and biodiversity conservation is echoed repeatedly throughout 
the literature, and indeed, globally (Burton et al. 2008; Junge et al. 2009; Phillips 1999; Schmitzberger 
et al. 2005).  The cultural preference for a tidy farm originates in some cases because it is seen as 
representative of farmer skill (Burton et al. 2008), and the extent to which the farmer ‘cares’ for the land 
(Kings & Ilbery 2010). Appearance of the landscape is inextricably linked with its perceived value; such 
that favourable land is repeatedly referred to as neat, tidy and presentable (Carr & Tait 1991). This 
concept is also linked to the re-wilding debate, which is being played out to a small extent on the study 
site because of Notifiable Actions that restrict pesticide and herbicide use, resulting in a less ‘managed’ 
landscape. Re-wilding in the form of set-aside was previously introduced as part of the CAP reform in 
the early 1990’s, giving farmers a financial incentive to take land out of production (Bracken & Bolger 
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2006).  This incentive-driven format was widely accepted across the EU (Roberts et al. 2008); however 
within the study site the effects were limited due to the lack of arable land and general mistrust of EU 
legislation at that time:  

 
‘I never bought into the EU payments at the start, I always wanted to farm my 
own way. If you sign up to that you can’t do anything with your land… that’s not 
farming’                        (ALO-5) 

 
Traditional farming is crucial to the management of the site as grazing regimes are needed to maintain 
the mosaic of grasslands and machair (NPWS 1997); indeed, extensive farming is crucial to the 
management of Natura 2000 across the EU (Beaufoy 1998). Therefore there is a fine balance of the 
re-wilding and ‘gardening’ aspects to site management, this regulation leading to misinterpretation and 
creating conflict. Doubts about re-wilding are not surprising, given our culture of ‘gardening’ the 
landscape since early civilization (Hall 2005). However this is amplified by a failure to educate 
landowners about conservation objectives where a degree of re-wilding is necessary; even if this does 
result in an ‘untidy’ farm.  
 
5.2.2 SPA Designation: the qualifying interest 
 

‘The qualifying interest for the SPA is the [Greenland White-fronted] Geese. They 
only use a small area and there are only a few farmers affected by them [so] 
managing the SPA for the geese is not that much of a problem. Usually there are 
about 44 geese here per year, a maximum of 60. They are the species why the 
SPA is designated, but these numbers don’t justify the designation.’        (NPWS) 

 
The 1997 management plan states that Sheskinmore Lough SPA ‘supports a wintering population of 
Greenland White-fronted Goose in nationally important numbers… The site also supports large feeding 
groups of Chough’. Both species are listed on Annex I of the Birds Directive. The number of Greenland 
White-fronted Geese in the SPA has been declining since the 1990’s, NPWS records revealing an 
average of just 40 birds from 2003-2010. However the site is particularly significant for the Geese, as it 
is one of the few flocks still using traditional habitats (NPWS 2010b). Therefore there are valid reasons 
to protect the Greenland White-fronted Geese using this site, but does this justify the SPA designation? 
Furthermore, does it justify the size of the SPA, if the Geese are only use small areas of traditional 
habitats? The site is designated using old datasets under the reasoning that data is needed from a 
time which is comparable across the whole of Ireland (NPWS Regional Staff pers. comm.), despite the 
availability of up to date records.  This has resulted in management difficulties: 
 

‘The designation is based on data which is not relevant anymore. We are under 
an obligation to maintain and enhance a population which isn’t there; I don’t think 
it stands up to scrutiny’.                                          (NPWS) 
 

Article 9 of the Habitats Directive allows for the declassification of an SAC if ‘warranted by natural 
developments’ but this does not apply to the Birds Directive, which in itself has no criteria for 
declassification of a site (Wheeler 2006). Legally a SPA remains designated no matter the condition of 
the qualifying interest, however at Sheskinmore, there is scope for a more robust designation for 
Sheskinmore Lough SPA: 

 
‘It is frustrating that the other bird species present aren’t incorporated into the 
SPA designation. I think this site is worth being an SPA but I would like to see the 
other birds listed the birds of prey for example- it is worth having a larger area 
for. It could have had more justification… It would also make management easier 
in the sense that we have more reasons to conserve it; more acknowledgement 
and more integrity.          (NPWS) 
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At least 97 different bird species have been recorded at Sheskinmore Lough SPA since 2002, 
according to regional records. These are fully listed in Appendix V, and include eight birds listed as 
high conservation concern, and 36 birds listed as medium conservation concern by BirdWatch Ireland 
& RSPB (Lynas et al. 2007).  Therefore it is difficult to see why out of date records are still used as the 
scientific basis for designation, when other important and threatened bird species are present; surely 
resources should be invested in protecting these additional species.   
 
Fittingly, the NPWS regional team is now taking a broader perspective on site management. Since 
2003 NPWS had an agreement with three SPA landowners whereby fertiliser was given in a 
compensatory measure for allowing Geese to graze on their land. This would also improve the quality 
of grass to make it more palatable to the birds. Since the decline of Geese populations, NPWS staff 
are now actively managing the site from a habitat perspective, and for particular species such as the 
Slender Naiad (NPWS Regional Staff pers. comm.). Fertiliser use is not conducive with this shift in 
management, and as such, fertiliser allowance was cut in 2005, and is currently being phased out 
(NPWS Regional Staff pers. comm.). Private landowners have conflicted against this change on three 
levels; i. because they have seen the decline in geese numbers, ii. know that more intensive grazing 
and fertiliser use would create grasslands more palatable to geese, and iii. feel that removing the 
fertiliser agreements has actively decreased geese populations; Table 7.  
 

Table 7. Quotes pertaining to the qualifying interest of the SPA 
 

Stakeholder Quote 
ALO-2  ‘NPWS say that now the geese are no longer the priority of the SPA. 

I don’t disagree with that, but as far as I can see, there are no longer 
geese here.   I haven’t seen two dozen geese out there this year, or 
the last couple of years.’ 
 
‘Previous arrangements with NPWS meant they would give us a few 
tons of fertiliser for keeping the geese- we didn’t have a problem 
with that, it was good for us, and good for the geese, but they have 
stopped all that, and have driven the geese away.’ 
 

ALO-3 ‘The SPA should in part be conserved for the geese. There used to 
be a lot more geese here, but they need good grass- that isn’t 
available to them anymore.’ 

ALO-4 ‘I see the birds and animals that come to that area, grazing birds in 
the meadows are not going to want rough ground that hasn’t been 
fertilised- they’ll look for the good pasture. I think it would be a 
madness if it were stopped fertilising down there as there’d be no 
food for all the birds.’ 

ALO-5 ‘When I was young, the skies here were black with geese. As far as 
I’m concerned there’s no wildlife about now… that place used to be 
full of wildlife… and look at it now, nothing.’ 

  
 
Extreme views were only held by one interviewee (ALO-5); the majority of stakeholders did realise the 
importance of the SPA for wildlife; Table 8. 
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Table 8.  Opinions of stakeholders on the ecological importance of the SPA.  
 

Stakeholder Quote 
ALO-1 ‘Its good that this place is here for future generations- it could be 

worse in other hands – a massive caravan park for instance’ 

ALO-4 ‘I could see without a doubt why it was chosen to be an SPA; it’s a 
nice area…but if left [not grazed], it would be useless for bird 
species. They need farming for the Sheskinmore reserve.’ 

ALO-6 ‘I can see why the area is designated, it’s very unspoiled- it’s not 
changed for the last 30 years.’ 

  
 

The above comment by ALO-4 is typical of stakeholder opinions within the SPA. Birdwatch Ireland’s 
representative had similar views regarding grazing for Geese, and the sluice installed on the Lough: 
 

‘I think the birds at Sheskinmore would benefit from more grazing- the White-fronted 
Geese certainly seem to have moved on’.                     (BW) 

 
‘Waders have suffered, particularly dunlin. The area around the lake used to be a 
beautiful sward of flat vegetation with occasional hummock where they would nest. 
All that is gone, I think from the control of water levels from the sluice. This was put in 
because the lake was being drained.  A much coarser marsh vegetation has taken 
over, which is not suitable for breeding waders. The level’s need to fluctuate more.’     

       (BW) 
 
Farming is needed in the SPA, and this is detailed in the NPWS management plans and grazing 
agreements. However the inconsistency of conservation objectives with the qualifying interest, recent 
biodiversity data and active management creates a fractured approach to conservation within the SPA. 
There is no common aim between NPWS and private landowners, despite an appreciation of wildlife 
from both parties. It is clear that conservation objectives must have integrity to be taken seriously by 
private landowners, and that NPWS staff working with stakeholders should be able to influence the 
designation according to relevant data and important on-site knowledge. Currently, Natura 2000 sites 
are designated by the Site Designation & Plans Unit, with some input from regional staff; 

 
‘Site designation is carried out by the NPWS designation unit. A lot of work is 
contracted out, so the field staff would have some input, but we can’t really take on 
that much- it would require a large chunk of time. We can meet with the contractors. 
We can walk the boundary and discuss the changes, but then that is submitted, and 
other people contribute and make changes.  Lots of other people feed into it.’  

 (NPWS) 
 

It is important that regional involvement is not diluted as it goes through the system. Effective 
communication, not only between NPWS and landowners, but also within the NPWS designation 
system is vital to provide a united approach to conservation within the site. Summarised perfectly by 
ALO-1: 
 

‘The best efforts are going to be if farmers and the Wildlife [service] are going to be 
like peas in a pod, and work together, with a targeted scheme- that’s the kind of thing 
you need.’         (ALO-1) 
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5.2.3 Communication with NPWS 
 
5.2.3.1 Initial Designation 
 
Most landowners said they were not consulted prior to the original designation of the site, some with 
very strong views on how they felt this was unfair; Table 9.  
 

Table 9. Stakeholder opinions on the lack of consultation prior to designation of the site. 
 

Stakeholder Quote 
ALO-1 NPWS need to consult landowners on an individual basis, to see 

how best the land should be managed, especially since the land 
here is extensively farmed. The rules and regulations are 
confusing for older folk, they won’t understand it. It’s not fair on 
them. 
 

ALO-2  We were not consulted pre-designation, which is a terrible 
thing. Site boundaries are done by someone in an office, its 
not the same on the ground. Duchas are hated because of the 
lines drawn on your land to designate it 
 

ALO-3   [When the land was designated]  NPWS asked if we’d sell the 
our land, and when we declined they told us that we wouldn’t be 
able to develop the land any further. That was it. 
 

ALO-4 As far as I can see, no one was consulted, and this is our land. 
Suddenly we’re not allowed to do with it what we want. 
 

ALO-5 No one came to me to talk about it, the next I knew there are 
rules and regulations on my land.  
 

ALO-6 They [NPWS] didn’t consult me when the SAC was designated; I 
haven’t met them 
 

  
 
Far from being site-specific, the problem of stakeholder consultation has been seen nation-wide 
following implementation of the Habitats Directive.  Laffan & Mahoney (2005) quote IFA Chairman 
Michael Holmes at the time of the initial designations, in their report on early Natura 2000 
implementation: 
 

In the first place, farmers are not being consulted about their land being 
designated as an SAC. There has been no discussion on compensation for 
farmers and no details of the restrictions to be imposed on farming practices or 
appeal structures (Laffan & Mahoney 2005). 

 
In 2002, consultation with stakeholders was still seen as an ‘ongoing problem’ according to the 
European Commission’s working paper on Natura 2000 (EC 2002). It refers to the lack of detail 
regarding the consultation process for Natura 2000 sites, and comments on how this differs across the 
Member States. It also states that ‘The Commission is not involved at this stage and has no powers to 
intervene in the differing procedures followed in Member States’ (EC 2002). Thus, the method of 
notification and level of consultation during designation of Natura 2000 sites is left to the Member 
State’s discretion. In Ireland, the 2001 National Biodiversity Report detailed actions including the need 
for consultation with affected landowners and the public during site-specific management plans. The 
CBD expected to see a greater, more specific emphasis on stakeholder involvement in protected area 
management in the Fourth National Reports (that were to be submitted in 2009).  This was outlined 
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specifically in reporting goals 1.4 and 2.2., summarised in Table 10, which also shows Ireland’s 
implementation of these goals. Note the inclusion of stakeholder involvement in the conservation 
management plans for SACs.  
 

Table 10. The Convention on Biological Diversity reporting goals for the Fourth National Reports.  
 
Goal 1.4. To substantially improve site-based protected area planning and management. 
 
CBD Target 

 
All protected areas to have effective management in existence by 2012, 
using participatory and science-based site planning processes that 
incorporate clear biodiversity objectives, targets, management strategies 
and monitoring programmes, drawing upon existing methodologies and a 
long-term management plan with active stakeholder involvement 

Ireland 
Implementation 

Site Inspection Reporting Programme and Conservation Management 
Planning for Natura 2000 sites will improve protected area planning and 
management.  
 

Goal 2.2. To enhance and secure involvement of indigenous and local communities and 
relevant stakeholders. 
 
CBD Target 

 
Full and effective participation by 2008, of indigenous and local 
communities, in full respect of their rights and recognition of their 
responsibilities, consistent with national law and applicable 
international obligations, and the participation of relevant stakeholders, in 
the management of existing, and the establishment 
and management of new, protected areas.  

Ireland 
Implementation 

An appeals procedure for landowners in Natura 2000 sites is in place. 
Consultation with local communities as part of conservation management 
plans for SACs exists. There is local public participation in the making of 
Local Area Plans and Development Plans. 
 

 
Source: CBD (2004) Targets taken from the Convention on Biological Diversity: Guidelines for the 
IVth National Report.  CBD(2010) Ireland Implementation taken from the IVth National Report to the 
Convention on Biological Diversity: Ireland.   

 
 
 
5.2.3.2 Designation in 2010 
 
The recent re-designation of the SPA boundary in 2010 is an ideal opportunity to see if the CBD 
reporting goals are being implemented at the local scale. Regional NPWS staff believe that stakeholder 
involvement is improving via the Site Designation & Plans Unit; 

 
 ‘A lot is done by notifying in public places, newspapers etc. Very little if any was 
done through consulting with landowners and tracing ownership in the past. I 
think they are changing that now’.                 (NPWS) 
                   

 
Landowners were notified of the new SPA boundaries and the appeals procedure made known. 
However the amount of consultation regarding the site was still felt to be lacking, and the notifications 
impersonal:  
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‘Recently they have re-done the boundaries which has really annoyed some of 
the farmers; it appeared in the paper, and the following Monday we got a circular 
posted. Was just a general letter, which wasn’t even addresses properly.’ 

             (ALO-3) 
 
‘There was no consultation whatsoever- we got maps two months ago saying it 
was an SPA and that’s the first we knew about it. It’s far too down the line to 
appeal- it just gets messy, because no one likes appeals. They are relying on the 
fact that no one will appeal.’                  (ALO-4) 

 
It therefore appears that despite the promising CBD report, there is still much to be done to ensure 
effective stakeholder involvement in the study site.  
 
5.2.3.3 Management on Sheskinmore 
 
Even with unsatisfactory consultation, in practice the majority of landowners did not have a problem 
with the active management of the site, since their already extensive farming systems meant that their 
farming regimes remained largely unaltered following designation; Table 11.  
 

Table 11.  Attitudes of stakeholders regarding changes to management practice 
following SPA designation.  

 
Stakeholder Quote 
ALO-1 We didn’t have any problems with it though- it [the designation] 

didn’t stop us from doing anything. 
 

ALO-3 The designation doesn’t really affect how we use the land; we 
don’t want to extend the business, we are quite happy with what 
we have. 
 

ALO-4 The regulations didn’t affect me in any way- I only had very small 
cattle numbers, only a few cows and never used to fertilise the 
area; the cows just kept to stop area from overgrowing. 
 

ALO-5 I have grazing agreement with them- a five year lease with them. 
They allow for larger stock than I want to. Happy enough with the 
agreement, it’s alright. 
 

  
 

The site is primarily managed by the local NPWS ranger; landowners knew her and had a good 
relationship with her, although contact was limited since few had problems with the site management. 
Where conflict had occurred however, it originated from planning and development issues on 
designated land. Actual planning issues were restricted to one or two landowners, however opinions 
about the unfairness of planning restrictions remained strong amongst the neighbouring stakeholders, 
with the impact it hand on land value a common theme throughout the interviews; Table 12.  
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Table 12. Attitudes of stakeholders towards planning restrictions and land value 
within the SPA. 

 
Stakeholder Quote 
ALO-2 ‘I can see how these rules & restrictions work for intensive 

farming, but I’ve only got a few cattle. The restrictions and 
designation need to be more considered. 
 
The land is being devalued as a result of Natura 2000 restrictions; 
you can’t farm it properly, develop it or build on it, or sell it for a 
reasonable price [because of the land use restrictions]. If NPWS 
want to but the land, they should pay the premium, but they 
won’t.’ 
 
I could have had 5 windmills on the back of my land, each getting 
12-15 grand a year, but I know they won’t let it.  
Interviewer: Have you asked for permission yet? 
No, but there’s no way they’d allow it.  
 

ALO-3 I’m certain these farmers would want to sell their land after REPS 
finishes as they depend on the money from Europe; however 
people are suspicious that they won’t get what the land is worth. 

ALO-4 Farmers have been stopped from building on their own land and I 
don’t think that’s fair 

ALO-5 ‘My children won’t be in farming; anyone who depends on the 
land won’t get too much out of it. The land has lost value because 
of the conservation- you can’t build on it, cant do anything with it.’ 
 

ALO-8 ‘I don’t think its fair- a person should be entitled to do what they 
want on their own land. It’s no help to farmers, they wont let you 
use fertilisers or anything like that. And according to the 
documents we’ve got, its going to get worse.  The next door farm 
has been stopped from developing their land because of this.’ 
 

  
 
Pre-occupation with land rights has overshadowed conservation issues on a regional scale, as 
reported in The Irish Times;  
 

Almost all of the "frequently asked questions" on the Natura section of the National 
Parks and Wildlife Service website, which designates Natura 2000 sites in Ireland, is 
dedicated to reassuring farmers about their property rights under the scheme, rather 
than stressing the benefits of conservation to the public at large (The Irish Times, 20 
September 2008). 
 

The issue in the study site appears to lie with the perception of restrictions rather than a tangible 
management problem with planning permission. This ‘ghost issue’ is still harmful for protected area 
management since landowner attitudes will determine the long term success of a conservation 
scheme, and will impact on land management at all levels (Beedell & Rahman 2000). Environmental 
attitudes are often rooted in underlying cultural values and religious beliefs, such as the individualist 
Christian predominance over nature, and historical connections with the land (Sarigöllü 2009). In 
Ireland, the 17th Century Cromwellian conquest and the Land War of 1879 have inextricably linked land 
rights with a strong sense of nationalism (Boyce 1982; Winstanley 1984). Following the Land War, the 
1881 Irish Land Act contributed to the elimination of (mainly British) landlordism and changed the 
structure of the Irish land tenure system, allowing tenants to have a lawful stake in the land, and 
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negotiate fair rent (Kane 2000). Because of this history, land tenure, specifically in relation to non-Irish 
control (i.e. Britain, now the EU) is a highly emotive topic that has been perpetuated for political gain 
with respect to environmental policy in recent years; see Policy Review.  
 
Land tenure and planning restriction issues therefore need to be handled in a sensitive, targeted way, 
so that preconceptions of EU environment policy do not become a barrier to conservation. More 
environmentally aware farmers are more influenced by conservation objectives than farm management 
(Beedell & Rahman 2000); therefore education is a key factor, with AES training programmes a 
successful catalyst to changing farmers attitudes (Lobley et al. 2010). In this respect, a comprehensive 
education programme that allows landowners to develop informed opinions of Natura 2000 would be 
invaluable if integrated into the site designation procedure. Studies on individual attitudes to 
environmental issues are numerous and cover a variety of complex behavioural factors (Ajzen 1991; 
Blake 2001; Burton et al. 2008; Hodge 2001).  Tanner (1999) summarises behavioural influences as 
internal, subjective factors or external, objective constraints. Both factors must be taken into account in 
order to actively engage landowners with conservation objectives, on a cognitive, affective and 
behavioural level, in order to achieve a sustainably positive attitude towards conservation (Lorenzoni et 
al. 2007). Incorporating the economic value of conservation into the concept of land value is also an 
important conservation tool (Goodman et al. 1998; Pagiola et al. 2004; Turner et al. 1994). Quantifying 
ecological value in monetary terms could eventually lead to a more economics-based approach to AES 
payments, and increase land value as a result.  
 
 
5.2.4 Agri-Environment Schemes 
 
Uptake of REPS in the region was good, with approximately 70-80% of farmers committing to the 
scheme (RP). Within the study site, all private landowners received the Single Farm Payment, and the 
majority were part of a REPS scheme. Interestingly the two eldest landowners did not enter REPS as 
they felt the measures would be too restrictive, despite their already very extensive farming approach.  
 

‘I do get the Single Farm Payment. But I’m not in REPS; you can’t do anything in 
REPS, your lands not your own. It’s too restrictive on what you can do. People 
have been getting good money out of it for 15 years, but I don’t want anything to 
do with it.’                           (ALO-5) 
 
‘The Single Farm Payment is vital. I wouldn’t be able to farm otherwise you know 
as you don’t get much for cattle and it’s so expensive to keep them. The SFP 
doesn’t really affect how I manage the farm. I don’t want to go on the REPS 
scheme; I don’t want them to have say over my stock. They won’t let me have 
them on the land over winter. I leave them out [over winter]… I wouldn’t have 
anything to do with it’,                                           (ALO-8) 

 
Otherwise, attitudes towards the REPS scheme were positive, and the REPS subsidies seen as vital 
for the viability of farming in the area, since production costs are high and cattle prices declining; Table 
13. This is in line with findings from Wilson (1997) who concluded that participation in AES is 
dependent on farmer age and attitude, with younger farmers more open to new schemes and more 
willing to adapt to new farming practices.  
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Table 13. Attitudes of stakeholders towards the economic benefits of REPS.  
 

Stakeholder Quote 
ALO-1 ‘The truth is, the profit from the farmer, is the cheque through the 

door [AES Schemes], and for some of that money they have to 
put back into the cattle.  25 years ago mature cattle were making 
£1,000 each, but you wouldn’t get that from them today, you need 
the subsidies.’ 

ALO-2 ‘I am now dependant on REPS money; on average my cows will 
make €600 each [not much more than they were worth 30 years 
ago], so it doesn’t add up- what they earn in themselves, plus the 
single farm payment- that goes totally back into the farm. So then 
your REPS, if you’re very mean using it that might make up your 
wage.’ 

ALO-4 ‘REPS has been very beneficial; a huge source of income for 
farming in an environmentally friendly manner I definitely think 
farms would go under if there were no REPS money; in the west 
of Donegal where the land isn’t that great I can definitely see a 
problem.’ 

  
 
 
Extensive farming within the SPA meant that there were few major changes to land management for 
those who opted into REPS (RP), and interviewees in REPS felt the scheme was too restrictive. On the 
contrary, with the phasing out of REPS and the new scheme AEOS being introduced in the weeks that 
the interviews took place, there was concern regarding farming prospects post-REPS.  

 
‘Once REPS is phased out we’ll have to look at the whole situation again as to 
how we are going to farm going into the future. For the small amount of land we 
have, and the resources we have, I don’t know if it’ll be viable. Regarding AEOS; 
there is no guaranteed funding for that after this year. We will apply if there is.’  
               (ALO-4) 

 
‘People are depending on REPS, they will struggle to farm when it finishes. I 
haven’t applied for AEOS yet; I can’t apply for it while I’m still on REPS. I’ve heard 
the maximum is €5,000. I’m getting more than that now, also the planners fee for 
REPS is about €1,300 for a five year plan and I’d have to pay that again for the 
new scheme.’                        (ALO-6) 

 
The environmental impact of REPS ending was also discussed; private landowners recognised that the 
lower payments and the area-based approach of AEOS is likely to encourage farmers to put more land 
into production; Table 14. 
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Table 14.  Stakeholder opinions on AEOS and the termination of REPS. 
 

Stakeholder Quote 
ALO-3 ‘After REPS is over, there will be a serious deterioration of 

income. We might be tempted to extend [production]. 
Farmers who lose REPS are not going to be very content to 
make space for wildlife. It’s acceptable to do nothing because 
they were getting this payment from it, but they will be 
tempted to balance the income with something else [loss of 
habitat]. People who were getting €8-9,000 are now going to 
get €3000. Things are tighter now so they will have to use the 
land differently.’ 
 

ALO-4 ‘For farmers it has to be financially viable to continue. There 
has been a huge amount of good work done by REPS; but 
NPWS, green party, conservation bodies have let it slip away 
and for NPWS in particular who work hand in hand with 
farmers will rue the day that this is finished. Because farmers 
will abide by the rules if they are in a scheme and there is a 
payment coming. But when this stops, I know farmers very 
well, I work with them every day- and they are going to do 
what they like. All the small woodlands on farms will all go to 
the diggers- all non grazable areas will go, which is a huge 
loss of habitat. There will be a huge change because any 
land they were keeping for habitats and set aside – they’ll put 
it back into production.’ 

RP ‘It [AEOS] definitely will affect environmental issues; people 
just won’t take up the scheme. Even within the scheme, you 
can also intensify some areas of your land. Farmers will not 
take on environmental measures if there is nothing in it for 
them. if they are getting €5,000 but having to spend it all on 
the [Agri-environment] measures, then they wont care that its 
about the environment [as there is no gain] if its break even, 
then why bother? There has to be an incentive there for them 
to do it.’ 
 

  
 
NPWS staff stated that the environmental effects of AEOS for land within the SPA would be minimal 
considering the Notifiable Actions still stand. However I believe that the financial rewards of the REPS 
scheme encourages farmers to take into account environmental action more readily than the new 
scheme will allow, and that this will have some impact on attitudes towards conservation, even if action 
remains restricted.  In AEOS, land within Natura 2000 sites will get more money than non-designated 
land, however according to the REPS planner, problems still exist;  
 

‘…the payment [for Natura 2000 land] now is just €75 per hectare, while the 
payment for species rich grassland is €314 per hectare. It doesn’t make a lot of 
sense because these are the areas Brussels told us to preserve. Now they are 
talking about upping the [Natura 2000] payment to €150, and if you have species 
rich grassland on that area, then giving you the €314 but in this SAC, that will be 
in the minority as most of the land is Blanket Bog.’                     (RP) 

 
Currently, this still stands, with farmers set to get just €75 for land within a SPA; over three times less 
than the Natura 2000 payment under REPS4 (AEOS 2010a). As stated by the REPS Planner (above), 
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the highest payments under AEOS are for Traditional Hay Meadows and Species Rich Grassland, at 
€314 per hectare; few landowners in the study site will benefit from this level of payment.  
 
There is an expectation that REPS planners, DAFF, and NPWS work together on the implementation 
and enforcement of the AES since there is a common aim to meet EU conservation objectives.  
However this was not found to be the case. The REPS planner stated that they didn’t have much 
contact with NPWS; 
 

‘I’d only ask NPWS for advice if there was an issue with a habitat that a farmer 
wanted to [change] for  some reason and under the SFP; for example you wont 
get paid for scrubland [bracken], but if this is on an SAC you’ll need to get 
permission from Duchas. Otherwise we don’t have anything to do with them 
when drawing up the plans’.                                                                             (RP) 

 
NPWS stated that their involvement in AES is mainly from an enforcement perspective; 
 

‘We feed into REPS; we cross report damage to the qualifying interest to the 
Department of Agriculture, which can then withhold SFP and REPS money. 
There are still spot checks by the department of agriculture, but we look at SPAs 
and SACs, and if there is damage being done we are essentially the one’s who 
will report it. The Department of Agriculture have a cross compliance department 
who are responsible to do spot checks on farms- anyone can report something, 
but in reality it is us, and as it’s such a tight community no on wants to become 
involved with reporting damage.’                (NPWS)  
 

The issue of enforcement was concerning for NPWS. DAFF is responsible for conducting on the spot 
farm checks to ensure that farmers are adhering to the specifications of their AES agreement (DAFF 
n/d).  However both the weighty political influence of the IFA and the competency of DAFF staff to 
carry out thorough checks are concerning: 

 
‘The IFA is disproportionately powerful. When NPWS pushed for greater 
enforcement, there was a backlash from the IFA. When the cross compliance 
enforcement approach came out, we were doing it- and we did it well. But then 
because of the changes in the Department [DAFF], staff were re-trained by way 
of a 2 day course, as environmental enforcement officers, - the reality is that 
enforcement of cross compliance isn’t good enough at the moment.’        (NPWS) 
 
‘The Department [DAFF] aren’t in the position to give FAIR enforcement- it is too 
biased. I have had some good experiences with reporting damage, but I have no 
confidence that there are sufficient spot checks to deal with the damage before it 
gets worse. There is not enough expertise in the staff. When we inspected it that 
year, we heard that there was political pressure on the Department of Agriculture 
to inspect the most remote farms- the most unlikely to be causing any damage. 
And we were going to the most remote farms. The systems and procedures can 
always be thwarted along the way- there are political interests.’              (NPWS) 

 
There is clearly a lack of faith in DAFF to ensure that REPS is followed accurately, and this has even 
more weight considering the new AEOS scheme which is not a whole-farm system is going to be more 
difficult to police. The number of agencies involved in land management in Natura 2000 sites and over-
lap of responsibilities mean that each agencies ‘roles and responsibilities aren’t clearly defined’ 
(NPWS), causing conflict hindered further by the lack of common vision amongst departments. The 
complexity of this multi-departmental input is illustrated in Figure 6, while agency responsibilities are 
detailed in Table 15. 
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Figure 6. Diagram illustrating the complex interaction of government agencies and other 
stakeholders in meeting the conservation objectives of Natura 2000 site protection.  
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Table 15. The various responsibilities of government agencies and departments with regards to 
agriculture and Natura 2000 protective legislation  
 
Agency Responsibility 

• Development and implementation of national and EU schemes in 
support of Agriculture, Food, Fisheries, Forestry and Rural 
Environment. 

The Department 
of Agriculture, 
Fisheries and 
Food (DAFF) • Regulation of the agriculture, fisheries, and food industries through 

national and EU legislation. 
 

Department of Environment, Heritage & Local Government 
• To designate and advise on the protection of SACs, SPAs and 

Natural Heritage Areas (NHAs) having particular regard to the need 
to consult with interested parties. 

 
• To make the necessary arrangements for the implementation of 

National and EU legislation and policies and for the ratification and 
implementation of the range of international Conventions and 
Agreements relating to the natural heritage. 

Regional 
Management 

• Implementation and enforcement of the Wildlife 
Acts 1976-2000 and the Regulations which 
bring the Habitats and Birds Directives into 
force. 

Biodiversity 
Policy Unit 

• EU policy relating to bio-diversity and nature 
conservation. 

Site Designation 
& Plans Unit 

• Site designation and notification of 
stakeholders for SACs and SPAs. 

National Parks 
and Wildlife 
Service (NPWS) 

 

 

 

Site Protection 
Unit 

• Implementation of Arbitration scheme arising 
from Notifiable Actions. 

 
Source: NPWS (2010c) Organisation chart. DAFF (2010) Functions of the Department.   

 
 
Based on Table 15, DAFF actions will have some implications for areas of conservation interest; 
however it is clear that their responsibilities are focused on support of, and development of agriculture 
and its impact on the rural environment. Inspections procedures for cross compliance schemes are 
detailed are carried out both on a risk analysis basis, and on randomly chosen farms (DAFF n/d). 
There is clearly some overlap in enforcement with the Site Protection Unit and site inspections by 
DAFF, where perhaps there needs to be more clarity on how this is handled within Natura 2000 sites. 
More broadly the implementation of EU Directives is shared amongst NPWS units; intra-departmental 
communication is vital here.   
 
Considering the interplay of multi- departmental involvement in land use on designated sites in Ireland, 
some landowners called for an alternative system to the standard AES schemes on these sites: 
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‘I think you can’t have a blanket REPS scheme- especially for this area which 
has environmental things attached to it- there has to be a REPS which is more 
targeted and more sustainable.’                       (ALO-1) 
       

 
This was available to some extent, in the form of NPWS Farm Schemes that enabled a more tailored 
approach to habitat conservation. Within the study site, NPWS Farm Schemes were implemented via 
grazing agreements with tenants renting NPWS land. All interviewees under this scheme were happy 
with the arrangement; this reflects a targeted approach that is easier to enforce since regional staff 
know what should be happening on the land. It is a clearer, effective system, without departmental 
cross-over and confusing bureaucracy, making the recent cuts to the scheme very concerning.  
 
 
6. Conclusion & Recommendations  
 
Stakeholder interviews highlighted several areas of conflict between private land owners and 
conservation objectives in the study site. In light of these conflicts, can Natura 2000 work as a 
conservation tool, and how can site management be improved to ensure conservation objectives are 
being met? During the interviews, NPWS staff agreed that on a large scale, Natura 2000 is an 
important piece of legislation that enables government agencies to work together to mitigate damage 
from major developments (e.g. large scale road construction). In situations such as this, all parties 
‘understand the designation’ so legal protection of the site can be carried out. However Natura 2000 is 
less effective at the small scale, on protected areas of private land: 

 
‘…when it comes down to small individual land owners who maybe know 
about the designation, but don’t really know what that implies and see this as 
‘their’ land, and they want to do something on it… the first port is not to 
consult NPWS but to carry out the act, and then someone comes along and 
stops them, or tries to reverse it. That’s when it’s really hard to try and make 
this work. They don’t really seriously consider that NPWS has a say over 
how their land is used.’                 (NPWS)   

 
It is immediately apparent that if Natura 2000 is going to work, landowners need to be actively engaged 
in the scheme and made fully aware of why and how the legislation affects land use; this is a critical 
step not only for conservation within the study site, but across all protected area management 
(Bouwma et al. 2010). 
 
This approach has proved successful in the study site with the NPWS grazing agreements. Although 
these agreements only apply to land rented from NPWS, this simple targeted approach ensures both 
the tenants and NPWS fully understand the management regimes.  NPWS have full control over the 
terms and conditions of the agreement, and regional staff are able to monitor and enforce where 
necessary without cross-reporting with any other agency.  
 
Recommendation 1 
 
Where possible, agreements under the NPWS Farm Plan should be encouraged and designed to 
complement the new AEOS. Given concerns over the impact of AEOS on both conservation aims and 
farmer income, NPWS should take this opportunity to expand the Farm Plan Scheme, thereby gaining 
more control over Natura 2000 land so that it can be more efficiently protected.  
 
 
The premise of the NPWS Farm Plan has wider relevance for protected area management, as it allows 
for more influence from the bottom-up and a face-to-face dialogue with the governing body.  This gives 
more plasticity, important for the study site given the dynamic coastline that encompasses SPA 
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boundaries, and has implications globally as the effects of climate change will demand more flexible 
conservation objectives (Hossell et al. 2003). 
 
 
6.1 Improvements to AEOS 
 
AEOS should complement NPWS objectives and not draw on their already stretched resources. As 
such, the following recommendations are advised.  
 
Recommendation 2 
 
AEOS should be reviewed to incorporate more species-specific measures, and allow for the inclusion 
of several different conservation objectives within one plan.  
 
 
Recommendation 3 
 
Payments of AEOS should reflect the economic value of natural processes within each habitat type; 
giving a true sense of land value.  
 
 
Recommendation 4  
 
Site inspections for AEOS schemes should be carried out by adequately trained staff, and reports 
made public to allow for transparency across government agencies. Cross-reporting damage by NPWS 
should still be incorporated, but not relied upon as an enforcement measure.  
 
 
6.2 Conservation from the Bottom–Up 
 
There have been numerous studies on protected area governance; most concluding that sustainable 
management requires a balance of both bottom-up and top-down control (Berkes 2004; Hayes & 
Ostrom 2005; Jones & Burgess 2005).  Incorporating both approaches enables stakeholders to feel 
valued and the conservation objectives understood, while external enforcement ensures that damaging 
‘free-riding’ behaviour is limited  (Pretty & Smith 2004). The EU requires that Natura 2000 management 
incorporates stakeholder input and at first sight, the Sheskinmore Lough SPA appears to adhere to 
this, with a local ranger who is known to all landowners acting within the site. However on closer 
inspection, landowners have little if any say in site management, aside from opting in or out of an AES; 
this was no more prevalent than when the designation of the site was discussed. The following 
sections discuss the incorporation of a more bottom-up approach to management of the study site, and 
indeed, for protected areas across the Natura 2000 network.  
 
6.2.1 Building Social Capital and Bridging the Gap 
 
Bottom-up conservation is a neo-populist approach, which by definition is inclusive and empowering to 
local stakeholders (Blaikie & Jeanrenaud 1997; Brown 2002). This requires some understanding of the 
social complexities of stakeholders in order to build social capital (a trust-based concept of cooperation 
between stakeholders to overcome common action problems; Brehm & Rahn 1997) that will perpetuate 
conservation orientated behaviour.  Social sciences have traditionally been ignored in conservation, yet 
there is a recent movement towards bridging the gap between ecological and sociological 
understanding of protected area governance (Adams & Hutton 2007; Escobar 2004).  At the study site, 
the local ranger is the obvious candidate to bridge this gap; landowners saw the ranger as a welcome, 
trustworthy and hard working individual, ideal for fostering social capital in the region, and 
knowledgeable about the ecological aspects of the site. 
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Recommendation 5 
 
Additional support should be given to the local site ranger, so that stakeholder relationships can be 
strengthened. Staff shortages should be addressed and noted as an important restriction to effective 
management on the site.  
 
 
In any site, sufficient capital should be invested in regional governance teams that are familiar with 
local concerns and trusted by the community. These are key actors and highly valuable when 
coordinating stakeholder groups.  
 
6.2.2 Communication & Education 
 
Consultation with landowners at the point of site designation is the ideal time to get stakeholder input.   
At this stage governing bodies can set out the conditions of the designation, and objections can be 
openly discussed so that landowners’ voices are heard and acted upon. When concerns are raised at 
such an early stage in the process, public engagement can be fostered via ‘targeted and tailored 
information provision’ through education schemes and further meetings (Lorenzoni et al. 2007).  
 
Recommendation 6 
 
Since the site has already recently been re-designated, consultation with stakeholder should be 
encouraged through the production of an up to date management plan. The management plan should 
set out clarified conservation objectives and include explanations of stakeholder concerns in writing. All 
stakeholders should have access to the management plan.  
 
 
Recommendation 7  
 
For the dissemination of information, knowledge updates and conflict mitigation, regular site meetings 
with landowners and regional staff are recommended. Landowners should be encouraged to attend by 
the local ranger, but other regional staff should always be present as support.  
 
 
The familiarity of site communities should also be used to distribute information. As with the study site, 
all landowners were aware of neighbours concerns with the SPA designation, giving rise to the ‘ghost 
issue’ of planning restrictions and a common disgruntled attitude towards EU policy. However this 
familiarity should instead be used to dispel misunderstandings about conservation (such as the ‘tidy 
farm’ notion) and ensure that all stakeholders are aware of the reason for designation, and exactly how 
the restrictions will help conserve the features of interest. Sensitive issues such as those pertaining to 
land rights and planning restrictions can also be explained at this juncture.  
 
6.2.3 Departmental Involvement 

 
Inter and intra-departmental management is required for most sites, but where this affects designation, 
local involvement should not be diluted as information passes through various departments.  
 
Recommendation 8 
  
Accurate and up to date records that provide evidence pertaining to the qualifying interest of the site 
should be kept and disseminated amongst agencies and stakeholders.  
 
 
Regular reviews of these records will allow for management approaches to be continually assessed, so 
that strategies are flexible and responsive (Struhsaker et al. 2005). Viewing protected area 
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management as a process rather than a fixed solution gives this flexibility (Adams & Hutton 2007; 
Jones & Burgess 2005); this is important not only within the study site which is undergoing curtailment 
of REPS and the NPWS Farm Plans, but also given the imminent changes from the 2013 CAP reform 
and post 2010 biodiversity targets. Streamlining processes so that NPWS to have full control over 
actions within Natura 2000 sites (i.e. including any AES involvement) would help to retain the integrity 
of local involvement and simplify the process so that management is closely followed on a regional 
basis. Again, expansion of the NPWS Farm Plans would facilitate this, with payments redirected from 
DAFF AES schemes to fund increased regional staffing, enforcement officers and Farm Plan 
payments.  
 
6.2.4 Incentives 
 
Financial incentives clearly have an important place in protected area governance, as discussed 
through AES in the study site. NPWS stated that ‘having something to offer… would help the 
designations to be welcomed’.  The NPWS farm Plans currently reimburse landowners for costs of 
environmental measures and cover the financial losses incurred as a result of the scheme. However 
there is no additional payment as seen in REPS and AEOS. If more tailored AES are to be 
encouraged, this is an important factor. However non-financial incentives should also be used; studies 
have shown that where there is focus on skill development and inclusive decision-making, this can 
prove to be a more sustainable incentive that monetary gains (Agrawal & Gisbon 1999; Berkes 2004; 
Pretty & Smith 2004). 
 
Recommendation 9 
 
An additional payment should be included in the NPWS Farm Plan Scheme that goes beyond 
reimbursing expenses. Emphasis on the importance of skillful, traditional farming practice for 
conservation benefit should also be included.  
 
 
6.2.5 Restrictions 
 
Encouraging stakeholder involvement and dealing with the administrative follow-up, dissemination of 
education materials and the creation and maintenance of social capital will clearly be costly. Given the 
already strained conservation budget and the uncertainty of this investment, it may be that the cost of 
bottom-up involvement is unmanageable (Evans & Klinger 2008). However the long-term costs of 
losing these habitats through lack of stakeholder involvement may be even more difficult to bear. To 
this effect, umbrella organisation Wildlife & Countryside Link has recently published a plea to the UK 
government not to ‘cut the countryside’; given the already slim budgets conservation agencies already 
work with (WCL 2010).  Ultimately, it is the landowners who have the capacity to influence habitats for 
better or worse, and it is vitally important that they are made aware of the conservation importance of 
their land, and understand consequences of designation. We also have a moral duty to include 
landowners’ opinions and knowledge, as land has been farmed throughout generations, forming a rich 
heritage and important knowledge base. Including stakeholders is a complex procedure, but, on the 
basis of these interviews, is an important step that will clear up misunderstandings of EU legislation 
and ultimately ensure the long term protection of the site.  
 

7. Reflection 
 
My reasons for undertaking this study were founded in my belief that local communities are the key to 
any conservation success, and that local opinion and skill is often undermined and overlooked when 
carrying out site management. I believe, given the correct information, most residents have a vested 
interest in their environment and want to work together to help protect it. Of course, certain actors will 
always exploit the land for financial gain or otherwise, else there would be no need for site designations; 
however as we begin to understand the importance and fragility of our natural heritage,  now more than 
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ever we all have a responsibility as custodians of the land. With this viewpoint, I was interested in how 
EU-wide legislation can be implemented on a site level; does it allow for local stakeholders to be 
involved, and if so, do they want to be? My personal view clearly sets me on a biased exploration of the 
importance of stakeholders in Natura 2000; however the interviews literally speak for themselves. 
Landowners spoke emotively about their land rights and the regulations of Natura 2000, but they also 
appreciated the wildlife of the region, and were keen that it was preserved. That is not to say there is no 
place for top-down management. Enforcement of Natura 2000 policy and AES is an extremely important 
part of site management, especially given the disgruntled attitude towards some of the more restrictive 
measures. In this respect, a major constraint of the study was the lack of involvement from the 
Department of Agriculture, Food and Fisheries. Although represented to some extent by the REPS 
Planner, I would have liked to get more input about AES regulation from DAFF, and get more insight on 
their perception of conservation in Ireland to give a more balanced argument.  
 
A more detailed study of farmer attitudes would also have been useful. Beedell & Rahman (2000) 
recommend using social-psychology models for studying farmer attitudes that relate behaviour to 
underlying beliefs. This would give a greater understanding of the farmer attitudes and help to create a 
targeted education programme for the study site. Rather, this study gives a baseline understanding of 
the types of conflict that occur within management of a Natura 2000 site, using purely descriptive 
methods. Variables including age, succession of the farm and alternative employment could have been 
investigated further to give a more structured context to the interviews, and allow for a more detailed 
comparison of attitudes.  
 
As an initial investigation, this study gives a helpful summary of the types of conflict and management 
successes within Sheskinmore SPA. Although management recommendations are somewhat idealistic, 
I hope that they will contextualize some of the problems faced by regional staff, and point to the 
solutions for effective site management.  
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9. Appendices 
 
Appendix I: Basic and Supplementary Measures that are undertaken for REPS4.  
 
Basic Measures 
 

1 Nutrient Management Plan 
2 Grassland and Soil Management 
3 Protect and maintain watercourses, waterbodies and wells 
4 Retain Wildlife Habitats 
5 Maintain farm and field boundaries 
6 Restricted use of Pesticides and Fertilisers 
7 Establish biodiversity buffer strips surrounding features of historical and archaeological 

interest 
8 Maintain and improve visual appearance of farm and farmyard 
9 Tillage crop production 

10 Training in environmentally friendly farming practices 
11 Maintaining farm and environmental records.  

 
Supplementary Measures 
 

1 Conservation of wild bird habitats (corncrakes only 
2 Traditional Irish Orchards 
3 Conservation of animal genetic resources (rare breeds) 
4 Riparian Zones 
5 Linnet Habitats 
6 Low-Input spring cereals 
7 Minimum tillage 
8 Traditional sustainable grazing 
9 Incorporation of clover into grassland swards 

10 Mixed grazing 
11 Lakes and Catchments 
12 Traditional farm buildings 

 
Source: Rural Environment Protection Scheme (2007) Farmers Handbook for REPS 4. 
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Appendix II: REPS Payment schemes: 
 
 
For Designated Land: 
 
REPS annual payment of €242 per hectare for eligible Commonage land, Natural Heritage 
Areas, Special Areas of Conservation and Special Protection Areas up to a maximum of 40 
hectares. €24 per hectare is payable per hectare for areas above 40 hectares and under 80 
hectares, €18 euro per hectare for areas above 80 and under 120 hectares and €5 per hectare 
for areas over 120 hectares. 
 
For Non- Designated Land: 
 
REPS annual payment of €200 per hectare for the first 20 hectares, €175 per hectare for the 
next 20 hectares, €70 per hectare for the next 15 hectares and €10 per hectare for the remaining 
hectares. 
 
For all Schemes: 
 
Additional payments may be made for participating in Supplementary Measures such as Organic 
Farming, LINNET, Rare Breeds, Traditional Orchards, Riparian set-aside and Corncrake. 
 
 

Source: Department of Agriculture, Food and Fisheries, Farmer Schemes Payments.  
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Appendix III: Examples of Interview Transcription, Annotation and Open-
Coding 
 
 CONFIDENTIAL
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Appendix IV: Digitised Land Ownership with corresponding Land Area 

 
 
 

Label Area (m2)  Label Area (m2)  Label Area (m2) 
a 11,690.32  k 167,517.98  u 21,080.28 
b 117,953.22  l 141,074.89  v 210,381.70 
c 110,326.36  m 517,905.29  w 34,899.02 
d 146,893.82  n 712,069.23  x 16,644.53 
e 41,291.74  o 1,596,525.65  y 121,981.81 
f 29,972.89  p 376,876.64    
g 37,365.67  q 631,481.32    
h 47,120.95  r 279,045.96    
i 9,950.72  s 14,373.45    
j 36,415.35  t 205,836.67    

 
Stakeholder Total Area (m2) % Landownership 
NPWS 2,860,725.56 50.75 
BirdWatch 146,893.82 2.61 
Agricultural Land Owners 2,629,056.08 46.64 
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Appendix V: List of Bird Species seen at Sheskinmore Lough SPA since 
2002 
 
Species list of birds seen at Sheskinmore Lough SPA since 2002; Year corresponds to the years these birds 
have been recorded. Please note this is not exhaustive data. * Species listed on BirdWatch Ireland’s Red List 
of high conservation concern, ** Species listed on BirdWatch Ireland’s Amber List of medium conservation 
concern 
 
 
 Species  Year  Species  Year 

1 Arctic Tern** 2002-2005 41 Knot 2003-2005 
2 Barnacle Goose** 2002-2005 42 Lapwing* 2002-2010 
3 Black Guillemot** 2002-2007 43 Lesser Black-backed Gull** 2002-2010 
4 Blackbird 2002-2010 44 Linnet** 2002-2007 
5 Black-headed Gull* 2002-2010 45 Little Grebe** 2004-2010 
6 Black-tailed Godwit** 2004-2005 46 Magpie 2002-2010 
7 Blue Tit 2002-2010 47 Mallard 2002-2010 
8 Brent Goose (Light-

bellied)** 
2003-2010 48 Marsh Harrier 2005- 2008  

9 Bullfinch 2004 49 Meadow Pipit 2002-2010 
10 Buzzard 2002-2007 50 Merlin 2002-2006 
11 Canada Goose 2003-2004 51 Mistle Thrush 2002-2004 
12 Chaffinch 2002-2010 52 Moorhen 2003-2010 
13 Chough** 2002-2010 53 Mute Swan** 2002-2010 
14 Common Gull 2002-2010  54 Oystercatcher** 2002-2010 
15 Common Scoter* 2002-2003 55 Peregrine 2002- 2008 
16 Common Tern** 2003-2004 56 Pied Wagtail (yarrellii) 2002-2007 
17 Coot 2004 57 Raven 2002-2010 
18 Cormorant** 2002-2007 58 Razorbill 2002-2007 
19 Cuckoo 2002-2008 59 Red-breasted Merganser 2002-2006 
20 Curlew* 2002-2010 60 Redshank* 2003-2010 
21 Dunlin** 2002-2007 61 Red-throated Diver** 2004-2006 
22 Dunnock 2003-2005 62 Redwing 2002 
23 Eider** 2002-2007 63 Reed Bunting 2002-2007 
24 Gannet 2002-2005 64 Ringed Plover** 2002-2010 
25 Goldcrest 2002 65 Robin 2002-2010 
26 Golden Plover* 2004-2010 66 Rock Dove 2002 
27 Goldeneye** 2002 67 Rock Pipit 2002-2010 
28 Goldfinch 2002-2007 68 Rook 2002-2006 
29 Grasshopper Warbler 2003-2007 69 Sand Martin** 2002-2010 
30 Great Black-backed Gull** 2002-2010 70 Sanderling 2002-2005 
31 Great Northern Diver 2002-2010 71 Sandwich Tern** 2002-2007 
32 Great Tit 2002-2007 72 Sedge Warbler 2002-2007 
33 Grey Heron 2002- 2010 73 Shag** 2002-2010 
34 Guillemot** 2004-2005 74 Shelduck** 2002-2005 
35 Hen Harrier** 2002-2006 75 Skylark** 2002-2010 
36 Herring Gull* 2002-2010 76 Snipe** 2002-2010 
37 Hooded Crow 2002-2010 77 Snow Bunting 2002 
38 Jackdaw 2003-2006 78 Song Thrush 2002-2007 
39 Kestrel** 2002-2010 79 Sparrowhawk 2004-2007 
40 Kingfisher** 2007 80 Starling** 2002-2007 
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 Species Year 
81 Stonechat 2002-2010 
82 Swallow** 2002-2010 
83 Swift** 2004-2007 
84 Teal** 2003-2010 
87 Twite* 2003-2010 
88 Water Rail 2002 
89 Wheatear** 2002-2010 
90 Whimbrel 2002 
91 White-fronted Goose 

(Greenland)** 
2002-2010 

92 Whitethroat 2002-2007 
93 Whooper Swan** 2003-2010 
94 Wigeon** 2003-2004 
95 Willow Warbler 2002-2010 
96 Woodpigeon 2003-2010 
97 Wren 2002-2010 
 

Source: NPWS survey data from Stephen Hewitt and staff surveys. Note; data is not exhaustive.  Lynas 
et al. (2007) Birds of Conservation Concern In Ireland 2008-2013 
 
 
 
 


