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Summary
A non-regulatory, agri-environmental
scheme awarded £1.16 million in grants to
farmers. 

This resulted in a 24% reduction in the
MCPA herbicide concentration in the raw
river water abstracted for drinking water
treatment in the River Derg cross-border
catchment. 

A cost-benefit analysis showed that,
projected over a 30-year period, every £1
invested in tackling MCPA at source could
result in £3.36 in benefits through water
treatment cost savings.

Key to the success of the scheme was the
advisors working directly with farmers, in
a non-regulatory capacity, to deliver the
right measure in the right location. 

A Case Study in the River Derg Catchment 



As part of the annual review of the Northern Ireland Water (NI Water)
Drinking Water Safety Plan for the Derg catchment, the herbicide 2-
methyl-4-chlorophenoxyacetic Acid (MCPA) was identified in 2018 as the
most pressing threat to drinking water quality. 

High concentrations of MCPA increase the cost of raw water treatment
because the GAC (granular activated carbon) filters used to remove
MCPA must be regenerated or replaced more frequently.  
Expensive capital upgrades to Derg WTW’s are also required to provide
increased capacity to remove MCPA during the water treatment process. 

The Problem

Land cover in the River Derg catchment (AFBI, 2022)

MCPA, is commonly
used to control rushes
(Juncus) in areas of
rough grazing and to
control broad leaf
weeds in grasslands. 
MCPA is the most
frequently used
pesticide on the island
of Ireland for grassland
and fodder crops by
both spray area and
weight.
MCPA is highly soluble
and does not bind well
to soil, and so is easily
lost to waterbodies
following rainfall.
Between 2013-2015
MCPA was detected in
two-thirds of rivers
surveyed by the
Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA)
in Ireland.

MCPA –Key Facts 

What was done?
Over three years, three Project Officers supported farmers
in implementing an agri-environmental scheme aimed at
reducing herbicides, colour and turbidity in raw river water
abstracted for treatment,

There are approximately 340 farms in the catchment, of
which 236 were surveyed, identifying over 1700 pressures
and resulting in £1.16 million in grants being awarded to 118
farms. 

However, although weed-wiping with glyphosate (as an
alternative to boom spraying with MCPA) and pesticide
storage cabinets were the 2nd and 3rd most frequently
awarded measures (62% and 64% of applicants,
respectively), they only account for 10% of the funding
awarded.

The most frequently awarded intervention was fencing,
which accounted for 49% of the cost of the scheme. 
An extensive community engagement and education
programme was also implemented in the catchment. 



Full MCPA concentration time series for the River Derg and Finn catchments with the start of the agri-environmental scheme indicated by the
black vertical line and the drinking water limit of 0.1µg/l indicated by the red line (AFBI, 2022). 

During the project, the drinking water limit of 0.1µg/l for pesticides was exceeded in 27% of
samples.

Only 3% of the agricultural land area was weed-wiped (rather than boom sprayed) during the
project.

Post implementation of the scheme there was a 24% reduction in MCPA concentrations in the
Derg river water. 

Projected over 30 years, the cost-benefit analysis found that for every £1 invested in tackling
MCPA at source, £3.36 in benefits through water treatment cost savings at the WTWs could
be achieved.

The costs included in this analysis included mitigation measures, non-regulatory advisory
support, and community engagement.

No pollution swapping was observed as a result of the use of glyphosate instead of MCPA.

Key Findings

Implications 
MCPA is a widespread and chronic water quality problem across the island of Ireland.
Implementing the right measures in the right places can deliver significant cost benefits
in terms of improving drinking water quality.
However, this requires greater advisory support for farmers that is sustained over a long
period of time.
Cost of this support is outweighed by the benefits accrued through improvements in
water quality.

 

Evaluation of an Agri-Environment Scheme in the Derg Catchment 
Approaches to herbicide (MCPA) pollution mitigation in drinking
water source catchments using enhanced space and time
monitoring https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2020.142827

A full description of the work and supporting papers can be found at:
Disclaimer
The views and opinions expressed in this
document do not necessarily reflect those of
the European Commission or the Special EU
Programmes Body (SEUPB).

 

https://www.sourcetotap.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Farrow-et-al-2022-Derg-UKWIR-Report.pdf
https://www.sourcetotap.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Farrow-et-al-2022-Derg-UKWIR-Report.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2020.142827
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0048969720363567

