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THE BURREN

The Burren is a unique karst limestone landscape in the west of Ireland

It covers around 720km2



GEOLOGY AND HYDROLOGY



GEOLOGY AND HYDROLOGY

There are numerous lakes. These are hydrologically connected to the 
groundwater body of the lowlands. There are also two surface rivers

There is extensive groundwater-surface water interaction in this area 
and the turloughs (Annex 1 habitats) in the Burren lowlands appear to 
be hydrologically linked. 

There is also groundwater-sea water interaction and the water level of 
turloughs close to the sea can vary according to the tide 





BIODIVERSITY OF THE BURREN

The hydrology and geology of the area have a big influence on the 
biodiversity of the area

Around 635 (70.5%) of Ireland’s 900 native plant species have been 
found in the Burren uplands 

It is an important region for a number of Annex I habitats

These habitats include:
� limestone pavement

� orchid-rich semi-natural dry grassland

� petrifying springs with tufa formations (Cratoneurion)

� turloughs and calcareous fens with Cladium mariscus. 







LANDUSE

Agriculture is the dominant landuse in the area with 85% of the region 
privately owned agricultural land

The area has a very high proportion of land designated as Special 
Area of Conservation and Special Protection area (Natura 2000) 



BIODIVERSITY AND AGRICULTURE

The biodiversity of this area is integrally linked to the management of 
the farms

Not least because of a system of winter grazing in the Burren uplands

Cattle are outwintered on ‘winterages’

Benefitted to flora of those areas as kept scrub under control

Labour intensive practice that young farmers were moving away from



Cattle & Sheep

Beef Steers

BIODIVERSITY AND AGRICULTURE

Suckler and beef production is the dominant farm type. Some dairy 
and sheep farming also occurs

Dairy Herds

Suckler Herds

Conventional & Organic



BIODIVERSITY AND AGRICULTURE

The grazing regime of the animals is crucial for the persistence of the 
biodiversity levels 

Abandonment and intensification lead to huge losses in the plant 
diversity of the grasslands with associated losses in pollinators etc

Changes in farm management practices in the 1980’s and 90’s lead to 
both scrub encroachment and increased use of fertilisers 

This all had an impact on the Burren landscape



TRADITIONAL AGRI-ENVIRONMENT 

SCHEMES

In the late1990s the local farm organisation, the Burren Irish Farmers 
Association were trying to highlight that the national Agri-Environment 
Scheme (Rural Environmental Protection Scheme) wasn’t working in the 
area









BURRENLIFE

BurrenLIFE was a best-practice and demonstration project funded in 
2004

Project was unique at the time with co-funders including the Burren Irish 
Farmers Association (IFA), the National Parks and Wildlife Service and 
Teagasc (The Irish Agriculture Advisory body).

Aim was to develop a blueprint for the sustainable agricultural 
management of the Annex I habitats of the Burren

Began with 20 farmers 



DEVELOPED SOLUTIONS TO EXISTING 

PROBLEMS

Working with the 20 LIFE farmers the project team assessed the 
barriers to the management that benefitted the biodiversity of the 
area

Identified key issues

Developed solutions to these





















KEY PRINCIPLES OF BURREN SCHEME

Open to all farmers: targets Natura 2000 sites 
and undesignated areas of Annex 1 habitat. 

Programme participation voluntary but competitive

Payments calculated on the basis of work done 

Farmers contribute to the cost of any capital works 
on their land. 

Rewards past positive management and incentivises 
improvement in habitat quality. 



KEY INNOVATIONS

Payment for production of high quality Annex 1 
habitats

Eligible limestone grassland and associated 
habitats on the farm mapped and assessed by 
a trained farming for conservation advisor. 

The conservation status of the grassland 
habitat in each field scored on a scale of 0 to 
10 (no payment where silage feeding)

Per hectare payment  Class 10 Class 9  Class 8  Class 7  Class 6  Class 5  Class 4  Class 3  Less than 

Class 3  

0 – 40 hectares  €100 €90  €80  €70  €60  €50  €40  €30  Nil  

40-80 hectares  €50 €45  €40  €35  €30  €25  €20  €15  Nil  

80-120 hectares  €25 €22.50  €20  €17.50  €15  €12.5  €10  €7.5  Nil  

 







PROGRESS

Burren LIFE ran from 2004-2009

Was hugely successful

Won ‘best of the best’ LIFE projects in 2010

Awarded European Diploma for Protected Areas in 2013

From 20 pilot farmers, a fully fledged Burren Farming for 
Conservation Scheme was rolled out to 160 farmers in 2010

In 2015 this was expanded again to cater for up to 500 farmers in 
the region



PROGRESS

Scheme adaptable

Payments were increased

Ensured compatibility with national eagri-environment scheme

Can it be expanded beyond this region?



BEYOND THE BURREN

The Burren is unique from a landscape point of view 

Not unique from a High Nature Value (HNV) point of view

Up to 40% of the farmed land in Ireland is HNV

The majority of these HNV farms are suckler beef, beef steers and 
sheep farms

Wet grassland and peatland habitats are the dominant semi-natural 
habitats in these areas







BEYOND THE BURREN

Can we apply the Burren Scheme elsewhere?

Unlikely, as the Burren Scheme caters for dry species-rich grasslands and 
heaths over limestone soils while the majority of HNV in Ireland is 
dominated by wet grassland and peatland habitats

Can we apply the Burren Scheme principles elsewhere?

Yes, the process and principles applied in the Burren region can be 
adapted and implemented elsewhere. Simply need a scorecard for 
upland habitats for example

The Department of Agriculture recently implemented Measure 16 of the 
Rural Development Plan; European Innovation Partnerships

Recently awarded a tender for a results-based type scheme to address 
the decline of the Hen Harrier across Ireland

This project will apply the Burren principles adapted for upland areas 
dominated by wet grassland and peatland habitats



BEYOND THE BURREN

The Department of Agriculture ran an open call for projects that 
would address any of the Rural Development Plan biodiversity 
targets.

Closing date was end Jan 2017

Expected up to 20 applications nationally

Received over 100 applications

Huge interest from local communities to work toward addressing local 
issues

Include islands groups and upland habitat groups from the north, west 
and east of the country 



BEYOND THE BURREN

Adapting measures or processes that have worked elsewhere will be 
important if these are to succeed

Management of common land is an issue throughout Ireland

Solutions to this issue would be very valuable

Dartmoor Farming Futures

The Pontbren Project, Wales 
(https://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/publications/2013/02/the-pontbren-
project/)

RBAPS pilot projects in England, Romania, Ireland and Spain

(www.rbaps.eu, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/results-based-agri-
environment-payment-scheme-rbaps-pilot-study-in-England, http://www.fundatia-
adept.org/?content=rbaps, http://www.yorkshiredales.org.uk/living-and-
working/other-services/press-office/news/recent/wensleydale-farmers-pioneer-new-
agri-environment-payment-scheme) 



BEYOND THE BURREN

Working with local communities to work through a ‘Burren’ process 
could lead to 100’s of successful local innovation partnerships 
throughout Europe

Benefitting biodiversity, associated ecosystem services and the rural 
communities 

But it’s all a process




