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1 Introduction  
 

The MacGillycuddy Reeks Project is a European Innovation Partnership Project (EIP) funded 

by the Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine as part of Ireland’s Rural Development 

Programme 2014-2020. South Kerry Development Partnership CLG are the lead partner for 

the project and signed a contract with DAFM to manage and administer the project, in April 

2018 for a duration of four years. A full time project manager was appointed in August 2018, 

followed by a part-time project administrator and part-time project ecologist.   

The project aims to improve the sustainability and economic viability of farming in the 

MacGillycuddy Reeks, through the development of practical, achievable actions and 

innovative solutions in order to improve the conditions of the habitats of the Natura 2000 

area, in close conjunction with the landowners/farmers in the area.  

This report summarises the work undertaken by the project team during the first year of the 

project. The main achievements after the first year is the signing of contracts with twenty 

three farmers, assessing the habitat condition of 10 land parcels and mapping 

rhododendron (both private and commonage lands) on an additional 6 sites, facilitating 

training events for landowners, establishing a landowner ranger system and establishing a 

collective group to support landowners in undertaking works on their land including the 

treatment of rhododendron and bracken.  

2 Geographical Scope 

The MacGillycuddy Reeks EIP is a voluntary agri-environmental project open to all farmers 

living within the MacGillycuddy Reeks catchment area (as shown in Figure 1). This stretches 

from the Gap of Dunloe road in the east, to Glencar, including Lough Acoose in the west (the 

area inside the third-class road being the boundary), and from the Kerry Way in the south to 

the third-class road (known locally as the Board of Works road) in the northern foothills of 

the Reeks. 
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Figure 1: Map showing area to be considered for MacGillycuddy Reeks EIP project. 

 

3 Project Team and Operational Group 
 

‘The MacGillycuddy Reeks EIP Project Team’ comprises of employees of South Kerry 

Development Partnership CLG (the lead partner) engaged in the administration of the 

MacGillycuddy Reeks European Innovation Partnership Project. The team consists of a full-

time project manager, part-time project ecologist and part-time administrator, who were all 

appointed by competitive interview process. In July 2019 the project administrator finished 

with the project and the position is to be re-advertised in November 2019.   

 

The Project Team is supported in the delivery of the project by the MacGillycuddy Reeks 

Operational Group, who oversee the project. The Operational Group consists of the 

following members: South Kerry Development Partnership (lead partner), MacGillycuddy 

Reeks farmer representatives, National Parks and Wildlife Service, Institute of Technology 

Tralee, MacGillycuddy Reeks Farm Adviser, MacGillycuddy Reeks Forum rep, Kerry County 

Council, local community group representatives & Teagasc. 
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Figure 2: Organisational chart for MacGillycuddy Reeks EIP 

 

 

 

   
Figure 3: Farmer consultation meetings 
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4 Project Start Up 
 

South Kerry Development Partnership CLG signed contracts with DAFM in April 2018 to 

deliver the MacGillycuddy Reeks EIP “A sustainable Agricultural Plan for the MacGillycuddy 

Reeks utilising a Collective Farm Management Approach”. A Project Initiation Document was 

prepared and submitted to DAFM outlining project management structure, quality, risk and 

communications management strategies as well as timelines, milestones, budgets and 

monitoring and control. The Project Manager was appointed in August 2018 and 

immediately established a project office in Beaufort Village, in the foothills of the Reeks, in 

conjunction with the local community council. IT systems were also established.   

Several study visits to the Reeks were facilitated by the Project Team to discuss the EIP 

project objectives and its development, including a group from The Wicklow Uplands 

Council, The Mournes Heritage Trust, a group of farmers from Leenane, Connemara and 

students from the Institute of Technology, Tralee studying Wildlife Biology.    

 

Figure 4: Tralee Institute of Technology Wildlife Biology students learning about land 

management, erosion and solutions underway.   

Three area based farmer consultation meetings were held to discuss the project, its aims, 

objectives, and to explain the process of submitting an expression of interest. A part-time 

project administrator and part-time project ecologist were recruited in September and 

November respectively.  

Expressions of interest (EOIs) were sought for the project (covering an area of just under 

10,000ha), with a closing date of the 2nd of November 2018. EOIs were received from sixty 

individual farmers and eighteen commonages. All sixty individual farmers were met and 
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their farmland walked by the project manager and project ecologist to assess their 

suitability for the project. All commonages were also walked and assessed for suitability.  

In April 2019 the selection criteria for both individual and commonages were agreed & 

finalised with the Operational Group, with four successful commonages (ten farmers) and 

thirteen individual farmers selected to participate or be supported through the project.  

All unsuccessful farmers were contacted via phone to explain why they were unsuccessful, 

with follow up letters issued. No appeals were made by the unsuccessful farmers.  

A comprehensive Terms & Conditions document was prepared for the project, with input 

from and approval by the Operational Group. A copy of this document was given to each 

successful farmer.  

Costs for each possible action as part of the project were also prepared, cross checked 

against TAMS, local projects (Kerry LIFE & Pearl Mussel) and sent to DAFM for approval in 

August 2019.  

 

5 Project Area and Site Selection 
 

Sites were selected from those within the geographical area which contained one or more 

Annex I habitats (dry heath, wet heath and upland blanket bog).  The presence of bracken 

and rhododendron and the willingness/ ability of potential participants to carry out 

proposed actions were also taken into consideration.  It was agreed with the Operational 

Group to bring in an area of twenty hectares per farmer with regards to the habitat 

assessment measure (for both individual & commonages e.g. a commonage with four 

participating farmers would equate to 80 hectares as part of the project). This would take 

into account the budget received for this aspect of the project and the time constraints of 

the project team. 

In the case of rhododendron and bracken treatment it was agreed to focus initial treatment 

within the 20ha land parcels selected for the habitat assessments so that farmers had the 

opportunity to increase the score on these land parcels and to extend treatment outside  

the land parcels (if budget allowed). It was proposed to extend treatment to include lands 

immediately adjacent to the land parcels in the case of bracken and lands in the local 

vicinity which are a potential seed source for re-infestation in the case of rhododendron.  
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6 Annual Work Plans 
 

6.1 Preparation and format of annual work plans 

Detailed annual work plans were prepared for each successful individual farmer and each 

successful commonage by the Project Ecologist, following on from extensive baseline data 

gathering, which commenced in June 2019 and continued until the end of August 2019. This 

was a change from the original project plan, in which it was proposed that farm advisors 

would create the annual work plans, and complete habitat assessments. This change 

followed on from consultation with the Operational Group and the farmers. All felt that 

because the project is small scale and a pilot it would be best to compile the work plans and 

habitat assessments in house.  

All actions, their costs and any potential double funding or constraints were discussed with 

Sean Crowley from Crowley Consultants, our farm advisor representative on the Operational 

Group.    

All work plans and contracts were signed by successful farmers by August 2019, some 

earlier.  Six farmers joined the project for the treatment of rhododendron only.  

The annual work plans include the following:  

 Landowner contact information,  

 Section characteristics (a short detailed description of the site) for the land parcel-

including LPIS number and area included as part of the project,  

 Administration payment including cost,  

 Training required including cost,  

 Actions/ works required to be undertaken including material costs and approximate 

number of hours labour and payment for same,  

 Habitat assessment score  

 Declaration signed by the farmer agreeing to undertake work as set out,  

 Map of the area where works/actions required. 

o  Maps, LPIS parcels and aerial photographs were sourced from DAFM, and 

this was of enormous benefit in identifying land boundaries.  

 Appendix detailing forms/documents to be returned to EIP project team. 
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Figure 5: Commonage meeting to discuss annual work plans 

 

6.2 Administration payment  

An innovation of this European Innovation Partnership Project was the introduction of an 

administration payment to the farmers to take account of their time meeting with the 

project team (both on site and in the office) to agree land areas to be included in the project 

as well as discussing and finalising work plans. The payment covers facilitating public 

information days, attending and speaking at public events, sharing learnings with others and 

supporting information dissemination.  

The payment will also take account of the time each farmer will have to spend on 

completing necessary paperwork, which can be particularly onerous. This payment is made 

at a rate of €12.50 per hour.  

 

6.3 Training 

Training was provided to educate landowners and to equip them with the necessary 

knowledge and skills to undertake the actions proposed in the annual work plans. As there is 

a benefit to the farmers of receiving training the training rate was agreed at €13.50 per 

hour. Training completed included:  

 mandatory hand held pesticide application training,  

 rhododendron management training in Killarney National Park 

 Landowner ranger training 

 Path maintenance training   
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Farmers were required to sign in at all training in order to receive a payment for attending 

same.  

The QQI Level 5 Hand Held pesticide training course was delivered to fifteen participants in 

June 2019, over four days.  

Five participants along with the Project Manager and Project Ecologist received training in 

rhododendron management in July 2019. 

Five participants received two days of training to become landowner rangers in April 2019. 

The training was delivered on site in Cronin’s Yard and was supported with modules on map 

reading from Kerry Climbing (a local hiking company) and on ecology from Cathy Hanafin, a 

3rd year Wildlife Biology student from the Institute of Technology, Tralee.   

No farmers are allowed to carry out spraying unless they have completed the hand held 

pesticide application training and are in receipt of a Professional User number. The Project 

Manager and Project Ecologist also availed of this training.  

Work is in progress to organise further training including manual handling training in 

November 2019 and controlled burning training and mandatory habitat awareness and 

management training in February and May 2020, respectively. 

 

Figure 6: Rhododendron management training- Killarney National Park 

 

6.4 Possible work/actions contained in annual work plans 

Each annual work plan identified actions required to improve the environmental, ecological 

and farming condition of the land parcels included. These actions were costed within the 

work plans based on an estimate of the labour hours and materials required to complete 

the actions. Actions included: 

 Treatment of bracken by spraying, cutting, trampling, 
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 Treatment of rhododendron, 

 Short term re-introduction of suitable breeds of cattle to manage Molinia and gorse,  

 Cutting of mature heather and collection of seed, 

 Controlled grazing, and 

 Controlled burning.  

 

Figure 7: Spraying underway on the Meallis commonage. Blue dye is used to identify 

areas that have been treated.  

 

6.5 Habitat management  

The habitat condition of each land parcel was assessed and a habitat score was assigned. A 

Peatland Scorecard was developed for the project which was used to assess the habitat 

quality of selected land parcels within the site. The scorecard was developed using 

scorecards from other EIP projects as its basis, with some changes so that it could be 

adapted to the issues and conditions in the MacGillycuddy Reeks. The top marks attainable 

on the scorecard were 100 points (this score was used to calculate the results-based habitat 

payments to landowners). The Peatland Scorecard was divided into two sections.  

Section A assessed the ecological integrity the site, taking into account:  

 the species diversity; 

 the moss coverage; 

 the vegetation structure; 

 the cover of dwarf shrubs; and 

 the grazing level. 
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Section B assessed the threats and future prospects. It considered:  

 the total cover of negative indicator species;  

 the presence of alien-invasive species; 

 the soil integrity; 

 the hydrological integrity; 

 burning;  

 supplementary feeding  

 turbary; and any other damaging activities.  

To inform the annual work plan baseline data was collected on the current condition of the 

habitats on site and on the extent of bracken and rhododendron present.   Habitat condition 

was assessed using the Peatland Scorecard outlined above.  The scorecard was supported by 

undertaking 2m x 2m relevés to assess species diversity and vegetation structure.  

Desktop analysis of 2018 aerial photographs and site visits were undertaken to map the 

extent of bracken on each site.  

Rhododendron on site was mapped using a handheld GPS by walking around the boundary 

of infested areas and taking waypoints every few meters to accurately mark out the 

boundary. The degree of infestation was assessed using the criteria set out in Barron (2009) 

which has five levels (1 = absent, 2 = slight, 3 = moderate, 4 = severe and 5 = very severe) 

that take into account the frequency of plants, as well as their approximate age and 

whether they are old enough to flower and set seed.   

This allowed a baseline map to be prepared for each site showing both the extent of 

bracken, and the extent and level of infestation of rhododendron, present in 2019. 

No payment issues to lands scoring under three. All work plans contain a description of 

actions/works required to increase the score, and this is discussed with the farmer/s.   

 

7 Activities Requiring Consent 
 

Prior to work plans being signed by participating farmers, consultation was carried out with 

the National Parks and Wildlife staff in Killarney National Park- the District Conservation 

Officer and the Regional Manager. 

It was agreed that the Project Team would complete an ‘Application for permission to carry 

out an Activity Requiring Consent’ (ARC) form for each of our sites. This included describing 

the nature of the operation/activity for which permission was sought, a description of the 

habitats that could be affected by the proposal and a map showing the area. The NPWS staff 
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would then make a recommendation to allow/disallow each action based on a screening 

assessment they would undertake. Copies of each of these ARC’s were also sent to DAFM.  

All ARC’s were allowed and signed off on subject to conditions.       

We would like to thank the staff in NPWS for supporting us in this regard.  

 

8 Collective Group  
 

It was recognised early in the project that farmers would need as much support as possible 

to undertake the works required in their annual work plans as the labour input needed 

would be great- e.g. treating rhododendron, and that many farmers in the area also have 

part/full time jobs to support their income, and would not always be available.  

It was decided that establishing a ‘collective group’ would provide a system of supporting  

farmers to carry out required actions, while simultaneously creating a social  aspect to the 

project that would encourage working in groups rather than of working alone. It would also 

allow for the economic return of the project to remain local to the project area. It was 

considered that developing skills locally was a more sustainable option to hiring in external 

contractors and that this method would also allow for the economic benefits of the project 

to remain within the local area.  

All farmers and other interested people living in the MacGillycuddy Reeks Project Area could 

express interest in joining this collective group. The successful farmer participants would 

then need to approve those working on their lands, and have the necessary insurance for 

same.  

All members of the collective received the mandatory and necessary training required to 

support the needs of the project. The project facilitates the process, through purchasing of 

personal protective equipment (PPE), tools and equipment required carry out the actions 

for the collective, while the farmers make payment to the collective.  The farmer then 

receives the payment from the project.  

The main area of work for the collective group is in the treatment of rhododendron.  

Support for the farmer, from the collective, is also available for the spraying bracken and 

cutting heather where required. 
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9 Supporting Actions 
 

Farmers in the MacGillycuddy Reeks have for years allowed recreational use over their lands 

on a permissive access basis to Ireland’s highest mountains - Carrauntoohil, Beenkeragh and 

Caher. However recreational activity in recent years has increased substantially and brought 

with it increased pressures on this sensitive High Nature Value Farming land.  

Issues included: uncontrolled dogs chasing sheep often resulting in the death of sheep and 

ewes losing lambs; sheep moving into neighbouring commonages; litter being left on the 

mountain; loss of vegetation and outward spreading of a damaged or degraded zone due to 

footfall; and recreational users becoming lost or injured.  

Farmers with lands along the main access routes to Carrauntoohil were particularly affected 

by the above and requested that measures be put in place to help combat these issues. 

Therefore two supporting measures were introduced- a landowner ranger system and trail 

maintenance and definition.  

1. Landowner ranger system  

This action aims to increase awareness amongst recreational users on such 

topics as: Leave no Trace, farming traditions, ecology, weather forecast and 

why dogs are not permitted thereby increasing positive interactions between 

landowners/farmers and recreational users.  

 

This action commenced in late April 2019, with four landowner rangers being 

nominated by the owners of the lands at the access points. The landowner 

rangers are present on Saturdays, Sundays and bank holidays normally from 

7.30a.m. to 12.30p.m (weather dependant). They conduct two minute 

surveys with the recreational users, discuss if farming activities are 

underway, advise on changing weather conditions etc.  

 

Feedback from recreational users and the landowner rangers has been 

extremely positive with a noticeable reduction in dog related incidents.   

 

2. Path maintenance & Definition 

Increasing recreational use is impacting on agricultural activities, resulting in 

a loss of vegetation (thus affecting habitats & soils) and the outward 

spreading of a damaged or degraded zone within this sensitive upland 

environment. This action aims to maintain and repair existing paths and most 

importantly to encourage walkers to continue to stay on and use these 

existing paths, therefore reducing the impact on the wider landscape.  
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This action commenced in April 2019 with two schedules of work being 

prepared by the Project Manager. Local farmers who had previous 

experience of upland path work were engaged to carry out the work, with 

nominations from the farmer/landowner as required.  

The first of these work schedules was completed by mid-August 2019, with 

1,096m of path maintenance carried out.  

 

Figure 8: Side drain cleared of vegetation to prevent water coming onto the path. 

 

10 Meetings & Publicity 
 

Consultation meetings with various groups and experts were held throughout the year. 

These included: 

 The Kerry LIFE Project Manager, 

 Farm Advisors in the local area,  

 The Pearl Mussel project team,  

 Tom McSwiney (on possibly using electric collars),  

 The Droimeann Cattle Society,  

 Staff from The Institute of Technology Tralee,  

 Ciaran Nugent, DAFM on controlled burning,  

 The Irish Wildlife Trust,  

 NPWS,  
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 Ongoing discussions with the Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine staff in 

the locally led and mapping sections, and 

 Ongoing consultations with all participant famers with regards to the project.  

A project leaflet was created along with a pull-up banner for the project. Information 

dissemination is being carried out primarily through Facebook-@macgillycuddyreeksforum, 

through the farmer representatives on the Operational Group and site visits.  

A number of positive site visits to the MacGillycuddy Reeks were facilitated by the Project 

Team and project farmers (see project start up), as well as attendance at a number of 

workshops and conferences, including speaking at the National Biodiversity Conference.  

11 Next steps 
 

a. The Project Team will attend the National Ploughing Championships in Sept. 2019, 

and the Burren Winterage event in October 2019. 

 

b. Habitat Score Assessments and associated payments will be made to relevant 

participant farmers in October and November 2019. These will be followed by 

payments for actions completed and materials purchased to date by the farmers. 

 

c. Manual handling training in November 2019. 

 

d. The collective group will commence treatment of rhododendron in November 2019. 

  

e. Project launch - Mr. Michael Creed, Minister for Agriculture, Food & the Marine will 

launch the project on the 9th of December 2019.  

 

f. A project administrator will be appointed in December 2019. 

 

g. A demonstration event on cutting scrub is planned for January 2020, along with a 

series of talks on topics such as: controlled burning, rhododendron treatment etc.  

 

h. The participating farmers will be issued with 2020 annual farm plans in January 2020. 

 

i. The schools awareness programme will commence in January 2020. 

 

j. The project website will be updated and a quarterly newsletter and e-mail 

newsletter will be prepared in February 2020. 
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k. Regular press releases will commence in February 2020, along with input into Agri-

Time with Radio Kerry.  

 

l. Controlled burning training in February 2020  

 

m. Habitat awareness and management training for landowners in May 2020. 

The Project Team spent a significant amount of time walking the lands of every applicant to 

the project at the outset, however they feel this was a very worthwhile undertaking in order 

to see first-hand the issues and diversity of challenges the farmers are facing. 

The Project Team are heartened by the ongoing enthusiasm that is being shown by the 

participant farmers in the project. Their willingness to undertake actions and work together 

to achieve the objectives of the project is to be commended and we hope that this 

momentum will continue over the lifetime of the project.     
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