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improving the quality of the Irish 

environment. Over 60 per cent of 

the land in Ireland (~4.3 million ha) 

is devoted to agricultural activities, 

with an additional 10 per cent (~0.7 

million ha) currently devoted to 

forestry.

Irish agriculture is predominantly 

extensive and grass-based (see Figure 

11.5). Tillage occupies some 10 per 

cent of utilisable agricultural area 

(UAA); most of the remainder is 

devoted to dairy cattle and sheep 

farming. The most noticeable recent 

trend in changing agricultural land 

use has been a continuing increase in 

the land devoted to silage (see Figure 

11.6).

Ireland opted for full decoupling of 

direct payments from production 

with effect from 1 January 2005. It 

had been projected that decoupling 

would result in a general reduction 

in stocking levels, with more farmers 

withdrawing from full-time farming. 

However, this tendency may be offset 

by the increased attractiveness of 

farming due to improved market 

prices and future market prospects 

following expected increases in 

global demand.

Rural Environment 
Protection Scheme (REPS)

In 2007 approximately 54,200 farmers 

participated in REPS. The latest 

phase, REPS4, was announced on 8 

August 2007 and will run until 2013. 

It encourages farmers to enhance 

the environment through a range 

of actions including reduced use of 

fertilisers and pesticides, reduced 

greenhouse gas emissions as well as 

improved water quality. The scheme 

also assists in maintaining existing 

hedgerows and planting new ones, 

growing crops to provide food for 

wild birds and preserving traditional 

breeds of animals.

Biofuel Crops

Under the reform of the Common 

Agriculture Policy, farmers now 

have an incentive to focus more 

clearly on exploiting market-driven 

farming opportunities, including the 

production of energy crops. The main 

energy crops that can be grown in 

Ireland include oilseed rape, cereals, 

hemp (annual crops) and willow, 

miscanthus and reed canary grass 

(perennial crops) (see Figure 11.7).

The EU Biofuels Directive (2003/30/

EC) sets a target of replacing 5.75 

per cent of all transport fossil fuels 

(petrol and diesel) with biofuels by 

2010. According to this Directive, 

biofuel production will have to 

comply with a set of sustainability 

criteria. The intended effect is to 

disallow fuels produced on land  
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Figure 11.6 Area Devoted to Grass Silage (Source: CSO Database 
Direct Series AQA01, 2008)
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Figure 11.5 Agricultural Land Use (Source: CSO Database Direct Series AQA01, 2008) 
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