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25th January 2016
Dear Sir/Madam
Environmental Governance in Northern Ireland
We welcome the opportunity to respond to the discussion document relating to Environmental Governance in Northern Ireland. The Ulster Farmers’ Union (UFU) is the largest farming organisation in Northern Ireland representing over 11’500 farming families. The UFU represents farmers from all areas of Northern Ireland and across all sectors. 
The UFU welcomes the recent decision to set up an independent inquiry into environmental governance and have carefully considered the details of this discussion document. The UFU would like to see greater emphasis on some of the improvements that have been and continue to be made to Northern Ireland’s environment and where further improvements are possible. The UFU would like to see more reference to encouragement and assistance from Government to help towards environmental objectives. The UFU believe continued development of the existing structures would better deliver on environmental protection and therefore are opposed to the creation of an independent environmental protection agency in Northern Ireland. 
Farmers manage almost 80% of Northern Ireland’s land and the farming community is very supportive of environmental protection. Farmers are key contributors to shaping the environment and they believe that there must be a balance between efficient production and protecting the environment as it is part of their day to day work and business activities. We believe that the environment has been moulded over the years by active farming in partnership with nature. Farmers rely on a healthy environment to produce quality local food.
The UFU believes that there is a need for changes in environmental governance, however, where there are difficulties in the present environmental governance set up, the UFU feel that it would be more environmentally effective to address those difficulties and improve in other areas within the limited resources available rather than setting-up a new body. Although there are still issues regarding the interaction between Northern Ireland Environment Agency and farmers, the UFU feels that NIEA are becoming better at understanding the agricultural sector for the benefits of both the environment and those who operate within it. The UFU is concerned, that the communication channels that have been built up would be damaged should a new agency be put in place. 
The UFU have always stressed that the focus should be on actions e.g. Northern Ireland was the first UK region to successfully implement a fully compliant Nitrates Action Plan under the Nitrates Directive and have successfully went through three reviews, whereas, England, Scotland and Wales with independent environment agencies were criticised by Europe due to lack of action. It is our strong belief that the process of setting up an alternative structure will disperse the focus on these areas and indeed it is highly unlikely that a new body would find it any easier dealing with these difficult targets. 
The UFU would prefer maintaining the status quo of Option A. being delivered through DAERA, laid out in the discussion document. The UFU have built stronger more effective working arrangements between the NIEA and farmers which in turn is helping the farming community to unlock the commercial advantages that excellent environmental performance can generate in competitive global markets. As the discussion document outlines the NIEA have the knowledge and capability to continue to carry out environmental protection functions, it has developed a valuable body of expertise with working relationships with Ireland, Defra and other DA’s. The UFU would feel that these lines of communication and experience are too valuable to loose. 

European law will continue to be a major influence on environmental behaviours and is the dominant influence in setting framework for environmental governance in Northern Ireland and not as an independent environmental protection agency as some local environmental organisations would like.  People do expect the local devolved Assembly to provide strong leadership on the environment and to provide a very high standard of environmental governance and in the UFU’s view they must be therefore directly accountable for this rather than very much at an arms length with an independent agency. The devolved government with active, transparent and robust scrutiny on how all departments are delivering on their environmental obligations, by committee of elected representatives, would in our opinion be more independent, accountable and effective. 
The UFU have never been provided with evidence to suggest that a new independent environment protection agency will be able to protect the environment any better than the existing structures, assumptions and opinions is not the grounds for a strong argument. This debate has been opened due to the fixation with structures in other parts of the UK and Europe, environmental protection is not achieved through structures it is achieved through actions and outcomes, just because Northern Ireland is the only part of the UK which doesn’t have an independent environment protection agency is not a valid reason for introducing such an organisational change. The UFU feel that the effort that is being put into engaging with stakeholders, to convince them of the need for an independent agency should rather be directed to encouraging ‘fine tuning’ of what already exists and it would result in not only improved environmental outcomes but also be achieved in a more resource efficient manner. 
The discussion document clearly outlines that restructuring to develop any type of independent agency will require resource commitment. ‘Ever tightening constraints both in terms of financial and staff resources’ would suggest that it would be foolish and unwise to waste finite resources on creating an Independent Environment Agency. This demand will not be met solely by a commitment from Central Government to maintain Grant in Aid funding linked to a GDP Deflator with the financial climate that we see ourselves in. The UFU would be extremely concerned that an independent agency would inevitably lead to greater income raising measures through application fees, inspection fees and cost recovery from enforcement as outlined in the consultation with the farming industry in particular, because of its very significant interaction with the environment, being an ‘easy target’. The UFU feel the question has to be asked, would an independent environment agency realistically benefit the environment when it’s so heavily reliant on charging schemes, costs of licenses and permits.
There is a need for the introduction of a simpler, clearer, more effective system that is easier to understand.  Farmers are experiencing an ever increasing amount of paperwork often dictated by European Regulation.  Any attempt to reduce the level of paperwork would save both time and money for farmers. The UFU feel that an independent agency would create additional red tape for the farming industry, going against the principle of better regulation. The creation of a greater sense of trust with an independent governance system from both the public and from those regulated by moving environmental regulation away from the political arena will not be delivered. In fact, we firmly believe that the opposite will in fact be the case due to the lack of ‘accountability’ of an independent agency. There are very genuine concerns within the UFU that while there may be greater flexibility with a higher degree of independence to make necessary changes to speed up decisions and actions, these decisions/actions may not be the right ones and were would accountability lye when the actions occur. The agrifood industry in Northern Ireland has unfortunately had first-hand experience with a situation such as this when an inaccurate position was taken by the Food Standards Agency in 2008 on ‘dioxins’ which could have decimated the NI pig industry. 
In summary, the UFU is opposed to the introduction of an independent environmental protection agency, for the reasons outlined above. The key focus must be on the protection and improvement of the environment rather than the establishment of an independent structure. 
If you require any further information, please do not hesitate to contact us. 

Yours sincerely
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