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1. Sligo’s water issue overstated (Wednesday, February 06, 2002)

Mr Hunter said: “The improvements in river and lakewater quality reported by the EPA show that farmers have acted responsibly in fertiliser spreading, particularly since the publication of Teagasc fertiliser advice on phosphates in 1998.”

Stanley Hunter, Sligo’s IFA chairman, said that the recent EPA Water Quality Monitoring Report 1998-2000, was overstated and that farmers were being pinpointed in the blame game on the causes of water pollution.

He added that the Government and the EPA should recognise the strong commitment of over 45,000 farmers participating in the REPS programme which is resulting in further marked improvements in water quality.

Farmers are spending enormous sums of money on livestock housing and manure storage facilities totalling over 1.25 billion since the late 1980s.

However much greater Government support is needed to put in place adequate manure storage on farms.

Continuing he explained that the IFA raised serious questions concerning claims in the EPA report that agriculture was the main cause of eutrophication of surface water.

He said: “Agriculture as a sector has remained static in terms of stock numbers and output since the mid 1990s yet its contribution to eutrophication of surface water is reported to have increased. “This has coincided with unprecedented growth in the non farming industrial sectors of the Irish economy.

Furthermore, the methodology used by the EPA cites agriculture as a cause of poor water quality where no other direct cause can be easily identified.

2. Business concerned over threat of new water charges (Wednesday, November 20, 2002)

THERE is growing concern regarding the scale of additional costs that will be involved for business as a result of a new pricing policy for water charges, according to Padraig O’Grady, IBEC’s Regional Director.

Plans to upgrade water services as part of the ¤3.8 billion allocated under the National Development Plan are well advanced by local authorities who will have responsibility for the recovery of full costs of water services from all ‘non-domestic’ customers. Local authorities define ‘non-domestic’ as any organisation or enterprise that is not a householder. As a result the proposed new pricing policy will have major cost consequences for all businesses, industry, farmers, schools, hospitals, crèches etc.

Sligo local authorities are to pilot the new water-metering arrangements which will soon be introduced by all local authorities throughout the country. It is expected that the new pricing policy will be come into force in Sligo by 2004 and in all other local authorities by 2006.

IBEC delegations of local business people met with three local authorities individually in Donegal, Leitrim and Sligo but were unable to establish what price will be charged per cubic metre for the supply and treatment of water.

Mr O’Grady said too much uncertainty exists around what charging mechanism will be used - companies need clear information. “The absence of any advance warning or proper consultation between local authorities and customers is contrary to good business practice”, he said.

3. Tankers supply town as water runs out (Thuesday, April 22, 2003)

THE recent spell of dry weather proved a mixed blessing for the people of Manorhamilton.

The lack of rain over the past couple of months, and indeed the unusually dry winter, has taken its toll on the town’s water supply source.

Indeed it has dried up to such an extent that Leitrim County Council is at present having to bring in five tanker loads of water a day to try and make up the 30,000 gallons a day shortfall in the town supply.

Even at that measures such as cutting off sections of the supply at night have had to be taken and the Council have appealed to people to conserve water where they can. This means not watering gardens or washing cars. The Council have also asked people to check their supply for any leaks or other water wastages.

The town has had water problems in the past but generally only in the summer. A water shortage at this time of the year is unprecedented.

Manorhamilton’s problems arise because the town is supplied from an underground source on the Glencar side of the town. Because of the dry winter and the fact that plant and grass growth is now also drawing on it, it is under pressure.

That this year could pose the biggest problems ever if we get a good summer is ironic given that by the end of this year the town will get a brand new supply.

“I know most people don’t want to see it but if we could get one more wet summer it would solve our problems”, said Shay O’Connor, Senior Water Services Engineer with Leitrim County Council.

The North Leitrim regional water supply, which will take water from Lough Gill, is presently under construction and should be ready to come on stream at the end of the year.

Because of that the Council are reluctant to do anything major in the way of an alternative supply such as drilling bore holes, but it may be something they will have to consider.

“We are in a bit of a Catch 22 situation. Bringing in five tanker loads of water a day as we are at present is an expensive operation. If we had to do that for three months of the summer we would have to look at a cheaper alternative”, said Mr O’Connor.

He paid tribute to people in Manorhamilton for the understanding they have shown. “We are very grateful for the response we have got from people. I suppose the fact that they can see that we are doing something to deal with the problem long term does help.

4. 1,199 Sligo farmers to benefit from REPS changes (Tuesday, May 13, 2003)

SLIGO IFA Co. Chairperson Teresa Gilligan has said that the new Partnership deal hammered out between IFA and the Government will result in higher REPS payments to 1,199 farmers who are currently in the REPS scheme.

Furthermore, with the higher payments agreed under the deal, Mrs. Gilligan expects that a further 602 farmers will join REPS over the next couple of years bringing the total number of farmers in County Sligo to 1,801 and receiving €12.9m level of payment.

Mrs. Gilligan outlined the new arrangement for payments under REPS, which will apply from January 1, 2004 and will form part of a new and revised scheme.

The new rates of payments are E200 on the first 20 ha; €175 on the next 20 ha and €70 on the next 15 ha. This will give a new maximum payment of €8,550 compared to the current maximum of €6,040.

The average payment in the county will increase from €5,134 to €7,150, which represents up to a 40% increase when the number of farmer participants in the scheme increases.

Farmers who are already in REPS will have to apply for the new higher payment at the next anniversary date of their five year REPS plan which falls from January 1 next year.

Mrs. Gilligan said the new REPS scheme should bring the value of payment in the county to €12.9m over the next couple of years and will be a significant boost to farmers incomes, help the local rural economy and most importantly, reward farmers’ contribution to preserving the environment.

5. Water meters for Sligo (Tuesday, July 01, 2003)

More than 6,000 premises and farms in Sligo are to have water meters installed under a national pilot project.

It will involve all commercial premises such as hotels, pubs, restaurants and shops as well as agricultural supplies and commercial holiday homes.

Sligo has been chosen by the Department of the Environment to be the guinea pig nationally to see how the system operates and to iron out any problems before it is introduced throughout the country.

At present all non-domestic users pay a fixed rate for water irrespective of the quantity that they use. But by 2006 the EU wants all these premises to have meters fitted so that they will pay on the basis of what water they use.

The meters will be supplied and installed by a private company, who will also read them and collect the charges on behalf of the Council.

At present consultants are working on contract documents, which will then have to be approved by the Department. When that is then the contract will be put out to tender.

It is hoped the premises involved will be charged under the new system by the beginning of 2005 so all meters will have to be fitted by the end of next year.

The rate at which people will be charged has not yet been finalised but work is in progress on a scale of charges.

A spokesperson for Sligo County Council said that the new system will actually be fairer than the present fixed charge.

“At present you can have a small corner shop and a hairdressers paying the same charge, yet while the hairdressers could have nine or ten washhand basins going all day, the shop might only a toilet and one washhand basin but they both pay the same.”

There are no plans at present to meter domestic supplies.

A spokesman for Sligo Chamber of Commerce said they would welcome the move at face value as a more equitable system. He said: "However, the rate would need to be fair. While commercial rates are in general there for business, traditionally they contribute to the cost of refuse collection, water services and street cleaning.

"The Chamber acknowledges we are paying for refuse and will soon pay metered water charges and that is fair. But we expect that the annual rates bill will be cut by an equal amount to reflect the changes in the refuse and water charges systems.

6. €62 million upgrade for water services (Tuesday, August 19, 2003)

A TOTAL of over €62 million is to be spent on upgrading water and sewerage schemes in County Sligo with either construction or planning to begin over the next two years.

It is part of a national E5.4 billion water and sewerage infrastructure investment programme announced last week by Environment Minister Martin Cullen.

Many of the schemes have been announced previously and some of the money is already being spent as some projects are already under construction. Others are due to begin construction in the years 2003-2005, while others will be at the planning stage in that time frame.

Minister Cullen described the programme as “the most significant milestone yet in the push to bring our water services infrastructure up to a world standard”.

The biggest schemes listed for Sligo are the Sligo Main Drainage sewerage scheme, which is already under way and is estimated to cost E23 million and the Sligo and Environs water scheme, which is to start this year, at a cost of E13,900,000.

The schemes to start in 2004 in County Sligo are: Enniscrone Sewerage Scheme, costing E790,000; Lough Talt Water Supply Scheme E1,100,000 and Sligo Sludge Management E660,000.

Sligo schemes to start in 2005 are: Carrowroe Sewerage Scheme E2,100,000; Rosses Point/Cregg, Ballincar Sewerage Scheme E5,100,000; Ballygawley Sewerage Scheme E1,000,000; Mullaghmore Sewerage Scheme E1,300,000 and Mullaghmore water scheme Stage 2 E1,300,000.

Schemes approved under the Serviced Land Initiative are: Ballinacarrow Sewerage Scheme E634,900; Grange Sewerage Improvement Scheme, E634,900; Tubbercurry Sewerage Scheme E952,300; Cliffoney Sewerage Scheme E317,400; Strandhill Sewerage Scheme E634,900 and Teesan/Lisnalurg Sewerage Scheme E2,539,500

Under Schemes Approved to Enter Planning is the Sligo and Environs Water Supply Scheme(Phase 3) E4,000,000.

There is also a Water Conservation Allocation for the county of E2,652,190.

The total investment for Sligo is E62,616,090.

The total programme for County Leitrim amounts to E48,572,000.

Schemes at construction at the moment include the North Leitrim Regional Water Supply Scheme, costing E15,000,000.

Among the schemes to start in 2004 are: Kinlough/Tullaghan Water Supply Scheme E1,700,000.

Under the Leitrim Towns & Villages Sewerage Schemes programme, schemes are planned for Dromahair, Kinlough, Kiltyclogher and Tullaghan.  

7. ‘I’m not tight fisted’ says water non-payer (Tuesday, December 02, 2003)

A West Sligo resident has hit out at reports that defaulters in a group water scheme are tight-fisted.

Pat Kelly, from Dromard, admitted that he was not paying his water charges to Sligo County Council.

The small farmer said he didn’t use any of the water allocatd for agricultural use.

Mr Kelly was responding to Sligo County Council’s get-tough policy

He said: “There has been a lot of publicity about tight-fisted people in the Skreen/Dromard and Templeboy areas in recent weeks.

“But the reality is not quite so simple”.

Mr. Kelly said he was not speaking on behalf of anybody, as one of those who has not paid.

“I have not paid because I have not used any extra water although I have been billed.

“It is not as simple as what has been portrayed.

“There are some who have used quite an amount of water but the majority of users are like myself.

“The council should be targeting these people”.

Mr Kelly said he welcomed the introduction of a metering system.

“It is a bit like like locking the stable when the horse has gone.

“The council should have introduced this long ago.

Sligo county council have been cutting off the water supply to houses in the area since November 18.

The council are looking for E85,683.27 arrears which is owed by an estimated 47 defaulters in the area.

Meanwhile council workers are preparing to cut-off other defaulters throughout the county.

A council spokesperson said that some inroads had been made into the outstanding debt.

“Some of the defaulters are paying up but it is very gradual.

“We are continuing to cut off water and further restrictions are being planned from yesterday.

“We don’t like doing this but it is the only way to make sure that these well off users pay up.

“Between 71% and 80% of those who owed money in 2002 have paid up.

“We do not have exact monetary figures for this.

“We are also stepping up our campaign throughout the county for non-domestic supplies.

“So if you haven’t paid then you will be cut off and a re-connection charge will be levied”.  

8. Group water schemes show faecal dirt (Tuesday, February 10, 2004)

OVER half of Sligo’s group water schemes have shown evidence of faecal contamination, according to the latest report from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).

While the report, which relates to 2002, shows that Sligo’s public water supplies are generally above average in their compliance with drinking water standards at 99.1%, the group water schemes are at the bottom of the pile nationally.

Sligo had the worst level in the country of compliance for faecal coliforms in its group water schemes at just 46.7%. Faecal coliforms are a definite indication of faecal contamination (either human or animal waste) in water.

Sligo County Council acknowledge that the figures in the microbiological analysis in eight private group water schemes in the county are a cause of concern. But it says plans are well advanced to address this problem and indeed it expects remedial work on all the schemes to commence in the current year.

In relation to the county’s 15 group schemes, which serve 6,738 people, the EPA report states that their overall compliance with drinking water standards was poor and was below the national average at 81.8%

“Over half the group schemes monitored were contaminated with faecal coliforms in 2002”, the report states.

Referring to the situation over a review period of 2000-2002, the EPA say that the overall quality of drinking water in group schemes was poor and compliance with the faecal coliform standard was below 50% throughout the period.

The three public water supplies, which serve 15,500 people in Sligo Town, are stated to be satisfactory during the review period. In 2002 the overall compliance with drinking water standards was above average at 99.1%.

However the eight public supplies in county Sligo did not come out as well out of the report.

While over the 2000-2002 review period the overall quality of drinking water in the public supplies in the county was “satisfactory”, for 2002 the compliance rate of 96% for drinking water standards was below average.

The compliance rate for faecal coliforms standards in public supplies was above the national average at 99.1%.

In relation to the problems with the group schemes, the Sligo County Council statement said that eight private group water schemes are identified as not being free of faecal coliforms.

“Two of these schemes – Ballygawley and Ballintogher – are currently being upgraded and will be connected to the Sligo and Environs public water supply scheme in September 2004.”

The Council say that two “bundles” of group scheme – each consisting of six scheme – have been formed for the purpose of procuring treatment as Design Build Operate projects.

Four tenderers have qualified to proceed to tender stage for these projects, and these firms will be invited to submit tenders next month.

“Work is expected to commence on these projects in the current year, which, when completed, will resolve the problems with private group schemes in county Sligo.”

The Council say it is acknowledged that Sligo has one of the most progressive rural water programmes in the country and it has worked very closely with the various group schemes and the National Federation of Group Schemes on a number of fronts. 

9. Water report leaves bad taste in the mouth (Tuesday, February 10, 2004)

THE current report from the Environmental Protection Agency in relation to water supply schemes doesn’t make for pleasant reading in relation to Sligo’s group water schemes.

The report for the year 2002 and a review period 2000-2002 shows that Sligo had the worst level in the country of compliance for faecal coliforms (which are a definite indication of faecal contamination, either human or animal) in its group water schemes at just 46.7%.

In fairness the compliance rate for public water supplies at 99.1% is above the national average

Sligo County Council acknowledges that the figures for eight private group water schemes in the county are a cause of concern. But it says that plans are well advanced to address this problem.

Its says that two schemes are currently been upgraded and it expects remedial work on all the schemes to commence in the current year.

For those people whose water is affected that cannot come quickly enough and let’s hope that when the report for this year is presented that it makes for better reading. 

10. ‘Nobody buys a white bathroom suite here’ (Tuesday, February 10, 2004)

ONE of the eight schemes in County Sligo identified by the EPA as being contaminated by faecal coliforms is the group scheme in Ballygawley.

The County Council is presently working on upgrading it and connecting it to the Sligo and Environs public water supply scheme.

But for people in the area that cannot come fast enough.

One resident, John Gethins, told the Weekender that quite apart from the report on coliforms, people in the area were unhappy with the general quality of the water.

“Nobody buys a white bathroom suite around here because the colour of the water in a white bath would certainly put you off getting in”, he said.

The colour and dirt of the water also causes problems in washing machines, with some clothes coming out with brown stains on them.

And people just don’t drink the water.

“Everyone buys water or gets it from a well. I have a well myself and some people come here to get drinking water.”

He stressed that his criticism was not of the people who established the group on a voluntary basis.

“They are to be praised for their initiative in providing a water supply in the area but now in 2004 the Council should be responsible for providing people with a good quality water supply.”

Mr Gethins said that they had been told that they would be connected to the Council supply last July.

“But we still find ourselves in the same situation and that is a major disappointment to people in the area.

“We have to have the worst water in the whole county.”  

11. ‘Pay as you use’ water charges on the way (Tuesday, March 02, 2004)

INCREASED water- charges are in the pipe-line for Sligo businesses.

Water is free to domestic users in Ireland. However, commercial customers do not share this privilege.

In keeping with the principle that you pay for the resources you use and the waste you generate, metered, waste and capitol water charges are set to be brought on stream by the end of 2005 in Sligo.

Waste water charges have already been introduced to some counties. The amount charged varies greatly. For example, Limerick City Council charges 40c per 1,000 gallons, South County Dublin charges almost E4.67 for the same amount.

At present, 3% of customers within Sligo County Council are metered (the figure is 7% for Sligo Borough Council), this is projected to rise to 70% by the end of the year and 100% by the end of 2005.

Sligo County Council business owners paid the least amount in Ireland for metered water in 2003: E2.50 per thousand gallons. At E4.75 per thousand gallons, Limerick is the most expensive metered water-zone.

Capitol charges are when businesses are obliged to pay the capitol cost of water service infrastructure. Essentially, these charges cover the costs of domestic users who are availing of a free service.

Again these rates fluctuate dramatically according to where you are in the country.

Clare County Council charged 4c per 1,000 gallons; South County Dublin Council charged 41c per 1,000 for this levy.

Sligo County Council or Borough council have not yet finalised their pricing structure for waste and capitol charges.

Commercial interests in Sligo will be hopeful that there will not be a similar increase as has been experienced by Businesses in counties which have already introduced these charges.

Wicklow County Council raised its fees by 237% between 2002 and 2003. Fingal raised theirs by 219%.

The president of the Chamber of Commerce Ireland warned against possible profiteering by local councils on the back of new water charges.

“It is essential that the introduction of new water charges is made with the clear understanding that local authorities do not make a profit from the provision of water services. This is something the Chamber of Commerce will be tracking very closely.”

12. Cullen gives cash to take Sligo off bottom of table (Tuesday, March 09, 2004)

Sligo’s rural water schemes will receive a much needed boost following the allocation of E4.65 million by Minister for the Environment Martin Cullen.

Minister Cullen, stung by a recent report which labelled water produced by some Sligo rural water schemes as the worst in the country, announced the allocation yesterday, Monday, March 8.

The funds will be used for the urgent upgrading of polluted and unsatisfactory rural water supplies. It is part of a national allocation of E110 million funded under the National Development Plan.

Minister Cullen announced the allocation in Carlow at the launch of the 2004 Rural Water Programme. The new programme is E25 million higher overall than last year’s scheme, continuing the trend of year-on-year increases started in 1997.

Sligo is not the only county whose group water schemes came under criticism in the recent survey. The Minister said a high percentage of group water schemes with private sources were still recording bacteriological contamination.

The solution, he said, lay in connecting group schemes with private sources to public water supply networks or, where this was not feasible, providing on-site water treatment and disinfection equipment.

“I am determined that lack of money will not get in the way of securing the earliest possible resolution of rural water quality issues”, the Minister said.

“I am heartened by the sterling efforts being made by the local authorities and the group scheme sector to implement the Action Plan for Rural Water Upgrading which sets a 2006 target for all group water schemes to be brought into compliance with the Drinking Water Regulations.”

Approximately one third of rural households get their drinking water from group water schemes. Group schemes are community owned piped water supply systems which, in about 60% of cases, are connected to local authority watermains.

The remainder depend on private sources such as rivers, lakes and boreholes. Many schemes in the latter category are experiencing water quality problems and need to be upgraded. Around 46,000 rural households are affected.

He said that, of the 46,000 group water scheme consumers currently affected by substandard drinking water supplies, “sixteen contracts are currently being progressed that will solve the problem for 30,000 of them.

“I have also provided the funds to allow solutions to be developed to deal with the remainder of the problem. I want these solutions brought forward and implemented as a matter of urgency.”  

13. Businesses alarmed at water charges rise (Tuesday, August 31, 2004)

A BUSINESS organisation in the north-west has expressed alarm at the massive increase in water charges for businesses over the past four years.

The North West branch of IBEC, the business and employers organisation, is questioning how local authorities in County Sligo can justify an increase in water charges of nearly 100% since 2000.

The body’s Regional President, Doctor Jim Hoey, said it was difficult to understand why a business operating in Sligo must now pay E4.58 per 1000 gallons of water while in the year 2000 the cost of the same amount of water in Sligo was nearly 100% less.

The cost per 1000 gallons has risen by 140% in County Donegal and 180% in County Leitrim during the same period. Doctor Hoey has sharply criticised the increase.

"Business isn't going to sign blank cheques for local authorities. These findings are alarming, especially in a county like Sligo where we are already facing serious disadvantages compared to other parts of the country."

He claimed that this levy, taken with other existing charges, threatened the viability of some businesses, put planned expansions into question and deterred foreign firms from locating here.

Doctor Hoey, who is Managing Director of Masonite Ireland in Carrick-on-Shannon, said: "We need clear and timely information about the charging structure, the treatment levels, the costs involved, and how businesses are to be billed. Then we can make our minds up about whether these charges are warranted and fair."

He said that local authorities were in a monopoly position in providing water services and they had a responsibility to show value for money.

The IBEC President said business people accepted that charges had to go up because Councils had to spend more on water to meet EU obligations, and to simply update the water system. But he pointed out that not everyone was being asked to share the burden.

"It's seems very selective when you look at it. For instance, the domestic sector, which is responsible for more than 80% of water use, is exempt from charges. This means that an awful lot of people have no incentive to cut down on their use of water, which does not make sense."

He said that a substantial portion of rates, which were levied only on the business community, was supposed to fund water services.

"Now we have an escalation in water charges, yet there is no decrease in rates, which is another sign that businesses are being asked to make contributions out of proportion to what they actually use in terms of water services".Doctor Hoey said that what was needed was a review of local government funding so that the business community was asked to pay a fair and reasonable share of user charges."Water charges must reflect the cost of providing water services and cannot be local stealth taxes", he said. 

14. Water meters first step in privatisation (Tuesday, September 14, 2004)

A campaigner against privatisation of services has warned that Sligo County Council could soon privatise the water service.

Jim O’Sullivan, who campaigned with Community Alliance against the privatisation of Sligo’s refuse service, said both councils have adopted a policy of privatisation.

“They are determined to privatise all services under their control without any consultation with the public and it now appears that even the elected members are being left out of the loop.”

His comments came after the decision of Sligo County Council to involve Veolia Water in their new water metering system, effectively handing control for the metering and billing of water over to the company.

The water metering project is being undertaken as part of the Government’s Water Services Pricing Policy and will only relate to the non-domestic element of the water supply – business, farming, institutions, and all connections not strictly for domestic use.

At the moment, all businesses pay an annual charge depending on the type of business. Once the meters are installed, non-domestic users will only pay for the water they use.

Veolia Water will be in charge of installing the meters, issuing bills and collecting revenue. They are currently carrying out a survey of the commercial water usage in County Sligo.

However, Veolia’s involvement has prompted a growing disquiet with the introduction of private elements into the local authority services.

“Privatisation is a serious political matter that has a fundamental impact on how we order our society,” stressed Mr O’Sullivan.

“As we can now see from the privatisation of the refuse collection service, the less well off in our community end up with no service at all.

“The style and manner of that privatisation showed quite clearly that the County Manager has no compassion and was ruthless in disregarding our pleas for a waiver scheme to assist those that were placed under pressure by that decision.

“The decision to involve a private company in the provision of a vital utility is a very serious one and it deserves detailed consultation and debate so as to ensure that the interests of the public are being served and not the bottom line of a private company.”

He continued: “The County Manager must now answer the many questions that this decision has thrown up.

“The most important relates to the ownership of the resource and clarity is needed on whether the private company has the power to turn water off for any reason.”

Mr. O’Sullivan urged anyone approached by Veolia to ask what exactly they will be billed for.  

15. Sligo leading the way on water metering (Tuesday, December 14, 2004)

SLIGO has become one of the first counties in the country to install water meters.

All non-domestic water consumers in County Sligo will in future be paying just for the water they use rather than a set charge.

It is expected that meters will be installed in all commercial, agricultural, industrial or institutional premises by the end of 2005.

Sligo is being used as a pilot area to get a national metering programme underway. The government intends that all non-domestic consumers will be metered and charged for water by 2006.

The first of the water meters were installed recently at two Sligo town premises, the Blue Lagoon pub at Riverside and the Renault garage in Carraroe.

The contract for installing the meters was awarded to Veolia (Ireland) ltd.

The water metering project is being undertaken as part of the Government’s ‘Water Services Pricing Policy.’

It will only relate to the non-domestic i.e. business and farming, element of the water supply. Local authorities are prohibited by law from charging for a domestic supply.

John Morris, of Sligo County Council’s Project Management Staff, said that Veolia staff were currently carrying out a validation process, which involves checking existing supply arrangements, making contact with consumers, and agreeing with customers where the meter will be installed.

He pointed out that this process will prove very beneficial for consumers, as it will identify any leaks on their connections, and could result in major savings.

Peter Henry, proprietor of the Blue Lagoon and PRO of the Sligo Vintners Association, welcomed the introduction of the new metering system.

"I think it is a major step forward. Water is a valuable resource, and the fact that the supply will now be metered will allow business people to both anticipate and control the cost. It is a very fair system, and I am pleased that Sligo was chosen as a pilot county for its implementation."

The existing system of charging for water involves a flat rate for each category of connection irrespective of usage. The charge is exactly the same within each category regardless of the amount of water that is actually used.

At the moment, all businesses pay an annual charge depending on the type of business. Once the meters are installed they will only pay for the water they use.

The new charge will include a fixed and variable charge - the fixed charge will cover the cost of providing, installing and maintaining the meter, while the variable charge will be based on the quantity of water used.

Water users who have supplies with a domestic element will benefit from a domestic allowance. For example, this will apply in the case of a farmer whose house and land are on the same connection, or where a shop and living accommodation are in one premises.

Tax relief may also be available in certain circumstances, and customers should contact their local tax office for details.  

16. Sligo rapped over poor quality of drinking water (Tuesday, December 21, 2004)

SLIGO COUNTY has the highest instances of e-coli in drinking water from private water schemes in the country.

A damning Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) report published last week has accused local authorities nationwide of endangering tens of thousands of families by ignoring deadly chemicals and e-coli in polluted tap water.

The report found that in Sligo County "the overall quality of group drinking water in group water schemes was poor during the review period."

It also noted that "compliance in ‘private’ group water schemes has remained consistently poor and below 50%".

The report described conditions as "unacceptable" that nine out of 11 private group water schemes contained faecal materials at some time during 2003.

County Sligo has the most private group supplies, 53.3%, contaminated by potentially fatal e-coli, followed by Leitrim (50.3%).

Public supplies of water were below the national average for quality. Elevated levels of iron and manganese were also problematic in some supplies in Sligo.

However, Sligo County Council paint a much better picture.

According to the local authority, such has been the rate of progress that currently the National Federation of Group Schemes rates Sligo as third in the country in terms of delivering treatment to its private group schemes.

Over the next 18 months, all 15 private group schemes in the county will be upgraded and provided with new treatment plants.

Recently Dromore West Group Scheme has been upgraded and connected to the public watermain.

Ballygawley Group scheme has availed of substantial grant assistance to upgrade its network.

It will be connected to Sligo and Environs Scheme early in the next year.

They hope the upgrading of the Ballintogher group scheme will be completed in early 2005.

According to Kathleen McTiernan, Liaison Officer for Group Schemes: “Sligo County Council works very effectively with the Department of Environment, Group Scheme Federation, and most importantly, the various Group Scheme committees.

"The good news for Sligo is that work is paying dividends and over the course of the next 18 months all of the private group schemes in the county will be upgraded to the required standard."  

17. Sligo leading the way on water metering (Decembeer 14th, 2004)

SLIGO has become one of the first counties in the country to install water meters.

All non-domestic water consumers in County Sligo will in future be paying just for the water they use rather than a set charge.

It is expected that meters will be installed in all commercial, agricultural, industrial or institutional premises by the end of 2005.

Sligo is being used as a pilot area to get a national metering programme underway. The government intends that all non-domestic consumers will be metered and charged for water by 2006.

The first of the water meters were installed recently at two Sligo town premises, the Blue Lagoon pub at Riverside and the Renault garage in Carraroe. 

The contract for installing the meters was awarded to Veolia (Ireland) ltd. 

The water metering project is being undertaken as part of the Government’s ‘Water Services Pricing Policy.’ 

It will only relate to the non-domestic i.e. business and farming, element of the water supply. Local authorities are prohibited by law from charging for a domestic supply. 

John Morris, of Sligo County Council’s Project Management Staff, said that Veolia staff were currently carrying out a validation process, which involves checking existing supply arrangements, making contact with consumers, and agreeing with customers where the meter will be installed.

He pointed out that this process will prove very beneficial for consumers, as it will identify any leaks on their connections, and could result in major savings. 

Peter Henry, proprietor of the Blue Lagoon and PRO of the Sligo Vintners Association, welcomed the introduction of the new metering system. 

"I think it is a major step forward. Water is a valuable resource, and the fact that the supply will now be metered will allow business people to both anticipate and control the cost. It is a very fair system, and I am pleased that Sligo was chosen as a pilot county for its implementation."

The existing system of charging for water involves a flat rate for each category of connection irrespective of usage. The charge is exactly the same within each category regardless of the amount of water that is actually used. 

At the moment, all businesses pay an annual charge depending on the type of business. Once the meters are installed they will only pay for the water they use.

The new charge will include a fixed and variable charge - the fixed charge will cover the cost of providing, installing and maintaining the meter, while the variable charge will be based on the quantity of water used.

Water users who have supplies with a domestic element will benefit from a domestic allowance. For example, this will apply in the case of a farmer whose house and land are on the same connection, or where a shop and living accommodation are in one premises.

Tax relief may also be available in certain circumstances, and customers should contact their local tax office for details.  

18. Sligo rapped over poor quality of drinking water (Tuesday, December 21, 2004)

SLIGO COUNTY has the highest instances of e-coli in drinking water from private water schemes in the country. 

A damning Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) report published last week has accused local authorities nationwide of endangering tens of thousands of families by ignoring deadly chemicals and e-coli in polluted tap water. 

The report found that in Sligo County "the overall quality of group drinking water in group water schemes was poor during the review period."

It also noted that "compliance in ‘private’ group water schemes has remained consistently poor and below 50%". 

The report described conditions as "unacceptable" that nine out of 11 private group water schemes contained faecal materials at some time during 2003. 

County Sligo has the most private group supplies, 53.3%, contaminated by potentially fatal e-coli, followed by Leitrim (50.3%).

Public supplies of water were below the national average for quality. Elevated levels of iron and manganese were also problematic in some supplies in Sligo. 

However, Sligo County Council paint a much better picture.

According to the local authority, such has been the rate of progress that currently the National Federation of Group Schemes rates Sligo as third in the country in terms of delivering treatment to its private group schemes. 

Over the next 18 months, all 15 private group schemes in the county will be upgraded and provided with new treatment plants.

Recently Dromore West Group Scheme has been upgraded and connected to the public watermain. 

Ballygawley Group scheme has availed of substantial grant assistance to upgrade its network. 

It will be connected to Sligo and Environs Scheme early in the next year. 

They hope the upgrading of the Ballintogher group scheme will be completed in early 2005. 

According to Kathleen McTiernan, Liaison Officer for Group Schemes: “Sligo County Council works very effectively with the Department of Environment, Group Scheme Federation, and most importantly, the various Group Scheme committees. 

"The good news for Sligo is that work is paying dividends and over the course of the next 18 months all of the private group schemes in the county will be upgraded to the required standard."  

19. €5m to be spent on 12 water schemes (Tuesday, April 12, 2005)
CONTRACTS worth a total of E5 million were signed yesterday, Monday, for improvement works on 12 water schemes throughout Sligo.

Over the next 18 months treatment plants will be provided to privately sourced group schemes throughout Sligo supplying a total of 1,800 households.

The contracts signed yesterday were for what are known as the North West and South East “bundles” of schemes.

The schemes in the North West group are: Keelogaboy, Castletown, Drum East, Benbulben, Ballintrillick, Beltra,

The schemes in the South East group are: Geevagh/Highwood, Culfadda, Castlebaldwin, Corrick, Keash, Doongela. 

The signing of the contracts with Treatment Systems Services Ltd was attended by representatives of the group schemes involved, the Department of the Environment, the National Federation of Group Water Schemes and Council officials and members.

At the signing ceremony Councillor Gerry Murray, chairman of Sligo County Council’s Rural Water Monitoring Committee, said that this was a very important day for the group water scheme programme. 

Cllr Murray said that Sligo County Council was now in the proud position of being in the top three local authorities in the country in terms of its rural water programme.

He paid tribute to the central role played by the Council’s liaison officer Kathleen McTiernan, who has driven and guided the programme.

Council Caothaoirleach, Councillor Margaret Gormley, said it was a hugely significant day in terms of the county’s Rural Water Programme.

“It is hard to credit that when Sligo County Council embarked on its Rural Water Programme in 1997, we received an allocation of £101,300 for that year. In 2005 this figure has grown to E7 million, and I feel this reflects great credit on the people in this Chamber.”

She said the success of Sligo’s Rural Water programme was founded on active partnership among all concerned – group schemes committees, the National Federation of Group Water Schemes, the Department of the Environment, and the County Council.  

20. Farmers in meter row (Tuesday, April 11, 2006)
FARMERS in Sligo are on a collision course with Sligo County Council over water meters which are being installed on farms throughout the county.

Sligo is being used as a pilot project nationally for a new system of water charges for businesses and farms.

Already over 4,000 meters have been installed throughout the county, with another 900 to be installed over the coming weeks.

Instead of a flat charge, payment for water will be based on actual usage.

But one farming organisation at least has said that while farmers are prepared to pay for water, they will not pay for the cost of installing and maintaining the meters.

The Irish Farmers Association is currently taking legal advice on the matter and are also urging members to lobby TDs and councillors, particularly from the government side.

The IFA contends that because the meters will remain the property of Veola Water, the company contracted by the Council to operate the scheme, farmers should not have to pay for them.

The issue is becoming a hot one among farmers. It has already come up at a number of meetings in the county and a meeting is being held in Roscommon tomorrow, Wednesday, for farmers throughout Connacht.

The PRO for Sligo IFA Joe Coulter said: "We are not saying that we should get water for nothing but we should not have to pay for the meters, which will never be our property.

"If they want to put in meters to monitor what water we are using that is a matter for them."

The meters for the standard 25mm connections cost E80 each and Mr Coulter said that some farmers might have three or four connections on different parts of their land.

The IFA is also looking for the domestic allowance, which will be remain free, to be increased from 50,000 to 100,000.

Sligo County Council say that the new system will ensure that consumers will only pay for the water they use. 

"It is therefore more equitable than the old ‘flat’ annual charge which was levied irrespective of usage." 

"The water metering project is being undertaken as part of the Government’s Water Services Pricing Policy. The new policy will ensure that consumers will enjoy the benefit of a fair and equitable charging system, in that they will only pay for water they consume."

A spokesperson also said the domestic allowance of 50,000 gallons per annum was considered reasonable.  

21. Water meter costs have farmers at boiling point (Tuesday, May 09, 2006)

THE anger of Sligo farmers over paying for water meters erupted at a meeting last week of the Sligo executive of the Irish Farmers Association.

Teresa Gilligan, chairperson of the Sligo IFA, said they were totally opposed to paying any standing charge for water meters. 

“It is unacceptable for the cost of meters to be levied on the farming community.”

At a very stormy and well-attended meeting there was total opposition to the new annual standing charge of E80 per meter agreed by Sligo County Council. 

Sligo is a pilot area for the country in the metering of water supplies to businesses and farms. 

Mrs Gilligan said: “A meter tax is another unfair tax on farmers at a time of falling incomes and farmers leaving the land.

“On top of this farmers are requested to pay the top water rate in the county along with the estimated 25 per cent water lost through leaks by Sligo County Council’s own infrastructure.

The county chairperson said that farmers were prepared to pay a fair and reasonable price for water but have no intention for paying for water lost to deficiencies in the Council water system. 

She said: “It is also important that Sligo County Council keeps the cost of water per cubic meter in line with the rest of the country.”

Brendan O’Mahony, National Chairman of the Federation of Group Water Schemes, addressed the meeting on the importance of maintaining the local group water schemes in the county. 

Mr O’Mahony said IFA were the pioneers of group water schemes, which were funded mainly by the farming community. 

“Group water schemes are very important for the rural community.”

Michael Silke, IFA Connacht Vice-President, said IFA have arranged a meeting with the Department of Environment on the metering of non-domestic water supplies. 

He said: “The installation and metering of water is an infrastructural cost and should be borne by the Government.”

Mr Silke gave Sligo IFA the full support of the Association in its campaign against the E80 per meter standing charge.  

22. Meters could lead to water privatisation (Tuesday, May 16, 2006)

PUTTING water meters in farms and business premises could lead to the full privatisation of water.

This claim was made during the week by the Sligo Community Alliance.

They say that they first raised their concerns two years ago when the county manager announced his intention to install meters and set commercial charges, and planned to hand the task over to a private company.

The residents associations’ umbrella body say that concerns being raised by farming groups regarding the metering and charging for water are well founded. Unfortunately they may prove too late to alter the course of events. 

The group’s chairman Jim O’Sullivan said: "Councillors attacking each other on the issue over the recent week is another example of these guardians of the interests of the people having been found to be asleep when this issue was first raised over two years ago. 

"It is then and not now that this issue should have been fully discussed and the people directly affected consulted and any concerns addressed.”

He said Community Alliance wrote to the Council in 2004.

"We outlined our concerns after the announcement as it was clear that given the manner of how the process was to be undertaken and the method to be employed, that this represented the beginning no less of a process that could lead to the full privatisation of water." 

He said they specifically raised concerns on the issue of the charges, particularly on how they would be worked out and monitored.

"We were very concerned that it was the intention to place meters on spurs that were common to both the commercial and domestic usage. We wanted all meters placed on commercial spurs only and we expressed grave concern that a private company had been engaged as this was essentially placing a private company between people and a fresh clean water supply. 

"In addition we called on the council to give assurances that under no circumstances would a water supply be cut off."

He said that the response they received from the council did not give them the reassurances that they were looking for.

"Rather the whole tone of the response was that Europe and the Government where directing this process and that the officials of Sligo County Council are obliged to follow instructions received."

He said measures must be put in place to ensure that there is no gradual process that will see ownership of water fall into the hands of a private multinational company.  

23. Meters will hit farmers and small businesses (Tuesday, May 23, 2006)

The installation of meters and increased charges for water will have a serious affect on the future of farmers and small business owners.

Councillor Michael Fleming said that with farmers’ incomes already drastically reduced, any increase in costs would only drive more of them off the land and discourage young people from the profession.

He said he knew small farms that required three or four water meters. "Therefore the flat rate charge per meter proposed is unjust."

Councillor Fleming noted some unusual points in the water charges.

He highlighted that the charge per 1000 gallons to group water supply schemes had increased by 100 per cent over three years.

"This is a hidden tax handed down by the Minister for the Environment to be imposed by the local authorities. I predict that many consumers will pay significant increases based on flat rate charges paid in 2005.

"For farmers the only alternative would be conservation of rainwater or harness wells, lakes and rivers as a source of supply."

At a meeting of Sligo County Council he proposed a motion asking the County Manager and the Minister for the Environment to review and reduce the water charges outlined.

And because the Minister for the Environment told local authorities to recover costs for production of treated water, he called on all government TDs and senators to lobby the Minister on the issue.  

24. Government ‘driving farmers off the land’ (Tuesday, June 20, 2006)

THE Government has been accused of continuing to drive Sligo farmers off their land.

Fine Gael Spokesperson for Sligo/Leitrim, John Perry, has said water meters will further decrease farmers’ incomes and will certainly put some farmers out of business. 

He said he is totally opposed to farmers paying any standing charge for water meters and has slammed the Government for not having consulted with farmers on this issue for seven years. 

The new annual standing charge agreed by Sligo County Council is E80 per meter. 

Sligo is a pilot area for the country in the metering of water supplies to businesses and farms.

Deputy Perry said: "It is unacceptable for the cost of meters to be levied on the farming community.

“A meter tax is another unfair tax on farmers at a time of falling incomes and farmers leaving the land. The installation and metering of water is an infrastructural cost and should be borne by the Government.

"It is disgraceful the way this scheme has been pushed into Sligo in such a rough-shod way. As a Dáil Deputy for Sligo I was not consulted on the decision to bring in this pilot scheme, which is ridiculous."

The Ballymote-based TD said that in a reply to a question he asked in Dáil Eireann, Environment Minister Dick Roche said the IFA was consulted in 1999. 

"That is seven years ago. Consultation with the IFA should have happened within two years of the installation of water meters, not seven years before they were implemented.

"Also, when the IFA met the Government in 1999, a final negotiated position was not decided. It is outrageous that proposals negotiated, but not finalised, in 1999 are being implemented in 2006."

He said that farmers who have a couple of acres spread among different holdings will have to pay for separate meters in each holding. 

"This is totally ridiculous, and penalises the west of Ireland, where many farmers have land spread over several holdings. 

"I would also like ministers (Dick) Roche and (Mary) Coughlan to tell me why Sligo was chosen as the area for this pilot scheme. If they were so sure of its benefits, then why not implement it in their own constituencies of Donegal south-west and Wicklow?

When it comes to giving out grants, the east coasts reaps all the benefits, but it is the west coast, which is landed with pilot schemes.

“This is yet another example of the Government penalising the weaker counties and implementing policy, which favours the east coast.

"Farmers' incomes have been decimated in recent years as a result of this Government’s inability to support the farming community.”  

25. Water meters issue still at boiling point (Tuesday, June 27, 2006)

FEELINGS on the issue of Sligo farmers having to pay for the installation of water meters on their land are continuing at boiling point.

Two other farming organisations have joined the IFA in criticising the plan.

The ICSA sheep vice-chairman Gabriel Gilmartin, from Ballintrillick, has called on Sligo County Council to rethink the recent water charges pilot scheme.

He said: “This scheme totally discriminates against farm families. Not only do we now have to pay for our water but we even have to pay for the meter to be installed. 

“Farmers are all for conserving water but charging an arm and a leg for it is not the answer. 

“And I don’t see why farm families are charged for it, when other residents are not.” 

He said it was typical of the authorities to do something like this. 

“The average family of six would use about 800 litres (176 gallons) a day, between showers, washing machines and cooking, etc. 

“Farmers must now pay a massive E1.13 tariff per cubic metre over 50,000 gallons.” 

Mr Gilmartin said this was a very unfair loading on farm families, and it was incomprehensible to him why they are being singled out like this. 

“ICSA demands that the cost of the meter is assumed by the council and that the water charges limit should be pushed back to at least 100,000 gallons a year.” 

Meanwhile, Conor Creedon, Chairperson of the ICMSA Farm Services and Environment Committee, has claimed the Government’s Water Pricing Framework nationally will see some farmers annual water bill increasing by up to E2,000 more per annum. 

ICMSA maintain that this will be one of the highest water charges on farmers in the EU. 

Another concern that ICMSA has with the new charging system is the huge variances that exist in the system across all local authorities.

"From January 1, 2007, all local authorities are obliged to introduce water metering charges on all non-domestic users. 

“The differences that exist between the water charges across local authorities are staggering.

“For instance, ICMSA has calculated that a 50,000 gallon dairy farmer in Galway could pay E1,890, while in Kildare the bill will be E3,374 for the same amount of water. 

ICMSA is calling for the charging system to be standardised across all local authorities, which would ensure a more transparent and equitable system. 

ICMSA believes that the annual charge for meter rental should be at a maximum E25 and the domestic allowance should be 50,000 gallons.  

26. ‘Cold coffee’ flows through north Sligo pipes (Tuesday, July 25, 2006 )
THERE were complaints from residents in parts of north Sligo last week over the colour of the water they were getting. One resident said the water looked like “cold coffee”.

They also expressed concern about iron levels in the supply.

One local man, David Large from Cuanabawn, Ballinfull, said it was an ongoing problem.

“But it was particularly bad on Wednesday morning last. I complained to the County Council and they said they had received many other complaints.”

However, following the complaints there was a miraculous change in the quality of the water in the afternoon.

Mr Large said he drinks only bottled water but was worried about older people who couldn’t get to the shop.

A spokesperson for Sligo County Council said that during the present dry spell they had to restrict supply to some areas in north Sligo. 

During “turning on and turning off” of the water supply, sediment in the pipes is usually disturbed and the quality and colour of the water can deteriorate. 

On other occasions operational problems at the North Sligo Water treatment plant occur and this also affects water quality.

The spokesperson said the Council was constantly sampling the water quality. 

Up to the end of June, 138 parameters were tested and nine were non-compliant and exceeded the parameter for iron and this causes discolouration in the water. This was dealt with by the Water Services section.

“Sligo County Council strives to ensure the quality of water supply meets EU Standards. We will be reviewing our processes at the treatment works in the near future to ensure this continues”.
27. Farmers urged not to pay water charges (Tuesday, August 08, 2006 )
THE Sligo County Executive of the Irish Farmers Association has called on all farmers in the county not to pay any water charges pending further clarification of the system.

Sligo IFA county chairperson Teresa Gilligan was part of an IFA delegation which recently met Environment Minister Dick Roche.

She said they had met the Minister to inform him of the deep anger among farmers in the county at water-charging policies. Mrs. Gilligan said: “These policies, which include recovering the cost for the installation of water meters, heavily discriminates farmers with fragmented holdings whose incomes are least equipped to bear the costs of local authority services.

She said she pressed Minister Roche to review his Department’s policies on water services, particularly in relation to fragmented farm holdings and to ensure that usage charges are transparent and competitive.  

28. Drinking water parasite poses a risk to health (Tuesday, October 03, 2006 )
A WORLD expert on public health has highlighted at a lecture in Sligo that we may risk illness on a daily basis from drinking water, even in developed countries like Ireland.

The risk comes from a microscopic parasite called Cryptosporidium which causes gastro-enteritis and diarrhoea and can contribute to death in young children, the elderly and people with a weak immune system.

The parasite cannot be inactivated by the chlorine used in drinking water treatment and there is no medication to cure infection.

Doctor Thaddeus Graczyk, who delivered a visiting Fulbright lecture at the Institute of Technology Sligo last week, said that infection from Cryptosporidium has been identified as a common cause of gastro-enteritis in recent years and has been a notifiable disease in Ireland since 2004. 

“The level of infection is monitored by the Health Protection Surveillance Centre, a unit of the Health Services Executive. In 2004, 233 cases were notified, 546 in 2005 and 70 in the first quarter of 2006.”

Dr Graczyk, who is an associate professor at Johns Hopkins University Bloomberg School of Public Health in Baltimore, United States, acted as a Fulbright Senior Specialist at the School of Science, IT Sligo, in early September.

He pointed out that less than 0.3 per cent of global fresh water is available for human consumption and therefore water has to be recycled but technology for cleaning water contaminated by the parasite is deficient.

He said: “The growing incidence of contamination and the manner in which the organism can pollute drinkable waters are very threatening to the drinking water industry.” 

Dr Graczyk said that contamination of surface water by animal faeces, by human waste and by agricultural and urban run-off are the main causes of water contamination and subsequent human infections. Animals grazing close to the source of water supplies as well as sewage waste from infected humans are major sources of Cryptosporidium in surface waters. 

“The organism is long lasting in the environment. When infected animals shed faeces, the parasite survives in the environment and subsequent surface run-off contaminates drinking water sources. 

“The parasite multiplies rapidly in the cells of infected hosts.” 

Experts estimate a contamination level of approximately 6,900 oocysts (or shells) per square metre of pastures and cattle grazing lands in the United States. The waste of one infected human can produce up to one million Cryptosporidium oocysts.

According to Dr. Graczyk, many United States travellers who are used to high-quality drinking water are unaware of the threat and are infected when abroad. 

In Ireland, the report on drinking water quality by the Environmental Protection Agency’s Office of Environmental Enforcement (OEE) said that local authorities should carry out a risk assessment of the danger of Cryptosporidium infection in their water supplies and carry out monitoring if necessary.  

29. McGarry calls for action on ‘brown’ water (Tuesday, October 31, 2006)
THE possibility of sourcing the water supply for the Maugherow area of north Sligo should be investigated, according to Councillor Jim McGarry.

The Labour Party candidate for the next general election said that recently, concerned residents of the Maugherow area contacted him in relation to problems they were experiencing with their water supply. 

“Essentially the main problem was the discolouration of the water which appeared a dark brown colour. This created numerous problems for local people who felt they couldn’t use this water for drinking or cooking. They also felt it might stain clothes if used for washing.” 

He said this situation caused the residents a lot of expense and inconvenience as they relied on bottled water for drinking and cooking and brought their clothes to launderettes to be washed. 

“I contacted Sligo County Council who informed me that the water supply in this area was obtained from an underground mountain source which would account for some instances of discolouration.” 

Kevin Larkin, senior engineer at Sligo County Council told him that they were “altering the treatment process using different chemicals to lower the sludge production at the plant and experienced some temporary glitches which accounted for the problem.” 

Anthony Skeffington, engineer with Sligo County Council, stated that they changed the coagulant at the plant to reduce the volume of sludge produced. “This caused some temporary problems but these now seem to have settled down.”

Councillor McGarry said that both seemed confident that this problem had been a temporary one which was now almost rectified. 

“However I feel that the county council should investigate the possibility of sourcing the water supply from elsewhere in an effort to minimise discomfort and inconvenience to local residents. 

“I also feel that the water treatment plant could be updated to improve water quality purification techniques.”  

30. Farmers and council to meet over water meter stand-off (Tuesday, November 07, 2006)

FARMERS’ representatives are to meet with the Sligo County Manager, Hubert Kearns, next Monday week to try to resolve the stand-off over water meters.

Sligo was selected as a pilot county nationally for the installation of water meters as a new method of charging businesses and farmers for water.

Sligo County Council contracted a private company, Veolia Water Ireland Ltd, to install meters and collect the charges.

However, farmers throughout the county have been refusing to pay water charges because they are unhappy with several aspects of the new system.

The depth of feeling on the issue among the farming community has been demonstrated at meetings held in recent weeks in Tubbercurry and Dromore West.

Public representatives have also come out in favour of the farmers’ position. 

Farmer representatives have made it clear that they are not against having to pay for water for their farms. But they are angry at having to pay a standing charge of E80 a year for the meters, as well as over the level of charges and the free allowance for the farm family use.

They argue that charging them rent for meters is unfair. They say that if the council wants to use that method to charge for water they should pay for the meters rather than the farmers or businesses on whose premises they are. 

Farmers are also annoyed that there is a rental charge for a meter for each connection they have.

It was pointed out at both meetings that many small farmers could have five or six separate connections on different parts of their land if their holding is fragmented or they have pieces of land leased. They are unhappy, too, at the allowance of 50,000 gallons a year for the farm family which is not charged for.

They feel this is far from adequate for a family. The Dromore West meeting was told that information from Galway University suggested that each person needed 47,000 gallons of water a year.

The farmers also claim that the price being charged for water in Sligo is higher than that proposed in other counties.

Recently, Teresa Gilligan, Chairperson of Sligo IFA, said they were totally opposed to paying any standing charge for water meters. “It is unacceptable for the cost of meters to be levied on the farming community,” she said.

Mrs Gilligan also claimed that the meters were “another unfair tax on farmers at a time of falling incomes and farmers leaving the land.”

31. Water meter conerns justified (Tuesday, November 14, 2006 )

IN recent months concerns have again been raised by the farming community at the introduction of water metering and charges in Sligo. These concerns are well justified as what we are seeing is the levying of another stealth tax.

The argument that charging is being introduced to encourage conservation is bogus. If that was the motivation then a combination of proper management and levying of fines where waste is detected would achieve that end while still preserving the principle of free access to a fresh clean water supply for all citizens, regardless of circumstances.

Of even greater concern however was the decision to introduce a private company into the matter and this was done with what appears to have been the minimum of discussion and scrutiny.

The company now involved with our affairs and who could end up with full control of our water some day if we are not vigilent, carries with it a history that at least merits some scrutiny.

Many complaints about the way the company operates can be found on the internet. This begs the question, what scrutiny of this company was undertaken by Sligo County Council prior to the decision being taken to involve them in our affairs?

Space does not allow for these complaints relating to Veolia to be catalogued here however, while the company remains tight-lipped in the face of these controversies, people are urged to familiarise themselves with them. 

The people of Sligo are entitled to know much more about the company that the executive of Sligo County Council has brought into their midst and given the allegations that have been made elsewhere, there is need for the County Manager to give an immediate assurance that the quality testing of our water is carried out by the Council and not by a private company like Veolia. 

In the interests of the health and well being of our community, an open and transparent discussion is needed urgently.

32. Water: Minister asked to step in (Tuesday, December 12, 2006 )
AS farmers step up their campaign against the water metering system which has been installed on farms in Sligo, the Minister for the Environment, Dick Roche, is being on called to intervene in the row.

The anger in farming circles was vented at a meeting in Roscommon last week. Over 1,200 farmers from Connacht and Longford attended the rally in support of the County Sligo farmers' campaign.

Politicians have also come out in support of the farmers. One is seeking a meeting with the Minister, another is calling for the removal of the private company operating the new system and another wants the the whole system to be reviewed.

Sligo is being used as a pilot area nationally for the introduction of water meters on farms and businesses as a means of charging for commercial use of water.

It is argued that metering is a fairer system because premises will only pay for what they use rather than everyone paying a set annual charge irrespective of the size of the business.

However, Sligo farmers have said that while they are prepared to pay for water, they have major issues with the new metering system, including: 

l The fact that there is an annual rent of E80 for each meters and farmers may have to pay for several meters if their holding is fragmented. 

l The cost of E5.14 per 1,000 gallons and the difference in costs between different counties. For instance, in Roscommon farmers are charged E3.20 per 1,000 gallons, although their meter rent is E100.

l The free allowance of 50,000 gallons a year for the farm family use which they say is too low.

l Concerns about the installation of the meters and operation of the system being handed over to a private company, Veolia. 

That concern is charged by Sligo-North Leitrim Fine Gael election candidate and IFA officer, Michael Comiskey, who has called on Sligo County Council to remove the contract for operation of the scheme from the private Veolia Ireland company, and to re-examine the charges involved.

“The county council should have been in a

position themselves to do this without bringing in a private company. The workforce and the expertise is there in the council to do it as well as the private company company are doing it.”

He is against the principle of a private company being brought in to regulate the water supply.

He said: “This is the privatisation of water and private companies are driven by profit.”

Local Fianna Fail senator and general election candidate Eamon Scanlon has called for a meeting with the Minister for the Environment to discuss the thorny issue. 

Senator Scanlon said: “The situation doesn’t seem very equitable, with farmers from some counties paying more than farmers from neighbouring counties.” 

He said he had already been in contact with Minister Roche about this and he would make contact with him again this week to express to him the urgency of this situation. 

Meanwhile, Fine Gael councillor Paul Conmy is calling on the Minister to “review the whole aspects of water charges and water metering costs".  

33. West farmers rally to Sligo’s support (Tuesday, December 12, 2006)
FARMERS from Connacht and Longford turned out in huge numbers at a rally last week in support of their Sligo colleagues in their fight to have changes to the water metering system in the county.

A massive crowd, estimated at over 1,200 farmers from Galway, Mayo, Sligo, Leitrim, Roscommon and Longford, packed into the Abbey Hotel in Roscommon on Monday night week to voice their anger over the new system.

A large number of Sligo farmers attended the meeting. Among those who spoke at the meeting were Teresa Gilligan (the county IFA chairperson), Joe Coulter, Aileen Henry, James Gilmartin, John Brennan and Vincent Maloney, chairperson of the Independent Farmers’ Federation. 

Sligo has been used as a pilot area nationally for the introduction of water meters on farms and businesses as a means of charging for commercial use of water.

However, Sligo farmers have said that while they are prepared to pay for water, they have major issues with the new system. 

The anger of farmers not just in Sligo was vented in full at the meeting, where it was resolved to seek a meeting with Environment Minister Dick Roche to get him to intervene and make changes to the present system.

IFA President Padraig Walshe said the farmers would not pay for water which was wasted by local authorities. 

He said: “Farmers are furious over attempts by local authorities to impose excessive charges for water. These charges include a cost to cover the high levels of leakage from the water networks supplied by local authorities and multiple metering charges for fragmented holdings. 

“Farmers will not pay for the bad management of the water supply by local authorities. IFA will not tolerate excessive charges for water.”

IFA Regional Vice President Michael Silke said farmers would not pay for water usage charges, meter installation and water leakage charges all at the same time. 

“The county councils in the West of Ireland and the Department of Environment must get their act together because farmers will only pay a fair price for the actual water we use. 

“Local authorities have failed to take account of a huge number of fragmented holdings that exist, where in Sligo alone over 3,500 farms will require up to three meters. In many cases, the meter installation and servicing costs would exceed the water usage costs. This is totally unaccep-

table.

“IFA has called on Environment Minister Dick Roche to intervene in the water charges row to prevent excessive charging by local authorities and ensure fair treatment of farmers.”  

34. Council issues warning over water samplers (Tuesday, December 19, 2006):

A WARNING to people to beware of bogus water samplers has been issued by Sligo County Council.

The council has received reports about people calling to houses in the county claiming to be carrying out water sampling on behalf of the council or the health authority. A council spokesperson said: “It has come to our attention that members of the public are getting calls from persons purporting to be sampling water on behalf of the local authority or the Health Service Executive. 

“The council would strongly advise consumers to request identification of anyone calling to sample their water supply.” 

The spokesperson said that the county council also advised consumers to check the credentials of any persons or companies coming to them selling water treatment systems. The spokesperson explained that Sligo County Council has a statutory obligation and was committed to providing a potable water supply to the public, which complies with the requirements of the EC (Drinking Water) Regulations, 2000. 

“In this regard, Sligo County Council carry out an established programme of monitoring for each of the council’s public water supplies and all of the larger group water schemes in the county to ensure compliance with these European Drinking Water Standards. Additional monitoring of drinking water supplies is carried out by members of the Health Service Executive.

The spokesperson also pointed out that in all cases monitoring is carried out during normal office hours (Monday to Friday, 9am to 5pm), by authorised persons carrying identification.

If anyone is in doubt or concerned about the quality of their drinking water supply they should contact Sligo County Council or the Health Service Executive for advice, phone 071 91 11111 or email info@sligococo.ie   

35. Sligo water charges highest in Connacht (Tuesday, December 19, 2006)

WATER charges in Sligo will be the highest in Connacht. 

County Sligo has been used as a pilot area nationally for a new metering system for charging commercial water users. However it will be introduced to other counties from January 1.

But the charges which other county councils are to introduce have only served to fuel anger among farmers in Sligo already upset over several aspects of the new system.

Sligo’s charges of E80 per year for each water meter on a farm or business, plus a charge of E5.15 per 1,000 gallons of water used, are the highest in the province.

The closest in cost to Sligo will be Mayo where commercial users will pay a standing charge of E80 and then E30 for every meter, while the charge for water will be E4.50 per 1,000 gallons.

There will be a standing charge in Galway of E85 but that includes the cost of the first meter. Any additional meters will cost E35 a year. The volumetric charge will be E3.60 for a 1,000 gallons.

There is a high standing charge of E100 in Roscommon but no extra cost per meter, however the charge per 1,000 gallons is only E3.54.

There is to be no standing charge in Leitrim and the cost per meter will be only E60. The volumetric charge will be just E3.36 per 1,000 gallons.

Meanwhile, a Sligo farmers leader has vowed that farmers will not pay the new water charges until issues they have with the new system are satisfactorily resolved.

Teresa Gilligan, the Sligo County Chairperson of the Irish Farmers Association, said the Environment Minister Dick Roche and the County Councils must now get their act together because farmers will only pay a fair price for the actual water they use.

Mrs Gilligan said the IFA are now looking for an urgent meeting with Minister Roche. 

She said that at a recent rally in Roscommon, attended by 1,200, farmers were furious over the excessive charges for water, which included a cost to cover high levels of leakage and multiple metering charges for fragmented holdings.

Mrs Gilligan said farmers will not pay for the bad management of the water supply by local authorities. 

“It was clear from the IFA rally that farmers will not pay for water usage charges, meter installation, and water leakage charges all at the same time.”

Mrs Gilligan said a number of local authorities have failed to take account of a huge number of fragmented holdings that exist, especially in Sligo. 

“In many cases the meter installation and servicing cost would exceed the water usage costs. This is totally unacceptable.”

The IFA have now formulated the following points for the meeting with Minister Roche:

• All infrastructural costs covered by the Government – no meter charges on farmers.

• A fair and equitable price with full transparency on the water pricing structure.

• Farmers will not pay for leakages due to infrastructural deficiencies in the system up to the meter. Currently local authorities are proposing a leakage surcharge of 20 per cent.

• Grants for water pumps and for the harvesting of water.  

36. Water meters row keeps rumbling on (Tuesday, January 09, 2007)

DESPITE a claim by Senator Eamon Scanlon last week of a breakthrough in the ongoing row over water meters for farmers, it hasn’t gone away.

Senator Scanlon referred to changes in how the water meters would be charged for that was suggested by a sub-committee of Sligo County Council.

Instead of farmers having to pay a standing charge of E80 a year for each meter on their farm, it was proposed to have a charge of E80 for the first meter and then E20 per metre after that up to a maximum of E140 per farm.

Joe Coulter, public relations officer of the Sligo County Executive of the Irish Farmers Association, said that would be welcome news for farmers with a number of water connections on their land.

However, he told the Sligo Weekender yesterday (Monday) that any increase in the price farmers had to pay for the water they used was unacceptable.

“We cannot accept an increase on what is already the dearest charge in Ireland for water.

“Farmers are not looking for water for nothing but to pay a fair price. We want the council to breakdown how the charge is arrived at to justify what they are charging.”  

37. Businesses say job cuts will flow from water hike (Tuesday, January 23, 2007) : 

Businesses in Sligo cannot be expected to pay the recently announced water charged, according to employers group, IBEC. 

Padraig O’Grady, regional director, IBEC North West, was commenting on Sligo County Council’s recent increase on the the cost of water services to E5.68 per 1,000 gallons.

He said: “Companies and especially small and medium businesses in Sligo cannot be expected to pay what can only be described as an unsustainable increase in water charges for 2007.” 

He said water charges in Sligo have increased by 162% between 2002 and 2006. And he warned that the cost of these charges and the expense of the water metering process for businesses in Sligo are putting jobs at risk. 

“Sligo has already lost a number of large employers such as Saehan Media and Tractech in the last twelve months. By creating a less competitive business environment through increased water charges, we can only expect to see further job losses.”

Mr O’Grady accepted that occasionally costs have to increase in order to update and modernise the water system. "However it seems hugely unfair that not everyone is being asked to share this burden. 

“The business community paid close to E2 billion in charges

and rates in 2006, 40% of all income to local authorities, while the domestic sector has only

contributed 6%.” 

He said the domestic sector, which is responsible for more than 80% of water use, is exempt from charges. “This means that many people have no incentive to cut down on their use of water and are making a laughing stock of those paying charges. 

“If local authorities are aiming to recover the cost of water services in accordance with the polluter pays principle, it must be applied across the board in a fair and equitable manner,” said Mr O’Grady.

IBEC North West met with members of Sligo County Council towards the end of 2006 to bring the needs and concerns of the business community to their attention. 

The IBEC chief pointed out that many companies in Sligo are indigenous, family owned businesses employing less than twenty people and as such are unable to absorb further cost increases. 

“Businesses in the county do not have the revenue base of other similar industries across the nation. This increase will only serve to create further difficulties in an already strained business environment,” continued Mr O’Grady.

IBEC North West is calling on the government to develop “a balanced and realistic policy on water charges that lends itself to the maintenance of a competitive and thriving business environment before it is too late,” concluded Mr O’Grady.  

38. Councils pour cold water on filter products (Tuesday, January 23, 2007)

Sligo local authorities have poured cold water on the notion that people need to further filter water coming from their taps.

They claim that there is no need for people to buy filtration products to treat water from public supplies in the county.

The councils say that just because water is coloured does not mean there is anything wrong with it as this happens from naturally occurring minerals in it.

A spokesperson for both Sligo County and Borough Councils said: “A number of companies are selling a product which purports to treat perceived impurities in the water supply, and the local authorities are concerned that people may be purchasing these products on the basis of unfounded concerns regarding the supply.”

John McHugh, Senior Engineer Environmental Services, said the public water supplies in County Sligo are produced to strict EU criteria, with a compliance rating of 97.1 per cent in the most recently published Environmental Protection Agency Drinking Water report. “All water supplies are regularly tested by the Council and the Health Service Executive. 

“In all 48 parameters are tested for in strict accordance with EU regulations. Non-compliances are reported to the HSE, and if there is any concern about the quality of the supply, appropriate action is taken.”

Mr McHugh said that people may be prompted to acquire a filtering system because the water may be coloured on occasion.

“I am concerned that Sligo local authorities are being seriously misrepresented. Water contains naturally occurring minerals, which may colour the water, but it is misleading to say the water quality is unsatisfactory.

“The message from Sligo local authorities is clear – there is a very high standard of drinking water quality in County Sligo and there should be no reason for people to acquire expensive filtering systems.”

Mr McHugh said that if you have any concerns regarding the quality of the public water supply in your area, you can contact the Environmental Services Section of Sligo County Council at 071-9111900.  

39. How safe is the tap water we’re drinking? (Tuesday, February 06, 2007)

OVER half of tap water samples taken from private group water schemes in Sligo were contaminated with E. Coli, a report reveals.

The Quality of Drinking Water in Ireland report was published on January 25 by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). It contains figures from 2005.

It found that drinking water is not monitored closely enough in county Sligo, particularly in private and public group water schemes. 

Sligo County Council have full responsibility for monitoring the water supply in accordance with EU regulations. 

Private group schemes are schemes where the owners source and distribute their own water. Seven of 15 such schemes were contaminated with E. Coli from human and animal sewage. 

Tests for E. Coli in private group schemes found the supply is 46 per cent compliant with regulations. This supply serves 5,853 Sligo people.

“Eleven of these schemes were provided with treatment in 2006 and this has already resulted in significant improvements in water quality results,” said a spokesperson for Sligo County Council.

The public supply, and public group scheme supply is 100 per cent compliant for E. Coli. Sligo is one of 12 local authority areas that got a perfect score. The supply serves nearly 40,000 people.

The overall rate of compliance for all public water supplies tested in Sligo during 2005 was 98.8 per cent. This exceeds the national average. 

“In order to ensure the quality of the supplies, the monitoring which is carried out in county Sligo is in excess of the basic requirements,” said the spokesperson. 

According to the report 205 checks were carried out by the sanitary authority in Sligo on the public water supply. Of these, 29 samples were audited. 

A total of 15 checks were carried out on public group water schemes, and three audits took place. Overall, ten checks were carried out on private group water schemes. No audits took place. No checks were carried out on small private schemes.

“Sligo County Council carry out an established programme of monitoring for each of the Council’s public water supplies and all the larger group water schemes in Sligo to ensure compliance with the standards set down. In addition, independent monitoring of drinking water supplies is carried out by the Health Service Executive,” said the spokesperson.

The overall rate of compliance has improved since 2004 but it is due to a reduction in the amount of monitoring rather than improved drinking water quality, according to the report.  

40. Farmers and business join forces on water charges (Tuesday, February 20, 2007)

SLIGO farmers have now joined forces with the business people in the county to oppose the new water charges and metering system implemented by Sligo County Council. 

Sligo IFA have organised a rally on the issue tomorrow night, Wednesday, February 21, at 9 pm in the Sligo Park Hotel.

Teresa Gilligan, the Sligo IFA Chairperson, said they were now calling for a fair and equitable system to operate the new "water services pricing policy" for the farming community. 

She said: “Farmers have received water bill amounting to E5,000 a year.”

Mrs. Gilligan said IFA is now sending a clear message to the Government and Sligo County Council that farmers will not tolerate these new water and metering charges.

IFA National President Padraig Walshe, IFA Connacht Vice-President, Michael Silke, Padraig O’Grady, Regional Director, of business body IBEC, a representative from Connacht Gold Co-operative and local public representatives will attend this rally.

Mrs Gilligan said all farmers on public or group water schemes are urged to attend the rally.

A big attendance is expected given the depth of feeing on the issue.

The anger in farming circles was vented at a previous rally in Roscommon rally in support of the County Sligo farmers' campaign. Over 1,200 farmers from Connacht and Longford attended that meeting. 

Sligo is being used as a pilot area nationally for the introduction of water meters on farms and businesses as a means of charging for commercial use of water.

It is argued that metering is a fairer system because premises will only pay for what they use rather than everyone paying a set annual charge irrespective of the size of the business.

However, Sligo farmers have said that while they are prepared to pay for water, they have major issues with the new metering system. 

They have complained about the fact that there is an annual rent of E80 for each meter and farmers may have to pay for several meters if their holding is fragmented. 

They are also critical of the cost of E5.14 per 1,000 gallons and the difference in costs between different counties. 

Farmers also feel the free allowance of 50,000 gallons a year for the farm family use is too low.

They also have concerns about the installation of the meters and operation of the system being handed over to a private company, Veolia.  

41. We’ll pay – all we want is a fair price (Tuesday, February 27, 2007)

Farmer Martin Henry is not refusing to pay for his water. He understands the need to charge for the processing and treatment of water. “We just want a fair price,” he said. 

Mr Henry, from Curry, attended the meeting last Wednesday. He has 65 acres of land and a herd of 15 suckler cattle, and farms part-time.“We are all part-time farmers these days because you can’t make enough money from the farming alone,” he said.

The council does not seem to want to negotiate with farmers. Ultimately the councillors voted for this, he said. “It is all just empty election promises,” he added.

The IFA is presenting a united front on the issue. Mr Henry attended a recent rally in Roscommon as well.

“There is huge solidarity among us. We are all in this together,” he said.

IFA member Michael Fleming said it was unfair that domestic users get unlimited water for free while farmers have a limit of 50,000 gallons. “There are non-farmers on the same road as farmers who are being metered. They have unlimited use of the water but the farmer is restricted,” he said.

Mr Fleming is also a part-time farmer from Curry. He has a herd of suckler cattle. 

He was sceptical about the councillors’ promises because the election was coming up. He said: “They won’t do anything until after the election. They won’t want to upset that apple cart. The politicians are full of empty promises.”

The councillors passed it without thinking of the consequences, he said. “It was not well thought out at all. As someone said to me it was bad housekeeping.”

He said he had concerns

about privatisation of the

water supply. “Veolia will not talk to anyone,” he said.

Meanwhile, if the cost of water got as high as cattle feed it would put hundreds of farmers in Sligo out of business, said IFA member Jimmy Brett at Wednesday’s meeting. 

He is also a part-time farmer from Curry with a herd of suckler cattle. “It is all down to expenses. That is what it boils down to,” he said. 

The metering was one issue but fragmented metering was another contentious issue, he said. 

“We all have land that is, say, half a mile from home. That means you have to get a second or a third metre,” he said.

If it was a flat rate for everyone the Government would get more money and it would cost them less to do it, he said.

“Why is there a limit on our domestic charge when others are not being charged?”

Veolia should not have to take the blame for what has happened, he said. 

“In fairness to them they were employed by the council. They shouldn’t have to sort it out.”

WHAT’S YOUR VIEW?

Send us a letter if you want to join the debate on this issue. For address, see PAGE 16.

42. Farmers ‘wait and see’ on water meter row (Tuesday, March 06, 2007)

SLIGO farmers are adopting a wait and see approach on recent efforts to try and resolve the row over water meters and charges.

Fianna Fail Senator Eamon Scanlon has said that the Minister for Environment and Local Government, Dick Roche, has agreed to investigate the possibility of reducing water charges in Sligo.

And Agriculture Minister Mary Coughlan announced in Sligo last Friday that she is going to introduce a new grants scheme to help farmers collect water from other sources, such as rain water.

Also a motion was submitted by a number of councillors for yesterday’s (Monday) meeting of Sligo County Council, requesting the County Manager to defer any increase in charges until a deputation meets with the Minister for Environment to seek increased funding to make up the shortfall.

However, yesterday the chairperson of Sligo IFA (Irish Farmers Association) Teresa Gilligan said that she would like to see the outcome of the investigation by Minister Roche before she would make any comment on the recent developments.

The Environment Minister’s assurance that he would investigate the matter arose out of a meeting he had with Sligo Fianna Fail councillors Gerry Lundy, Martin Baker and Aidan Colleary, Deputy Jimmy Devins and Senator Eamon Scanlon in Dublin last Thursday night.

Senator Scanlon said that they made it clear to the Minister that the charges were seen to be inequitable by farmers and small business people in Sligo.

“The Minister accepts there is a problem and he has given us his assurance that he will investigate the matter thoroughly.”

“He will now ask his officials to work with officials in Sligo County

Council with the view to securing an agreeable compromise on the issue.”

Meanwhile, Agriculture Minister Mary Coughlan met with Sligo farmers while in the town last Friday at the launch of new milk products by Connacht Gold.

She said that there was a European directive which indicated that non-domestic water users must pay the full recovery cost of the production of water.

She hoped thought that they would be able to resolve the impasse that has arisen on the issue.

She said that the Environment Minister had indicated a tiered approach on the rental of the meters and it was now down to the price of the water.

“To counteract the cost on farmers I have introduced under the new rural development programme a new grant aid of 40% for water collection. Hopefully that will address some of the concerns of farmers to reduce the need of using the public water by capturing water themselves.”

She hoped that this would be sanctioned by Europe by the end of April.  

43. What a waste of water… (Tuesday, March 20, 2007)

MORE than half the water pumped in Sligo leaks from the main line supply each year, Sligo County Council figures show. 

Macra Na Feirme, the young farmers’ social organisation, asked the council to explain why 55% of water pumped is wasted. “The county manager said it doesn’t pay to fix leaks,” said Macra Na Feirme spokesperson Vincent Roddy. 

The organisation wants the council to explain the difference of 7,957,544 cubic metres between the amount of water consumed and the amount of water pumped in Sligo. Council figures show that 6,405,936 cubic metres of water

is consumed per annum. However, 14,363,480 cubic metres is pumped each year. This means more than half of the water in the system is lost. 

“Leakage should have been worked on over a number of years. Why should we pay for council inefficiency,” said Mr Roddy.

The Irish Farmers Association strongly agrees that leaking pipes should have been fixed before metering began. 

However, it is price of the water that has been dominating the IFA’s weekly meetings. Farmers and businesses are being charged E5.68 per 1,000 gallons. However, council figures show it costs E1.65 to treat and pump the water. 

The IFA and Macra na Feirme say they want full transparency from the council on the pricing system. The reason for the E4.03 difference between the cost to the Council and the cost to the consumer has not been explained. “We want the council to show how they arrived at the figure,” said Adrian Leddy, of the Irish Farmer’s Association. 

Department of Environment officials are investigating the price and recently visited Sligo County Council. The IFA is waiting to hear the findings of their report on the matter. “We are hopeful the Minister will put a realistic price on the water,” said Mr Leddy.

He said it is possible for the county manager to change the price during the year even though the current price was adopted by councillors at the 2007 draft estimates budget meeting held last January. 

In statement to the Weekender, Sligo County Council said the debate about the metered water charge has obscured some of the main issues. The council said a considerable number of customers are paying less under the metering system because they are within their domestic allowance of 50,000 gallons per year. “There will always be a level of uncertainty surrounding any new charge, but if people take the time to study their bill, they may find that they are actually paying less than before,” said a spokesperson. 

According to the council, a farmer with four connections, using 75,000 gallons more than domestic allowance, would have paid E704.75 in 2006. This year that farmer would be pay E566. In 2005 it would have cost E644. The council gives four other examples of how the cost has been lowered over the last three years. It quotes costs for using 10,000, 15,000, 25,000 and 50,000 gallons more than the domestic allowance. 

Mr Roddy said dairy farmers in particular use far more than 50,000 gallons per year. “A dairy farmer could use 50,000 gallons in a week,” he said. He said many farmers are using far more water than the examples the council has given. “The council are trying to change the focus and they are misleading people by quoting those (over 10,000, 15,000, 25,000 and 50,000 gallons) figures,” he said.  

44. New homes are blamed as families are left high and dry with no water (Tuesday, April 17, 2007)

AT least five houses outside Coolaney village were without water for periods up to two weeks over the Easter holidays. 

Des O’Rourke lives in the townland of Carrowgaveen with his partner and step-daughter. They were without running water for nine days. 

During that time he was on water duty – going to the village filling up the containers putting them in his car and coming back when they ran out again.

“We could do no washing, we couldn’t shower or flush the loo. It was like camping only we couldn’t even wash our clothes,” he said. “It is easy to dismiss it. But it is grim when you are living it. It puts a strain on relationships in the house.” 

Nelly Marren, who lives alone in the townland of Knockadoo, was without water for a fortnight. The water came back in both houses last Wednesday night. “You have to do without. I can manage just about on my own but I go over to my son and daughter-in-law to wash my clothes and when I need to have a shower,” she said.

At least three other houses in the area were also without water during the same period. The houses are on high ground and supply has been erratic for years, said residents. They are connected to the final point on Sligo County Council’s mains supply. According to residents the pressure went in the system after a new estate outside Coolaney village was connected to the mains. 

Mr O’Rourke said he was told by council officials that there may be no way of securing supply to his house from the mains for two to three years. He is considering moving house as a result. Water supply at his home has been erratic since he moved in 18 months ago. His family have been left without water for up to five days on several occasions in the past. He installed an extra 1,300 litre water tank to supply them with water for a few more days when the mains supply is gone. 

A plumber sent out by the council said the reservoir at Rockfield was due to be upgraded within the next three years. He said Mr O’Rourke’s water supply could be seriously disrupted until then.

The council plumber advised Mr O’Rourke to purchase a reservoir tank with an electrical pump and install it at the lowest point on his land. However, he said there was no guarantee this would secure a continuous supply. 

Mr O’Rourke would like a grant from the council for a well to supply his home and the homes of others nearby. He was told people could only get the grant if they were not connected to the mains. “No-one seems prepared to take responsibility,” he said.

Mrs Marren is 68 years old and has been living in Knockadoo for 40 years. She has 40 cattle that need water. She said the supply has “never really been satisfactory”. 

Her home was previously connected to a group water scheme that was taken over by the council around 10 years ago. She often doesn’t have running water and manages by being sparing with the water in her tank. The longest she has been without water is three weeks. She said she has been in touch with the council many times. A plumber called to her house but she has not met any other officials. She said she had been given no advice about what she could do. 

“They are building houses but they are not building the services to go with. We are making the sacrifice for the new residents,” she said.  

45. Meters issue dominates IFA election meeting (Tuesday, May 01, 2007)

THE WATER meters issue dominated the meeting with the Sligo-North Leitrim constituency election candidates hosted by Sligo and Leitrim IFA executive committees.

The event in the Clarion Hotel last Monday week gave IFA members and other farmers a chance to hear what the candidates had to say on farming matters and to pose questions to them.

It was attended by all nine candidates: Jimmy Devins and Eamon Scanlon (Fianna Fail, John Perry, Michael Comiskey and Imelda Henry (Fine Gael), Sean MacManus (Sinn Fein), Jim McGarry (Labour), Brian Scanlon (Green Party) and Andy "the Bull" McSharry (Independent).

Initially each candidate was given two minutes to make a statement outlining their policies on farming-related issues.

That was followed by a question and answer session where the audience got the opportunity to quiz the candidates on various issues.

Of most interest was their views on the water meters issue and all of them basically gave their backing to the farmers’ stance against accepting metering in its present form.

Many were anxious to find out what transpired at the recent meeting between officials from the Department of the Environment and Sligo County Council and Deputy Devins undertook to get a report on that.

Among other subjects to come up were cross-compliance inspections, food labelling, hill walking access, bio-fuel crops, the Malone report on sheep, Brazilian beef imports and cattle and sheep prices.

Sligo IFA chairman Billy Somerville said that the candidates did seem to see where farmers were coming from but they had to remember that "election promises are election promises".

"We have to see those promises put into action. Actions speak louder than words."

Mr Somerville said that there would be looking for support on issues of concern to farmers not just from those who will be part of the next government but also from those who are not.  

46. Water supply may be stopped at night if dry spell continues (Tuesday, May 01, 2007)

HOUSEHOLDERS in Sligo may find their water access restricted as Sligo County Council asks customers to curb their water usage due to ongoing dry spells across the county.

The council has stated that if the current dry spells continue, it may be obliged to shut off the water supply at night time in some areas.

A spokesperson for Sligo County Council said: “Any area of the county could be affected by this, if the dry spell continues.”

The county council said that there had been increased demands on its water supply networks throughout the county.

Customers are asked to conserve water at all times and avoid unnecessary usage. Restrictions on water usage would depend on how long the dry spells continue and on the demand for the water, says a spokesperson for the Rural Water Programme.

The council is asking householders to check their properties for leaks and get them repaired as soon as possible. They are also advising farmers to check cattle troughs. Any leak on the public main should be reported to the County Council’s Water Services section immediately at 0719111370.

The dry spells of the last five weeks look set to continue as the weather will remain dry for the next week, with temperatures reaching into the teens.

The weather is expected to get more unsettled towards the weekend, but the trend for dry weather is expected to continue as it has for the last month or so.

Sligo County Council said simple actions could reduce the amount of water used by a household or on a farm. These included not letting the tap run when brushing your teeth, washing vegetables in a bowl rather than under a running tap and using the waste to water house plants, using only the minimum of water when boiling kettles, having a short shower instead of a bath, and fixing dripping taps and hosepipes.

The introduction of water metering for farms and commercial businesses could also have a positive effect on water usage, said the spokesperson from the Rural Water Programme.  

47. Council move to prevent threat to water supplies (Tuesday, May 08, 2007)

SLIGO County Council is carrying out surveys to ensure that public water supplies in the county are not threatened by pollution.

The Council is to undertake inspections of the catchment areas of public water supplies throughout the county over the coming months to see if there are any potential pollution dangers.

They are concentrating at the moment on the Lough Easkey and North Sligo supplies.

The aim of these surveys is to gather information on industrial, commercial, agricultural and domestic wastewater disposal practices in the relevant catchments areas.

A Council spokesperson said that this would assist in the overall protection of surface waters used for drinking water supplies.

"Information gathered will be used in the preparation of drinking water source protection plans."

The spokesperson pointed out that surface water monitoring carried out by the Environmental Protection Agency between 2001-2003 confirmed that County Sligo has one of the highest proportions of unpolluted river channel on a nationwide basis.

"Sligo County Council is committed to preserving this high standard of surface water quality in the county and to the prevention of water pollution."

Pollution of public water supplies is very much in the news at the moment because of the situation in Galway but these surveys in Sligo are not related to that.

These catchment surveys are part of a programme required under the 1998 Phosphorus Regulations whereby each local authority in Ireland is required to prepare a ten year programme of measures to maintain/improve the quality of surface waters within their functional areas.

The Council spokesperson said that to ensure the success of the programme public co-operation with the survey staff was essential and greatly appreciated.

Anyone who wishes to discuss any aspect of the surveys, should contact the Environment Section of Sligo County Council at 071 – 9111919. 

48. Water: Campaign over charges is stepped up (Tuesday, May 15, 2007)

THE campaign by farmers against the present water metering charges has been stepped up with the establishment of a new group called Farmers Against Water Tax Campaign. 

Members of the group are out actively canvassing farmers on the issue and demanding commitments on charges from the two big parties, Fianna Fail and Fine Gael. 

They are distributing leaflets headed: “For rip-off farm water charges, vote Fianna Fail/Fine Gael. Your contract for years for crippling water metering and septic tank levies.” A spokesperson for the group, Vincent Maloney, said more and more farmers were becoming involved in the campaign and they were planning to get around to farmers in all parts of the county between now and the election on May 24. 

Mr Maloney said they see no difference between the two main parties, Fianna Fail and Fine Gael, on the issue. 

“They are almost joined at the hip in their attitude to the issue. We are seeking to break that connection and get them to make a proper commitment to an industry that is already seriously in trouble.” 

He said they wanted the two parties to state clearly that they were going to drop the metering charges and that water would be available to farmers at production cost. 

“We want a statement from the parties that this will be their policy,” he said. 

He said that if meters were left in place the tab for them hgad to be picked up by the Department of the Environment. 

However he warned: “The retention of metered levies leaves room for what happened this year when Fianna Fail and the Labour Party voted up the price of water by 12 per cent. 

“Unless there is legislation in place to effectively control this, then there is always a risk of something like that happening.” 

Mr Maloney said that there had been a very strong response from farmers so far. 

“We hope that the candidates in Sligo-North Leitrim will be able to bring pressure to bear on their parties on this.” 

49. Water tests flowing slowly in Sligo (Tuesday, May 15, 2007)

WATER, water everywhere, but not a drop to drink - a frightening thought. But for 90,000 people in Galway it is a reality. They have been told not to drink the water from their taps until it has been first boiled. 

The worrying aspect is that cryptosporidium, the bug contaminating water supplies in Galway, may also be in other areas. Last month the Environmental Protection Agency found that one fifth of the country's drinking water supplies are at “high risk” or “very high risk” of contamination from cryptosporidium. 

Last week cryptosporidium was found in tests in water supplies in Donegal, albeit not with as high a concentration as in Galway. And it emerged last month that as far back as 2005 the Galway bug threatened over a fifth of the country's drinking water. In total, 75 drinking water extraction points around the country were assessed as being at high or very high risk of contamination from the potentially fatal bug. 

The assessment, however, is not complete, as 14 county councils did not conduct risk assessments. And Sligo was among those that failed to comply at that time. 

Since then the EPA has been given the power to compel defaulting local authorities to toe the line. Sligo Weekender readers will have learned from a story in last week’s paper that our county council is at last taking steps to find out what’s in the water we drink. Surveys will be ongoing over the coming months starting with the Lough Easkey and North Sligo supplies. 

But the fact remains that for two years our council was one of those that didn’t check to see if our drinking water was safe. And they are only taking action now because they are being compelled to do so. It’s not something any local authority could feel proud of. 

In their defence, in last week’s story a council spokesperson pointed out that surface water monitoring carried out by the Environmental Protection Agency between 2001 and 2003 confirmed that Sligo had one of the highest proportions of unpolluted river waters on a nationwide basis. 

Fair enough, but that was between four and six years ago. A lot of non-desirables could have got into our drinking water since then. And that report only dealt with river water - what about lakes and other sources? 

In a bid to reassure the public, the council spokesperson said: “Sligo County Council is committed to preserving this high standard of water quality and to the prevention of water pollution.” 

With that commitment, why then did Sligo not survey the water before now when most of their counterparts elsewhere did so? 

A motion tabled by Councillor Sean MacManus for yesterday’s (Monday) meeting of Sligo County Council sought a progress report on the water survey. The motion noted that Sligo was one of the councils that that did not comply with the earlier request to check the water. It then asked if a risk assessment in relation to cryptosporidium has been done and if so what were the results.The motion was due for an answer yesterday, but as it was listed at item 41 on the agenda, we may have to wait for another day for a reply. 

It’s a sad fact that in these affluent times of 2007, the authorities cannot guarantee us that the water we are drinking is safe. That should be a very basic request. 

50. Election 2007 Water rumpus: Farmers pile on pressure (Tuesday, May 22, 2007)

FARMERS in Sligo are determined to keep water meters and charges to the fore as an election issue. 

The Sligo county executive of the Irish Farmers Association has constructed a mobile billboard drawing attention to the issue which will be brought to different parts of the constituency. 

Posters have also been erected over the past couple of weeks by a newly formed group called Farmers Against Water Tax Campaign. 

Members of the group are out actively canvassing farmers on the issue and demanding commitments on charges from the two big parties, Fianna Fail and Fine Gael. 

Their message has obviously not found favour with some as last week a large number of their posters in west Sligo were removed. 

Sligo IFA says it is still awaiting a comprehensive report by Environment Minister Dick Roche in relation to consultations his Department had with Sligo County Council, “regarding the unfair high water charges they are trying to impose in County Sligo.” 

In a statement it said: “As far back as January 25, former Sligo IFA chairperson Theresa Gilligan along with an IFA delegation which included President Padraig Walshe, met with Mr Roche, in Dublin to voice concerns on the water charges issue. Following this meeting, Minister Roche decided to carry out investigations into Sligo County Council’s conduct regarding the water charges issue, and we are very disappointed that no report on this matter has been forthcoming.” 

The IFA says that farmers in County Sligo are being charged an unfairly high price for water. 

“This is simply not allowed under the EU Directive, which states that water must be provided at cost price and absolutely no profit can be made in the process.” 

It points out that figures released by Sligo County Council to Macra na Feirme showed the cost of providing water in County Sligo in 2005 to be •1.65 per 1,000 gallons. 

However, figures given to the IFA for 2006 show that the average cost of providing 1,000 gallons of water had risen to 

•5.13 and for 2007 it was up to 

•5.68. 

This was despite the fact that the two sets of figures show that the volume of water being produced dropped by over a half, from 14,368,480 cubic metres to 6,405,936 cubic metres, but the cost of producing it increased from •5,229,077 to •7,220,971. 

The IFA claims that the figures that Sligo County Council has circulated for 2006 have been “unfairly manipulated” in order to try to justify a 211% increase above the cost of providing water in 2005. 

“In order to justify this increase, Sligo County Council have firstly, massively reduced the volume of water from the figures they released to Macra and secondly have unfairly increased their costs to support an extremely high charge. 

“We are disappointed that this crucial issue, up to now, has not received the attention it deserves. It is generally accepted that everyone will be paying for water by 2010 and it is a subject that will become hugely important for everyone.” 

51. Our tap water ‘looks like muck’ says Grange man (Tuesday, June 19, 2007)

A GRANGE resident has hit out at the state of the water in the village saying that it could be mistaken for coffee but it looks like it came out the “back end of a bullock”. 

Grange residents are again facing a water crisis as the water coming out of their taps “looks like muck”. 

One resident, David Large, who lives in Cloonaughbawn, Grange, said: “Yet again this problem has come back to haunt us. The water is disgusting. It looks like something that has come out the back end of a bullock. What are we supposed to do when the water is like this?” 

He also hit out at the lack of action from Sligo County Council. “They are aware of the seriousness of the problem. But, no action is being taken and the residents here are not being told anything about how to cope. If we don’t watch it we could be in the same situation as the people of Galway.” 

And while residents try their best to carry on despite the crisis, Mr Large added: “We have not been told what is going to be done. And worse we haven’t been told of the hazard of the water.” 

He is particularly concerned after a high iron content was detected in the water. “Anyone with any aware-ness of their health will know that a high iron content is very dangerous. The level of iron in the water is way above the EU recommendation. 

“And when you add this to the dark brown colour, how are people supposed to wash anything like vegetables or their dishes never mind how people are expected to take a shower in this water. 

“This is going on for a long time now and it’s unacceptable that the basic resource of life, which is water, cannot be supplied.” With the water supply reaching crisis point, queues at local shops in the village are becoming the norm. 

“What else are people supposed to do. The problem is back and yet again no one seems to care about how serious this is,” he added. 

Sligo County Council issued a statement that a team of technical staff are working to ensure that a supply of quality water is restored to people in the north Sligo area. 

A spokesperson said: “Raw water quality from the source in north Sligo varied quite considerably over the weekend due to the excessive rainfall towards the end of last week. “Due to this, customers in the north Sligo area are experiencing deterioration in water quality. 

“Sligo County Council’s technical staff are working to ensure that a quality water supply is supplied to all customers as soon as possible.” 

52. Criminals find new targets to attack (Tuesday, June 27, 2006)

Recent weeks have seen a change in how our violent criminals make their presence felt. 

For the first time in Sligo we seen the homes of prominent business people attacked. First there was a firebomb attack on the home of man who runs an entertainment venue. 

Then last week the target was the president of Sligo Chamber of Commerce when an incendiary device was thrown into Caheny’s bar on Mail Coach Road. Up to now the attacks – including shooting incidents and arson attacks – had been confined to housing estates on the outskirts of town. 

The assaults on the homes and business premises of traders is a new worrying development. It’s not that the acts of violence against businesses are any more serious than those against homes in housing estates – they are both equally hideous. 

The worrying aspect is that it is not a case of one set of targets replacing another as there is no reason to believe that the attacks in housing estates will stop. 

What’s behind the latest incidents targeted against business people? Caheny’s owner and chamber president Anne Clinton said she has no idea why her premises was hit. She confirmed that she hadn’t barred anyone from the pub in recent times – not that that would be an acceptable reason for what could have been a fatal attack.

So far the gardai have been unable to bring anyone to justice in connection with the spate of attacks on homes or indeed the shooters of the two men in last year’s murders. 

It remains to be seen if they will have any more success in finding the culprits responsible for the latest incidents. They cannot do it by themselves, the public have a crucial role to play by giving every shred of information on any of these incidents in confidence to the gardai. 

Pilot scheme flies in wrong direction

Sligo farmers are up in arms over having to pay for the meters that the county council use to measure the water they use. 

Under a pilot scheme introduced by the council, farmers are expected to pay a standing charge of E80 for each water meter on their lands. And farmers who have land in a number of locations will have to pay for meters at each piece of land. 

While the Minister will argue that E80 isn’t a huge sum by today’s standards, many hard pressed farmers will dispute this. But regardless of the amount, it is wrong that the user should have to pay for the supplier’s means of monitoring how much is used. 

It makes as little sense as if the ESB charged for their electric meters. Or a more striking analogy would be if the filling station charged you for the instrumentation that measures how much petrol you put in your car, or if the local shop added on a fee for the scales used to weigh the kids’ penny sweets.

This pilot scheme has set flight in a wrong direction in levying a charge for water meters. And farmers have a right to demand that the scheme gets back on a sensible course.  

53. North Sligo’s water ‘worse than in Africa’ (Tuesday, July 17, 2007)

THE public water supply in the north Sligo area is now worse than it is in parts of Africa for where appeals for funds to provide clean water are now being run, it has been claimed. 

An illustration of the poor quality of water in the area is that a machine in Grange supplying a filtered supply can no longer handle it. 

The machine at the local Londis supermarket and filling station gave people a cheaper alternative to bottled water, which many people are now using regularly for drinking instead of the public supply. 

The machine filters the public water supply and you can buy five litres of filtered water for €1.20. On the first occasion you used you get a free container which you then reuse. 

However, having had to turn it off on several occasions because of problems caused by the poor quality of the public water supply, owner Kevin Lowe is now installing a second filter, which will filter the water before it goes into the filter machine. 

He said he was talking to the sup-pliers of the machine Crystal Clear to install the new filter at a cost of 

•1,000. 

He is also looking at installing a special filter for all the water coming into his premises at a cost of 

•1,200. 

One north Sligo resident who has been a regular user of the machine is David Large from Maugherow. 

He worked in Africa for a number of years and said that the water supply was not as bad there as it is here now. 

“I see Trocaire running appeals for funds to provide clean water for children in Africa but the time is coming when we will be running appeals to provide clean water for children here. 

“When I was in Africa the water was never as bad as it is here. There are very high levels of iron in the water and too much iron is bad for you.” 

He said he felt particularly sorry for older people who don’t have transport and can’t go and buy bottled water as easily. 

54. N Sligo water contaminated (Tuesday, July 17, 2007)

A NORTH Sligo resident has called on Sligo County Council to provide water for the elderly and the vulnerable after residents in the Maugherow area were told to boil their drinking water at the weekend. 

They will have to continue to boil water until Friday, according to a Council statement issued to Sligo Weekender last night (Monday). 

A spokesperson for the council confirmed that they don’t know the exact cause of the contamination. 

North Sligo householder David Large urged the council to bring water to all those vulnerable people who are affected by the present situation. 

“Nurses and carers on health visits to elderly and vulnerable people should be told to bring bottles of water with them. 

“In the long run it would save a lot of tax payers money as not as many people would be forced into hospital if they have clean water. 

“It would be a nice gesture in the current situation which must be very distressing for the elderly and the vulnerable in our society. 

Six townlands in north Sligo are being forced to boil their water after the Council discovered that the Ardtrasna reservoir water supply has a bacteriological contamination”. 

A council statement warned all those living in the townlands of Ardtrasna, Cloonagh, Ballyconnell, Carrigans, Cloughboley and Raughley to boil their water before “using it for drinking in preparation of food and for brushing teeth”. 

The Council has also warned householders to turn off ice machines and sterilise them before putting into use. 

North Sligo resident David Large said this is the first time that he can recall the Council having issued such a warning. 

“I am not surprised about this because I don’t even boil the water any more. “I go into Grange to buy my water like many others here. 

“A council employee has confirmed to me that the iron levels in some areas of north Sligo are way above the European average. 

“This is a disgrace and it is the vulnerable I feel for. 

“Sligo County Council should join forces with the HSE and have nurses bring bottles of water while they are out visiting the elderly and vulnerable in this rural area. 

“That way we won’t have so many people getting sick as a result of being affected by the considerable amount of bacteria which could be the cause of the latest health scare. 

“At a bigger level there are just far too many houses in north Sligo and the water and sewerage supplies are playing catch up. 

“Carney has seen immense development in recent years. 

“This is a serious health issue but the Council and the elected representatives seem content to play the ostrich on this one.” A spokesperson for the Council said they did not know how the bacteria got into the reservoir or what type of bacteria caused the problem. 

The spokesperson added that “con-tamination was minimal and the boil notice was issued as a precautionary measure only. 

“Effective treatment was implemented on Friday afternoon by upping the treatment levels. 

“In accordance with standard sampling and testing procedures, three clear water samples must be achieved before the boiling notice is removed. 

“It is anticipated this will be achieved by Friday (July 20). 

“Sligo County Council regret any inconvenience caused by the disruption to supply.” 

55. Farmers fail to make progress in water row (Tuesday, July 24, 2007)

NO progress was made on the issue of water charges at a meeting of the Irish Farmers’ Association (IFA) and senior Sligo County Council officials last week. 

“Really it was a information session, I suppose, more than anything else. None of the town councillors were there. It was senior officials that we were dealing with,” said IFA president Padraig Walshe. 

The IFA sought information from the council at the meeting. They asked for a breakdown of the costs involved in supplying the water, the volume of water used commercially and in agriculture, and a figure on leakage in the system. They also requested information on the number of bills that have been sent to people over the last year, as well as the amount of each bill. 

“I was disappointed that they hadn’t got that information for us today but I have to say in fairness that we did look for things that we hadn’t sought before,” said Mr Walshe. 

Mr Walshe said they hope to get answers in the next week to 10 days, but further protest action is possible if the information is not forthcoming. 

Mr Walshe said the charges are 

•1,400 higher here than in Roscommon or Galway and there is •850,000 in bad debts, in Sligo, due to the non-payment of water charges in the last year. He said the IFA would want these debts written-off in any agreement that is struck. 

“There is definitely room there for some improvement. I believe there is a lot that can be done at local level. It can very often be the easy option for councillors and county managers to point the finger at the Department of Environment and abdicate their own responsibility in this,” he said. 

He said the charges would cause particular financial difficulties for livestock farmers because of the large amounts of water used by cattle. “We haven’t got the possibility of passing on those increased charges to anybody, whereas most commercial users will have the option of passing the charges on to customers,” he said. 

The IFA continue to encourage farmers not to pay the charges. “Every farmer would have to make his own decision at the end of the day on that. We are not finished the negotiations with the council as yet. We would urge farmers to make their protest known to them. We would hope as many as possible will refrain from paying until it is concluded,” he said. 

IFA Connaught vice-president Michael Silke said: “Asking farm-ers to pay for the water used and the meter which reads the volume of water, is like asking a customer in a supermarket to pay for the groceries in the trolley, the trolley itself and the cash register. 

56. Water scheme set to start after seven-year campaign (Tuesday, September 11, 2007)

A SEVEN-year campaign to bring a water supply to part of north east Sligo is nearing a successful conclusion. 

The contract was signed last week for the Glackbaun Group Water Scheme, which will serve parts of the district electoral divisions of Calry, Drumcliffe east and Glencar. 

It will provide water to 137 locations in the area, including 90 houses and approved house sites and around 360 people. 

There is no organised public or private water supply scheme in the area at the moment. 

The new scheme will cost just over •1.3 million and work on it is scheduled to start at the end of this month. The contract consists of laying around 17.5 kilometres of water mains and providing a new reservoir, pump houses and two booster pumps. 

The campaign to get a water supply for the area began on July 10, 2000, when a public meeting was held. At this a group was formed to get a group water scheme going and so the Glackaun Group Water Scheme Co-operative Society Limited came into being. 

In September of that year they engaged Jennings & O’Donovan to provide a proposal to engineer a system to provide water for the area. 

There followed a number of further reports, feasibility studies and surveys, some frustrating delays and a cost to the scheme members of just under •55,000, before arriving at a scheme that met all the criteria. 

It was then down to the seeking of tenders for someone to carry out the work and out of 15 potentials, McFadden Limited, building and civil engineering contractors, from Omagh were selected. They signed contract documents with Sligo County Council last week. 

The Council Cathaoirleach Seamus Kilgannon praised the group scheme members for their hard work in delivering the scheme to contract stage. 

He said that the imminent delivery of a quality water supply represented a major boost for the community. 

The committee members of the Glackbaun group scheme are: Gilbert Henry (chairman), Margaret Henry (treasurer), Muraid Duggan (general secretary), Seamus Devaney, Sean Scanlon, Chris Donaghey, Eamon McGauran, Jodie McMoreland, Padraig Prunty, Albert Oatfield, Denis ODonoghue and Joe Clark. 

57. Famers accused of highjacking meeting on quality of water (Tuesday, November 20, 2007)

FARMERS were accused of hijacking a recent meeting on water quality hosted by the Western River Basin District and Sligo County Council. 

Vincent Maloney of the Independent Farmers’ Federation said he suspected it was one of the most heated meetings the Western River Basin District held. “It represented the depth of feeling in the pilot area for the water charges,” he said. “The water charges came to the top and drove the passions of the farming communities,” he added. 

He said the farmers put pertinent questions to the meeting. They asked how much raw sewage was being pumped into Sligo Bay by the county council. They also asked what amount of medical waste from Sligo General Hospital was entering the sea. Mr Maloney said infections such as HIV, Hepatitis and MRSA pose a very serious public health risk to the people of the region. 

He said Cllr Gerard Mullaney (FG) accused the farmers of hijacking the meeting and threatened to leave. 

In response Councillor Mullaney told the Weekender he expected questions related to the presentation would be asked. “But we got into questions about medical waste at Sligo General Hospital and the cost of water charges to farmers.” 

He said he attended to hear what the Western River Basin District had to say. “It was about trying to encourage good practice and how that can be achieved without damaging commercial agriculture,” he explained. 

“I feel that there was a period where questions related to other issues, which I outlined already, took over,” he added. He said he was just one of a number of people who objected to the line of questioning and the manner in which it was raised. 

He is a full-time farmer and paid-up member of the IFA and says the IFA adequately represent him. 

However, Mr Maloney said the future was so gloomy for farmers that these issues had to be raised. He claimed they were being unfairly blamed for water pollution, which has been caused by EU policy. “I don’t think any farmers would want to do anything other than work to improve the quality of water,” he said. 

He says there is a sewage treat-ment plant in Dromore West, which is located on the banks of a river. 

“If a farmer put a septic tank near any body of water they would be put in jail,” he said. 

Water charges and other EU rules were destroying farming, he said. “Incomes are collapsing, overheads are rocketing.” Farmers cannot get a good price for their produce because of the EU’s cheap food policy and agricultural production is being curtailed, he added. “Farmers are leaving the land to raise more money to keep the farm afloat. No one can find family members who want to succeed to the land.” 

He said the meeting finished quietly and the farmers spoke affably to the organisers. 

The meeting formed part of the public consultation process for the Water Matters booklet. 

It aimed to highlight the issues affecting water quality in rivers, lakes, estuaries and groundwaters. 

58. Sligo farmers to ask EU to investigate water charges (Tuesday, November 20, 2007)

SLIGO farmers are to ask the European Parliament to investigate to water charges imposed on farmers and businesses in the county by Sligo County Council. 

The Sligo executive of the Irish Farmers Association (IFA) have significantly stepped up their campaign against the charges imposed under the new system of metering introduced in Sligo as a pilot project for the country. 

They are appealing to all farm-ers to attend IFA branch meetings over the next week to sign a petition which will be sent to the European Parliament’s Petitions Committee asking them to investigate the charges in Sligo. 

MEP Marian Harkin, a member of the parliament’s Petitions Committee, is supporting the farmers’ action. 

And farmers say this is something that will eventually affect all householders. 

A spokesperson for Sligo IFA said: “After 2010, it is widely agreed that everybody will be paying for mains water; therefore it is in everybody’s interest to have a fair price put in place immediately, within the pilot area of County Sligo. 

“We simply must act now if we don’t want in the near future, to risk some big multi-national company taking control of our county’s water and charging us a fortune for using it, in order to boost their share price on the stock market.” 

Farmers say they are not opposed to the principle of paying for water but rather the level of the charges. 

The Sligo IFA spoksperson claimed the charges in Sligo are “unfair and unacceptable and are based on unfairly manipulated costings”. 

He said that that under EU regulations local authorities were only entitled to recover the “cost” of treating and providing public mains water. 

“Official Council documents circulated to Macra na Feirme show this cost to be on average 

•1.65 / 1000 gallons for the whole county. The current charge of 

•5.68 / 1000 gallons is almost three and a half times this amount. These elevated charges are unfair and unacceptable and are based on unfairly manipulated costings.” 

And he pointed out that in these charges, Sligo County Council was charging farmers and the non domestic sector for all of the water leaked from the public mains, which accounts for 45 per cent of the total annual supply. 

The IFA want every farmer in the county to attend the annual IFA branch meetings being held in the next week. 

At their November meeting, Sligo IFA’s County Executive established a sub committee to deal directly with the water charges issue. 

“It is vital that as many farm-ers as possible sign this petition and we would greatly appreciate if farmers would take it on themselves to encourage and assist others to attend.” 

59. Water: Farmers claim they are being ripped-off (Tuesday, December 18, 2007)

SLIGO farmers claim they are being “ripped-off ” for water and that they and other non-domestic users are paying for everyone else. 

They claim Sligo County Council are breaching an EU directive on water charges and they are to present a petition to the European Parliament asking them to investigate this. 

A sub-committee set up by the Sligo branch of the Irish Farmers Association is presently collecting signatures for the petition. They are asking not just farmers but the general public to sign because they say that this is an issue that will affect everyone eventually. 

A spokesperson for the committee said: “After 2010 it is generally accepted that everyone will be paying for water. When the Water Framework Directive was been introduced across Europe, Ireland got a derogation not to charge the domestic sector for treated mains water. In fact the Republic of Ireland is the only country in Europe in which the domestic sector is not charged for water.” He said that the EU’s Water Framework Directive instructs local authorities to only recover the costs associated with providing treated mains water. 

“At present when you include the unfair metering charge, Sligo County Council is charging about four times the actual costs involved.” 

He also criticized the domestic farm households’ annual allowance of just 50,000 gallons. 

“This is both unjust and discriminatory especially when you consider that their domestic sector neighbors, if they so wish can leave all their taps running 24 hours per day, 365 days per year and pay absolutely nothing. 

“Now we don’t begrudge our domestic sector neighbors this free water, nor are we against paying for water, but if the Government and the Department of the Environment and Sligo County Council and the County Manager want to give free water to the domestic sector, then the Government and the Department of the Environment and Sligo County Council and the County Manager can pay for it. Farmers will pay a fair price for their fair share, but we will not pay for anyone else.” 

He said that farmers were also being asked to pay for all of the water leaked from the public mains, which accounts for 45 per cent of the total annual supply. 

The IFA spokesman pointed out that in figures released to Macra in June 2006, in 2005 it cost on average 

•1.65 per 1000 gallons to provide treated mains water in County Sligo. 

But he claimed there had been a “very clever manipulation of figures” by Sligo County Council to unfairly justify the current much higher charge of •5.68 per 1000 gallons. 

“Sligo County Council has removed from the calculation, the water leaked from the public mains and also the water used by the domestic sector whilst at the same time included every conceivable cost possible. What the above figures indicate is that farmers and the non domestic sector are paying for everybody. We simply know that we are being ripped off and we will not tolerate this.” 

60. €90 million to be spent on water and sewage schemes (Tuesday, September 25, 2007)

ALMOST €90 million is to be spent on upgrading and providing new water and sewage schemes in County Sligo over the next couple of years. 

An allocation of €89,732,000 for Sligo was announced by Minister for the Environment John Gormley last week in the Water Services Investment Programme 2007 - 2009. 

Some of the funding had previously been announced. However, Mr Gormley said that the investment programme would be coupled with a series of measures aimed at protecting drinking water and natural resources. 

These include: 

• A special package to target supplies at risk from cryptosporidium and e-coli 

• New measures aimed at improving water conservation 

• New enforcement powers to prosecute those who fail to protect water resources or cause water pollution 

• Plans for enhanced protection of rivers, lakes, and estuaries. 

The measures for protection of our water sources was welcomed by Deputy Scanlon. 

He said: “We learned all about the precious nature of clean water as a result of events in Galway this year. 

“I particularly welcome the measures he is introducing with regard to cryptosporidium and e-coli. It is vital that we take a proactive approach to identifying and dealing with water supplies that are vulnerable to such contamination, and to that end a working group has been established between the Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government and the Environmental Protection Agency.” 

“Local authorities will now have access to a contingency funding arrangement from which emergency infrastructural works to deal with cryptosporidium will be financed by Minister John Gormley’s Department.” 

61. Sligo IFA compiling water complaints (Tuesday, January 22, 2008)

SLIGO IFA have expressed concern about the ongoing problems associated with the new metering system put in place by Veolia. 

In a statement they say: “Some of the problems encountered are billing mistakes, wrongly fitted meters causing leaks, two meters fitted on one connection, faulty meters and incorrectly placed meters. Also invoices are constructed in a very confusing manner, which makes them difficult to understand.” 

The IFA are now asking any farmers experiencing any of these or other problems to notify their local branch IFA chairman or secretary with details. 

They say they will compile a complete list of complaints, which will be forwarded to Sligo County Council “who as Veolia employers must take them to task over the manner with which they have been dealing with farmers in this county”. 

62. Water gives Sligo budget headache (Tuesday, January 22, 2008)

THE most contentious aspects of this year’s Sligo County Council budget are water charges and the extra spending needed to meet new drinking water standards. 

Water charges only apply to non-domestic users, but there is continuing controversy over the imposition of water charges on schools and the new metering for farmers. 

The council has to spend an extra •1.85 million this year to meet new higher standards of drinking water and sewerage facilities. 

County Manager Hubert Kearns has described it as “by far the single biggest issue facing the council in framing the Budget for 2008”. 

Councillors met yesterday (Monday) to finalise the budget. Overall, the council will spend more than •130 million this year, or just over •2,000 for every man, woman and child in the county. 

The expenditure is divided roughly half and half between day-to-day revenue spending on services and capital spending on big projects. 

Revenue spending will top •63 million, an increase of 11.1% (•6.2 million) on 2007. Most of that will come from central government grants, with •4.5 million having to be obtained from the ratepayers in County Sligo. That will mean a 4.8% increase in rates from last year. 

But it is the 24% increase in water and wastewater services that has given the most headaches in framing the budget. In his report to councillors on the draft budget, Mr Kearns said that the increased cost in water and sewerage services arises from the implementation of the EU Water Framework Directive, the 2007 Drinking Water Regulations and the Waste Water Discharge Regulations. Under these regulations all drinking water and waste water discharges must comply with new higher quality and environmental standards. 

He said that the additional costs arose from two sources - the operational costs to meet the higher standards, and the cost of servicing borrowings to meet the council’s share of the capital cost of new treatment plants. 

Mr Kearns pointed out that the cost of the non-domestic portion of the Water Services Investment Programme was to be funded through commercial water charges. He said that in the absence of domestic water charges the domestic portion was meant to be recouped to the council by the Department of Environment. 

He is expecting an additional income of •446,000 from commercial water rates, with the balance of the extra 

•1,185,200 needed coming from the department. 

Mr Kearns said that in the past year he had pointed out to the department on a number of occasions the likely impact that the changes in the water programme would have on the council finances. 

“To fully absorb the cost increases on this programme from within existing budgets would require significant expenditure cuts of circa 

•1million to be applied across all programmes. Alternatively, it would require the levying of a commercial rate increase of around 30% for 2008.” 

He said he considered neither of two options to be feasible or practical. “I feel that the scale of the difficulty is such that it cannot be solved from within the existing financial framework that the council operates.” 

63. 1,900 Sligo farmers hit by REPS payments delay (Tuesday, February 12, 2008)

FURIOUS farmer representatives in Sligo are calling on the Minister for Agriculture to step in to sort out a delay in payments to farmers. 

They claim that the fact that money that people had been expecting was not being paid now was causing serious cash flow problems for many farmers. 

The problem is a national one and relates to REPS (Rural Environmental Protection Scheme) but in Sligo alone it involves over 1,900 farmers and is worth a total of •11 million to the county. 

Sligo IFA (Irish Farmers Association) county chairman Billy Somerville explained that since REPS was introduced over 14 years ago farmers have been paid a full advance payment on an annual basis. 

“The EU Commission are now trying to change the payment system to a deferred basis where the payment would be made at the end of the year. Also they are trying to split the payment with the final 30 per cent being paid at the end of the contract year.” 

He said Minister for Agriculture Mary Coughlan must ensure that the current early payment of REPS, which has been part of the scheme to cover the cost of compliance, remains in place at each anniversary date. 

Mr Somerville said that 48 per cent of farmers are in REPS and payments are worth •11 million to the county. 

“Any delays in REPS payments to over 1,900 Sligo farmers in the scheme will have a very negative effect on cash flow on farms and will impact severely on farm incomes particularly in the dry stock sector.” 

There has also been an angry reaction from Gabriel Gilmartin, the Sligo based rural development chairman of the ICSA (Irish Cattle and Sheep Owners Association). 

He said: “ICSA has been inundated with calls from upset farmers regarding non payment of REPS 2 and 3 money.” 

“They feel that their contracts with the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food have been breached. This would not be allowed to happen in any other sector, where effectively farmers are not receiving money owed to them. It means that farmers will miss out on up to a year’s REPS payment.” 

“When you enter into REPS, you sign a contract to perform certain tasks for the benefit of the countryside. The nature of REPS is that upfront investment is required; therefore advance payments are central to the success of the programme. Cash flow is critical to completing tasks such as fencing, building and environmental improvements.” 

He said that withholding money from 55,000 farmers nationally puts enormous pressure on farm families. 

“Many farmers will be forced to borrow to ensure that they keep up their end of the bargain. The outcome of all this will be to completely undermine the most successful environmental scheme ever implemented in the country. The EU needs to contemplate carefully what this bureaucratic nonsense does for its credibility.” 

64. Council to work with schools in bid to save water (Tuesday, January 08, 2008)

A PROGRAMME of water conservation with primary schools over the coming year is to be launched by Sligo County Council. 

However, a local farmers’ representative has denounced the water charges currently being levied at schools. 

The county council’s rural water liaison officer Kathleen McTiernan said they were concerned at the amount of water being used in schools around the county. 

“Over the next few months we will be visiting the schools to advise them on the hugely important topic of water conservation.” 

She said that they would be distributing water saving devices free of charge to schools in the new year for use in toilet cisterns. 

“When these are installed they will save one litre of water in every flush,” she said. “Over the course of a year this represents a substantial saving for the school.” 

The initiative has been welcomed by the council Cathaoirleach, Cllr Seamus Kilgannon. 

“I think independent of the issue of water charges, there is a general consensus that water is a scarce resource and its use has to be carefully used and regularly monitored,” he said. 

“I think this is a very positive move to work alongside schools to advise them on conservation measures. I have come across a programme run by schools in Monaghan, where the pupils check the meter on a rota basis. This helps the children understand the principle of water conservation, and it is a project we could introduce to the schools in Sligo as part of our new initiative.” 

Cllr Kilgannon also expressed the view that some mechanism could be found to reward the schools which made strides in this area. 

“I think it would be worthwhile to publicly acknowledge the schools that excelled in the areas of water conservation and environmental awareness, and this is a project I intend to develop in the New Year.” 

Meanwhile, the Sligobased ICSA (Irish Cattle and Sheep Farmers’ Association) rural development chairman Gabriel Gilmartin has denounced the water charges currently being levied at schools. 

“This is an appalling situation, where schools, particularly rural schools, have been hit with these enormous bills which they simply cannot cover,” he said. “This will, once again, fall back on hard-pressed parents, as it is unlikely that the schools will be able to cover the costs themselves. 

“It is no longer free education, and it is wrong to suggest that it is. We are approaching a situation where all schools will be fee-paying, whether they are up front about it, or by stealth. 

“We have the same situation in farming, where farm-ers are not only being charged for water, which is often low quality, but we are even being charged for setting up the meters! The government must intervene. It is their responsibility and they cannot shirk that.” 

The Ballintrillick man said that springing this on the school system, having known about it for eight years, suggested at best, confusion within the education department, and at worst, downright deceit. 
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