
Farming for Water – A Burren Case Study

Dr. Brendan Dunford

EDPA Roundtable Session 2: Water management and protected areas

Dr.s Andy Bleasdale and Helen Carty (National Parks and Wildlife Service)



Talk Overview

• The Burren EDPA (awarded 2013)

• Farming for water

• Scaling impact



The Burren c.720km2 (72,000ha). Mostly privately owned farmland. Small National Park (c.5% of area).
Glaciated karst landscape. Largely subterranean hydrology. UNESCO Global Geopark.

Ludlow (1651) ‘not water enough to drown a man, wood enough to hang one, nor earth enough to bury 
them … and yet their cattle are very fat’



Cultural heritage: innumerable monuments (mostly stone) capturing 6,000 years of human activity…



Fulacht Fiadh (c. 3,000 years old)



Water and cultural heritage



Biodiversity: Hosts over 70% of Ireland’s native plant species



© Eamon Ward Photography

A farmed landscape – with a unique ‘reverse transumance’ practice of winter grazing of the Burren uplands



Farming intensity

Optimal!



Pocket: Pay farmers to 
deliver clearly defined 
Ecosystem Services.

Head: Support farmers 
on how best to deliver 

Ecosystem Services.

Heart: Persuade farmers 
that this is really worth 

doing, it’s their legacy.

To sustain the Burren’s habitats and heritage, we need the farming. We see farmers as a ‘conservation resource’.

The challenge is, how do we ‘mobilise’ them to deliver more Ecosystem Services for society? 

Our approach can be summarised as:



Undergrazed, 4/10, no payment

Overstocked, 0/10 no payment

Well managed, 10/10 (€315/ha)

Pocket: Create incentives for positive outcomes. Dis-incentivise negative ones. 

Incentivise improvement

Reward for delivering

Incentivise improvement

Funding Source: Public 

funds (Common Agricultural 
Policy)

Funding Strategy:
Typically, farmers are paid 
for environmental actions. 
In the Burren we pay for 
results and actions.



 

Silage feeding 
= automatic 
‘fail’ (score 0, 
no payment)

Incentive to adopt 
less damaging 
feeding systems



Low scores? – Action needed!  Farmer is allocated an allowance within which (s)he can nominate (and co-fund 
25-75% of the cost of) tasks to increase score. All water tasks funded at 50%.



Protecting Natural Water Sources



Providing and storing alternative (renewable) sources



Pumping water to where its needed



Providing clean water to livestock

350 new drinking points



Head: Provide training on-farm, peer to peer, demonstrate impact

Head: Minimise bureaucracy…2-page plan, help with planning…

Head: Local Office and helpdesk



Heart: Celebrate rather than criticise
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An independent evaluation found that the program delivered:

in payments to local farmers

€33 million

€9.4 million

€23 million

opportunities for agritourism and 
greater appeal as a visitor destination

for the local economy

worth of landscape and biodiversity 
improvements since 2010 



2016-22 €10m (328 farmers)
(+ €70m EIPS c.2,000 farmers)

2010-15 €6m 
(160 farmers)

 

2005-10 €2.5m 
(21 farmers)

2023-28 €50m* (1,300 Burren/Aran farmers)
(National:€750m* CPs, 20,000 Irish farmers)

*estimates based on 20,000 farmers, average 
annual payment of €7,500 over 5 years)

Scaling: from 20 local farmers to 20,000 farmers across Ireland

Key aspects: Result Based Payments
       Local Support Team
       Fostering local ownership



ACRES Burren: Main 

Conservation Measures

Results-based Payments Non Productive Investments Landscape Actions

− Avoid/limit silage feeding 

and fertiliser application 

(especially on winterage 

fields).

− Avoid/limit livestock 

access to natural 

waterbodies.

− Installation of 

feeding/drinking troughs 

in suitable locations.

− Fence/maintain 

marginal/buffer zones in 

proximity of waterbodies.

− Drain management.

− Restore/protect riverside 

habitats and riverbanks.

− Results-based payment 

involving the use of 

scorecards may incentivise 

farmers to improve the 

ecological and 

environmental condition of 

a wide range of habitats 

within the catchment area, 

which may have an impact 

on waterbodies status.

− Planting trees.

− Planting new hedgerows.

− Planting traditional 

orchards.

− Hedge improvement and 

hedge infilling.

− Repair of stonewalls.

− Rebuild of stonewalls.

− Post & wire fencing.

− Sheep wire fencing.

− Temporary electric fencing.

− Field margins.

− Riparian margins.

− Installation of gates.

− Water troughs.

− Water piping.

− Training Hydromorphology.

− Erosion Control.

− Sediment Capture Ponds.

− Wildlife Ponds.

− Ditch/Peat Reprofiling.

− Sediment Capture Ponds.

− Water Retention Structure 

in a karst Landscape.

Aggregated Burren – 

Aran Type Tasks

Total 

tasks

Approved 

Tasks

Total 

Approval % 

24

Total 

tasks

Approved 

Tasks

Total 

Approval % 

23

Rainwater Catchers 40 37 92.50% 65 56 86.15%

Water Troughs 428 424 99.07% 471 457 97.03%

Map: Groundwater Bodies and Main Rivers and Lakes Status 
within the ACRES BUA CP region

Table: Actions Approved thus far for farmers under ACRES in the region



The Farming for Nature 
Ambassadors Programme

Reimagining farming – sharing a more positive, practical, inclusive narrative around farming & nature



Increasing interest from private sector 
as well as public-sector funding...

Making farming for nature a sound 
investment for businesses and for formers

Payments to farmers to 
create ponds, plus annual 

dividend to encourage best 
practice for pond creation 

and management



Minimum Pond size 25 m² 
Average Pond size 110m²



:

www.acresburrenaran.ie

www.burrenprogramme.com

www.burrenbeo.com

www.farmingfornature.ie

www.burrenwinterage.com

www.refarm.ie 

https://www.npws.ie/farmers-and-
landowners/farming-for-nature/book-
results-based-payments 

Thank you! For more info:

http://www.acresburrenaran.ie/
http://www.burrenprogramme.com/
http://www.burrenbeo.com/
http://www.farmingfornature.ie/
http://www.burrenwinterage.com/
http://www.refarm.ie/
https://www.npws.ie/farmers-and-landowners/farming-for-nature/book-results-based-payments
https://www.npws.ie/farmers-and-landowners/farming-for-nature/book-results-based-payments
https://www.npws.ie/farmers-and-landowners/farming-for-nature/book-results-based-payments
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