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Environmental Protection Agency

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is a statutory
body responsible for protecting the environment in
Ireland. We regulate and police activities that might
otherwise cause pollution. We ensure there is solid
information on environmental trends so that necessary
actions are taken. Our priorities are protecting the Irish
environment and ensuring that development is
sustainable.

The EPA is an independent public body established in
July 1993 under the Environmental Protection Agency
Act, 1992. Its sponsor in Government is the Department
of the Environment, Community and Local Government.

OUR RESPONSIBILITIES
LICENSING

We license the following to ensure that their emissions do
not endanger human health or harm the environment:

¢ waste facilities (e.g., landfills, incinerators, waste
transfer stations);

¢ large scale industrial activities (e.g., pharmaceutical
manufacturing, cement manufacturing, power plants);

* intensive agriculture;

¢ the contained use and controlled release of
Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs);

¢ large petrol storage facilities;

e waste water discharges.

NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL ENFORCEMENT

¢ Conducting over 2,000 audits and inspections
of EPA licensed facilities every year.

e Overseeing local authorities’ environmental
protection responsibilities in the areas of — air,
noise, waste, waste-water and water quality.

e Working with local authorities and the Gardai to
stamp out illegal waste activity by co-ordinating a
national enforcement network, targeting offenders,
conducting investigations and overseeing remediation.

* Prosecuting those who flout environmental law and
damage the environment as a result of their actions.

MONITORING, ANALYSING AND REPORTING ON THE
ENVIRONMENT

¢ Monitoring air quality and the quality of rivers, lakes,
tidal waters and ground waters; measuring water
levels and river flows.

¢ Independent reporting to inform decision making
by national and local government.

REGULATING IRELAND’S GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS

¢ Quantifying Ireland’s emissions of greenhouse
gases in the context of our Kyoto commitments.

¢ Implementing the Emissions Trading Directive,
involving over 100 companies who are major
generators of carbon dioxide in Ireland.

ENVIRONMENTAL RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT

e Co-ordinating research on environmental issues
(including air and water quality, climate change,
biodiversity, environmental technologies).

STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT

e Assessing the impact of plans and programmes on
the Irish environment (such as waste management
and development plans).

ENVIRONMENTAL PLANNING, EDUCATION AND GUIDANCE

¢ Providing guidance to the public and to industry
on various environmental topics (including licence
applications, waste prevention and environmental
regulations).

e Generating greater environmental awareness
(through environmental television programmes
and primary and secondary schools’ resource packs).

PROACTIVE WASTE MANAGEMENT

e Promoting waste prevention and minimisation
projects through the co-ordination of the National
Waste Prevention Programme, including input into the
implementation of Producer Responsibility Initiatives.

¢ Enforcing Regulations such as Waste Electrical and
Electronic Equipment (WEEE) and Restriction of
Hazardous Substances (RoHS) and substances that
deplete the ozone layer.

e Developing a National Hazardous Waste Management
Plan to prevent and manage hazardous waste.

MANAGEMENT AND STRUCTURE OF THE EPA

The organisation is managed by a full time Board,
consisting of a Director General and four Directors.
The work of the EPA is carried out across four offices:

e Office of Climate, Licensing and Resource Use

e Office of Environmental Enforcement

e Office of Environmental Assessment

e Office of Communications and Corporate Services
The EPA is assisted by an Advisory Committee of twelve

members who meet several times a year to discuss issues
of concern and offer advice to the Board.
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Foreword

This fifth EPA State of Environment report provides an
integrated assessment of the overall quality of Ireland’s
environment, the pressures being placed on it and the societal
responses to current and emerging environmental issues.
The EPA State of Environment reports are important
milestones for Ireland, as they provide a snapshot of the
environment at a particular point, as well as showing trends
and changes in the environment over time. The reports also
assess progress in meeting the main environmental challenges
facing the country, evaluate how national policies are
being implemented and if they are operating and delivering
as intended. The evidence base and assessments provided
by State of Environment reports facilitate policy makers
and decision-makers across all sectors of the economy

to review developments in their respective areas, so that
changes to existing policies can be made if necessary,

or new policies and approaches brought forward which
take into account the main environmental priorities.

The overall finding of this report is that Ireland’s environment
is in a generally good condition overall. However, there

is no room for complacency and the country faces tough
challenges in the coming years to meet EU commitments
and targets across a range of areas including water, waste,
air quality and greenhouse gases to name but a few. The
current recession has meant that levels of emissions and
waste generation rates have paused and in some cases
reduced. However, we must not assume that recession-
induced reductions mean that environmental pressures
are being managed in a sustainable way. We need to learn
from the mistakes of the past and ensure that we do not
repeat them in the future. Ultimately, Ireland needs to
ensure that its economic renewal and recovery is based
strongly on the principles of sustainable development,
and that we decouple future economic growth from
environmental pressures. In this context, the report has
identified four key environmental challenges for Ireland:
Valuing and protecting our natural environment; Building
a resource-efficient, low-carbon economy; Implementing
environmental legislation; and Putting the environment
at the centre of our decision-making.

This current State of Environment report is being
published at a time when the country is facing severe
economic challenges and where the public finances are
under considerable pressure. At times such as this, it may
be tempting to view the protection and management of our
environment as a luxury. However, it should be remembered
that not only does Ireland’s natural environment have

an intrinsic value in its own right; it is also a key strategic
asset for the country. For example, our valuable and
abundant water resources are predicted to become of
increasing strategic importance to the Irish economy and
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have the capacity to position Ireland well in terms of
competitiveness. Similarly, Ireland’s biodiversity is valued
in excess of €2.6 billion per annum, from which the
economy and society derive a variety of services including
food production, and recreation. In addition, a healthy,
protected and well managed environment underpins

the development of our key economic sectors, such

as tourism and agri-food industry which thrive on the
clean and green image of Ireland.

Meeting the challenges that we have identified is
important to preserve and protect this valuable national
asset. By doing so, we can ensure that the natural resources
and environmental conditions essential to the economic
and social well-being of Ireland’s future generations are
protected and are not degraded or exhausted. This is
fundamental to sustainable development to which we,
as a country, should aspire. However, addressing the
challenges will not be easy and nor can all of them be
resolved in the short or even medium term. It will require
concerted and determined action across a range of
Government Departments, State agencies and local
authorities, working together to tackle these complex,
issues and implement the right policies and solutions.
Such an approach is all the more pertinent now, given the
pressure on resources across the public and civil service.

The responsibility of protecting and managing Ireland’s
environment lies not only with Government Departments
and agencies; it is a shared responsibility involving all
citizens of Ireland. Businesses, industry, farmers, and
members of the public all have a role to play. We need
to mobilise each of the more than four and a half million
people living in Ireland and ensure that the environment
is placed at the heart of our decisions and actions.

Clear, accurate and timely information is vital in raising
awareness among the public and among key policy

and decision makers. This report is an essential part

of this process. The EPA has also developed an online
environmental indicator-based resource to accompany
this report to provide regularly updated information on
key environmental indicators. This resource is available on
the EPA's website at www.epa.ie/irelandsenvironment

Finally, a report of this nature would not be possible
without the information provided through the expertise
of the many people involved at local and national levels
in the monitoring, research and assessment of Ireland’s
environment. | would like to express my thanks and
appreciation to all those concerned.

Laura Burke Director General
Wexford, June 2012
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