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W
ater is continually m

oving through the environm
ent - we call this 

the water cycle. H
owever, there is one aspect of the water cycle that 

is often forgotten - G
roundwater! 

G
roundwater is present alm

ost everyw
here underground and does 

not always look like underground rivers or lakes. 

G
roundwater is water stored in the pore spaces and fractures 

(cracks) of geological form
ations (rock units) underlying our 

landscape. Som
etim

es the fractures becom
e so big they form

 caves 
and conduits. 

The geological form
ations w

hich contain groundwater are know
n 

as aquifers. 
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How To Find Out M
ore?

If you are considering taking advantage of N
orthern Ireland’s 

groundwater assets, need som
e advice or want to find our m

ore you 
can contact and/or consider:

• �D
epartm

ent of Agriculture, Environm
ent and R

ural Affairs 
(DA

ER
A): DAER

A, through the NIEA, regulate abstraction licences 
(required for larger abstractions above 20 cubic m

eters per day), 
m

onitor background groundwater quality and quantity, and, through 
the D

rinking W
ater Inspectorate, regulate drinking water quality. 

M
ore inform

ation is available  
at: w

w
w.daera-ni.gov.uk

• �The G
eological Survey of N

orthern Ireland (G
SN

I): G
SNI can 

advise on the groundwater abstraction potential based on your 
location. M

ore inform
ation is available at: w

w
w.bgs.ac.uk/gsni/ 

• �Environm
ental consultancies w

ith hydrogeological expertise:  
C

onsultancies can provide a full range of services for an  
individual or business wanting to use a groundwater supply.

• �D
rilling contractors: These are the com

panies that com
plete 

the construction of the borehole, and m
ay be able to provide local 

know
ledge of the ground conditions. It is recom

m
ended they are 

used in collaboration w
ith hydrogeological expertise. 

• �The Institute of G
eologists Ireland (IG

I): The IG
I have guidance 

docum
ents available on-line at: https://igi.ie/  

(O
ther professional bodies providing guidance are available)

This leaflet is endorsed by the N
orthern Ireland  

G
roundw

ater R
esources W

orking G
roup,  

m
em

bers include various governm
ent  

departm
ents, AFBI and NI W

ater.
D

M
S 20.21.029

G
roundw

ater is sim
ply water naturally stored in the ground 

underneath the earth’s surface. In N
orthern Ireland groundwater has 

a lot of different and im
portant purposes, from

 the use of it for the 
m

anufacturing of soft drinks to its role in the creation of the  
M

arble Arch Caves and wetlands. 

G
roundwater is currently not being used to its full potential in 

N
orthern Ireland and is considered by m

any hydrogeologists to be a 
hidden asset for our econom

y.
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Groundwater in
Northern Ireland

Borehole

Groundwater

Fracture 

Groundwater  
m

akes up 
to ~98%

 
of Earth’s 
available fresh
water!

Source: U
N
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O



W
hy is groundwater im

portant for Northern Ireland?
Groundwater plays a vital role in our com

m
unity’s everyday life, however, because we can’t see it, it can be difficult  

to recognise how
 significant it is.

Irrigation
G

roundwater is used to supply water for 
irrigation. This includes for horticulture 
and recreational purposes, for exam

ple 
golf course irrigation. 

Public W
ater Supplies

N
orthern Ireland W

ater 
uses groundwater to 
provide part of its public 
water supply netw

ork, for 
exam

ple, drinking water on 
R

athlin Island.

Natural Environm
ent

G
roundwater m

akes our rivers and lakes m
ore 

stable and creates im
portant wetland habitats.  

It also helps create a special type of landscape in 
som

e areas of lim
estone, know

n as karst. Karst  
is an im

portant part of our geological diversity. 

Geotherm
al Energy

G
round source heat pum

ps and  
heat exchangers can use the heat  
energy storage capacity of  
groundwater to heat and cool  
buildings. This is a natural and  
renewable energy resource.

Groundwater  
supports our 

environm
ent, econom

y 
and society, which 

contributes to a m
ore 

sustainable Northern 
Ireland

Com
m

ercial Private 
W

ater Supplies
G

roundwater, from
 private 

boreholes, wells or springs, 
provides water to various 
com

m
ercial and public 

buildings including hospitals, 
food/drink processors and 
dairies in the agri-food sector.

Tourism
G

roundwater has created and supports popular 
tourism

 sites including the M
arble Arch Caves 

and Loughareem
a Vanishing Lake.

Rural Private W
ater 

Supplies
G

roundwater, from
 private 

boreholes, wells or springs, 
provides water to hom

eow
ners 

and farm
ers, particularly in 

rem
ote areas w

here public 
supply is not available. 
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