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Many of the types of natural feature which support a
rich diversity of species - such as lowland meadows
and hedgerows - are declining

There's much to celebrate when examining the state of As well as our natural heritage, our built heritage
Northern Ireland’s environment: is very important — but we lack a full picture of
the state of all our valuable historic buildings and
Our air quality has improved significantly over the archaeological sites
past decade
The proportion of household waste being recycled Those are just a few of the key points to emerge from
has increased in recent years the first State of the Environment report for Northern
For its size, Northern Ireland has one of the most Ireland. There are many others. Read on to find out
geologically diverse areas anywhere in the world more about just how our environment measures up.

It has an unusually rich variety of different animal
and plant species

It also has a range of built heritage sites reflecting
9,000 years of human history

But there are also significant weaknesses which we need
to address:

Our greenhouse gas emissions are not yet falling
fast enough

The build-up of excessive nutrient levels in

rivers and lakes poses a major threat to our
water environment









! People began having an impact on the environment of
W the island of Ireland when the first hunter gatherers arrived
| roughly 9,000 years ago. At first they settled by the coast
but, by 4,000 BC, the first farming communities had begun
moving alo




The landscape was no longer shaped purely by the forces of nature -
people were making their mark, albeit on a small scale. Over the past
few centuries, the rate of economic and social progress has intensified
enormously. The pressures this puts on our environment are significant,
but they are also common to almost all countries in the developed world.

A rising population and increasing affluence have led to a demand for
more housing. We have grown highly dependent on fossil fuels for our
energy use, with a resultant impact on air quality and greenhouse gases.
We rely to a great extent on road transport.

Cars and lorries contribute to greenhouse gas emissions, and roads can
have a negative effect both on our landscape and on the diversity of our
animal and plant life.

Moreover, 6,000 years on from the establishment of those first farming
communities, most of our land is used for agriculture, which often has
unintended and sometimes harmful consequences for our landscape,

biodiversity, water quality and greenhouse gas levels.

The sections that follow look in a little more detail at the state of each of
the most important aspects of our environment.



Air and Climate

Air quality is critical for individual human
health, for the sustainability of wildlife habitats,
and for the quality of the built environment.
We are also becoming increasingly aware of its
impact on the world’s climate and the grave
implications that climate change holds for
future generations.




Northern Ireland’s air quality has improved significantly over the past
decade, with a reduction in overall levels of air pollution as a result
of controls. However, this is not reflected in emissions of greenhouse gases.

The Northern Ireland Sustainable Development Strategy has set the
targets for the reduction of the greenhouse gases which contribute to
global warming by 2025 of a 25% reduction below 1990 levels in overall
greenhouse gas emissions, and a 30% reduction below 1990 levels in
carbon dioxide emissions.

Both globally and in Northern Ireland, carbon dioxide is the greenhouse
gas which is the biggest contributor to climate change. In Northern Ireland,
transport and power generation are the largest sources of greenhouse gas
emissions, followed by agriculture.

Transport emissions increased at a much faster rate here between 1990
and 2005 than in the UK as a whole. Cars and lorries are the biggest
sources of carbon dioxide in this sector. Power generation is a major
source of greenhouse gases due to our dependence on fossil fuel for
our energy supply.

Agriculture is the third largest contributor because of the huge quantity of
methane produced by cattle. Methane has a much more powerful effect
than carbon dioxide on global warming.

Total emissions of the main greenhouse gases which contribute to global
warming fell slightly in Northern Ireland between 1990 and 2005. But there
is no conclusive evidence that greenhouse gas emissions are yet declining
at a sufficiently fast rate to meet the Sustainable Development Strategy
targets. In future, the proposed Climate Change Bill for the UK will enable
Northern Ireland to play its part in this global issue.
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Built Heritage

‘Built heritage’means the buildings and
structures which we feel are architecturally,
historically and culturally important to us. Built
heritage is a vital aspect of our cufture and
landscape. It plays a major role in shaping the
distinctive character of an area or community.



Northern Ireland’s built heritage is remarkably diverse. For many
centuries it was also very well preserved, thanks to slow population
growth and low intensity agricultural practices which protected certain
features of our built heritage. However, during the 20th century all that
changed. The economic and social progress of the last 100 years has put
considerable pressure on our built heritage — most notably through shifts
in agriculture, housing and development, and tourism.

Progressive measures have been introduced to protect our valuable
sites, archaeological features and historic buildings through recording
and protection. Northern Ireland has now protected more than 1,600
scheduled historic monuments, such as castles and abbeys, with 183 of
these in state care, and recorded over 16,000 archaeological sites. Also,
more than 8,000 buildings in Northern Ireland are protected as‘listed’
by Environment and Heritage Service — in other words, being of special
architectural or historic interest.

The Sustainable Development Strategy sets a target of improving the
condition of 200 of our most important listed buildings over

the next ten years, so they are no longer deemed to be ‘at risk’ of loss or
further decay. Positive steps have already been taken to begin meeting
this target, and there has been a reduction in the number of buildings
categorised as being ‘at risk’ in this way.

Although we have lacked good information on archaeological sites in
Northern Ireland, we'll shortly be publishing the results of a

major survey of the condition of such sites here. A wide ranging survey
of historic buildings will also add to our knowledge.



Environment and Heritage Service looks after nearly 200 historic sites
and monuments in state care. Dunluce Castle provides a good example
of the challenges which can arise in caring for an historic monument.

This stunning mediaeval building, perched on top of a precipitous rocky

crag, is one of Northern Ireland’s best-known and most photographed
monuments. It has been largely unoccupied since its kitchen collapsed
into the sea during a storm one night in the late seventeenth century.

The cliffs on which Dunluce Castle is set continue to be eroded by the
sea, and the Environment and Heritage Service has had to take steps to

stabilise the cliffs on a number of occasions in recent years.

As development pressures increase, we will promote a better
understanding of how best to reuse and regenerate buildings. Our built
heritage represents a fragile resource, which when damaged and lost,

is irreplaceable.
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In Northern Ireland, we dispose of much of our rubbish in landfill sites where
it decomposes very slowly and can cause pollution. The Northern Ireland
Waste Management Strategy ‘Towards Resource Management'is designed to
ensure we move away from landfill towards reducing, reusing and recycling
much of our waste. It sets a target of reducing the amount of household
waste going to landfill by 2010 by one-third of 1995 levels, with further larger
cuts by 2020.

The proportion of household waste which is now recycled is increasing but
before 2010 we will need an increase of 10% in the current rate of household
recycling in order to reach the targets in the Waste Management Strategy.
Even though the amount of waste produced by the average household

in Northern Ireland hasn't risen a great deal in recent years, the number of
households has increased, generating more waste in total, and increasing the
need to recycle more.

We also need to invest in the facilities to deal with our waste through new
infrastructure for recycling, composting and energy recovery.






It is important to bear in mind that this first State of the Environment report
is an incomplete one as we still lack some of the crucial information we need
and we will be working hard to fill in the gaps over the next few years. While
this summary has tried to provide some analysis of trends over time, we will
be able to do this in a more consistent way in the future.

But we do not need to wait for that improved picture to pinpoint the major
environmental issues and pressures facing us.

« Climate change is probably the biggest threat to our environment
globally. We need to play our part in tackling that threat through a
greater reduction in our greenhouse gases, but we also need to change
the way we manage our environment to cope with the predicted
changes in our own climate, such as more extreme weather conditions.

« Economic growth has brought us many benefits but that has come
with a significant environmental cost. We need to find more sustainable
ways of enjoying the rewards of increased affluence and of pursuing
further economic expansion.

« Rural land use has shaped our countryside for many centuries, but
modern agricultural practices aren't always compatible with a high
quality environment. We need to develop more sustainable agricultural
and rural land use practices.

Our ability to effectively address these issues will be central to the
environmental legacy we leave for future generations in Northern Ireland.
State of the Environment monitoring will play a key role in that process.










