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“Water is not a commercial product like any other but, rather, a heritage which must be protected, defended and treated as such.” (Water Framework Directive)

Membership of the European Union has been hugely beneficial to Ireland since our entry in 1973. Alongside the significant structural and other funding however it has also brought with it strict environmental standards imposed from Europe across many areas like drinking water & air quality, landfill standards and agricultural practices. 
Recently, the EU statutory approach to water resource protection and enhancement was set out in the context of one major new piece of legislation, called the Water Framework Directive. In broad terms, this directive requires Ireland and all other EU member states to meet ambitious water quality standards before a deadline of 2015. These standards apply to all “waterbodies”; these include rivers & lakes, groundwater, estuaries and coastal waters. Once these high standards are met, they then have to be maintained in perpetuity.  
At present, Ireland enjoys some of the highest quality waters in the entire EU, and we already meet high targets for many of our waterbodies across the country.  Continued investment from the National Development Plan in environmental improvement schemes such as sewage treatment works and farmyard storage installations ensures that many specific problems will be addressed in the near future. 
However, despite the ongoing investments there are many pressures which can affect waterbodies, both locally and nationally across the country, and in some circumstances these can cause water quality standards to drop. National examples include the pressures caused by agriculture (which has recently seen agreement between government and farmers on environmental improvement) while local pressures for example in … specific text for each county as appropriate
Since the Water Framework Directive became law in Ireland in 2003, research and investigation has greatly improved our knowledge of pressures on waterbodies and issues affecting their quality across the country. As well as establishing the existing quality of waterbodies, we have also assessed the risk of quality levels decreasing in the future and we have begun to consider solutions to prevent any such deterioration. 
A major part of this work has involved discussing local problems and issues with people who affect local policy, such as County Councillors, or people whose livelihoods either depend on or affect water quality, such as farming organisations or anglers as well as environmental representative groups.
The EU encourages much closer participation by the public in environmental affairs in general and the Water Framework Directive in particular. A requirement of the directive is to proactively involve and consult people during the planning process, not just at the end of the process when implementation is underway. Therefore, we are now asking stakeholders and concerned citizens to check on the work to date and ensure that all of the pressures are being addressed in the ongoing work. 

A clear and concise booklet of what are now considered to be the key pressures around the country is being published on 22nd June 2007. Called “Water Matters”, it identifies regional and local issues and outlines what the possible solutions might be.  It also asks several questions of the reader and provides contact details for responses or queries.  
There are 5 Water Matters booklets in circulation, each dealing with issues in a separate region of the country. This is because implementation of the Water Framework Directive in Ireland is not on a county by county basis. The country has been split into 5 on the basis of the major rivers and are known as river basins (Eastern, South Eastern, South Western, Shannon & Western). There are also 3 cross border river basins which are managed in cooperation with Northern Ireland.  
This is an opportunity to contribute to an important process at an early stage and shape regional and national investment in the environment for years to come. A 6- month window of opportunity for providing comments is available to the public from the end of June until Christmas 2007 – this will allow ample time to read the Water Matters booklet, ask questions or attend one of the information sessions which will be held over the coming months at many locations around the country. 
Next year, based on the responses and the ongoing work, a major management plan for Irish waterbodies will be prepared. This consultation phase aims to ensure that nothing significant is missed before the plan is prepared.
