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RURAL WATER SERVICES CONFERENCE

Community Solutions for Rural Water Challenges

Speakers and Panellists

Nigel Hayes is a water policy adviser in the Water Advisory Unit of the
Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage (DHLGH), with a
particular focus on drinking water policy and implementation of the EU Drinking
Water Directive. He contributes to the development and delivery of national
water policy and legislation, supporting programme for government
commitments and ensuring compliance with Ireland's EU and international
obligations. Nigel holds an MSc in environmental protection and a postgraduate
diploma in environmental management with GIS.

Mark Farrelly is the chief executive officer of the National Federation of Group
Water Schemes (NFGWS), having served with the organisation since 2020 as
education, information and research officer. With a background in journalism, he
brings strong communications experience and a deep commitment to rural
water services. Mark is particularly interested in drinking water delivery,
community-led management of water resources, and the co-operative ethos that
underpins the group water scheme sector. He is a strong advocate for
community participation in protecting and enhancing water quality.

Tony Prendiville is secretary of the NFGWS and chairperson of West Limerick
Group Water Scheme. Tony has over 40 years' experience in technology,
telecommunications, and community leadership. A graduate of UCC in electronic
engineering, he spent his career at the forefront of communications technologies
before retiring as head of national operations centres. Tony has also been deeply
involved in the credit union movement and GWS sector. A founding figure in the
development of West Limerick GWS, he helped lead major infrastructure
investments and scheme growth, serving a thriving rural membership today.

Dr Brian Leonard is assistant professor in generational renewal and rural viability
at University College Dublin. His research focuses on farm succession,
inheritance, retirement, diversification, and wider rural development issues. Brian
completed his PhD through the Teagasc Walsh Scholarship programme and
previously worked with Galway County Council as Atlantic economic corridor
officer. With qualifications in rural sustainability, geography, sociology, and
politics, he brings valuable insight into the social and economic factors shaping
the future of rural communities and family farming.

Barry Deane is regional co-ordinator with the River Basin Management Service,
leading activities across the South West region. He also oversees
communications, health and safety, citizen science initiatives, and community
engagement programmes under Ireland's Water Action Plan 2024. A graduate of
UCD with qualifications in agricultural science and rural development, Barry
spent more than 20 years with the NFGWS, including seven years as CEO. He has
extensive experience in rural development, water services, stakeholder
engagement, and community-led environmental initiatives.
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Rafael Carrera Diaz has dedicated 40+ years to the water and environmental
sectors. As founder of COXAPO, Galicia's Association of Community Water
Supplies, he plays a key role in professionalising community-managed water
systems. His career combines technical expertise, field experience, and advocacy
for sustainable water management. Rafael serves on the Governing Council of
Augas de Galicia and represents community water interests on Spain's National
Water Council. He is widely respected for his commitment to locally managed
water services and sustainable water management.

Dr Suzanne Linnane and Dr Caroline Gilleran Stephens are researchers with the
Centre for Freshwater and Environmental Studies (CFES) at Dundalk Institute of
Technology. Suzanne, director of CFES and education sector representative on An
Féram Uisce, specialises in water governance, catchment management, and
community engagement. Caroline, lecturer in environmental biotechnology,
leads CFES's environmental education research theme. Together, they co-
founded and co-lead the award-winning H:O Heroes programme, promoting
environmental literacy and inspiring communities to protect water environments.

Gretta McCarron is education director at Knocknagrave Environmental Centre in
Monaghan. An experienced environmental educator with a background in earth
sciences, she has dedicated much of her career to promoting environmental
awareness and sustainability. Through her work with Tydavnet GWS and
Knocknagrave Environmental Centre, Gretta champions initiatives that enhance
understanding of water quality, biodiversity, and environmental practices. She is
deeply committed to community engagement, leading and supporting nature
restoration that empower communities to connect with their local environment.

Wolfgang Aichlseder is a highly respected expert in the Austrian water sector
with extensive experience in water management, groundwater protection, and
drinking water supply. An environmental and civil engineer with postgraduate
qualifications in groundwater management, he served as managing director of
OO WASSER for 37 years. Wolfgang has advised government, standards bodies,
and the health sector, while also lecturing at the University of Natural Resources
and Life Sciences in Vienna. He remains actively involved in training, research,
crisis management, and international water development initiatives.

Lise Lotte Toft is director of the Association of Water Supply in Denmark and
brings extensive experience in public policy, climate action, education, and
European affairs. A qualified lawyer, she has held senior leadership roles
including head of climate and education for the capital region of Denmark and
head of EU affairs for the Danish Trade Union Confederation. She has also worked
across several Danish government ministries. Lise Lotte is recognised for her
expertise in governance, stakeholder engagement, and sustainable policy
development within the water sector.




8.30am

Session Chairperson
9.15am - 9.25am
9.25am - 9.40am
9.40am - 10.00am
10.00am - 10.20am

10.20am - 11.00am
11.00am - 11.30am

Session Chairperson
11.35am - 11.55am

11.55am - 12.15pm
12.15pm - 12.35pm
12.35pm - 12.45pm

12.45pm - 1.00pm
1.00pm - 2.20pm

Session Chairperson
2.25pm - 2.30pm

2.30pm - 2.45pm

2.45pm - 3.00pm
3.00pm - 3.15pm

3.15pm - 3.30pm

3.30pm - 3.45pm
3.45pm - 3.55pm
3.55pm
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Registration - Tea/Coffee

John McLaughlin, Cathaoirleach, LASNTG and Chief Executive of Donegal County Council
Welcome

Ministerial Address

Christopher O’Sullivan TD,Minister of State, Dept. of Housing, Local Government & Heritage
Setting the Scene on Why Community Matters

Mark Farrelly, Chief Executive Officer, National Federation of Group Water Schemes
Communities and Water: A DHLGH Perspective

Nigel Hayes, Water Scientific Policy Adviser - Water Advisory Unit, DHLGH

GWS Excellence Awards 2026 Winners Announcement

Tea/Coffee Break

Eoghan Ryan, Chief Executive, Offaly County Council

Stronger Together: Lessons from GWS Rationalisation and Amalgamation

Anthony Prendiville, Secretary, NFGWS and Chairperson of West Limerick GWS
Generational Renewal in Farming: Parallels for Board Leadership and Sustainability
Brian Leonard, Assistant Professor, School of Agriculture & Food Science, UCD

Pilot Catchment Community Fora: Providing Greater Opportunities for Participation
Barry Deane, South West Regional Co-ordinator, River Basin Management Service
Perspectives From Community-owned Water Services in Spain

Rafael Carrera, Founder of Coxapo, Galicia

Panel Discussion and Q & A

Lunch

Michael Kenny, Secretary, Irish Rural Link and Member of An Féram Uisce

Science Week 2026 and the Theme of Water

Brendan Owens, Programme Manager, Research Ireland

Building Resilient Water Communities Together - Education, Community and Action
Dr Suzanne Linnane and Dr Caroline Gilleran Stephens, Co-leads of H,O Heroes Initiative,
Centre for Freshwater and Environmental Studies, DkIT

Innovation and Education at Knocknagrave Environmental Centre

Gretta McCarron, Education Director, Knocknagrave Environmental Centre
Perspectives From Community-owned Water Services in Austria

Wolfgang Aichlseder, Member of the OO WASSER Expert Pool

Perspectives From Community-owned Water Services in Denmark

Lise Lotte Toft, Director, Association of Water Supply in Denmark (Danske Vandvaerker)
Panel Discussion and Q&A

Conference Close - Mark Farrelly, Chief Executive Officer, NFGWS

Tea/Coffee & Departure
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