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The Irish National Action Programme (NAP) under the EU Nitrates Directive (SI 101, 2009) is 

a policy that constrains the use of phosphorus (P) and nitrogen (N) in slurry and fertilizer and is 

also the major Programme of Measures to mitigate diffuse pollution from agriculture under the 

EU Water Framework Directive (WFD). These measures include limits on soil P status; 

livestock intensity to limit organic N inputs to soils; closed periods for slurry/fertiliser spreading 

and ploughing to limit the exposure of nutrients to runoff and leaching during winter. The NAP 

and associated derogation agreed between the EU Commission and Ireland (OJEU, 2007) is 

being evaluated in the Agricultural Catchments Programme in six soil and physiographic 

settings representative of grassland and arable agricultural enterprises in Ireland. A ‘nutrient 

transfer continuum’ from source, through pathways, to delivery and impact in a water body 

receptor (Haygarth et al., 2005) describes the different phases of diffuse pollution and is also 

used in this Programme as a framework for evaluation. Compliance with NAP standards may be 

non-synchronous at different levels of the continuum so evaluation is required at a number of 

levels in a catchment-scale experimental design. First it is important to demonstrate source 

compliance with standards for nutrient use and soil nutrient status within the NAP. Second it is 

important to evaluate the effect that the policy has on water quality in terms of WFD chemical 

standards set for water body receptors. Consideration here, though, has to be given to legacies 

of previous nutrient management and the lag time between this and the influence of current 

policies. Third, although the mobilisation and pathways of nutrient transfers do not have 

chemical standards, it is important to demonstrate this link between source and delivery to 

validate conceptual models of P and N transfers in each catchment. Fourth, it is also important 

to quantify the attitudes of farmer stakeholders towards the measures contained in the NAP and 

the economic impacts of investment in infrastructure and the introduction of explicit times for 

nutrient use and ploughing. Some early data are presented showing a census approach to 

monitoring source and delivery of P and N, demonstration of mobilisation/pathway 

considerations in surface and sub-surface environments, and socio-economic considerations in 

the years following NAP implementation. 
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