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INTRODUCING REGENERATIVE FARMING IRELAND 

 
Agriculture and food has reached a watershed. While food for many in the developed world is readily 
available and at prices that absorb only a little of household income, that accessibility has come with high 
externalised costs. We may not pay at the checkout, but we pay for the environmental degradation caused 
by our food systems. They are also not delivering economic viability to our farming and rural communities. 
The rising recognition of these costs and their magnitude means that our food systems must now change. 
 
Regenerative agriculture is not one production system. It includes many ideas and practices that may be 
found under the banners of organics, conservation agriculture, pasture-fed, agroecology, agroforestry and 
holistic management. Regenerative agriculture is about working with Nature’s many natural cycles to 
provide nutritious food with a minimum environmental footprint. It is also about the regeneration of the 
families that are at the heart of so many food systems. It is about their economic viability and their rewards 
being derived from the consumer, not the taxpayer. This will all mean systemic change and Regenerative 
Farming Ireland [RFI] has been established to help Irish farmers and growers make that change. Thus: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Regenerative approaches to food production and land management are being adopted across the Globe. 
The ideas transcend national borders. RFI is about Ireland being an active participant within this worldwide 
community and enabling Irish farmers and growers and food producers to access a broad and growing 
knowledge base. Hence, it will be a conduit for creating international knowledge-exchange partnerships. 
 
RFI is not about lobbying for top-down-driven change, it is about helping farmers and growers and rural 
communities to drive change from the ground up. No less, it is about encouraging urban food production 
and localized routes to market that link both urban and rural natural-product producers to all consumers. 
 
Regenerative Farming Ireland was founded in 2018 by the authors of this FARM 2 FORK 2030 vision. They 
are Stuart Meikle, Suzanna Crampton, Peter Dunne, James Foley and Pippa Hackett.  

REGENERATIVE FARMING IRELAND IS ABOUT SUPPORTING 
 
 knowledge transfer and the exchange of new ideas between farmers 

 farmer-led and practitioner-focused innovation and experimentation 

 producers to enhance food supplies and minimize their eco-footprint 

 creators and producers of regenerative-origin terroir-rooted produce 

 processor-farmer supply-chain relationships that link farm to product 

 route to market developments for regeneratively-produced products  

 farmer and processor and consumer communications and interaction 
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FARM 2 FORK 2030 - THE VISION FOR CHANGE 
 

INTRODUCTION / EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

The words ‘common agricultural policy’ and ‘reform’ are too often written together. After several reforms, 
it is possible that the next will reform the CAP by passing significant strategic responsibility to the individual 
Member States. This will allow them to tailor farming and food policies to suit their own needs. It may also 
create a decentralized and more dynamic policy environment within which to address the broader issues. 
Hence, this strategic paper offers a new green farming, food and rural vision for a CAP-devolved Ireland. 
 

To begin at the beginning, “Food production [now] must account for climate-change and GHG’s, provide 
good nutrition, ever-improve animal welfare, minimize pollution, enhance biodiversity, reward farmers and 
rural communities, and, too rarely mentioned, restore and maintain soil health and fertility. But it is only 
through the latter that we can link everything else together to create a truly sustainable food system”. 
 
Source: A soils-focused food and farming policy, Stuart M. Meikle, ARC2020.eu, 2018 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Agriculture and food is no longer just the concern of those within the industry. It is now very evident that 
growing the food to feed us is having a massive impact upon the Planet and every creature that resides 
upon it. Food production is a major influencer of climate change, a polluter of both our water and air, and 
responsible for biodiversity loss, the microorganism loss of which we still barely understand. It must not 
be this way. The environmental cost of food is, nevertheless, only one reason to change our food systems. 
 
Hence, this vision paper starts with the many and varied reasons why we need to change our food systems. 
The introductory summary then bullet points what needs to happen to deliver change and finishes with a 
series of guiding principles upon which a new greener farming, food and rural strategy can be founded.  
 
 

AGRICULTURE AND A NEW DAWN 
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 RECOGNIZING THE URGENT NEED FOR CHANGE 

THE SERIOUS ISSUES FACING FOOD PRODUCERS 
 
 expected GHG-emission-reduction regulatory constraints and mitigation taxes 

 soil degradation and failing soil-biome health will make our soils unproductive 

 farming interaction with soil either causes biodiversity loss [or regenerates it] 

 pollinator and beneficial-to-food-production insect populations are collapsing 

 fossil-fuels used for power, nitrogen-fertilizers and farming-plastic are limited 

 reserves of key plant nutrients obtained by mining are becoming critically low 

 farming must minimize its release of pollutants into the air and water courses 

 human health care will be compromised if farm antibiotic use is not curtailed 

 natural resistances to mainstream / conventional farming’s solutions is rising 

 consumers’ demand and farmers’ desire for ever-better farm-animal welfare 

 upland farms will need to be managed as water catchments for flood control  

CHANGING TO SUSTAIN FAMILY-FARM FINANCES 
 
 income must come from consumers and not direct payments from taxpayers 

 exposure to low-value global markets jeopardizes small-scale family farming 

 small farms will not survive at the base of volatile commodity supply-chains 

 family farms need access to value-added and/or off-farm incomes to survive 

 diversified / resilient income streams are required to motivate descendants 

 higher income is vital to regenerate family-farming’s physical infrastructure 

 farming’s infrastructure also needs vibrant rural communities to be justified 

CHANGING TO RESTORE THE ENVIRONMENT 
 
 food production has to focus on farming that has negative NET GHG emissions 

 farming practices have degraded soils to a point that jeopardizes food security 

 carbon sequestration objectives will mean tree-plantings and larger hedgerows 

 water resources, lakes and rivers are being imperilled by agricultural pollutants 

 consumer, taxpayer and husbandry demands will be to regenerate biodiversity 
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FROM VISION TO REALITY – THE FARMING PERSPECTIVE 

  

 employ soils-first, ecologically-orientated farming methods to regenerate soils 

 enable farms to be productive and profitable using only their natural resources 

 minimize agrochemical use to revive farmland bird, animal and insect numbers 

 process farm ‘waste’ into soil improvers, for energy and to improve biosecurity 

 research the consequences of all agricultural applications for soil-biome health 

 encourage farming diversity to create both habitat and farm-income resilience 

 stop agri-food pollution of soils, aquifers, rivers and lakes and the atmosphere 

 minimize soil-carbon losses and maximize sequestration to be ‘carbon neutral’ 

 enhance farm-animal welfare to benefit animals and meet consumer demand 

 reward farmers for their role in water catchment and landscape management 
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FROM VISION TO REALITY – THE MARKETING PERSPECTIVE 

 

 

 recognize that tax-payer funding obligates an Irish-consumer-first food-system 

 deliver the diet-necessary diversity of foods to the Irish market all year around 

 facilitate the production of local foods processed locally for local communities 

 use local processing to regenerate rural communities and sustain family farms 

 build multiple routes to market for farmers to enhance post-farm-gate options 

 legislate that abattoirs deliver a ‘public service’ and to guarantee local options 

 tax-payers to fund a food inspection service and local-food-supply-chain grants 

 switch the export focus onto unique, high-value, nutrient-dense food products 

 develop consolidation schemes to enable local foods to access distant markets 

 farms to be food, fibre, energy, timber, agro-tourism and recreation providers 
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THE FARM 2 FORK 2030 PRINCIPLES – FARM MANAGEMENT  
 

 
 

 to prioritize the husbandry of a farm’s own natural resources over the purchase of inputs 

 to operate a soils-first-policy to rebuild soil carbon and organic matter and the soil biome 

 to minimize tillage and soil exposure to the elements and extensively employ cover crops 

 to recognize the need for a feed-the-soil-by-photosynthesis crop-plant-nutrition approach 

 to promote the recovery of biodiversity across all farmed land and not just at the margins 

 to manage land knowing that the food for ALL terrestrial biodiversity originates in the soil 

 to employ farming practices that work symbiotically with Nature to mutually benefit both 

 to dismiss the use of ‘monoculture’ in terms of cropping, thinking and farm specialisation 

 to forsake artificial fertilizers and use grazing, processed manures, composts and legumes 

 to use agro-chemicals only as a last resort [if not organic] and to employ natural solutions 

 to recognize that woodlands, hedgerows and orchards can enhance farming productivity  

 to see farms as producers of food, fibres and energy and providers of many public goods 
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THE FARM 2 FORK 2030 PRINCIPLES – FARMING WITH ANIMALS  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 to localize animal feeding be it from pasture, forage, grain or food-processing by-products 

 to avoid feeding any grains that are imported or not from a traceable regenerative source 

 to halt routinely using animal health products and expressly anthelmintics and antibiotics 

 to enable animals and poultry to express their natural behaviour, albeit they are on farms 

 to ensure that farmed animals/poultry are able to have an on-farm life that is worth living 

 to respond as a first mover to consumer demands for enhanced farm animal/bird welfare 

 to limit the housing of all animals and poultry to winter and periods of inclement weather 

 to establish and manage hedgerows to provide shelter, grazing and carbon sequestration 

 to see all animals processed close to the farm and that independent abattoir choices exist 
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THE FARM 2 FORK 2030 PRINCIPLES – EMISSIONS AND POLLUTION 

 

THE FARM 2 FORK 2030 PRINCIPLES – KNOWLEDGE DEVELOPMENT  

 

THE FARM 2 FORK 2030 PRINCIPLES – A LOCAL-FIRST FOOD POLICY 
 

 to operate farming as a nutrient-cycling activity with absolutely minimal nutrient leakage 

 to reduce, year-on-year, the use of imported fossil-fuel-based artificial nitrogen fertilizers 

 to minimize other fertilizer usage by utilizing deep-rooting plants rooted into healthy soil   

 to target making zero applications of unprocessed manure or slurry to farm land by 2030 

 to ensure grant funds for integrated farm-waste storage / processing / energy generation 

 to visualize farms as green energy producers for on-fam use and to feed the national grid 

 to ensure that carbon sequestration AND emissions from farming are fully accounted for 

 to maximize the chances for farming to gain carbon credits by adopting specific changes 

 to provide public funding for fully independent research that is free of outside influences 

 to focus upon near-farm research that can deliver practical advice in climate-change time 

 to emphasize farm-husbandry trials over research that further perpetuates tech-reliance 

 to facilitate farmer-led trials / demonstrations to dynamically create real-time knowledge  

 to utilize farm technology to support decision-making and to simplify/streamline activity 

 to harvest foods for local people, the Nation, and only then export higher-value products 

 to reward the taxpayers’ investment and support with a supply-their-food-first approach 

 to encourage and support farmers to diversify to supply local foods to local communities 

 to help develop new local and regional routes to market that are under producer control  

 to locally grow low-nutrient-density salads, vegetables and fruits for the domestic market 

 to enable local people to access land and resources for community gardens and orchards 

 to see food-processing as central to the rural economy as a creator of local employment 

 to mandate that food safety rules and bureaucracy do not inhibit suppliers of local foods 
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THE FARM 2 FORK 2030 PRINCIPLES – MARKETING  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 to focus exports on premium products with a high nutrient density / lower shipping costs 

 to ensure that the route to processing is short and only finished products travel distances 

 to help farming and rural communities take back greater control of their routes to market 

 to channel grant funding into the elimination of farm-to-fork route-to-market bottlenecks 

 to enhance farm-gate prices to deliver a sustainable, regenerating future for family farms 

 to create products traceable to the farm of origin and to the use of specific farm practices 

 to operate a farm-to-fork, supply-chain policy of total transparency and absolute integrity 

 to ensure that all product marketing claims and branding are grounded by on-farm reality 

 to support the creation of origin schemes that connect farmer and processer to consumer  

 to recognize that distinctive foods provide a local identity that enhances the tourism offer 



FARM 2 FORK 2030 - a truly green farming, food and rural vision of Ireland 

 
 

- 11 - 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

THE FARM 2 FORK 2030 PRINCIPLES – TAXPAYER SUPPORT  
 

 
 
 
 
  

 to guarantee that taxpayer funds deliver a food-for-locals-first policy for Irish consumers 

 to end the routine underwriting of food production by paying on-going annual payments 

 to provide transitionary and tapered annual payments to support farming-system change 

 to offer investment grants using simple schemes to facilitate desired farm-system change 

 to operate asset-scrappage schemes when demanded change triggers early obsolescence 

 to ensure that buyers can reward producers for product that fulfil their specific demands 

 to remove route-to-market bottlenecks existing between farmer/producer and consumer 

 to deliver grants for product creation and processing and route-to-market developments 

 to reward farmers for undertaking and delivering a broad range of services to the public  



FARM 2 FORK 2030 - a truly green farming, food and rural vision of Ireland 

 
 

- 12 -    

1. THE TRULY GREEN AND REGENERATIVE FARM 

 

WHAT IS A RESILIENT FOOD PRODUCTION SYSTEM? 
 
Soil degradation is a major threat to food security. Water pollution is another. Fossil-fuel availability for 
production activities and fertilizer manufacture and mining another. Less frequently mentioned is the 
decline in the effectiveness of the suite of food production solutions developed in the ‘green’ revolution 
of the last sixty years. Nature is now evolving resistance to them faster than science can create new ones. 
 
Physically producing food is one side of the equation. It must also be financially sustainable. It must provide 
producers with a reward for their time commensurate with local incomes and living costs, provide for asset 
renewal, and be attractive enough as a business and/or career to guarantee human-resource regeneration.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

1.1 RESILIENCE FROM A FARMING PERSPECTIVE 
 
Central to the 2030 Vision is seeing farmers and growers regain more control of their routes to market and 
to thus [again] become reliant on market returns. Such is being proposed at a time when significant change 
also has to happen to refocus agricultural support onto encouraging / supporting farming systems change. 
 

RESILIENCE FROM A FARMING PERSPECTIVE 
 
 regenerates and preserves a fully-functional, healthy and fertile soil 

 allows microorganisms, plants and animals to function symbiotically  

 avoids contamination of aquifers or rivers, lakes and marine waters 

 minimizes leakages from the nutrient cycles during food production 

 is not reliant on purchased agrochemical solutions to produce foods 

 uses husbandry and not the prophylactic use of agrochem’s toolbox 

 functions effectively with the minimum of non-natural intervention 

RESILIENCE FROM AN INCOME PERSPECTIVE 
 
 offers a financial reward to producers that equates to local incomes 

 provides an income flow that is not too exposed to market volatility 

 creates enough income to renew the system’s capital infrastructure 

 delivers an attractive lifestyle so to regenerate its human resources 



FARM 2 FORK 2030 - a truly green farming, food and rural vision of Ireland 

 
 

- 13 - 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Two key objectives of the 2030 Vision are soil regeneration and farmland biodiversity recovery. To ensure 
that taxpayer funding delivers upon these targets, initiating ‘Farm Biodiversity Assessments’ is proposed. 
 

FARM BIODIVERSITY ASSESSMENTS 
 
The current soil organic matter levels must to be recorded and mapped. This should be compared to any 
available historic data. Such information will set the benchmark against which to register improvements.   
 
Farmers / growers should be encouraged to undertake a farm biodiversity assessment to record the status 
of their soils [microbial activity, earthworms, water movement etc.] and the biodiversity on their holdings. 
 
Although annual farm support payments are not envisaged as a part of the future, transition payments to 
support system change are. With such it will be important to have a clear baseline to measure performance 
against. It will allow results-based assessment of how taxpayer funds are delivering food-system change. 
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FULLY FUNCTIONAL, HEALTHY, FERTILE SOILS 

 
Soil degradation, water and air pollution, fossil fuel reliance and a decline in the effectiveness of pesticides 
and animal health products will all be of increasing concern for food security within a 2030-time horizon. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
i) AGRICULTURE’S RELIANCE ON THE NPK NUTRIENTS 
 
Whether through direct consumption or, indirectly, through animal product consumption, our human food 
supply is 100% reliant on plants. The current focus is on feeding plants with nitrogen [N], phosphate [P] 
and potassium [K]. Every recent student of agriculture knows it is about NPK. It is not about carbon [C]. 
 
In their use of NPK, our current agricultural systems are highly inefficient and losses from nutrient cycles, 
very significant. Whereas a plant in the wrong place may be branded a weed, nutrients in the wrong place 
ARE de facto pollutants. Nutrient loss is a massive externality that is, at best, very poorly accounted for. 
 
Nutrient loss costs the farmer, the consumer, the economy, Society and the Planet. We pay for its supply 
in excess of plant needs and we pay to try [and largely fail] to remove that excess from the environment. 
 
Worse, the artificial supply of these nutrients is limited, either because it is a mined resource or as it uses 
finite fossil fuels for its manufacture. Atmospheric N is abundant but we have elected to employ the Haber-
Bosch process to allow the extraction of that nitrogen artificially rather than employ plants to do it for us. 
 
For how much longer can we exist with our food being reliant on time-limited sources of plant nutrients? 
 
To be resilient our own food systems must again rely upon Nature’s own systems to feed our crop plants. 

BIRDSFOOT TREFOIL 
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ii) FIRST MINIMIZE LOSSES FROM NUTRIENT CYCLES 
 
Modern food production is highly inefficient in terms of nutrient use. Agricultural economics has long since 
assessed the economic response of fertilizers but the fertilizer cost has typically not included externalities. 
This has created a false impression of their economic value and fuelled the food system’s reliance on them. 
 
If viewed in terms of nutrient cycles, urbanization makes completing cycles difficult. A population divorced 
from the land that produces its food is reliant on ingenuity to provide food-production nutrients, an issue 
made worse by urban pets and the separation of so many farm animals from where their food is produced.  
 
Pollution issues will also result at the urban and confined-animal-feed-operation points of consumption. 
 
For the last century, the Haber-Bosch process for manufacturing artificial nitrogen and mining of naturally-
occurring fertilizers has provided the ‘ingenuity’, albeit both use finite resources and have external costs. 
 
A resilient food production system, therefore, needs to include the recycling of nutrients in food wastes 
to soils via local composting or farm-omnivores, and effective, soils-safe ways to recycle all urban wastes. 
 

Within farming systems, nutrient losses must be reduced by, for example: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 avoiding excessive nutrient losses when selling products off the farm 

 using grazing animals and birds and maximizing grazing-season length 

 prioritizing the use of local and on-farm grain / forage to feed animals 

 processing manure and slurry to minimize losses and generate energy 

 using manure / slurry storage that avoids nitrate and ammonia losses 

 employing manure / slurry dispersion practices that minimizes losses 

 finding housing / bedding answers that result in lower nutrient losses 

 converting farm and food wastes into composts for spreading on land 

 utilizing technologies to minimize losses when / if spreading fertilizer 

 sowing cover crops between arable crops to absorb residual nitrogen  

 ensuring that the soil is well protected by growing crops at ALL times 
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iii) SOIL CARBON AND ATMOSPHERIC CARBON 
 
Carbon is the most widely used nutrient by plants but it often goes unmentioned. Nitrogen can be applied, 
rates adjusted and yield response recorded. Carbon is assimilated by the plant by photosynthesis; for free.  
 
Carbon links the living plant and the soil biome. A symbiotic relationship sees plants exude carbohydrates 
from their roots to soil microorganisms who, in turn, supply the plant with nutrients and minerals. The 
relationship breaks if the plant has easy access to artificial fertilizers. No living plants, no microorganisms. 
 
The above is a simplified explanation of why a primary rule of regenerative agriculture is that the soil must 
contain living plant roots at ALL times. Different plants also provide a different complex of foods to the 
soil microorganisms, thus explaining why occupying land with a diversity of plants is another golden rule. 
 
The presence of soil carbon is vital to its functionality and for a healthy soil to effectively feed plants.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Carbon in organic matter [OM] is critical for a healthy, functional soil. It includes dead and decaying matter 
[humus]. It allows soil to absorb and hold much more water [improves trafficability and drought tolerance]. 
 
Carbon is also a constituent of the biological glues* that bind soil aggregates together to create a soil 
structure that stores water and oxygen, thus enabling soils to function as a dynamic, living environment. 
 
Soil tillage breaks down soil structure. It allows the soil bacteria that naturally consume stored carbon in 
the soil [including the biological glues] access to oxygen and ‘super-charges’ their consumption of soil 
carbon. It is why years of tillage has resulted in the loss of otherwise stable carbon from cultivated land.  
 
A poorly structured and exposed soil is also more easily eroded by the action of rainfall and wind. It is why 
tillage will have to be avoided and the soil covered by crops and/or decaying organic matter at all times. 
 
* Biologically produced glues (such as glomalin [a sugar-protein] produced by symbiotic mycorrhizal fungi that connect with living 
plant roots) need to be continuously produced in the soil because bacteria and other soil organisms are continuously consuming 
them… Glomalin is thus a practical foodstuff for smaller, simpler organisms in the soil. If bacteria are allowed to consume glomalin 
faster than it can be produced, soil aggregates will more easily disintegrate”. Source:  Jon Stika, A Soil Owner’s Manual (2016) 
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iv) MAINTAINING THE DIVERSITY OF SOIL LIFE 
 
A ready supply of decaying organic matter upon the soil feeds many soil-living organisms. Plant roots shed 
by defoliated [grazed or mown] plants are another. These more-visible-to-the-eye organisms incorporate 
manures and decaying matter into the soil, thus making the nutrients accessible to soil microbes who, in 
turn, exchange the nutrients with plants for their preferred food source, root-exuded carbohydrates. 
 
The functioning whole has been called the ‘soil food web’. Understanding how the soil food web works 
and farming in accordance with its needs will be absolutely paramount in a post-artificial-fertilizers world.  
 
The soil food web will [again] be what underpins resilient farming systems and, hence, our food security. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: The Soil Food Web: Soil Biology Primer [online]. Available:  

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/soils/health/biology/ [accessed 14/04/2019]. 
 
 
Disturbance creates a dysfunctional soil food web. A resilient farming and food system will have to avoid 
such disturbance. To do so will have profound impacts upon farming systems. Disturbance includes: 
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v) REBUILDING DEPLETED SOIL CARBON 
 
There is little question that soil carbon levels have declined in too many soils over the past century. It has 
released sunk carbon into the atmosphere. It has also led to dysfunctional soils and compromised the long-
term future for human food supplies. Its impact on soil organisms has destroyed farmland biodiversity. 
 
Rebuilding soil organic matter levels is possibly the most important activity for humankind from here on. 
 
Organic matter can only be effectively incorporated into soils through the action of soil-living organisms, 
a number of whose habitat is above and below ground level. Manures, composts and mulches may be 
applied, even incorporated into the soil, but soil organisms must be present to extract their nutrients. The 
other source of carbon is carbohydrates created by plant photosynthesis and exuded by roots. Hence: 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
vi) THE IMPORTANCE OF PLANT DIVERSITY 
 
Diversity has allowed Nature to function successfully for millions or years. Resilient farming must be based 
upon an understanding of how Nature works. Hence, plant diversity makes logical sense. For example: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 guarantee that there are plant roots actively growing in the soil 

 use cover crops to provide living roots to bridge rotational gaps 

 feed recycling organisms with mulches, composts and manures  

 do not over graze plants to the height where root death occurs 

 farmers / growers must feed above and below ground livestock 

 employ zero-tillage techniques to avoid unnecessary soil tillage 

 nitrogen-fixing plants like legumes can secure ‘free’ atmospheric nitrogen 

 deep-rooting plants will obtain a diversity of minerals from within the soil 

 plant diversity enables plants to feed soil organisms over more of the year 

 shallow-rooting-only plant stands are highly vulnerable to weather events 

 a healthy soil biome needs plant diversity to provide it with food diversity 

 monocultures do not exist in Nature and they will NEVER exist naturally 

 tillage breaks down soil structure and introduces oxygen that allows bacteria to consume soil carbon 

 fertilizers provide more accessible nutrients to plants, thus breaking soil microbe-plant relationships 

 pesticides are likely to negatively impact upon microorganisms and organic-matter-cycling organisms 

 anti-parasitic products are varyingly damaging to organic-matter-cycling organisms like dung beetles 

 untreated animal wastes [that may be injected into the soil] may not benefit soil food web functions 
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vii) FEEDING SOILS TO FEED OUR CROP PLANTS 
 
Agriculture has been dominated since the mid-20th Century by the belief that humans can feed the plants 
that feed humans. In attempting to do so we have degraded soils, consumed finite natural resource, and 
polluted the environment. There must now be a paradigm shift in agriculture by the mid-21st Century. 
Central to the change will be recognizing that we have to feed the soil organisms that feed the plants that 
feed humans. And it has to be done without the aid of fossil-fuel-based or mined artificial fertilizers. 
 
Feeding soils to feed plants is complex. It is a neglected subject. For agriculturalists, fully understanding 
how soil microorganisms interact with plants must now lead agricultural research and farmer education. 
 

viii)    THE KEYS TO RESTORING SOIL HEALTH 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Whereas, the above can be applied to plant-only farming-systems, regeneration across a much greater 
land area will be easier by incorporating grazing livestock into the system, so long as their management is 
not actually detrimental to the functioning of a healthy soil. Grazing can both restore and degrade soils. 
 

ESCAPE THE RELIANCE ON AGROCHEMICALS 
 
Food producers have been caught in a cost-price squeeze for decades. It is a driver behind the technology 
treadmill that dictates so much on-farm decision making. Too often it is just about producing yet more. 
 
One solution is to adopt the use of new technologies that focus on improving purchased-input utilization. 
 
Beyond those, the target must be to reduce artificial nitrogen and phosphate fertiliser use. It will mean 
farming change; but their cost and availability, and associated externalities, will force change soon enough. 
 
The means to have productive pastures without artificial, bought fertilizers has been known for decades.  
 
They are multi-species swards that include legumes to fix nitrogen and deep-rooting plants to source other 
minerals from deep within the soil strata. Achieving such will, nevertheless, mean grassland management 
change. The key is to focus on having a fully-functioning, healthy soil that is itself capable of feeding plants. 
  
Maintaining arable yields is more difficult if fertilizer use is constrained and it will take longer to change. 
 
Yields from organic farming illustrates the above point but in a wider context is yield parity necessary. 

 less soil disturbance [from tillage or agrochemicals] 

 more plant diversity [to provide soil-food diversity] 

 [soils must contain] living roots as much as possible 

 keep the soil covered [by plants/mulch] at all times 

Derived from: “A Soil Owner’s Manual” by Jon Stika, 2016 
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A new but widely accepted mantra is that animal-product consumption is about ‘eat less but better’. A 
criterion for ‘better’ must be that the animal-products are derived from forage-fed livestock, thus reducing 
the demand for grains that are fed to confined farm animals. This will reduce the pressure on arable land. 
 
Another serious misnomer is that fewer grain-fed animals will ‘free’ land for crops for direct human use.  
 
The freed-up land concept ignores soil health, the need to regenerate degraded soils, and maintaining soil 
fertility on arable land. Stockless farming is possible but difficult. It is questionable that it can feed billions. 
 
Hence, land freed from growing animal-feed grains must be used for rotational and grazed herbal leys. 
 
For arable farmers, the focus must now switch to producing higher-value crops to compensate for any fall 
in yield. Essentially, they cannot continue to produce commodity grains as an input for those who, in turn, 
produce commodity animal products. It did not work with agrochemicals and it will not work without them.  
 

HUSBANDRY TO REPLACE THE AGROCHEM-TOOLBOX 
 
A major threat to food security is the rising resistance of the targeted organisms to pesticides and animal-
health products. Bacterial resistance to antibiotics is only the tip of the iceberg. Herbicide and fungicide 
resistance is rising in plant production and parasite resistance to anthelmintics is becoming widespread. 
 
At the same time the regulatory framework governing the use of pesticides and animal-health products is 
becoming more stringent. This, and legal cases citing agrochemicals as the cause of damaged health, will 
only make investment in new ‘solutions’ more costly and less attractive as investments to manufacturers. 
 
Also, to what degree will the regulatory authorities consider the environmental impact of animal [also 
human] health products after they pass through the digestive tract? It can only further limit availability. 
 
For the past half century, agricultural research has become dominated by agro-chemistry, specialized and 
expensive. The return to husbandry-first-farming will allow a widening of the research base and allow 
farmers, farmer-groups and on-farm research to play a greater role. Such will also ensure that research is 
solutions-focused and adoptable within a timeframe dictated by the speed of food-systems breakdown.  
 
There is no longer the luxury of research-based advice being solely delivered according to scientists’ time. 
 
In light of the above, farming-system change has to happen. Therefore: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 lay down artificial fertiliser usage targets and reduction time periods 

 set a timeframe to terminate prophylactic animal-health product use 

 establish a further timeline to stop the prophylactic use of pesticides 

 halt the routine use of herbicides to desiccate crops and old pastures 
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As a consequence, the research focus must move towards, for example: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
EXPERIENCE GAINED FROM ORGANIC FARMING 

 
For the past 60 years the agricultural research agenda has been dominated by the desire to develop the 
farming systems that are founded upon agrochemical use. Understanding soil biology was not on the radar. 
 
Organic farming has been the primary haven for research into farming systems that rely on husbandry, 
albeit some of its techniques can be too reliant on fossil fuel consumption. Its knowledge base is invaluable. 
 
As a consequence of the significant lapse in husbandry-first research action needs to happen. Therefore: 

 
 

  

 understanding the relationship between soil health and plant health 

 focusing upon disease resistance through breed and variety choices 

 developing extensive, more robust AND rewarding farming systems  

 using crop rotations and replacing monocultures with ‘mixed crops’ 

 integrating frequent beneficial-insect ‘wild-flower’ strips into arable 

 identifying the importance of a diverse forage-based diet to animals 

 re-evaluating the preconceptions about just what are weed species 

 extending the knowledge about plants with anthelmintic properties 

 evaluating alternative grazing practices to control internal parasites 

 assessing the biosecurity risks of spreading untreated animal waste 

 historical research on farming systems that principally uses husbandry needs to be revisited 

 organic farming’s knowledge base must be reviewed as a source for mainstream agriculture 

 on-farm and informal research and farmers’ experience needs to be more fully documented 

 overseas research into progressive farming needs to be reviewed and tailored to local needs 

 given the need for swift change, overseas research must be ‘interpreted’ for Irish conditions 

 soils-specific research has been limited so expertise must now be drawn from global sources 

 an agroecology, regenerative agriculture, agroforestry… research database must be collated 
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1.2 RESILIENCE FROM AN INCOME PERSPECTIVE 
 

PRODUCERS SHOULD EARN THE LOCAL INCOME 
 
Should Ireland’s agricultural future be based upon the family farm? Although it is politically expedient to 
say so, is the reality that the move is towards fewer, larger holdings? If so, because dairy is not suited to 
part-time operation, circa two out of three dairy farming families will have to exit the industry altogether. 
 
Other sectors show greater resilience because they are smaller-scale and part-time. For them, retaining 
the family farm is paramount [a factor that inhibits land transactions]. Often overlooked is that farmers 
may intuitively judge their rewards in terms of income per hour. Further, their very farming activity has a 
‘quality of life’ reward in itself. Such explains why low total farm incomes do not lead to an industry exodus. 
 

 

ESTABLISHING A RESILIENT FARM INCOME STREAM 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE INCOME OBJECTIVES OF FARMING POLICY 
 
 aim for an income flow that is steady rather than characterized by troughs and peaks 

 avoid reliance on one income stream as it exposes the family farm to a single market  

 focus upon farmers being rewarded for their time at least pro rata with local incomes 

 prioritize income per time unit for people employed as the key performance indicator 

 enable the small-scale ‘family farm’ to exist through targeting better farm-gate prices 

 use the ‘farming’s a way of life’ commitment to develop the quality-focused skill-base 

 avoid selling the farm’s produce into volatile global markets 

 avoid competing in a market where you are a small supplier 

 move to using more direct ways to reach the final consumer 

 aim to obtain a greater share of the price paid by consumers 

 add-value by altering farming methods / on-farm processing 

 have products to sell that provide a frequent income stream 

 diversify the products for sale and / or the markets to sell to 

 offer services like agrotourism to provide alternative income 

 assess on-farm energy generation as an extra income source 



FARM 2 FORK 2030 - a truly green farming, food and rural vision of Ireland 

 
 

- 23 - 

RENEWAL OF THE CAPITAL INFRASTRUCTURE 
 
A return on capital from land is often ignored when placed in a family farming context. It is an owned, non-
depreciating asset where the reward comes as farm-household income. Such an explanation identifies why 
family farming is resilient in an era of low food prices; the family is willing to subsidize their own sales. 
 
Whereas a return on land can be discounted, the return on all depreciating assets should not be ignored.  
 
This includes machinery, buildings and infrastructure. Paying for renewal from cash flow is difficult when 
prices are low and/or volatile. For small-scale farms where the priority is family income, debt is difficult.  
 
Hence, prioritize grants for asset renewal over annual payments [that can disappear into the food chain]. 
 
Agriculture’s regulatory framework will only increase over time. Thus, the capital investment required will 
rise. Cheap is not an option. Farming systems need to reflect this and the markets targeted accordingly. 
 
Hence, grants for farm-system change [and transition payments] are the fulcrum of this 2030 vision. 
 
 
Note: Capital investment often targets risk reduction [buildings for shelter, product storage, irrigation or drainage, machinery to 
enhance timeliness…]. It cannot be substituted by, for example, crop insurance. It is not about insuring income flows per se, it is 
about ensuring food production and, hence, sales. Crop insurance is a cost that should not become common. Returning to diversity 
in a regenerative agriculture context, be it in enterprises, markets and farming practices, is the resilient, family-farming solution. 
 

 

REGENERATING THE FARMING COMMUNITY 
 
Ireland’s family-owned farms, managed and worked by the family, are seen as pivotal to rural life. Their 
future has, nevertheless, been undermined by agri-food strategies that focus on ‘premiumized’ commodity 
exports. They place Irish family farming in the path of global food producers who command tangible scale.  
 
The idea that Irish family farms can compete by growing copious quantities of grass with artificial fertilisers 
is a myth. Simply, Irish family farms will only compete if they are within premium-product supply chains. 
 
Fewer family farms are able to survive on farm income alone. Land access will always limit their size. The 
farm household, therefore, needs access to multiple income streams; be they from farming services, on-
farm processing, agrotourism, or just local employment. Such is vital for a multi-generational household. 
 
There is a synergetic relationship between farming and rural communities. One needs the other and vice 
versa. It is especially so when it comes to retaining the next generation. Rural communities need dynamic 
farm-based business at their core. They must be about farming and food, and then tourism and recreation.  
 
A strategy of centralizing food processing is undermining farming and rural communities by removing from 
them the very raw materials upon which their community wealth should be founded. It must now change.  
 

Further detail about building self-sustaining rural farming communities is to be found later in chapter 7.1. 
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2. GIVING THE ENVIRONMENT BACK TO NATURE 

 
For about 60 years many in modern agriculture have been labouring under the misnomer that they can 
operate in isolation from nature. As a consequence, two generations of land managers have been brought 
up with the belief that farmland is for farming and anything left over, typically at the margins, is for nature.  
 
It is an understanding that is now undermining the very integrity of our food systems. Hence, this chapter 
is presented in three parts. The first is about how current systems impact upon biodiversity. The second is 
about integrating farming and biodiversity. The third is about managing locations with a high-nature value. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.1 AGRICULTURE AND BIODIVERSITY LOSS 
 

AGRICULTURAL POLLUTION AND BIODIVERSITY LOSS 
 
Obvious agricultural pollutions like animal waste and agrochemical spillage into water ways are well known 
and legislated for. Others like emissions from slurry spreading or farming system nitrate leakage are known 
but less strongly policed. The impact of others is less known and needs greater attention. For example: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 ammonia on plants like lichens that draw nutrients direct from the air 

 ammonia on plant-life near to intensive confined-animal farming units 

 fungicides, insecticides…. on soil-living organisms and microorganisms 

 internal parasiticides upon, for instance, nutrient-cycling dung beetles 

 nitrogen fertilisers on the functioning of the soil food web’s organisms 

 injected, untreated slurry on soil-living organisms and microorganisms 

GOLDCREST IN FLIGHT 
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FARMING SYSTEMS IMPACT UPON BIODIVERSITY 
 
Virtually all food production impacts upon habitat. It is a consequence of the dominance of a single species. 
It is now upon that species to judge whether such impacts were / are justifiable and whether they should 
be allowed to continue. If so, it is then about mitigation and integrating food production with biodiversity. 
 

i) INTENSIVE GRASSLANDS  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ii) EXTENSIVE GRASSLANDS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 characterized by little crop diversity and seeding of narrow-species swards 

 includes regular sward destruction and reseeding ‘permanent’ [?] pastures 

 short-grass/short-rotation grazing stops functional habitats from operating 

 grazing practices may even result in the need to routinely use anthelmintics 

 need fertilizers/slurry with possible detrimental impacts on soil biodiversity 

 habitat losses when removing hedgerows and draining wet and damp areas 

 over-grazing due to set stocking practices that give little plant recovery time 

 extensive grazing keeps the status quo and stops reversion to native habitat 

 extensive grazing de facto creates its own habitat that favours some species 

 anthelmintics are routinely used on livestock that graze extensive grasslands 
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iii) INTENSIVE ARABLE  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

iv)  IMPORTATION OF FEEDS 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 characterized by minimal cropping diversity and the sowing of monocultures 

 tillage is becoming recognized as very destructive to the functionality of soils 

 regular tillage leads to dwindling levels of soil organic matter and soil carbon 

 low organic matter means soils are susceptible to drought and rainfall events 

 dysfunctional soils are less able to feed plants creating fertilizer dependency 

 artificial fertilizers, in turn, [and some pesticides] inhibit soil-biome functions 

 downward spiral of rising agrochemical applications and declining soil health  

 suppressed soil functionality could be the cause of farmland biodiversity loss 

 field consolidation over the decades has destroyed beneficial-insect habitats  

Importing feeds only displaces the biodiversity-loss impact to overseas locations: 

 soya is widely grown on what was Argentina’s Pampas and Brazil’s Cerrado 

 stock feeds are probably grown as monocultures in degraded environments 

 palm oil in calves’ milk replacer is linked to S.E. Asia’s rainforest destruction  
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2.2 INTEGRATING BIODIVERSITY AND FARMING 
 
Regenerating biodiversity below, above, and upon farmland is critical to rebuilding its ability to produce 
human food. It already fails to do so for many other species.  Food security will not exist without change. 
 
Hence, ‘biodiversity’ is NOT a ‘public good’, it is a necessary to create a truly sustainable food system. 
 

BRINGING DIVERSITY BACK INTO AGRICULTURE 

 
What will a sustainable food system look like? It will be all about [bio]diversity. Thus: 

 
All farmland biodiversity relies on food chains rooted in the soil. Although habitat loss will have contributed 
significantly to the loss of flora and fauna, widespread loss has resulted from multiple food-chain collapses. 
 
Hence, de facto, a truly sustainable human food system will also result in farmland biodiversity recovery. 
 
Key is soil-fertility and improving it must again be central to normal farming practice. Maintaining soils is 
not a food-security public good, it is good husbandry. With many soils nowadays ‘mined of soil carbon’, 
public funds will be needed during the transition of farming back to operating holistically and with Nature.  
 

QUESTIONS THAT NEED TO BE ASKED 

 it will have replaced monocultures with poly-cropping and more complex rotations 

 it will utilize a far greater diversity of more resilient and robust breeds and varieties 

 it will mix varied livestock enterprises with perennial and annual cropping activities 

 it will integrate beneficial insect habitats within and at the margins of all crop lands 

 it will ensure that soil is always protected by a diversity of often diverse cover crops 

 it will be built upon the grazing of highly-diverse, multiple-species pastures and leys 

 it will protect the biodiversity of soil organisms/microorganisms that live within soil  

 how seriously does artificial nitrogen impede soil microorganism / plant relationships? 

 is it possible for deep-rooting plants to fully replace minerals taken off during harvest? 

 how do anthelmintics, insecticides and fungicides impact on soil-food-web organisms? 

 are untreated animal wastes damaging soil health and, if so, what are the alternatives? 

 is any soil tillage activity compatible with maintaining a fully-functional, soil-food-web? 
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FARMING SYSTEMS AND BIODIVERSITY 
 
A couple of potential system change examples are discussed below. Further details about tall-grass grazing 
and conservation agriculture can be found in Chapter 11, grassland management in 9.1 and arable in 9.5. 
 
Tall-grass grazing is a practice whereby high livestock numbers graze a small area for a short period. The 
swards are diverse mixes of grasses, legumes and herbs, and allowed to grow tall. There are long recovery 
periods between grazings. Photosynthesis feeds carbon to the soil biome, deep-rooting plants extract 
minerals from depth, and legumes secure free atmospheric nitrogen. The long-recovery periods, grazing 
of tall swards, the use of anthelmintic-property plants, and plant diversity itself minimizes the need for 
animal health products. This will aid wider biodiversity recovery as will the changed pasture-land habitat. 
 
Conservation Agriculture is a set of soil management practices used on arable land to avoid disrupting soil 
life and structure. The aim is to reduce soil erosion, improve water retention and reduce soil carbon loss. 
Tillage is being recognized as destructive to soil-biome health as it halts the natural functioning of soils. 
 
Minimal soil disturbance enhances soil organism numbers and increases their activity. Where the system 
is accompanied with techniques to utilize natural nutrient sources [i.e. by intensively using mixed species 
cover crops] and uses few agrochemicals [by using, for example, wildflower strips and rotations] improved 
soil biome health should follow through to enhanced opportunities for tilled farmland’s flora and fauna.  
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THE IMPORTANCE OF SYMBIOTIC RELATIONSHIPS 
 
Pollinators are easily recognized for their crucial role in food production. Even then, insecticides are in use 
which can lead to their demise. There is less awareness of how toxic other agri-inputs are to beneficial 
organisms and microorganisms. Just how many soil fungi are impacted by fungicides? Further, is the broad 
usage of agrochemicals inhibiting natural, beneficial processes and increasing agrochemical dependency?  
 
An example is the fate of the dung beetle. They play a vital role in cycling organic manures into soils. They 
improve soil structure. They also reduce pathogen transfer between animals [and possibly to humans]. 
Meanwhile, dung beetles are vulnerable to avermectins used for internal parasite control. The symbiotic 
pasture-cleaning and fertilizing activity of the dung beetles is being halted by farming’s modern solutions. 
 
Going forwards, there must be a far greater focus on understanding where symbiotic relationships exist.  
 
As the efficacy of agrochemicals declines, the beneficial relationships must be sought out and protected. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

HELPING BENEFICIAL INSECTS AND POLLENATORS 
 
The viability of human food systems will be undermined by the loss of pollinators. The importance of many 
other beneficial species is usually, as yet, unquantified. The answer is to improve habitats across farmland 
and to ensure that on-farm wildlife-free-zones exist no more. The following are, therefore, proposed:   
 

i) WAYLEAVES ARE PAID FOR HEDGEROWS AND FREE-STANDING TREES 
 
A wayleave is a right of way granted to a third party by a landowner in exchange for a payment. It is chosen 
as an appropriate term to describe payments made by Society for the preservation and upkeep of hedges 
and free-standing trees upon farmland. The payment is for the public good of wildlife habitat preservation. 
 
Such a payment would be accompanied by upkeep rules. The payment may also be varied according to the 
age/size/presence of trees. This is a seismic shift away from penalising farmers for encroaching hedgerows.  
 
Hedges provide a habitat for beneficial insects. They offer shelter and grazing for livestock and they act as 
a carbon sink. They are directly beneficial but wayleaves will still be a well-targeted use of public funds.  
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ii) GRANTS FOR BUYING SEEDS AND FOR SOWING WILDFLOWER STRIPS 
 
Wildflower strips at regular intervals across arable fields is becoming recognized as an alternative to the 
prophylactic use of insecticides. It is a practice that should be encouraged as they create habitats where 
there is none and reduce insecticide reliance [which may be causing pollinator and soil organism loss]. 
 
It is recommended that the practice is encouraged by providing grants to cover the cost of both the seeds 
and the sowing. In addition, wayleaves may be given for the land that is sown with the wildflower strips. 
 
To aid pollinators, such grants may be considered for plantings on, for example, arable land used for free-
range pigs or poultry. Multiple benefits can also be expected if such are integrated with market gardening. 
 

iii) ESTABLISHMENT GRANTS FOR BIODIVERSE AGROFORESTRY SYSTEMS 
 
Agroforestry encompasses systems where trees are integrated with food production. The trees themselves 
may provide fruit, nuts and/or timber. Traditional grazed orchards were once a common example. Trees 
are now also being interspaced with arable crops with, as above, the associated ground hosting beneficial 
insects. Such agroforestry systems can provide multiple products and multiple environmental benefits. 
 
It is proposed that establishment grants [including early year maintenance payments] are offered for the 
planting of trees within agroforestry systems. It should be noted that if such grants encourage the planting 
of heritage/local tree varieties, that the commercial propagation of such trees may need ‘pump-priming’. 
 

  

ORCHARD GRAZING IS 
      TRADITIONAL AGROFORESTRY 
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2.3 BIODIVERSITY HOT-SPOT MANAGEMENT 
 

Ending annual payments to underpin farming will for some be radical. Such is proposed in the belief that 
that farmers can be satisfactorily rewarded by the consumer if routes to markets are evolved to work fairly 
and if targeted grant funding is offered to help farmers make system changes that are linked to markets.  
 
Further, environment-focused funds must not be diluted by using them for broad-brush ‘greening’; not 
least because it is believed that farmland biodiversity itself can be restored by implementing regenerative 
agriculture/organic farming practices.  Specific-for-the-environment funds should be focused upon:   
 
i) TARGETING THE AT RISK SPECIES 
 
For every iconic species like the corncrake and curlew that is in decline, many, many more will be at risk.  
 
Pollinators are now receiving attention. The dung beetle is also on the awareness radar. Both are vital for 
human food. Judgement must not, however, be made on human need alone, not least because we have 
little understanding of Nature’s complex functions [which have operated successfully for millions of years]. 
 
As a Society we must be willing to set aside land and resources to reverse the decline of ‘visible’ species.  
 
Providing a list of specific actions to address the needs of at-risk species is beyond the remit of this paper 
as it focuses upon the interface between agriculture / horticulture and biodiversity.  There are many other 
organisations whose primary concern is to advise on what is needed to ensure specific species recovery. 
 
Note: included as ‘biodiversity at risk’ should be breeds of domestic animals and cultivated plant varieties. 
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ii) TARGETING HABITAT CREATION 
 

For example, funding for habitat creation could be available for: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Habitat creation is not just a cost as it can also be productive as, for example, native woodlands can yield 
nuts, fruit and fungi and offer grazing for pigs. Further, hardy cattle can be used for conservation grazing. 
 
‘Rewilding’ is also beyond the scope of this paper. To rewild land is a choice that Society has to make. It is, 
however, likely that marginal food production activities in some landscapes [and in particular upland sheep 
grazing] will be asked to make way to allow land to revert to what is determined as its natural wild state. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 on-farm homes for birds, bats, small mammals, solitary bees… 

 establishing, managing and harvesting traditional hay meadow 

 multiple-species, single and double-width on-farm hedgerows 

 native woodland, coppice, coverts and parkland-pasture trees 

 natural and artificial wildlife bridges to inter-connect habitats 
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iii) TARGETING HNV LANDSCAPES 
 
Preserving extensive HNV landscapes / land areas is difficult if the primary funding source to do so is only 
the taxpayer. A broader approach is needed that utilizes both public funds and product-market rewards. 
 
Landscape-wide environmental schemes should work in conjunction with the move towards regenerative 
agriculture [including regenerative organic farming] as such may enable broad HNV landscapes to be more 
economically sustainable. It should also be noted that HNV land is not always naturally constrained from 
a food-production perspective. Hence, HNV land may need to be managed to deliver multiple benefitss. 
 
If HNV landscapes are significant in scale/renown, the creation of local food/natural products with a clear 
indication of origin and targeted at premium markets, may enhance farm incomes and scheme viability. 
 
A general consensus is that ‘payments by results’ is the way to operate such schemes as it offers greater 
managerial discretion concerning the how to achieve targets and, thus, encourages stronger engagement. 
Further, a diversity of management practices [rather than rigid rules] may actually enhance biodiversity. 
 
 
 
 

 

  

THE BURREN 
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3. GHG EMISSION AND POLLUTION-FREE FARMS 
 
The relationship between food production and climate change is far more complex than often portrayed. 
For some it has become stop eating meat and save the Planet. For others it has been finessed to remove 
all cattle. It is about ‘eat less meat but better’, but from there it is about understanding farming systems. 
 
Food production is a dynamic environment which too often is generating unwanted externalities. One of 
them is GHG emissions. Water and air pollution are others. Soil degradation is and has been a major 
contributor of carbon emissions, and long before fossil-fuels extraction became popular. Food production 
is causal in biodiversity loss and it will also contribute to the loss of critical human health-care solutions. 
 

EMISSIONS AND POLLUTANTS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Agriculture and horticulture produces the food for the supply-chains which, from the farm-gate onwards, 
generate massive food waste. Although outside the scope of this paper, the Government must consider: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 methane, albeit it may be within a completed / closed nutrient cycle  

 methane arising from animals kept separate from their feed sources 

 greenhouse gas emissions from the direct/indirect use of fossil-fuels 

 ammonia into the atmosphere from housed animal farming systems 

 nutrient leakages into aquifers, rivers, lakes and, ultimately, the sea 

 pesticide residues and agro-chemicals into the fragile soil biosphere 

 from plastics degrading after being used in horticulture / agriculture  

 the release of antimicrobial-resistant bacteria into the environment 

 noxious smells impacting on the breathing air of residents / tourists 

 greater efforts to recycle the nutrients in the waste back to the land 

 returning to the use of food wastes as a ‘green’ feed source for pigs 

 encourage local waste recycling by small-scale pig / poultry keeping 

 reconsider the farm-animal biosecurity and food-waste relationship 

 endeavour to educate the consumer to be ‘efficient’ with their food 
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With respect to plastics, on-farm usage is linked to recycling systems and that must operate at 100%.  In-
situ degrading plastics should be fully assessed for micro-plastic residuals. Food-chain waste is beyond the 
scope of this vision paper, albeit the local food-supply / retailing initiatives highlighted throughout will 
provide the opportunity to develop urgently needed, plastic-free, farm-to-consumer food-supply-chains. 
 
Reducing emissions and pollutants is a theme that runs throughout this paper so some issues highlighted 
above are not addressed directly here. Others also fall under the jurisdiction of good agricultural practices. 

 
CARBON RELEASED FROM SOILS 

 
“When the soil is tilled, aggregates are cracked open and allow bacteria access to a variety of carbon-based foods 
that was previously not accessible to them. At the same time, the soil is aerated with atmospheric oxygen. The 
combination is akin to throwing small twigs on a fire and stirring it about, causing the fire to flare up and burn the 
available carbon quickly. It is this process that has been responsible for reducing the native concentrations of organic 
matter in soils to the low levels we see today”; an extract from A Soil Owner’s Manual by Jon Stika, published in 2016. 
 
The carbon from that organic matter broken down during tillage is now to be found in the atmosphere. 
 
Soil degradation is about far more than soil run-off from compacted and/or exposed soils during rainfall. 
It is about soil carbon loss during tillage for crop growing or pasture reseeding. The impact this is having 
on soil health and, hence, human food security and farmland biodiversity’s food chains is catastrophic. 
 
Central to any food policy must be rebuilding soil organic matter levels and returning carbon to the soil. 
 
Also, it is not just about soil-carbon ‘consumption’ for food production, it is about the soil-carbon footprint 
of biofuels, biomass and ‘bioeconomy’ products like alternative to plastics. All ‘mine’ soil carbon sinks.  
 
Note: the soil carbon footprint would be close to immeasurable, it is only a concept to use to raise soils awareness. 
 
Retaining and storing soil carbon is an obvious climate-change mitigation. Improving soil fertility through 
the natural processes of grazing, returning animal manures, and using legumes to fix atmospheric nitrogen 
also has the indirect benefit of reducing food production’s reliance on artificial, fossil-fuel-using fertilizers. 
 
Soil regeneration in practice will also have major benefits for farmland biodiversity, pollinators, the food’s 
nutritional qualities and animal welfare. A soils-first food policy will deliver multiple positive outcomes. 
 

  

PLOUGHING – IN ITS SUNSET YEARS? 
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DIRECT MEASURES TO INCREASE SOIL CARBON 

 
i) TO MINIMIZE CARBON LOSSES FROM GRASSLANDS 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

ii) TO REDUCE CARBON LOSSES FROM ARABLE SOILS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

iii) TO SEQUESTER CARBON BACK INTO ARABLE SOILS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 use diverse pastures / grazing practices that minimize soil exposure 

 lengthen reseeding intervals with persistent, diverse seed mixtures 

 avoid tillage and/or old sward desiccation when reseeding pastures 

 work with the attitude that ‘permanent’ pasture means permanent 

 focus on living roots and avoid grazing practices that kill plant roots 

 evaluate the impact of animal health products on the soil food web  

 minimize soil microorganism damage with untreated animal wastes 

 avoid disrupting soil microbe/plant interaction with agro-chemicals 

 offer tapered-over-time payments to switch to conservation-tillage 

 fund a scrappage scheme for traditional tillage-farming equipment 

 grant-support / tax-incentivize purchases of zero-tillage equipment 

 emphasize never leaving exposed soil as a good husbandry practice 

 subsidize a variety of cover-crop seeds for using in arable rotations 

 promote the rule that soil must always be occupied by living roots 

 pay for the seeds for deep-rooting and nitrogen-fixing cover crops  

 prioritize the relationship between plants and soil microorganisms 

 fund research into grazing methods to increase soil organic matter  

 encourage the inclusion of arable-rotation herbage leys for grazing  

 subsidize infrastructure to enable livestock grazing on arable farms 

 encourage new arable-grazing partnerships to create ‘flying herds 
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FURTHER ON-FARM CARBON SINKS 
 
Rebuilding carbon levels in soil is an imperative if soils are to function effectively. It is a necessity for food 
security. Other opportunities also exist to build on-farm carbon sinks without impacting food production. 
 
Hedgerows provide shelter for livestock and crops. They provide diverse grazing for stock. They can also 
provide ‘wild’ fruits. Traditional orchards can provide fruit and/or nuts and grazing. Woodlands; grazing, 
nuts, mushrooms and fruit. Agroforestry encompasses these mixed systems. It offers many opportunities 
to create carbon sinks that are far more beneficial to biodiversity than forestry monocultures. Therefore: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

EMISSIONS AND SEQUESTRATION 
 
Climate-change data is presented in terms of emissions and not NET emissions. It ignores natural carbon 
cycles. Incredibly, the rationale is that too little is known about carbon sequestration to fairly measure it. 
 
GHG emissions must be measured, assessed and presented including carbon sequestration and emissions; 
not least because returning carbon to soils is vital for soil health and fertility and thus human food security. 
It should be added that farming systems should be first judged upon their NET emissions as methods to 
produce food and they should not be considered as carbon sinks to offset emissions from other sectors.  
 
That said, the awarding of carbon credits and income will be an incentive to change. It will also focus the 
minds of those seeking climate-change solutions towards positive farming and food production systems. 
 
In terms of GHG emissions from farming systems, there is the need for further and better investigation.  

 grant aid should be provided to plant hedgerows, shelterbelts, traditional orchards and woodland 

 annual ‘wayleaves’ payments should also be provided for hedgerows and stand-alone shade-trees 

 multiple land-use, mixed tree-crop / livestock grazing systems should be a research funding focus  
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For example, emissions from cattle is not about cattle per se: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The information available to the decision makers in the farming and food industries has to improve. Farm 
management planning data must be available for emissions and pollutants. It must be a research priority. 
 
With their focus upon regenerative agriculture, the authors of this document are acutely aware that the 
emissions-sequestration situation is fast moving and reliant on research that has often been undertaken 
outside of the mainstream. It is fair to say that the research now required left the mainstream at around 
1960 with the incoming belief that science could over-come Nature and, by so doing, guarantee our food 
supplies. There is a major knowledge gap and an urgent and imperative need to fill it as soon as possible. 
 

ENERGY GENERATION FROM HOUSED ANIMALS  
 
‘Natural gas’ has long since been a misnomer given that it comes from fossil-fuel sources. A natural form 
comes from farmed animals [if it does not emanate from animals fed on an artificial-fertiliser-based diet]. 
 
The failure is in designing animal-housing systems that do not capture the gases generated [gas emissions 
whilst grazing should, if the system is functioning biologically well, be a part of natural nutrient cycles]. 
 
Minimizing housing periods is one solution but inclement climates may preclude such an approach. Hence, 
capturing gas emissions [including by sealing effluent stores] from animals kept indoors must be a priority. 
 
As fossil fuel use is constrained by availability and/or regulation, the mindset around gases produced by 
animal farming must change. Animals convert biomass to food, clothing, insulation and many other by-
products; natural gas for energy must be added to the list. It should be seen as a resource not an emission. 
 
The Government must establish a timeframe for installing bio-gas plants linked to animal housing. The 
energy generated will offset the capital cost but as it may only partially do so grants will be needed. Grants 
will also be necessary to pump-prime early-stage investments. The residues must be non-toxic to soil life. 

 it is about how cattle are actually farmed; it is not the cow, it is the how 
 
 cattle confined in feed-lots do not operate within natural nutrient cycles 

 systems will differ in terms of slurry/manure storage needs and handling 

 grass-fed may mean a dependency on fossil-fuel-based artificial fertiliser 

 different feeds and grazing pastures can alter digestion-methane output 

 they may be fed on local pastures, forages and grains or imported grains 

 regeneratively farmed, holistically-grazed can mean net C sequestration 
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THE AMMONIA CONUNDRUM 
 

Minimizing the impact of ammonia from housed farm animals poses a unique problem. Within the confines 
of barns and covered liquid manure storage, it should be controllable.  Liquid manure is seen as a valuable 
fertilizer and as an alternative to artificial nitrogen, but they both release ammonia when spread on land. 
 
The use of splash-plate slurry spreading is a particular problem. Low-emissions slurry spreading is being 
advocated and grant-aid provided to reduce the release of ammonia into the atmosphere, and along with 
it the nitrogen; it is a valuable plant-food nutrient if one follows the ‘feed the plant not the soil’ principle. 
 
Injecting slurry directly into the soil is advocated as the best way to get the nutrients to the plants. It both 
minimizes ammonia emissions into the atmosphere and places the nutrients ‘where they are needed’. It, 
however, overlooks any impact it may have on the soil food web and its ability to function to feed plants.  
 
The minimizing of GHG emissions by slurry injection may be making soils more dysfunctional and increasing 
agriculture’s dependency on artificial sources of nitrogen. Another case of the unforeseen consequence. 
 
Ammonia poses a toxic conundrum, either pollute the atmosphere or the soils. Neither is acceptable. 
 

Research questions to ask concerning how to minimize ammonia emissions: 

 
POLLUTING THE SOIL BIOSPHERE 

 
Agrochemicals are tested and regulated. The impact of nitrate and phosphate pollution is also well known 
and, to a degree, regulated. The impact of the full gamut of pesticides, artificial fertilisers and farm wastes 
upon soil microorganisms is less well known. It needs to be researched and regulation adjusted as required. 
 
On-going research is suggesting that important soil functions are being inhibited by agro-inputs. The full 
extent will most likely reveal itself over the next decade. Researchers should ask how the ‘feed the plant, 
not the soil’ approach is creating dependency on artificial fertilizers and, through a breakdown of the soil 
health/plant health/animal health relationships, if it also creates a dependency on animal and plant health 
products. As these, in turn, disrupt the soil food web that feeds plants, a downward spiral may be active. 
 
The soil food web is the foundation of all farmland biodiversity’s food chains. Damage has consequences. 

 what is the relationship between pasture composition and the N levels in liquid manures? 

 should a price differential be imposed [a tax] upon different kinds of artificial N fertiliser? 

 are there animal-housing possibilities [i.e. composting barns] which may lower emissions?  

 is there a way to spread animal wastes without polluting the air or the soils environment? 

 are technologies available to process slurry into non-toxic forms prior to field application? 

 how can integrating slurry-processing with energy generation create a ‘win-win’ solution? 

 what levels of grant aid will be necessary to secure effluent storage and generate energy?  
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REDUCING FERTILIZER DEPENDENCY 
 
Nitrate and phosphate pollution is a serious problem for water quality. It stimulates algal blooms and the 
lack of oxygen and light leads to eutrophication. This can lead to fish, aquatic plant and insect mortality. N 
and P pollution also reduces the potable water available for use from surface supplies and, eventually, 
from aquifers. Nitrates in drinking water may negatively impact the health of young children and animals.  
 
There is a significant financial cost incurred in the removal of such pollutants from potable water supplies. 
 
Nitrate and phosphate pollution is due to ‘leakage’ from agricultural fertilizers and animal manures. When 
added to the fossil-fuel cost of manufacturing/extraction, shipping and applying artificial fertilizers, there 
is ample reason to reduce nitrogen and phosphate fertilizer use. Further, phosphate reserves are finite.  
 
This paper highlights many ways to reduce their use in food production. Hence, it is proposed that: 

 
Similar targets should be established for phosphate fertilisers [although a baseline is difficult to set given 
that usage is influenced by any current farming economic climate]. Also, a mindset change is needed given 
the belief that harvest removal has to be balanced with phosphate applications to maintain ‘soil fertility’.    
 
As nitrogen fertilizers are a major source of pollution AND greenhouse gases, strong action is justified.  
 
Regenerative agriculture aims to minimize artificial fertilizer use. It is about feeding plants by feeding soils, 
using constant plant covers to maximize photosynthesis, plant diversity that includes deep-rooting plants 
and legumes, grazing techniques, and returning manures to soil. All power plant growth. It offers a positive 
approach to change. The alternative is to impose a tax on nitrogen and phosphate fertilisers to limit usage. 
 

  

 artificial nitrogen fertilizer applied to grasslands should be reduced by 7% year on year  

 artificial nitrogen fertilizer use on arable ground should be reduced by 5% year on year 

 a realistic but ambitious timeframe to remove nitrate derogations must be established 
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LOCAL FEEDS FOR LOCAL ANIMALS 
 
GHG’s cannot just be counted if they occur in Ireland. Consideration must also be given to, for example, 
those from the manufacture of imported artificial nitrogen fertilisers or soymeal grown in South America. 
Climate change is a global issue and cannot be addressed by allocating emissions by political boundaries. 
 
‘Food miles’ is a reason to buy locally produced food but that decision should only be reached after the 
full environmental footprint of the imported resources used is considered. ‘Local’ may not really be local. 
 
The counter-argument is that of economic efficiency. Production should focus on those with comparative 
advantage and trade moves goods to the benefit of all. The ‘efficiency’ is financial and not environmental.  
 
Externalities are also being recognized as far greater where food-chains rely heavily upon fossil fuels AND 
fossil-fuel based plastics. The latter will be a game-changer in the imported versus local food argument. 
Food security and sovereignty [as in who controls the factors of production] are further reasons for local 
foods. Global environmental pressure will exacerbate such concerns and they should not be overlooked. 
 
Henceforward, local must mean local and that includes local resources being used to produce local foods. 
 
It is a conundrum for animal farming reliant on imported fertilisers and feedstuffs. The new production 
envelop will be governed by regenerative agriculture’s capabilities. It will establish the rules for farming 
choices in Ireland.  It will do likewise for global production and, hence, dictate global-market feed prices.  
 
Henceforth, expect a paradigm shift in just who has what comparative advantages with food production.  
 
Ireland must change the way it farms. It can be a proactive or it can wait for rising fertilizer and feed prices 
to limit their availability. A starting point will be to focus on feeding animals with local forages and feeds. 
 

LOW FOSSIL-FUEL FARMING 
 
Minimizing nitrogen and phosphate fertilisers will avoid the fossil-fuel usage incurred during manufacture 
or mining and transportation. The use of minimal or zero tillage will reduce fossil-fuel usage. Less obvious 
is the savings that may occur by lengthening grazing seasons with more stock-resilient swards, the in-situ  
‘stock-piling’ of forage and/or in-field winter bale-grazing to avoid preserving forage and/or housing stock.  
 
In theory, organic farming will reduce fossil fuel usage although care must be taken to avoid substituting, 
for example, herbicides with weed-control cultivations that rely on fossil-fuel usage and ‘burn’ soil carbon. 
 
There are many techniques evolving that are targeted at minimizing unnecessary energy usage. Hence: 

 practical, farmer-led research should be funded into low-fossil-fuel farming techniques 

 grant incentives should be given to encourage farmers to adopt low-fossil-fuel farming 
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4. FARMING LIFE WITH ITS ANIMALS AND BIRDS 
 

There are proponents of ultra-processed alternatives to animal-derived food products. Whether they will 
be able to fulfil the complex nutritional needs of the human is open to debate. Likewise, their fossil-fuel-
carbon and soil-carbon footprints. With textiles, the eco-friendly credentials of cotton and plastics-based 
fabrics will and are coming under the spotlight. It is unlikely that using animal-derived products will end 
anytime soon. In such a scenario comes the responsibility to ensure that farmed animals live as good a life 
as possible and that they meet their end in a stress-free environment. It is a moral obligation on Society. 
 
There is a strong link between animal-welfare and biodiversity recovery. It comes via the use of free-range 
grazing of farm animals and poultry, albeit in specific ways. Tall-grass / mob grazing revolves around long 
recovery periods between the grazings of tall and diverse pastures. Such systems are needed to aid the 
recovery of soil microorganism [the foundations of farmland biodiversity’s food chains]. Tall-grass, diverse 
pastures also provide habitat for flora and fauna and a healthy environment for free-ranging farm animals. 
 

IT IS ALSO ABOUT THE MARKETS 
 
In the premium markets that should be of prime interest to a family-farming-sized industry, consumer 
awareness of animal welfare is higher than ever. Hence, operating to the highest standards is a necessity.  

 
This must not be ‘left to the market’ and the Government must ensure that the market can work effectively 
and that functional, competitive supply-chains link the farmer to the animal-welfare-aware consumer. 
 

HIGH ANIMAL-WELFARE PRODUCTS 
 
Animal welfare is a primary quality differentiator in food markets. Free-range is possibly the oldest way 
farming practice has been linked to the end product. Others have followed. Paying a premium-price in 
exchange for products produced to high animal-welfare standards is now widely accepted. Food markets 
are dynamic and products will continue to evolve and as consumer interest in animal farming rises, so will 
the demand for enhanced welfare products. An industry based on small-scale must be a market leader. 
 
While Ireland has been quick to implement farm-assurance schemes, it has been slower in differentiating 
products according to the use of specific farming practices. It has been about commodities, not products. 
Route-to-market constraints have been a factor in this. Going forwards both these factors have to change. 

 market mechanisms must exist to allow consumers to transmit their message to farmers, for farmers 
to respond with high-welfare animal-products in turn, and for the market to be able to pay a price 
commensurate with the additional costs incurred by those employing the higher welfare standards. 

 Ireland must develop premium designated-origin products where differentiation is justified by the 
use of the best animal-welfare practice and supported by complete transparency and traceability. 
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GRAZING OR CONFINING FARM ANIMALS AND POULTRY? 
 
Although certain, more extreme, forms of animal and bird confinement have become unacceptable, the 
demand for low-cost, low-priced meat has increased the actual numbers kept in confined conditions that 
bare absolutely no resemblance to the animal or bird’s natural environment. Consequently: 

 
 
In addition. there are other questions to consider: 

 
 
Policy suggestions to move away from Confined Animal Feeding Operations include: 

 
  

 focus upon market segments characterized by the new ‘eat less meat but better’ slogan 

 facilitate route-to-market initiatives that ensure consumers can suitably reward farmers 

 support animal farming where all the feed is from on-farm/local forages and Irish grains 

 recognize the climate-change need to close the farm-animal / feed-plant nutrient cycles 

 move towards a situation whereby all farmed animals and birds have access to pastures 

 recognize the decisive role grazing has in rebuilding soil health and sequestering carbon 

 the threat to human health-care’s antibiotics from in-barn-developed drug resistances? 

 do the feeds have any connection to the nutrient cycles of the feed-crops being grown? 

 are the feeds being fed either imported or from local crops fed with imported fertilizer? 

 do the animal wastes created make beneficial fertilizers or do they damage soil health? 

 how significant are Confined Animal Feeding Operations’ ammonia and GHG emissions? 

 how great is the threat to water quality from their waste during storage and spreading?  

 animals and birds are being raised without any opportunity to express natural behaviour 

 they are all being reared on a totally artificial diet in unnatural, over-crowded conditions 

 the systems’ economics dictate that genetic selection focuses on unnatural growth rates  
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THE PROBABLE END OF LIVE-EXPORT 
 
The live export of farm animals for slaughter should not be happening. It is possible that it will be outlawed 
with respect of exports to third countries that do not have clear equivalence with EU welfare standards. 
 
It is likely that long distance / duration movement within the EU will be constrained with, in particular, the 
longer-distance shipment [over land or water] of very young animals [usually calves] being totally banned. 
 
Ireland is very involved in the export [in this case, all-Ireland movement is not considered to be an ‘export’] 
of young calves and finished livestock. It must prepare for constraints to be imposed upon these activities. 
 
The issue goes beyond animal-welfare lobbyists’ demands, it concerns the premium-paying consumers 
which Irish farming must target if its family farms are to survive. Those consumers will not accept the 
existence of a ‘parallel universe’ whereby Irish produce is labelled animal-welfare friendly or sustainably-
produced on the one hand while on the other the industry continues with its longer-distance live exports. 

 
In practical terms, the cattle and sheep sectors must plan for when exports are limited to pedigree stock 
only, albeit EU movement rules may allow Irish Sea shipments of other animals [of say cattle of greater 
than six-months of age] within strict time-frame limitations [assuming EU/UK standard equivalence]. 

ENDING LIVE EXPORTS ACTION PLAN 

 establish a timeframe within which to end the live export of all but pedigree farm animals 
 
FARMING SYSTEM DEVELOPMENT 
 
 determine the extent to which technology can guarantee only calves-with-value are born 

 reassess milk production in the context of reducing the seasonal veal-type dairy-calf glut 

 examine the feasibility of Irish-based rose-veal farming and what is needed to catalyse it 

 evaluate the potential for switching to the dairy breeds with dual-purpose characteristics 

 reconsider beef farming in the context of producing premium-to-the-consumer products 
 

ROUTE TO MARKET DEVELOPMENT 
 
 guarantee that beef farmers will have local, independent abattoir and processing options  

 identify the likelihood for existing players to offer farmers new route-to-market services 

 investigate the demand for and the feasibility of building route-to-market infrastructure 

 research, analyse and identify what premium-paying beef-product markets actually want 

 assess what help beef farmers need to change their systems to meet consumer demand 

 encourage the establishment of producer groups around specific premium beef products  
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LOCAL ABATTOIR GUARANTEED RIGHT OF ACCESS 
 
The reason cited for the need to export live beef cattle is that the ownership of the beef factories in Ireland 
[thus the routes to market] is too polarized to provide the competition necessary to ensure fair prices are 
paid. With calves, it is a case of too many calves being better suited to veal rather than beef production. 
 
A priority must be to remove the production of near-worthless calves on all dairy farms by: 

 
Greater route-to-market flexibility is needed to give beef farmers better access to consumers who demand 
quality-differentiated products.  If local slaughter is specified as a premium-quality trait in its own right [as 
per some French premium-quality schemes], addressing this issue also has major animal-welfare benefits. 
 

For animal-welfare and farm-income reasons, there must be access to local abattoirs by: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Also, the Government should act to ensure that a network of small abattoirs can thrive by: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Farmers must have access to abattoirs that provide a service that includes individual carcass traceability. 
This will allow consumers to use market signals to indicate their animal-welfare preferences to farmers. 
 
Reducing animal stress in their last hours justifies public expenditure. This and improving the operation of 
the farm-to-fork supply-chains to better reward the farmer, is why public funding should now be focused 
more on the operation of the entire supply chains and not just on farming activities inside the farm gate.  

 re-assessing the economics of dairying that produces higher-quality milk and beef calves 

 switching to using dual-purpose cows and/or such breeds to avoid the poor-calf problem 

 establishing a domestic rose-veal sector, albeit this may need more regular calf supplies 

 legally specifying a maximum travelling distance and/or time to an abattoir 

 guaranteeing that a farmer has a choice of at least three in-range abattoirs 

 ensuring that all farmers have access to smaller service-providing abattoirs 

 declaring that abattoirs [and rendering facilities] provide a public service 

 use public funds to grant support investments into a local abattoir network 

 provide a publicly-funded food-safety inspection-service for small abattoirs 

 likewise, for smaller-scale, localized meat-processing facilities and butchers  
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FARMING WITH THE ‘CALF AT HOOF’ 
 
The rise of the vegan-diet movement provides indicators of where the next animal-welfare ‘fault-line’ will 
appear. One of these will be the practice of very early cow-calf separation on dairy farms. This may not be 
a mainstream issue in the immediate future, but wisdom should dictate that the industry prepares for 
when it is, not least because changing to a calf-at-hoof system is not particularly straightforward. Hence: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
MALE / FEMALE LIFE EXPECTATIONS 
 
Farming systems that render the newly born or hatched useless because of their gender will be a rising 
issue. The case of pure-bred bull calves from dairy cows was mentioned above with respect to their export 
for veal production elsewhere. In a worse-case scenario they have little to no value. This inevitably leads 
to welfare issues, albeit many farmers will still put welfare above economics. It is a choice that they should 
not be having to make. While the use of sexed semen to ensure that only pure-bred dairy heifers are born 
is one solution, dairy system change should be encouraged to totally remove the worthless bull-calf issue.  
 
The issue is as great in egg production where male chicks of hybrid-laying breeds have no value. The issue 
is a time-bomb for the industry. There is the potential that this may be resolved with pre-incubation, sex-
determining technology [as it can be at the pre-insemination stage with calves] but the same question 
should be asked, are there opportunities to return to the use of dual-purpose breeds to resolve the issue?  
 
As with addressing most animal-welfare issues there is an on-fam cost to pay and, therefore, the need to 
access premium-paying markets with a specific product to offset the cost [and incentivize the producer].  

 support farmers to develop dairy-farming systems where the calf is reared at hoof 

 offer grant support to farmers who are converting to calf-at-hoof milk production 

 help develop calf-at-hoof dairy produce, local processing and niche-market access 

 create and facilitate the operation of routes-to-market for ‘calf-at-hoof’ products 

 support the promotion of ‘calf-at-hoof’ beef products traceable to suckler rearing 
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INCREASING ON-FARM LIFE SPANS 
 

The life-span of many farm animals and birds has been in decline. This may be due to: 
 

 
With respect to growth, are faster rates achieved to the detriment of flavour and, hence, contrary to the 
‘eat less but better’ ideal? If so, is using the wrong performance measure encouraging poorer-quality? 
 
Further, are GHG-efficiency targets based on NET emissions? If regenerative grazing is able to produce 
carbon-neutral [or better] products and even attract carbon credits, slow food may win out over fast 
growth [which may also require imported grain]. If so, greater on-farm longevity may also be achievable.  
 
In all systems there should be animal-health benefits if intensity is reduced by targeting the ‘eat less but 
better’ idea. For too long it has been about producing more for less.  ‘Eat less but better’ is a watershed 
which, if accompanied by effective routes-to-market, should deliver for farmers and animals and birds. 

 targeting increased animal / bird growth rates to improve economic or GHG-emissions efficiency 

 aiming to improve the genetics of breeding stock to supply fast-growing production young-stock 

 seeking to benefit from breeding genetically more productive / efficient milk-producing animals 

 greater health stress placed on stock by farming systems that are non-optimal for animal health 

SLOW FOOD OFTEN MEANS A LONGER FARM-LIFE 
 
 traditional breeds are usually better suited to slower-growing systems. Their heritage, a more 

varied diet, and the complex flavours associated with maturity may enhance the product’s value. 

 slow growth may be achieved on a 100% forages diet without supplemental feeding. The GHG 
saving in often imported grains and proteins may then outweigh those incurred by a longer life. 

 Local, traditional breeds may also be more robust and need less animal health intervention [cost]. 
 

Some premium food products stipulate and/or allow a longer life. For example:  
 
 the BŒUF DE CHAROLLES AOC requires suckler rearing and at least three grazing seasons on local 

hedgerow-lined, diverse pastures. Winter forage must be local hay. Heifers must be at least 28 
months old at slaughter and steers 30 months. Cows for beef must be no more than 8 years old. 

 the BAREGES-GAVARNIE AOC requires male sheep to be at least 18 months old and grazed for 
two summers in high Pyrenean mountain pastures. Ewes must be between two and six years old. 

 the POULET DE BRESSE AOC stipulates that the chickens must be raised to at least 140 days old. 

 the GALICIAN BLOND, an ever more renown beef, can be up to 17-18 years old when slaughtered. 
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ANIMAL-HEALTH PRODUCT USAGE 
 
It is widely accepted that the use of antimicrobial products has to be reduced in agriculture. With the rise 
of natural resistance to antibiotics, it is imperative that human health care is prioritized: Henceforth: 

 
Less known outside farming is the rise of natural resistance to animal-health products. It is especially so 
with anthelmintics [aka wormers] routinely used against internal parasites. It is a food-security concern. 
 
Further, the prophylactic use of anthelmintics may be damaging soil microorganism and vital species like 
the dung beetles. They may be seriously impacting the food-supply chains of farmland biodiversity. Thus:  

 
Overall, farming must become focused upon using species and breeds that are very simply more robust. 

 an antibiotic footprint must be assessed and published for the animal-farming systems used 

 consumers must be made aware of the antibiotic footprint of their meat / dairy / egg choice 

 production system-changes must happen to avoid those reliant on routine antimicrobial use 

 grant aid should be offered where simple system changes can remove antimicrobial reliance 

 asset scrappage schemes may be considered when antimicrobial reliance cannot be avoided 

 farming-practice change must be a research priority to lower the reliance on anthelmintics 

 some plants have anthelmintic properties [i.e. birdsfoot trefoil] and this should be explored 

 the broad medicinal qualities of multi-species swards should be investigated and employed 

 identifying and working with breeds more naturally resistant to parasites must be a priority 
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5. PROVIDING IRISH FOOD FOR IRISH FOLK FIRST 
 
Agricultural support in Ireland is equivalent to over €500 per person. As much of the funding supports 
farming cattle, these funds support the production of produce for export. It is still, however, not delivering 
farm incomes that can sustain the farming population. So, just who benefits from the taxpayers’ money?  
 
In the meantime, climate change will hit global food security. Reducing food miles will be a climate-change 
mitigation strategy and it will be bout local foods for local people. It will also be about sourcing local feed 
for farmed animals. Closing nutrient cycles for people is difficult enough without trying to do the same for 
confined farm animals. All these factors point towards the need to rebalance Ireland’s farming sector.  
 
Hence, FARM 2 FORK 2030 is about the provision of local foods for local people and providing food diversity 
from local sources. Ireland has the ability to produce an abundance of pasture-fed dairy produce and beef 
for its own population. Keeping pigs and poultry on locally produced feeds is more difficult. The greatest 
challenge after years of farming specialization will be growing fruit, vegetables and nuts for local people. 
 

A LOCAL-POPULATION-FIRST FOOD POLICY 
 

In light of the taxpayer investment, the agri-food policy should be to: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Commercial farms should focus on nutrition-dense, high-quality dairy and meat, eggs, grains and pulses 
 
Commercial horticulture should focus on nutritious, high-quality fruit / vegetables for the main retailers 
 
Community-growing should be supported under both ‘grow-your-own’ and ‘eating-for-health’ banners 
 

One objective is to enable consumers to pay more for the actual food and less for supply-chain activities.  
 
A characteristic of modern food systems is that the farmer receives little of the retail price and the supply-
chain a lot. Although this is driven by convenience, it can be said that it has come with a high health cost. 
 
By supporting the re-development of local production and short and direct supply-chains, the aim will be 
to rebalance the food to supply-chain cost-ratio and enable consumers to direct their expenditure at food. 
 
A rebalanced supply-chain may also have the added advantage in that it may better rewards the farmer. 
 
Direct access to local foods will also increase consumer awareness of their food and where it comes from. 

a) produce and harvest food for the immediate local community first, 

b) produce a greater proportion of the domestic market’s needs, and 

c) only then, export higher-value, premium-market-focused products 
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Key ideas behind a new local-first food policy are: 

 

Some of the CAP funds which currently underwrite the production of commodities for export must be re-
directed towards encouraging local food production for local consumers. Further, there should be a new 
focus upon supporting those post-production, supply-chain activities that connect farmers / growers with 
consumers. In particular, the food safety bureaucracy associated with them should be publicly-funded. 

 

CONNECTING IRISH FARMERS WITH LOCAL CONSUMERS 
 
Routes-to-market are about physical links and two-way communications. It should be about farm-to-fork-
to-farmer with the loop closed by marketing messages. The latter is the weakest link in Ireland’s current 
routes-to-market. Farmers are poorly informed about market opportunities and reluctant to avail of them. 
 
Producers need to know what consumers desire and consumers must know, in detail, what producers are 
offering. Producers then need efficient routes to market to deliver the desired products to the consumer.  
 
A local-foods-first policy must assist in the development of producer-controlled local and domestic routes 
to market. Reinventing the wheel is not needed as examples can be found around the World, such as: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 underpin the food policy with locally-sourced, nutrient-dense, ‘Pasture-fed’ dairy, meat and eggs 

 enable upland farmers to access their local markets with premium products of known local origin 

 locally grow low-nutrient-density salads, vegetables and fruits to meet domestic-market demand 

 support growers of fresh produce to grow a greater diversity and to extend their growing season 

 encourage local producers to focus on growing fresh-produce with nutrient/mineral levels of old 

 encourage the growing of a diversity of the grains and pulses that can succeed in Irish conditions 

 actively encourage and support farmers who diversify to supply local foods to local communities 

 insist that governmental institutions operate a policy to prioritize the procurement of local food  

 identify the bottlenecks which hinder local market suppliers and proactively target their removal 

 farmers markets and traditional street market stalls supplied by local producers 

 cooperative approaches to consolidate produce for shipping onto urban buyers 

 local box schemes and regional / national ‘Riverford-type’ branded box schemes 

 on-farm shops, farm shops in urban communities, and community-owned shops  

 producer-owned vending machines at the farm-gate and in local retail locations 

 retail butchers / delicatessens who use local suppliers [including small abattoirs] 
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In addition, it is necessary to ensure that the small-scale and local food-processing capacity is in place to 
link local producers with the local consumer. The food policy should be underwritten by a guarantee that 
the cost of food-safety bureaucracy will not inhibit suppliers of local foods from supplying local people. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

GRANTS FOR LOCAL SUPPLY-CHAIN LINKS 
 
Grant aid must be available for the above retailing supply-chain links. Chapters 9 and 10 on the agricultural 
and horticultural sectors offers guidance on production-specific measures. Grants may also be targeted at: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

GROWING YOUR OWN FOODS LOCALLY 
 
Grow-your-own is a food-producing sector that has been over-looked in recent agri-food strategies. It is 
one that only receives attention in a time of crisis. The current eating-related health disorders are a crisis. 
It is a crisis that can only be resolved by food education and grow-your-own can be a part of that education. 
 
Chapter 10 of this vision paper provides greater detail. The chapter focuses on the establishment of community growing initiatives, 
be they vegetable allotments or community fruit orchards. ‘Community’ in this case includes schools and colleges at all levels. 

 establishing and operating small-scale, local producer groups 

 building and/or renovating a network of small, local abattoirs 

 helping HNV-landscape farmers to create marketing schemes 

 developing a cool-chain capacity for meat and dairy products 

 farmer-group-owned egg consolidation and packing facilities 

 building small producer-group, ‘artisan-operated’ creameries 

 packing, processing and storage facilities for fruit/vegetables 

 software that links local processors with widespread retailers  
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OFFERING LOCAL GROWING-YOUR-OWN SPACES 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
LINKING EDUCATION AND GROWING-YOUR-OWN 
 
Education has a critical role to play. It needs to occur in the formal educational system, informally within 
the educational environment, via community growing initiatives, and through recreation. For instance: 
 

 

  food-growing and preparation should be embedded into school curriculum 

 all schools and further education colleges must have gardens or allotments 

 community gardens and orchards must receive funds to employ educators 

 local authority-controlled gardens should be growing centres of excellence 

 historic walled gardens may be used as educational-recreational resources 

 local authorities must be obligated to buy or lease land for allotments / community gardens 

 local authorities to also source land suitable for community’s to plant fruit/nut trees/bushes 

 property developers should be pressed to provide allotments or gardens with developments 

 tax breaks may be given to private land-owners who create edge-of-town allotments to rent 

 growing-infrastructure grants should be given to any community garden/allotment provider 
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NEW LOCAL MARKET GARDENS AND ORCHARDS 
 
Community gardens and orchards are likely to run by social enterprises. Allotments will probably be under 
local authority jurisdiction. There is, however, the need to rejuvenate the market gardening sector. Hence:  
  

 
Fruit and vegetable production has declined in Ireland due to the availability of lower-priced imports that 
are grown in easier climates and with access to lower-cost labour. If, however, there are political reasons 
linked to, for example, reducing food miles to mitigate climate change or producing higher nutritional 
quality fruit and vegetables on health grounds, direct support should be considered. It would probably be 
a justifiable redirection of support currently given to producers of commodities for export elsewhere.  
 
The food balance of trade is another factor that should be considered in the horticulture-support equation. 
 

NO-TO-LOW-PLASTIC FARM-TO-FORK SUPPLY-CHAINS 

 
The modern supermarket-retailer’s supply-chains reliance on plastics will be a massive issue long before 
2030. New bio-based plastics will be a part of the solution, albeit they will still drain soil-carbon resources. 
Buying local food, using recyclable and plastic-free packaging, will be another part of the answer. Hence: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 support projects that promote ‘local’ and shorten food supply-chains  

 help promote local foods to consumers living in the same community 

 facilitate ‘traditional’ reusing of packaging through local sales outlets 

 assist producers in reducing their packaging environmental footprint  

 encourage the use of the fully-biodegradable alternatives to plastics  

 support should be aimed at those who wish to operate local market gardens and orchards 

 infrastructure, equipment, storage, processing and retail-space grants must be obtainable 

 low-cost, long-term, land-acquisition mortgages should be available to market gardeners 

 grants should be available to help plant and maintain heritage-type fruit and nut orchards 

 aid should extend to irrigation equipment and tunnels to extend the crop-growing season 

 an educational campaign should promote the winter vegetables suited to the Irish climate 

 additional support should be targeted at those who offer locally-grown winter vegetables 
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6. PURVEYING FINE FOODS AROUND THE GLOBE 
 
For years Ireland has focused on ‘premiumizing’ food commodities. To a degree it has been successful, 
with butter being indicative of that success. Often it has been about producing ingredients for others to 
process, add value to, and brand. The strategy, supported by very significant recent expansion investment 
at the farm level and into primary milk-processing, has not delivered any premiumized farm-gate prices. 
 
While recognizing that there are large sums sunk into commodity-focused investments and that precludes 
any swift directional change, taking a 10-year vision timeframe allows alternatives to be proposed. It also 
allows questions to be asked concerning the rational of future Government support for food investments.  
 
Simply, if the smaller-scale family farm is to be the bedrock of Irish agriculture, it cannot continue to be 
the primary link in lower-value commodity-aimed supply-chains. They, nor their farming systems, have the 
comparative advantage to compete as such. Recognition of this is long overdue and urgently required. 
 
Hence, it is necessary for the industry to steadily change to exporting unique, high-value, food products. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

FOCUS EXPORTS ON HIGH-QUALITY PRODUCTS 
 
‘High-quality’ is open to interpretation. It can be a safe-to-consume source of nutrients or a food produced 
within pre-specified constraints or food created to offer a luxury experience. Each consumer will have their 
own perception of what is high-quality. In this case, high-quality food [and non-foods] refers to a position 
within the market’s quality-spectrum. ‘High-quality’ is where Irish farming needs to position its produce. 
 
A consensus is emerging in the broader environmental and nutritional communities around ‘eat less meat 
but better quality’. Or for ‘meat’ read ‘animal products’. In time, it may extend to most eating as society 
addresses a broad spectrum of nutritionally-linked illnesses. This message must be embraced by Irish 
farming and its supply-chain partners as it offers opportunities to add value to the produce of Irish farms.  
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A few initial steps are proposed for re-orientating Irish food exports: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PRODUCE LOCAL AND THEN CONSOLIDATE 
 
In recent times Ireland has switched from numerous local processing points to centralized, industrial scale 
processing. It allows economies of scale but prevents the sale of premium-based-upon-artisan products. 
 
This has lost a vital product differentiator and limited the industry’s ability to enhance farm-gate prices. 
 
The alternative, which is in effective use, is to process locally and consolidate the produce for distribution 
and sales. This allows the opportunity to use ‘artisan’ and related characteristics to differentiate products. 
 
By ensuring that the route to processing is short and only finished products travel distances, there is a 
stronger case for using the now key ‘local’ marketing term. There may also be GHG emissions advantages. 
 
Finally, the strategy enables farming and rural communities more control over their routes to market. 

 realistically evaluate Irish farms as global-market commodity producers 

 switch the strategic focus towards the export of premium food products 

 target enhancing the farm-gate price to make small-scale farming viable 

 provide the opportunity for farmers to sell into high-value supply-chains 

 permit farmers to concentrate upon premium quality instead of volume 

 enable farmers to prioritise the demands of premium-paying consumers 

 enable farmers to sell to / work with issues-aware consumers / ’Greens’ 

 allow producers in HNV landscapes to create and sell premium products 



FARM 2 FORK 2030 - a truly green farming, food and rural vision of Ireland 

 
 

- 56 -    

ENSURING THAT MARKETS CAN REWARD FARMERS 
 
Supply-chains must operate to the benefit of all the partners within them. Thus, enough routes to market 
must exist to ensure that the supply-chains and the retail markets functional competitively and efficiently. 
 
To this end the Government must: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
FARMER-PRODUCER GROUP ROUTES TO MARKET 
 
Co-operation has long since been seen as the way for farmers to re-balance the supply chain. Despite that, 
the uptake of such opportunities varies between countries, as does the performance of cooperatives. In 
Ireland, the primary processing of milk is farmer-cooperative owned, but this has not led to farmers getting 
a chart-topping farm-gate price for their raw milk. Cooperation itself does not come with any guarantees. 
 
The above said, policy should support cooperative creation / development. Cooperatives must, however, 
be created around specific products. For high-end products, designated-origin schemes may provide the 
focal point with the cooperatives controlling localized processing, storage, distribution and marketing. 
 
This high-end market approach will allow farmers, via their local processors, to communicate with their 
customers about their complex quality standards. It is a strategy to protect farmers, local processors and 
rural communities from cost-based competition. It will need route-to-market developments like: 

 
 

 

 

 

 study the costs and rewards at each stage of the main supply-chains  

 establish key performance indicators to reflect supply-chain fairness 

 monitor evolution of key performance indicators on a frequent basis 

 develop a strategy to re-balance the supply-chains to create fairness 

 guarantee competitive supply-chains at both national and local level 

 ensure that the interests of major players do not block small players 

 lighten the bureaucratic costs for smaller entities in the supply-chain 

 offer tangible grant support to remove any supply-chain bottlenecks 

 recognize the need for a few volume-focused and lower-cost players 

 grants to eliminate identified farm-to-fork, route-to-market bottlenecks 

 focusing upon adding value to farm produce within the local community 

 support to create socially-owned entities that can balance supply-chains 

 encouragement for producer groups established around an end product  

 help to create multi-functional products that add value to farm produce 
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CREATING NEW DESIGNATED ORIGIN PRODUCTS 
 
A food product’s quality goes beyond taste alone. They are now multi-characteristic and multi-functional. 
 
Where and how a food is produced imparts quality. Likewise, for ‘natural’ produce. It is about provenance. 
 
To succeed, the multiple qualities of products must be effectively communicated to consumers in an all-
inclusive and transparent fashion. Integrity is paramount. This can be done via a designated-origin scheme. 
 
Such a scheme manages how the product is grown / processed by having regulatory guidelines and rules. 
The product is collectively marketed around a brand, a logo, and an agreed story about its provenance.  
 
Designated-origin schemes can be used to enhance existing, baseline farm-assurance schemes. A scheme 
can be designed by a producer group and it does not have to seek EU Protected Designated Origin status. 
 
Such schemes do require farmers to produce food within pre-specified constraints. Potentially, they may 
have to adapt their farming system to meet the scheme’s rules and, hence through it, consumer demands.  
 

Henceforward, the Government should: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 encourage innovation to be focused upon creating premium products 

 promote the concept that quality-assurance offers market protection 

 facilitate the use of quality-and-origin schemes for new Irish products 

 help with the creation of upland-region local-origin-scheme products 

 support creators of new multi-functional, designated-origin products 

MOUTAIN SHEEP - A RARE 
      IRISH DESIGNATED PRODUCT 
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There should be a clear focus upon: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
while the Government should specifically: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

COMMUNICATING THE QUALITY MESSAGE 
 
Generic farm-assurance has now become a baseline requirement to supply retailers, fast-food chains and 
food-service providers. It provides market access and the rewards to suppliers may only come if the overall 
market is at a higher price level. Unfortunately, such gains can be diluted where such access is only for a 
proportion of the assured produce. Also, many downstream entities [retailers or food service chains] insist 
upon quality- assurance for even their most basic and budget product ranges. Such are often the routes to 
markets that Irish famers find themselves supplying. Thus, farm assurance does not mean a price premium. 
 
Premium markets are, by definition, exclusive. Access requires far more than farm-assurance. It requires 
products that have been specifically produced to that market’s demands along with proof of conformity. 
 
It is therefore imperative that quality and origin schemes are recognized in Ireland as the means to access 
exclusive, premium-paying markets. The schemes do not have to be registered by the EU or the national 
government, but they must be recognized and accepted by the markets and the consumers they supply. 
 
Such schemes then operate to control how products are created and, probably, how much [without an 
element of volume control there is no exclusivity (a major problem with 50% only cattle breed schemes)]. 
 
With such schemes in place as primary promotional vehicles, the Government can then concentrate its 
export promotion work upon highly-differentiated, high-quality Irish products knowing that by doing so, 
the rewards should flow back through the supply chain to the processor and the farmer in rural Ireland.  
  

 products traceable to the farm of origin and to the use of specific farm practices 

 adding value to produce from HNV-landscape and environmental scheme farms 

 farm-to-fork supply-chains that are very transparent and have absolute integrity 

 ensuring that all product marketing claims and branding reflects on-farm reality 

 support producers to develop designated quality and origin schemes 

 award capital grants linked to quality and origin scheme membership 

 give system-change transition payments to encourage new members 

 offer continuous promotional support for designated origin products 

 promote its designated-origin products in high-value export markets 



FARM 2 FORK 2030 - a truly green farming, food and rural vision of Ireland 

 
 

- 59 - 

7. SUSTAINING DYNAMIC RURAL COMMUNITIES 
 
Ireland’s agriculture is about family-owned farms managed and worked by the family with little hired help. 
Preserving the family farm is central to this 2030 vision. A high standard of living expectation and a small 
size nevertheless act against their survival without family-income sources that go beyond farming, as per: 
 

 
Small farms require multiple incomes sources. In regions where high-incomes are expected from small 
land holdings, farmers often add value through artisan processing, are active in agrotourism, or work off 
farm in their local communities. Rural and agricultural development is then about more than farming.  
 
These land/income constraints are why Ireland should look to Europe’s mountain regions for ideas about 
farming/food/tourism models. Ireland looks to New Zealand which has different resources constraints. 
 

7.1 COMMUNITIES BUILT ON FARMING AND FOOD 
 
Farming and food must remain central to a rural vision. Typical food expenditure is now below 10% [with 
farming’s share only circa 2%] but that does not change the situation. It is about the c. 6-7% in the middle.  
 
Beyond the 6%, it is about offering consumers products that they are willing to pay a premium for and/or 
selling them products within a retail environment that in itself adds an experience-value to the product. 
 
The above contrasts to years of agri-food development focused upon centralizing food processing, often 
away from rural areas. Rural communities no longer have raw materials to add value to or for job creation. 
 
Chapters 5 and 6 are about reaching domestic and international consumers. They gave recommendations 
that will begin to regenerate rural communities around farming that is integrated with high-values foods. 
 

  

 returns from cooperative processing 

 earned income from processing jobs 

 a dynamic local employment market 

 income from farming-linked services 

 on-farm processing to enhance value 

 on-farm non-farming diversifications 
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THE BROADER RURAL DEVELOPMENT CONTEXT 
 
Frequently it is the agri-supply / service sectors that provide many rural dwellers with [often] off-farm jobs. 
However, as such they are an ‘overhead cost’ in an industry that aspires to being globally competitive. 
 
This must change and rural employment must be refocused towards ADDING-VALUE to farm produce. 
 
It is about adding value and ensuring that the added value rewards the farmer and primary food producer. 
 
i) PROVIDING LOCAL PEOPLE WITH ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES IN FOOD  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
ii) ATTRACTING NEW PEOPLE INTO RURAL-BASED FOOD AND FARMING 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Policy often pre-supposes generational land succession. It is, however, a major problem for those entering 
the industry from outside. Land access needs to be addressed per se but especially so for new entrants.  
 
* food safety rules can limit on-farm tourism/recreation options. A balance needs to be struck to ensure that they do not. Public 
liability insurance is a further issue that can constrain income-generating activities on farm. A low-cost provision of such is needed. 

 

 offer grants to rural-based food businesses who generate employment 

 ensure that bureaucratic costs do not deter and close food businesses  

 address, within the bounds of feasibility, local infrastructure shortfalls 

 support innovations when the products add-value within rural regions 

 back innovation when the products add-value inside the farmer’s gate 

 assist in the formation of designated origin schemes for local products 

 focus on the right balance of technology and artisan-type employment 

 develop strategies that make employment-creation a profitable choice 

 clarify what inhibits new entrants to farming and the local food sector 

 ensure that fair market returns can make farming economically viable 

 develop a food industry that can offer attractive salaries to employees 

 support businesses so they can offer stable, less seasonal employment 

 endorse business structures that provide equitable rewards to all staff 

 mitigate* the constraints that inhibit agro-tourism and agro-recreation 
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iii) INCREASING LAND AVAILABILITY FOR NEW ENTRANTS TO FARMING 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
SMALL-SCALE ENERGY GENERATION AS AN INCOME SOURCE 

 
Energy generation should be significant income stream for rural communities. It should be supported in 
the context of it being smaller-scale, privately-owned and as an employment generator for rural regions. 
 

 
 
The capability to sell surplus energy into the national grid must be provided and grant support considered. 
 

  

 include any-age new entrants into young-farmer support schemes 

 appreciate what experienced career-changers can bring to farming 

 incentivise landowners who provide 15+ year tenancy agreements 

 offer greater tax incentives for the sale / leasing of land to entrants 

 formulate and promote multiple-generational farming partnerships 

 investigate mechanisms to prioritize farmers within the land market 

 encourage local authorities to supply land for market-garden leases  

 ensure planning for farming infrastructure suits a changing industry 

 include smaller-scale farming for food as a ‘local-needs’ justification 

 allow house-construction planning flexibility on new small-holdings 

 Anaerobic digestors to process energy from animal slurry must be a priority, not least because it may 
be of far wider value by destroying pathogens and breaking down animal-health-product residues. AD 
should also leave a residual that is better for soil health than the undigested original animal ‘waste’. 

 Food waste is an AD feedstock option. Farming-grown feedstocks should be considered with caution 
and they should only come from regenerative agriculture. As a rule, care must be taken over what is 
harvested from soil-regenerating nutrient cycles so AD agri-feedstocks are likely to be a non-starter. 

 Biomass grown on farms should be judged in light of its soil-carbon footprint and nutrient leakages. 

 Native woodland coppicing and timber harvesting should be assessed as renewable energy options. 

 Simple solutions then include solar panels on farm buildings and small-scale, on-farm wind turbines. 
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7.2 MULTI-TASKING WITHIN IRELAND’S UPLANDS 
 
Upland farming is usually about grazing ruminants. In terms of productive efficiency, it is rarely more than 
poor. The financial returns from such farming, even after support payments, are also poor. But still there 
are famers who determinately continue. Is it, nonetheless, time to rethink food production in the uplands? 
 

LAND STEWARDSHIP AND PREMIUM FOODS 
 
There is often an assumption that economic viability in regions that are naturally disadvantaged from an 
agricultural perspective means that farming must be supported by the tax payer. Ultimately, direct farming 
support for farmers working in areas with natural constraints* [and their designation] is a political decision. 
 
The priority should, nevertheless, be to ensure that market-derived income from the farm products sold 
is a significant income source even if public-good, landscape-stewardship payments are still a necessity.  
 
In this context, proposals have been made in chapter 5 about supporting local food processing and supply-
chain developments [to ensure their presence] to enable upland farmers to access local and Irish markets. 
 
In chapter 6 it was about creating location and/or landscape-specific designated-origin schemes [official 
or otherwise] to allow small-scale producers to consolidate produce for sale into premium export markets.  
 
Whether it is for local or export markets, it is about renown products. These can create income for farmers 
and processors, local work, and enhance the region’s reputation as an amenity and tourism destination. 
 
Government must ensure that upland food producers have effective routes to market for their products. 

 

  

UPLAND SHEEP 
        - WHERE TO NOW? 
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NICHE PRODUCTS AND HERITAGE BREEDS IN THE UPLANDS 
 
Upland farming in Ireland needs to look to the mountain and upland regions of Europe for inspiration. It is 
about niche-market, identified-with-the-landscape food products, tourism / agro-tourism and recreation. 
 

IS SPECIALIST CHEESE IN FRANCE ONLY A NICHE-MARKET PRODUCT? 

 
The use of specific breeds can add significantly to the product characteristics. The native Kerry, Dexter, 
Droimeann and Irish Moil are all hardier upland breeds. Their immediate future lies as the foundation of 
niche, premium dairy and beef products from the uplands. Reviving the Dairy Shorthorn is another option. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE UPLANDS NEED ROUTES TO MARKETS AND PRODUCTS 

 goat and sheep milk/cheese production in France is often mountain and upland focused 

 France’s ‘niche’ goat/sheep cheese volume is nearly 60% of Ireland’s cheese production 

 the Roquefort blue sheep-milk cheese is France’s second most popular speciality cheese 

 annually production of Roquefort is about 10% of Ireland’s total cow-cheese production 

 promote the creation of specialist foods using traditional breeds as a core characteristic 

 connect the specific food products to landscape or high-nature-value land management 

 kick-start upland foods with on-farm or local artisan-scale food-processing facility grants 

 a network of small-scale local abattoirs and butchers is an imperative for upland regions 

 grant aid should be considered to link food products to agrotourism with visitor centres 

DROIMEANN AND KERRY COWS 
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UPLAND FARMING AND UPLAND LANDSCAPES 
 
The role of sheep farming in the uplands is controversial. For some sheep over-graze and degrade whole 
landscapes. For others, they maintain a ‘cultural’ landscape to look the way they have come to expect. For 
the upland farming communities, sheep may underpin a way of life, albeit it may not be a lucrative one. 
 
From a policy perspective it is important that grazing ruminants are seen as a multi-functional strategic 
resource. It is about how and where they are utilized, how they are managed, and what they are kept for. 
 
If measured for food production alone, sheep may be more effective on lowland farms restoring soils. 
 
Sheep may, however, be considered necessary to manage some upland landscapes. It may also be the case 
that shepherding practices have to change to better integrate sheep with environmental management. 
 
The importance of sheep in landscape management is illustrated by the Herdwick sheep in the English Lake 
Districts. They are considered vital to the preservation of an iconic landscape.  ‘Lakeland Herdwick’ is the 
name given to lamb or mutton derived from pure bred Herdwick sheep born, raised and slaughtered in 
Cumbria. It has EU Protected Designated Origin status. Wool and wool insulation are also origin-linked. 
 
It may be that cattle better fulfil the upland grazing role. Further work still needs to be done to identify 
the balance and to clearly identify what is the public service [aka public good] element of upland grazing. 
 

PAYING FARMERS FOR LAND STEWARDSHIP SERVICES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In addition to landscape-management, farming may be about public services as per: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

All of the above are public goods which upland farmers should be rewarded for in their wider ‘beyond food 
producers’ role. They reflect a situation where upland farming must adapt to mirror Society’s future needs.  
 
It is important that the multiple role of upland farmers is then effectively communicated to wider society. 

 switch the emphasis from direct farming support to land stewardship 

 payment must be made according to pre-agreed performance targets 

 evaluate which grazing practices are best to maintain HNV landscapes 

 upland farms have an important role in downstream flood prevention 

 changing farming activities to retain more water in upland catchments 

 employing grazing practices to target sequestering and storing carbon 

 adapting farming to restore and/or maintain environmental hot-spots 
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BEYOND THE ROLE OF FOOD PRODUCERS 
 

i) ONGOING FOOD PRODUCTION IN THE UPLANDS 
 
Ruminants in the uplands will have a role in food production. It must, nonetheless, be about premium food 
products, be they from sheep, cattle or deer. Where ‘calf-at-hoof’ calves are raised on upland farms for 
lowland finishing, it must still be to produce an end premium product of known and fully-traceable origin.  
It is vital that the net GHG emissions from upland-grazing are understood. Carbon credits may become 
attainable but output value per GHG emission will be important. Beyond climate change, the role of grazing 
and delivering other upland conservation services must be appreciated and paid for as ‘public goods’. 
 

ii) UPLAND GRAZING TO SUPPLY NATURAL FIBRES 
 
In the context of a 2030 timeframe, wool as a natural fibre must be reassessed. Artificial fibres are often 
fossil-fuel based, non-biodegradable and add to plastics pollution. Cotton also has major environmental 
question marks. Other plant-based alternatives exist but many are in the infancy of their development. 
They will also have a soil-carbon footprint. Hence it is vital that ruminant-provided natural fibres return to 
be a prominent supplier of the textile industry and, in a climate-change context, a supplier of insulation. 
 

iii) NATIVE WOODLANDS IN THE UPLAND REGIONS 
 
Forestry is seen as a way to mitigate climate change. The common use of softwood monocultures does, 
however, have other environmental and biodiversity downsides. It must be about native woodland. Where 
this is established it should include the creation of small farm woodlands, coppices [for wood products] 
and open woodland pastures. Agroforestry has a major role to play. Native woodland is about natural 
products, energy, and both animal and plant-based foods. This applies as equally to upland woodlands. 
 

iv) WATER CATCHMENT AND FLOOD MANAGEMENT 
 
With the climate becoming more turbulent, upland river-catchment management to prevent downstream 
flooding is vital. With so much of the uplands farmed, there is a clear link between farming systems and 
flood prevention. In some cases, it may be necessary to change land use. If so, the role of the farmer may 
change. Flood prevention may then be an alternative income stream. With imagination, it does not have 
to preclude food production, even if it is not based upon extensive grazing. Farming system choice has to 
be integrated with provision of a public-good and the farmer becomes both a farmer and a land manager. 
 

v) TOURISM AND RECREATION IN THE UPLANDS 
 
Tourism and recreation provide income and employment in the uplands. Farming contributes through its 
landscape management role. This may have to be more clearly acknowledged as a public service. Tourism 
should also benefit from the creation of landscape-based, premium food products. The food can become 
synonymous with [and hence promote] a region. Typically, landscape, food and farming are integrated 
together by agrotourism. It should be proactively developed to support the viability of upland family farms. 
 
* ‘areas of natural constraint’ are not always dominated by high-nature-value land. Within the EU there are regions designated as 
having severe natural constrains [limited rainfall] where irrigated agriculture is practiced on lands that are degraded of nature. 
Whereas there could be reasons to support such, policy should differentiate between naturally-constrained and HNV landscapes. 
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8. TAXPAYERS, TRANSITION AND GOVERNMENT 
 
The average cost to the EU citizen [not just taxpayers] of the Common Agricultural Policy in 2017 was €115. 
In Ireland, no longer a net recipient of EU funds, it was €323. To this can be added another €226 per person 
of direct funds allocated in Dublin, thus giving a total of €549. It might be the highest level in the World. 
 
The allocation of funds by a government are political decisions made to support strategic objectives. In 
this case the objectives have been the export of dairy produce, beef and lamb and the preservation of the 
rural economy. Nonetheless, does this represent good value to the Irish taxpayer in light of the: 

 
Further, who are the major beneficiaries of Ireland’s exports? Is it farmers, rural communities, the Irish 
food consumer or the taxpayer? Or is the benefit harvested by exporter-processors or, as happens in the 
much-lauded infant-formula sector, the multi-nationals who own the intellectual property including the 
consumer-facing brands? It can be argued that the beneficiaries of Irish taxpayer support are UK retailers 
and/or UK consumers. A cost benefit-analysis of Ireland’s tax spend on agri-food would be revealing. 
 
In light of the above, a reorientation of Ireland’s agri-food policy is, therefore, justified and long overdue. 
 

RE-ORIENTATION OF IRISH AGRI-FOOD POLICY 
 
At present Ireland allocated about 20% of its CAP funds to its Rural Development Programme. Austria, for 
example, allocates nearly 44%. Hence, there is already scope to re-orientate CAP funds from direct support 
to a wider range of rural development and environmental priorities. It is possible that a ‘renationalized’ 
CAP will allow even greater scope. Well managed, the change should not be detrimental to farm incomes. 
 
After decades of farming-support payments, a transitionary period [of a CAP budgetary period of seven 
years] with tapered transition payments would be preferable to allow all parties to adjust to a new regime.  
 
A key objective will be to break the linkage between food production and annual payments. Farm incomes 
must be derived from the consumer and market mechanisms must operate to transfer that proportion of 
the end-user price that ensures that the farmer is adequately recompensed for the resources s/he employs 
and the production risks taken. Public payments made to farmers must only be for services rendered or to 
deliver change related to policy objectives. Hence, a priority must be products and market development. 
 
Into the long-term, any annual payments must usually relate to the deliverance of environmentally linked 
services. These might relate to, for example, climate-change mitigation, river-catchment management, 
ecological hot-spot management or landscape preservation. They must not be linked to food production. 
 

a) high food imports required to provide the Irish people with basic dietary needs and food diversity, 

b)   externalized costs of producing for export [pollution of air/water, GHG’S and likely emission taxes], 

c)   import costs of feeds, fertilizers, fuel and machinery [with their externalized environmental costs]? 
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NEW PRINCIPLES FOR ALLOCATING FUNDING 
 
It is proposed that new principles govern how payments are made to both farming and food supply-chain 
entities and rural communities under a new Irish-specific, green farming, food and rural policy. They are: 

 
Hence, going forwards, it is proposed that direct farming-related payments are given as tapered payments 
to encourage specific farming-system change. These must be tapered as the changes should, in time, 
substitute one productive farming system for another. The market should provide the returns needed to 
reward the farmer for adopting the change. Conversion-to-organic-farming payments provide a case-in-
point. They offer ‘compensation’ for yield falls during conversion and because produce cannot be sold as 
‘organic’ until conversion is complete. The change-rational used for organic farming should be used with, 
for example, adopting zero-tillage arable, planting orchards, or establishing mixed agro-forestry systems. 
 
It is proposed that the emphasis then moves from annual payments to providing capital grants to facilitate 
farming and food system change. These could be in the form of grants for initial capital investments and 
capital allowances for asset renewal. Such a methodology would promote changes that directly focus upon 
policy-desired deliverables whilst not putting in place any long-term food-production subsidies. Capital 
grant availability must not be limited to farming and they should be available to encourage any investment 
that is deemed necessary to remove bottlenecks from within the entire farm-to-fork food supply-chain. 
 

  

a)   that they compensate farmers and land managers for income forgone during a period of change 

b)   they must be tapered through a transition phase to allow businesses to adjust to changed policy 

c)   they reward farmers and / or land managers for achieving defined public-interest-targeted goals 

d)   that may pay those delivering ‘public goods’ for income forgone plus an incentive if appropriate 

e)   they provide capital investment grants to encourage changes on farms and in routes to markets 

f)    that payments can be made to those outside the farm-gate to remove supply-chain bottlenecks  

ZERO-TILLAGE SEEDER 
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MARKETING AND SALES PROMOTIONS 
 
Into the future, the Irish farmers who decide to change from just producing raw materials for processors 
will have to be far more attuned to consumer demands. What they produce on farm and how they produce 
it will be key. At present, marketing and sales are undertaken by the primary or secondary processors.  
 
It is only through the operation of farm-assurance schemes [aka QA schemes] that there is any connection 
between the farmer and consumer, albeit that they are now frequently obligatory for access to a market. 
As a consequence, for the majority of farmers the baseline farm-assurance scheme will have to continue.  
 
If small-scale farmers [as for small-scale food processors] are to thrive, product sales at an enhanced price 
are an imperative. This means directly producing a differentiated product or selling to those who produce 
such. In the decade to 2030 a shift from commodities to products can be expected. Traceability and supply-
chain integrity will be necessary and that will require more sophisticated designated-origin QA schemes.  
 
With a farm-to-fork policy targeting a move to consumer-facing products from farm-assured commodities, 
what will be required from centrally-funded marketing and sales promotion will change. It will need to: 
 

 

 

  

 provide detailed consumer market information to individual / smaller-scale product producers 

 support to identify product opportunities and to understand the specifications of the products 

 help create and define products, establish traceability schemes and develop product identities 

 offer promotional assistance for sales into local, domestic and premium international markets 
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RESEARCH AND ADVISORY  
 
Over the last half-a century, research and development has moved from the farm. As it has become more 
about science, innovation has been taken out of the hands of farmers and they have become reliant on 
third-parties for their technological advances. They are technologies manufactured outside the farm-gate. 
 
Some external inputs have major natural resource and environmental costs, while the effectiveness of 
some is in decline as natural resistances rises. As a consequence, food systems must now [swiftly] become 
less reliant on off-farm technical solutions. Science will then provide the supporting ‘emergency tool kit’.  
 
A reduction in external input use will have commercial consequences for suppliers and their research and 
development. New inputs may be too expensive to develop and bring to market. Given the food security 
consequence of such a loss, robust food systems now need extensive public funding of farming research. 
 
Reducing farming’s reliance on some current farm inputs does not mean turning away from innovation 
and technology. For example, precision farming techniques should reduce the usage of and reliance upon 
fertilisers and pesticides. Plant breeding will also play a similar role. Plant breeding will itself remain crucial. 
 
The development of resilient food systems will mean a return to farming techniques that utilize on-farm 
resources and this will place a different emphasis on farm management and husbandry. To a degree, this 
will mean lower-tech approaches that will allow a return to on-farm research and farming innovation.  
 
Research focused on regenerative agriculture or soils restoration or farming to sequester carbon is often 
been done outside the mainstream. It is often farm-based, farmer-led, or undertaken by individuals. This 
reflects how, throughout most of history, farmers have innovated and driven technological development, 
grounded upon their own informal research. The research was no less valuable for its humble origins.  
  
To encourage and support farmers to find solutions for themselves in what are rapidly changing times, the 
Government must ensure that farmer-led research groups have access to funding sources and it must 
support the dissemination of on-farm research results. It may lack academic rigour but it will be dynamic. 
 
Note: many specific research requirements are listed throughout this vision paper. 
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AGRICULTURAL EDUCATION 
 
To accompany a future re-orientation of farming and food policy, substantial adjustments to agricultural 
education are suggested; be it taught in schools, colleges or universities. These are: 
 

 

As farming and food production is entering an era of profound change education must provide the next 
generation with the skills needed. Consumers and regulators will demand food products that are produced 
to different standards, many of which will require farming in tune with nature. Finite fossil fuels and GHG 
reductions will alter the resources available and agriculture systems will have to be adapted accordingly. 
 
To meet the challenges, agricultural education will have to refocus towards ‘Agricultural Ecology’. The 
following is an indication of what could be included in an agricultural ecology course at schools: 
 
 
1.      Agriculture and farmland biodiversity 

 native flora and fauna found of our farmlands  primary types of agricultural animal and plant  

 orchard fruit and nuts, berries and vegetables  supplementary or forgotten plants for grazing  

  
2. Farm systems in harmony with nature 

 organic farming and its underlying principles  regenerative agriculture and recent progress  

 traditional mixed farming with crop rotations  integrating woodlands and farming together 

  
3.  Soils are the foundations of agriculture 

 the lifeforms to be found within farmed soils  nutrient cycles and agricultural crop nutrition  

 how plants and soil-living organisms interact  natural approaches to enhancing soil fertility 

  
4. Animal production in tune with nature 

 free-range and outdoors-living farm animals  animal health without routine interventions 

 pastures and grazing and conserving forages  adopting the highest animal-welfare systems 

 providing supplementary feeding to animals  integrating the farm animal species together   

 

 ‘agro-ecology’ has to be developed to stand alongside chemistry-weighted agriculture science 

 a soils-first philosophy and soil biology as a subject must underwrite all agricultural education 

 understanding farming’s need for diversity and integrating biodiversity with farming activities 

 husbandry skills must be emphasized over the prophylactic use of chemistry-based ‘solutions’ 

 farm management skills need to be geared to multi-enterprise farms and not specialized units 

 entrepreneurial skills to develop farm businesses that are market led will become a necessity 
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5. Plant production in tune with nature 

 converting sunlight energy to carbohydrates  reducing artificial methods in plant nutrition 

 benefits of crop diversity and using rotations  multi-species pastures and rotational grazing 

 cover crops and minimum tillage techniques  conventional grazing management methods 

 employing beneficial insects for pest control  manure and compost to feed soils and crops  

 
6. Growing crops to produce our foods 

 producing grains used for our food and drinks  growing crops for pressing into vegetable oils 

 peas, beans and alternative, novel food crops  harvesting fruits and nuts within agro-forestry 

 vegetables that may be grown on a field scale  utilizing only the by-products for animal feed 

 
7. Milk and meat and fibre production 

 the principles of milk production from cows  alternate grazing species for meat production 

 using alternative species for producing milk   wool is a natural and fully biodegradable fibre 

 the pasture-based approach to raising beef  pasture-fed and naturally-woodland-kept pigs 

 lamb and hogget raised on diverse pastures  keeping poultry at pasture for eggs and meat 
 

8. Farming’s potential negative impacts 

 on lifeforms to be found within farmed soils  limiting the food available to farmland wildlife 

 from polluting water and degrading habitats  greenhouse gas emissions and nutrient losses 
 

9. Artisan and smaller-scale processing 

 on-farm milk-processing choices to add-value  local meat processing offers multiple benefits 

 community-processing of local farm produce  producing local ingredients for local products 
 

10. Selling the products to the consumer 

 selling products at the local farmers’ market  selling premium products to distant markets 

 alternative direct sales routes to consumers  the importance of cooperation to producers 
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A.  FARMING SECTOR BY SECTOR OBSERVATIONS 
 

A.1 GRASSLAND MANAGEMENT REVIEW 
 
A conventional grassland management approach involves the frequent low-residual grazing and cutting of 
shallow-rooting, near-monoculture, typically-ryegrass swards that are ‘plant-fed’ with artificial nitrogen 
and untreated liquid animal wastes and which need to be regularly reseeded due to their poor persistence. 
 

ARE PASTURES CURRENTLY LACKING DIVERSITY? 

 
IS THEIR TOO MUCH RELIANCE ON ARTIFICIAL NITROGEN? 

 

 is the use of limited plant diversity now being seen as a major weakness in agricultural systems? 

 are near-monocultures more productive or more profitable than deeper-rooting diverse swards? 

 does a lack of deep-rooting plants in a sward mean it can’t naturally access deep-level minerals? 

 does the poor access to deep-soil minerals mean that more mined fertilizers have to be bought? 

 if ryegrass monocultures contain few nitrogen-fixing legumes do they have higher fertilizer costs? 

 do shallow-rooting swards increases yield-vulnerability to drought and have poorer trafficability? 

 do plant monocultures impact on farmed-soil-based food chains for insects, birds and mammals? 

 what is the impact of providing a narrow-plant-species diet on rumen and general animal health? 

 if animals are able to self-medicate by naturally selecting plants, is a broader diversity called for? 

 is grass production too reliant on the heavy usage of fossil-fuel-based artificial nitrogen fertilizer? 

 how profitable will the current system be when the nitrogen derogation finally comes to its end? 

 do nitrogen fertilizers inhibit the soil microbe/plant relationship and create nitrogen dependency? 

 how inefficient are nitrogen fertilizers when it comes to the plant’s actual utilization of applied N? 

 how significant are grassland-used nitrogen fertilizers as a pollutant of rivers, lakes and aquifers?  

 just how inefficient are nitrogen fertilizers from a climate-change, greenhouse gases perspective? 

 how efficient is a heavily-N-fertilized and shallow-rooting ryegrass-sward at sequestering carbon? 

 what is the impact of high artificial-N use on soil organism health and biodiversity’s’ food chains? 
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 IS THERE A GRASSLAND SYSTEM AND ANTHELMINTIC CONNECTION? 

 
IS IT TIME THAT ‘PERMANENT’ PASTURE MEANT PERMANENT? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 is there a connection between near-to-the-soil grazing practices and internal parasite circulation? 

 can grazing to 4 cm and short-rotations create a system dependent on parasite-control products? 

 does the common-place use of untreated slurry aid the life-cycle circulation of internal parasites? 

 will parasites’ growing resistance to anthelmintics force a grassland management system rethink? 

 what is the impact of anthelmintics on the health of soil organisms and biodiversity’s food chains? 

 is the nitrogen / anthelmintics / sward-desiccation fusion leading to grassland’s biodiversity loss? 

 is short rotation grazing to 4 cm destroying roots and plants and giving rise to regular reseeding? 

 is frequent reseeding using glyphosate and tillage damaging to the soil health and soil structure? 

 is the nitrogen / anthelmintics / sward-desiccation fusion leading to grassland’s biodiversity loss? 

 does regular reseeding nullify ‘permanent pasture’ status and also reduce carbon sequestration? 
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DESIRABLE GRASSLAND MANAGEMENT PRINCIPLES 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE FUTURE FOCUS FOR GRASSLANDS RESEARCH 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 review the literature on the symbiotic relationship between plants and soil microbes 

 research the potential for maintaining productivity without imported agro-fertilizers 

 investigate the potential for deep-rooting plants to source a pasture’s mineral needs 

 see how adaptive multi-paddock grazing can be best employed in a maritime climate 

 evaluate parasite infestation when long-grass grazing and when long-rotation grazing 

 establish what impact the routine usage of animal health products has on soil health 

 find plants that may have anti-parasitic properties as per sainfoin or birds-foot trefoil 

 classify the pasture and hedgerow species that enable farm animals to self-medicate  

 identify alternatives to cattle housing that leads to the spreading of untreated slurry 

 evaluate the cost-saving and marketing-benefit of lower-input multi-species pastures 

 determine the pasture-management approach most effective at sequestering carbon 

 assess ruminant methane output when grazing multi-species versus ryegrass pastures 

 compare results from the above grazing systems with those from grain-fed ruminants 

 use management practices to improve soil-health first and utilize Nature’s productivity 

 decrease applications of artificial nitrogen fertiliser by 7% each year from 2020 to 2030 

 adopt sward compositions and management approaches that will minimize nitrate loss 

 use deep-rooting plant species able to improve the soil structure to far greater depths 

 establish deep-rooting plants that can naturally extract minerals from deep soil strata 

 improve drought resilience by using species mixtures that include deep-rooting plants 

 select mixtures that improve soil structure, water retention, drainage and trafficability 

 focus on extending sward persistency to minimize the use of tillage-needing reseeding 

 attain a situation where ‘permanent pasture’ actually does mean permanent pastures 

 provide diverse-species pastures containing medicinal herbs to improve animal health 

 implement practices to integrate biodiversity and pastures rather than separate them 

 recognize that hedgerows may also provide species-diversity for grazing farm animals  
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A.2 IRISH QUALITY BEEF 
 
The following only relates to suckler-reared beef calves finished primarily / entirely on pastures / forages. 
Beyond where novel dairy systems and indigenous and dual-purpose dairy breeds are in use, finishing dairy-
bred calves and, specifically, finishing cattle in feedlots is considered to be a commercial business decision 
and the sector is beyond the remit of this truly green farming, food and rural vision of Ireland policy paper.  
 
Irish beef farming and, in particular, its suckler sector is in a state of perpetual crisis. It is unsurprising given 
that it is dominated by small-scale farms while the beef it produces is mostly sold as a generic ‘Irish beef’ 
commodity. Its primary export markets are indicative of the situation; minced-beef products destined for 
the budget and standard product lines of Asda, Sainsbury and Tesco in the UK and the ‘burger chains’. 
 
As there is so little market differentiation there are few opportunities for farmers to enhance their farm-
gate price through selling a product tailored to the demands of discerning, premium-paying consumers. 
 
To alter the fortunes of Irish beef farming needs change. Farmers need to know the specifications of what 
high-end markets want, to configure their farming to meet those demands, and to have routes to markets 
which also return consumer-paid price premiums back to farmers in the form of higher farm-gate prices. 
 
Focusing on suckler-reared beef will produce beef for markets where consumers demand that farmers rear 
their calves in a specific way. In addition, pasture management, eco-friendly practices, locality, and local 
slaughter should be specified. Provenance is crucial and that requires processing facilities that are able to 
give start-to-end traceability; a flexibility not typical of major meat factories. The lack of small-scale, local 
abattoirs are a major inhibitor to farmers supplying high-value, rewarding-to-the-farmer, niche markets. 
 

FROM A MARKET PERSPECTIVE 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 create premium beef products that meet high-end consumer demand 

 rear meat that is globally recognized for its taste and texture qualities 

 sell Irish beef as products that have unique and diverse characteristics 

 establish new routes-to-market that are fully farmer-group controlled 

 increase product value-added that is attributable to on-farm activities 

 ensure local-to-farm slaughter and process in the local rural economy 

 support local abattoirs to improve animal welfare and to lessen stress   

 ultimately safeguard products with EU designated-origin registrations 
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WAYS TO DIFFERENTIATE BEEF 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CLIMATE CHANGE MITIGATIONS 

 
 

 

 focus on traceable suckler-reared cattle from smaller-scale, traditional family-farms 

 expand Ireland’s usage of the Pasture-for-Life standard for 100% herbage-fed cattle 

 focus on pasture-reared / pasture-finished beef that is naturally higher in omega-3s 

 utilize the characteristics of specific beef-cattle breeds to create alternate products 

 with breed-specific schemes use 75% or 100% pure-bred to control scheme volumes 

 incorporate locality- / landscape-specific designations to offer unique selling points 

 create eco-friendly-farming scheme rules to product-link cattle and arable together 

 recognize that cattle have a major role in soil humus creation and building soil carbon 

 integrate cattle and arable farming to regenerate / maintain soil organic matter levels 

 employ the grassland management practices that will maximize carbon sequestration 

 aim to produce near-to 100% pasture-fed beef that is better than [net] carbon-neutral 

 emphasis generating the maximum farm-gate output value per unit of GHG emissions 

 identify the relationships between cattle-methane emissions and pasture species mix 

 use housing systems that create compost and generate bio-energy from the manures 

 maximize grazing seasons and feed locally-grown grains [if any] and food by-products 

 offset CC-mitigation costs by targeting carbon credits for functioning as a carbon sink 
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FARM PRODUCTION CHANGES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FUNDING RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 essential to operate to organic standards and/or regenerative agriculture principles 

 improve soil structure to allow longer grazing seasons and to minimize in-barn time 

 switch to ‘tall-grass-grazing’ [aka ‘mob-grazing’ or ‘adaptive-multi-paddock-grazing’] 

 keep those breeds best suited to premium-market demand and finishing on pasture 

 give cattle access to medicinal herbs found in species-rich pastures and hedgerows 

 consider out-wintering hardy cattle on ‘stock-piled’ forage or by using ‘bale grazing’ 

 develop upland-lowland farming partnerships to lowland fatten upland-born calves 

 if grains are fed ensure that they are local, traceable and from an ‘equivalent’ farm 

 build a strong back-story by focusing grazing systems on biodiversity enhancement 

 manage biodiversity hot-spots in a holistic ecological / farming / marketing system 

 support organic / regenerative farming change-over with tapered payments 

 offer grants to reseed ‘improved’ pasture with highly diverse seeds mixtures 

 use ecological payments to promote hedgerows for both grazing and shelter 

 provide ‘wayleaves’ for free-standing individual and clumps of pasture trees 

 offer breed-change-over support to switch to better-for-the-climate systems 

 fund research into composting barns and different bedding choices to straw  

 provide once-only market-led and product-driven breed-change-over grants 

 pay start-up grant aid to establish specific-product-focused producer-groups 

 provide grant aid to build new/refurbish abattoirs to create a local network 

 operate a public-good-funded food-safety service for smaller local abattoirs 

 pay a per carcass waste-disposal payment to small abattoirs and butcheries 

 fund a local butchers network to extend ‘local’ product reach across Ireland 
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A.3 MILK PRODUCTION 
 
The milk production model with its very strong focus upon grass utilization is widely regarded as efficient, 
low cost and ‘sustainable’. It should be a world-leader, but it has to recognize its need to change first.  
 
The dairy farming sector’s international comparative advantage is due to its long-growing season and the 
maritime country’s natural ability to grow grass. This comparative advantage is, nonetheless, negated by: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In addition to the above dairy-farming comparative disadvantages, there are the many questions listed in 
section A.1 to consider, the majority of which, at present, are externalities that do not appear on the farm 
accounts but are being increasingly recognized as appearing on Society’s and the Planet’s balance sheet.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 a highly fragmented land structure and immobile and expensive land market 

 a land constraint that means only a few farmers can reach a competitive size 

 a small-scale farming structure which needs heavy investment to reach scale 

 a fixed-cost farming base that fully reverses the lower cost of grass as a feed 

 a reliance on ever-rising-cost, imported, fossil-fuel-based nitrogen fertilizers  

 a 6 to 1 high-low monthly supply that leaves milk processing equipment idle 

 a production seasonality that limits the possibilities for adding value to milk 

 a farming system that creates a difficult-to-fill, very skewed labour demand 

 a low level of milk solids produced per person employed in milk production 

 a limited few farmers being able to reach internationally-competitive scale 

 a cohort of larger-scale fairy farms will not themselves build a critical mass 

MOUNT CONGREVE 
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FROM A MARKET PERSPECTIVE 
 
Since, and running up to the ending of EU milk quotas in 2015, the Irish farmer-owned dairy cooperatives 
invested heavily in additional milk processing capacity. A significant part of this has been to create dried 
products. It was an approach many other dairy industries around the World also took in reaction to Chinese 
market signals. As a consequence, such investment is not generating significant farm-gate-price benefits. 
It is now recognized that producing dried ingredients for infant formula manufacturers, does not either. 
 
Ireland now has sufficient capacity to produce dairy commodities, not least given that much new capacity 
lies idle for much of the year due to the dairy-farming focus on spring milk. The strategy must now focus 
on enhancing the farm-gate price and investing in routes to markets that deliver such. Henceforth:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
‘Sustainable’, ’grass-fed’ and ‘family farms’ are key terms in Irish dairy’s promotional strategy. Having set 
out its stall in terms of consumer expectations, it must make advances by taking the following actions: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 farmers must produce high-value-added products or supply their milk to those who do 

 the New Zealand commodity-milk model must be superseded by an EU product model 

 a proportion of farms need to change to a milk-for-consumer-products farming system 

 farmer-owned processing investment must be market-led as opposed to supply-driven 

 move beyond counting carbon emissions and establish broader performance indicators 

 drop the need for nitrogen derogations and focus upon overall nitrogen-use reductions 

 restore the lost biodiversity to within/on/above dairy’s farmland, not just at its margins 

 introduce a local-to-farm-cattle-feed policy and target moving towards 100% forage-fed 

 meet premium-market consumer expectations with 100% GMO-free feed-supply chains 

 stop the routine usage of animal-health products [not just if used in human health care] 

 end the practice of producing near worthless calves and the live-export of young calves 

 improve cow housing in the context of comfort and health and human safety [slurry gas] 

 develop stronger links between adopted on-farm practices and market-price premiums  

 sell products that deliver a farm-gate price that makes family farms economically viable 
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FARM MANAGEMENT CHANGES 
 
The following do not relate to grassland management which are included in Section A.1.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 recognize that small family farms are incompatible with sales to commodity markets 

 switch farm management philosophy from milk-supply-driven to product-market-led 

 rethink dairy farming systems in the context of increasing environmental constraints 

 see addressing environmental concerns as a new opportunity and not as detrimental 

 assess the potential to change systems to benefit from rising consumer expectations 

 recognize that farm-family-regeneration needs a go-ahead market-led farm business 

 review seasonality focus if change allows access to high-value product supply-chains 

 consider breed changes to produce particular premium milks for high-value products 

 in addition to say the Jersey or Kerry, evaluate the full potential of water buffalo milk 

 always give due care to ensuring that there is value in any dairy bull calves produced 

 see transparency and integrity as paramount when selling consumer-facing products 

 prioritize ‘green’ activities within a holistic farm-to-fork approach to producing food 

 understand the farmers’ major stewardship role in safeguarding all water resources 

 develop the farm, its pastures, woods, flora and fauna to showcase it to consumers 

 enhance hedgerows for shelter, for grazing, and to offer a medicinal-plant diversity 
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ENVIRONMENTAL FUNDING RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ANIMAL-WELFARE FUNDING RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
MARKET-LINKED FUNDING RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 support organic / regenerative farming change-over with tapered payments 

 use regenerative grazing practices to qualify for any available carbon credits 

 offer grants to reseed ‘improved’ pasture with highly diverse seeds mixtures 

 limit the use or schemes that perpetuate the farming and biodiversity divide 

 use ecological payments to promote hedgerows for both grazing and shelter 

 provide ‘wayleaves’ for free-standing individual and clumps of pasture trees 

 establish energy-capture grants to both process slurry and to create energy 

 grant aid on-farm power generation for farm-use and as an income stream 

 fund research into composting barns and different bedding choices to straw 

 provide capital grants for housing systems that produce compost or manure 

 consider annual support to encourage the growing of bedding-specific crops 

 offer grants to retro-fit roofs to outdoor cubicles if part of a ‘holistic’ change 

 give support to those developing calf-at-hoof dairies and dual-purpose herds 

 integrate dairy and beef initiatives to improve the quality of dairy-bred beef 

 support beef-sector projects that will end live cattle exports [bar to the UK] 

 pay start-up grant aid to establish specific-product-focused producer-groups 

 give market research and product-creation support to such producer-groups 

 offer similar support to individual famers and community-linked enterprises 

 give investment-grants for small-scale and local-to-farm processing facilities 

 aid route-to-market investment and product-consolidation for new products 

 provide once-only market-led and product-driven breed-change-over grants 

 operate a public-goods-funded food-safety service for small local processors 

 offer grants to install dairy-product vending machines for local communities 
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A.4 SHEEP AND GOATS 
 
The objective is to develop meat, milk and natural-fibre products from sheep, goats and alpacas using 
traditional farming and processing to create recognized-by-the-consumer, fully-traceable, ecologically-
friendly and primarily ‘herbage-fed’ products with some eventually registered as EU-designated-origin. 
 
Sheep farming is a very traditional upland farming activity and this was specifically discussed in Chapter 7.  
 

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 recognize that sheep have a major role in soil humus creation and building soil carbon 

 integrate sheep and arable farming to regenerate / maintain soil organic matter levels 

 seek to use regenerative farming systems that qualify for any available carbon credits 

 employ the grassland management practices that will maximize carbon sequestration 

 keep sheep and goats that are close to 100% pasture-fed and are [net] carbon-neutral 

 emphasis generating the maximum farm-gate output value per unit of GHG emissions 

 identify the relationships between sheep-methane emissions and pasture species mix 

 maximize grazing seasons and feed locally-grown grains [if any] and food by-products  

 objectively assess / re-think the role of sheep grazing in managing upland landscapes 

 re-evaluate the importance of sheep and goats as producers of ‘green’ natural fibres 

 as plastics give rising concern people will switch to natural fibres as the green choice 

 assess sheep and goat products in the context of their lower infrastructure demands 

ALPACA 

ANGORA 
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FROM A MARKET PERSPECTIVE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FARM PRODUCTION CHANGES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 essential to operate to organic standards and/or regenerative agriculture principles 

 recognize the role small-ruminant grazing can play in arable-ground soils-restoration 

 use sheep grazing in crop rotations for soil fertility and to suppress ‘resistant’ weeds 

 create upland-lowland farming partnerships to fatten upland raised lambs / hoggets 

 evaluate employing ‘tall-grass-grazing’ principles [‘adaptive-multi-paddock-grazing’] 

 consider out-wintering hardy sheep on ‘stock-piled’ forage or by using ‘bale grazing’ 

 keep those breeds best suited to premium-market demand and finishing on pasture 

 if grains are fed ensure that they are local, traceable and from a ‘regenerative’ farm 

 choose breeds and species that will provide the farm with a high-value fibre harvest 

 offer stock access to medicinal herbs found in species-rich pastures and hedgerows 

 implement varied internal-parasite-control strategies to minimize anthelmintics use 

 build a strong ‘back-story’ by focusing farming system on biodiversity enhancement 

 manage biodiversity ‘hot-spots’ in a holistic ecological / farming / marketing system 

 create sheep and goat products to meet high-end consumer demand 

 develop a meat product range that is broadly recognized as premium 

 sell meat products with a unique and diverse blend of characteristics 

 develop sustainable and fully-biodegradable, natural-fibre products 

 re-visit the market potential for a range of sheep/goat-milk products 

 ensure there is a diversity of farmer-group-owned routes-to-markets 

 link products to heritage, breed, landscape and locality, as applicable 

 highlight the very-low-to-zero antibiotic use on small-ruminant farms  

 increase the value-added generated inside the farm-gate by farmers 

 maximise local processing to create work and income in rural Ireland 

 ultimately safeguard products with EU designated-origin registration 
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FUNDING RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

 
 

 support organic / regenerative farming change-over with tapered payments 

 offer grants to reseed ‘improved’ pasture with highly diverse seeds mixtures 

 use ecological payments to promote hedgerows for both grazing and shelter 

 provide ‘wayleaves’ for free-standing individual and clumps of pasture trees 

 give annual payments if grazing is a landscape-management ‘public service’ 

 give annual payments if grazing is a biodiversity-hot-spot management tool 

 focus upland-farm support on adding value and delivering multiple benefits 

 provide once-only market-led and product-driven breed change-over grants 

 start-up / on-going grants for specific-product / landscape producer-groups 

 investment-grants to build new/refurbish abattoirs to establish local access 

 operate a public-good-funded food-safety service for smaller local abattoirs 

 pay a per carcass waste-disposal payment to small abattoirs and butcheries 

 fund a local butchers network to extend ‘local’ product reach across Ireland 
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A.5 ARABLE CROPS 
 
Ireland’s arable sector is small in area and in farm scale. Neither disadvantage can be offset by high yields, 
and especially when yields need high levels of agro-chemical inputs. The sector is dominated by feed-grain 
production, albeit Ireland is only c.40% self-sufficient. Animal proteins are nearly all imported. Thus, local 
prices are dictated by import prices. It is also so with malting barley and Ireland imports nearly all its flour. 
 
Irish arable farmers cannot succeed producing commodity grains. They will not succeed producing the raw 
materials for those who themselves produce commodities. Cheap for cheap does not equate with its scale. 
It is a fact that is reflected in its on-going poor profitability and its area contraction, and this has to change. 
 

FROM A MARKET PERSPECTIVE 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FARM PRODUCTION CHANGES 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 it is not for policy to stipulate markets or enterprise choices or define cropping rotations 

 needs to supply those who themselves produce high-value, very differentiated products 

 has to be integrated into totally traceable and recognized-as-Irish product supply-chains 

 to be acknowledged as a leader of [solely] ecologically-friendly produce is an imperative 

 must have the independently-owned infrastructure to supply small and local customers 

 requires support to identify market and product opportunities and how to supply them 

 essential to operate to organic standards or regenerative agriculture principles or both 

 interrogate all agro-chemical use for its impact on vital above and BELOW ground fauna 

 monitor against an initial baseline, soil water capacity, retention and rainfall percolation 

 evaluate against a defined baseline the health of the soil biome, water, flora and fauna 

 change to zero-tillage with only very occasional soil inversion for certain specific crops 

 maintain near 100% soil cover throughout the year by using diverse-species cover crops 

 utilize cover crops to enable living plant roots to perpetually exude carbon into the soil 

 integrate frequent ‘wildflower’ strips to provide beneficial predator / pollinator habitat 

 preserve hedgerows and species-rich wide field margins as habitat for beneficial fauna 

 use crop rotations with legumes and graze livestock on herbal leys to build soil fertility 

 ‘fatten’ pasture-fed upland-reared suckler calves and lambs on species-rich herbal leys 

 establish arable-grazing partnerships to enable flying herds/flocks to graze arable land 

 utilize crop rotations and diversity [and crop mixes] to control pests / diseases / weeds   
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MARKET-LED RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

MARKET-LED ACTIONS SUMMARY 
 

 

OVERALL VISION Arable farming must move away from producing feed grains for those producing lower value 
dairy and beef commodities and ‘standard-grade’ pig and poultry products. Arable farming now 
needs to focus on using organic farming and/or conservation agriculture and/or regenerative 
agriculture practices and it must sell its product with full traceability back to the on-farm usage 
of such practices. Its produce must be sold to those who will add significant value and who will 
pay a premium for their high-quality raw materials. Alternatively, it must be processed on-farm 
to add value and/or it must be sold directly to the consumer to create an enhanced return. 

OPPORTUNITIES Processed grains and flours from wheat and oats and ancient grains like spelt and buckwheat 

A diversity of prepared malts from barley and wheat for small breweries and micro-distilleries 

Novel grains like quinoa, pulses and oilseeds to deliver locally-grown plant-based food options 

Natural plant-based fibres [i.e. flax for linen, jute and hemp] for the issues-aware textile sector  

Organic cereals and proteins for organic farmers producing premium-value livestock products 

A variety of pasture-fed animal products originating from soil-fertility-building rotational leys  

GRANT SUPPORT  On-farm dryers and small-volume segregated storage to allow specialist crop handling 

On-farm or farmer group cleaning / grading machinery for cereals, oilseeds and pulses  

Maltings and equipment for specialist malt production for small brewers and distillers 

Milling equipment for flours for baking and to process grains for breakfast cereals etc. 

Packaging design / branding, packaging, packing equipment and retail merchandising 

On-farm or producer group feed mills and storage for ecologically-grown animal feeds 

Grazing infrastructure so arable farmers can graze soil-fertility-building rotational leys 

Mobile milking parlours for cows, sheep and goats to enable milking on rotational leys 

On-farm or producer group drying/cleaning/grading/packing machinery for seed crops  

 grant aid drying and storage infrastructure to allow farmers to sell to diverse markets 

 support producer groups who focus on consumer products and specific supply chains 

 give capital grants to create routes-to-market [i.e. small flour / feed mills or maltings] 

 acknowledge that arable’s markets are about minimum-to-zero agrochemical farming 

 fund research into regenerative, organic plant-only farming to supply specific markets 

 close the loop between market-research, on-farm practices and farm-system research 

 only direct funding for arable research towards consumer-accepted farming-practices 

 recognize that arable’s niche-market nature must dictate how support-funding is used 
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SUPPORTING FARM-SYSTEM CHANGE 

 
 

  

 support organic / regenerative farming change-over with tapered-over-time funding 

 fund farmer-led, practical organic / regenerative farming research / demonstrations 

 government to give support for plant breeding for ‘husbandry-first’ farming systems 

 prioritize research into multi-species, multi-functional cover crops that ‘feed the soil’ 

 annually support seeds for wildflower strips/margins and species-rich covers and leys 

 target research towards understanding the impact of all agro-chemicals on soil health 

 strongly fund research into zero-tillage farming that operates without using herbicide 

 offer a tapered-over-time payment to support arable farmers changing to zero-tillage 

 grant fund the machinery needed for mechanically-ending / seeding into cover crops 

 provide a scrappage scheme for policy-obsoleted traditional-tillage farming machinery 

 grant aid grazing livestock infrastructure [water/mobile coops/fences] for arable land 
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A.6 PIGS AND POULTRY 
 
The following largely relates to pigs and poultry kept in extensive systems where the animals or birds have 
access to the outdoors. Rearing pigs and poultry in confinement is considered to be a commercial business 
decision and the sectors are beyond the remit of this truly green farming, food and rural vision policy paper.  
 
Pigs and poultry in confined animal feeding operations rely on feed grown elsewhere. In some countries 
they are found in their ‘grain belt’, in others close to major ports; the Netherland being the case in point. 
Ireland falls between the two and there is little rational for their presence, more so in a globalized world. 
Their continued existence will rely on the domestic market’s demand for a ‘Produced in Ireland’ product. 
 
A principle of the rising ‘eat less meat but better’ approach will be that animal products, and specifically 
meat, will be derived from animals raised close to their sources of feed. ‘Move the nutrient dense product, 
not the feed’ will be the mantra. If this becomes a defining aspect of premium food markets, and smaller-
scale Irish producers need premium prices to be viable, a rethink of pork and poultry in Ireland is needed. 
 
CREATING A HIGH-VALUE PRODUCT 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 the pigs and poultry birds must be at least free-range with easy access to outdoor space 

 as omnivores they can consumer grains but their feed must be of local-origin grains only 

 a substantial proportion of the animal / bird’s diet must come from grazing and foraging 

 pigs / poultry should be integrated with arable / agro-forestry / orchard farming systems 

 breeds can be more diverse with choice dictated by farm system and market preference 

 albeit they are domesticated all pigs / poultry must be able to express natural behaviour 

 the antibiotic footprint of the meat / eggs produced must be very low to bordering zero 

 when pigs / poultry are harvested for meat it must occur as local to the farm as possible 
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FARM PRODUCTION APPROACHES 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FUNDING FOR FARMING RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 support organic / regenerative farming change-over with tapered payments 

 offer grants to reseed ‘improved’ pasture with highly-diverse seeds mixtures 

 make tree-planting grants available to establish pig and poultry agroforestry 

 acknowledge that silvopastoralism is compatible with good farming practice 

 recognize that pigs were always compatible with managing native woodland 

 grant-aid the capital cost of mobile housing and shelters for poultry and pigs 

 fund fencing and protective-animal purchases to minimize poultry predation  

 give supports to install grazing-infrastructure like fencing and water supplies  

 use ecological payments to promote hedgerows for both grazing and shelter 

 provide ‘wayleaves’ for free-standing individual and clumps of pasture trees 

 fund research into how to re-integrate ‘waste foods’ into pig / poultry diets  

 essential to operate to organic standards or regenerative agriculture principles or both 

 redevelop small-scale premium poultry as a family-farm supplementary income stream 

 see poultry and pigs as stackable enterprises to fully employ a farm’s natural resources 

 recognize the potential that high-value pigs / poultry has for adding value to Irish grain 

 rotate poultry grazing with other grazing livestock and, if feasible, even on arable lands 

 soil permitting, consider outdoor pigs as a beneficial element in an arable-crop rotation 

 look upon pigs / poultry as a way to add value to farming / food-processing by-products 
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ROUTE-TO-MARKET FUNDING RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

 

 
 give start-up and later support to specific-product-focused producer-groups 

 grant-aid the routes-to-the-local-markets cool-chain and sales infrastructure 

 offer grants to build small-scale on-farm or in-community egg-packing sheds 

 provide grant aid for the installation of on-farm poultry-processing facilities 

 provide grant aid to create a local-to-the-farm network of abattoirs for pigs 

 operate a public-good-funded food-safety service for smaller local abattoirs 

 pay a per carcass waste-disposal payment to small abattoirs and butcheries 

 fund a local butchers network to extend ‘local’ product reach across Ireland 

 offer grants to local artisans who create value-added pig / poultry products 

 operate a public-good-funded food-safety service for small local processors 
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B. HORTICULTURE: THE PEOPLE’ FOOD SUPPLY 

 
Ireland channels nearly €2½ billion per year into agri-food, albeit much is cycled via Brussels. What pay-
back does the Irish consumer-taxpayer receive? The preservation of rural / farming communities?  Jobs up 
and downstream of the farm-gate? Increasing agri-food’s exports [while ignoring the food trade balance]? 
 
Much of the funding supports farming cattle where the produce is exported. And despite a comparative 
advantage in growing grass, the support is not delivering farm incomes that can demographically sustain 
the farming population. It is time questions are asked about how the Irish taxpayers’ money is employed.  
 
Climate change may well impact upon global food security. Reducing food miles will be a climate-change 
mitigation strategy. It will be about sourcing local foods for local people. It will also be about sourcing local 
feed for farmed animals. Closing nutrient cycles for people is difficult enough without trying to do the same 
for confined farm animals. All these factors point towards the need to rebalance Ireland’s farming sector.  
 
Hence, FARM 2 FORK 2030 is about the provision of local foods for local people and providing food diversity 
from local sources. It must be about growing fruit, vegetables and nuts. If only one in twenty apples eaten 
in Ireland are local, there is a long way to go. In the fully-costed food system of the future, perceptions of 
comparative advantage will alter and for Ireland it will mean local foods for local people and horticulture.  
 

COMMERCIAL FRUIT GROWING 
 
With the supermarkets’ dominance of the routes-to-market for fresh fruit, their strict quality specification 
and the demands of the modern-day consumer, investing in, say apples, is expensive and difficult. Planting, 
high-density orchards and building their storage and handling infrastructure is not for the faint hearted. 
 
Can the Irish climate produce apples [and other top, cane and bush fruits]? The answer is yes. Ireland has 
only 4% of the UK apple area and is, say, Wexford or Waterford so different from England’s apple-growing 
regions? True, there is the demand for English-grown apples, a resurgence in cider and a growing desire 
for UK-grown berries. This has not been reflected in Ireland. It is also interesting to note that the Irish apple 
area is a half of that in Norway or Sweden and the same as Finland. It is 1/10th of Holland’s [all FAO data]. 
 
Would Irish consumers buy Irish fruit if it was available? They probably would, but it is the ‘probably’ that 
makes large-scale investment highly speculative. Ireland’s land and labour costs do not help. If, however, 
there is the political will to see more low-food-miles, Irish-grown fruit available in Irish supermarkets, the 
Government must make substantial grants available for establishing crops and building infrastructure. 
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COMMERCIAL VEGETABLES 
 
As with fruit, reducing food miles is a reason for a Government to elect to channel support away from the 
production of exported commodities from the beef and dairy sectors. As with fruit, it is difficult to do so 
with the ‘exotics’ and in the ‘off season’. It goes beyond supporting the domestic growing of alternatives, 
it is about switching consumer demand to those crops that can be grown in Ireland across a long season.  
 
It is also not just about food miles. Other food-security-linked issues should be of concern, for instance: 

 
Hence, there are significant reasons for the Government to support the growth of the indigenous salads 
and vegetables sector. Climatic constraints and the commercial power of those already in the sector means 
that the options are limited. Irish produce would need its own unique selling points, probably linked to the 
issues above plus ‘Grown in Ireland’. Even so, as per fruit, major investment will carry a high degree of risk. 
 
If, however, there is the political will to see more Irish-grown vegetable and salads in Irish supermarkets 
throughout the year, substantial grants must be available to build the production infrastructure required. 
 

  

 how secure are Spanish fruit, vegetable and salad supplies in terms of their producer’s reliance on 
cheaper North Africa labour, the level of plastic pollution in Almeria, or the availability of local water? 

 as successful as Dutch horticultural is, have too many consumers become too reliant on its produce? 

 is the diversity produced by large-scale horticultural businesses too limited at a time when consumers 
need to be stimulated to consume more fruits, salads and vegetables for the benefit of their health? 

 nutrient density is reputed to be much lower in currently sold vegetables. This may be due to selecting 
varieties for other characteristics and/or the use of soilless growing systems. It needs to be reversed. 

 a similar issue may also exist with modern varieties [of fruit] being chosen with a higher sugar content. 
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KEEP IT SIMPLE, KEEP IT LOCAL 
 
The capital costs of entering supermarket supply-chains will make developing new Irish supplies of fresh 
produce for the mainstream retail outlets very difficult. A lower-cost, strategy is needed. This alternative 
is to focus on small-scale, local and in-community growing for local markets characterized by direct sales 
routes; be they farmers’ markets, local retail or box/consolidation schemes to reach the urban consumer. 
 

FROM A MARKET PERSPECTIVE 

 
 

USE DIRECT ROUTES TO MARKET 

 
 

  

 do not start out seeking supermarket listings for fresh produce, niches may come later 

 sell fresh produce into local outlets where provenance and heritage count with buyers 

 be flexible and select the choicest for fresh sales and process grade-outs into products 

 disregard fresh-market sales and focus on creating products with unique selling points 

 farm/community-garden/community-owned shops, farmers’ and high-street market stalls 

 local box schemes in rural areas and ‘Riverford’ box schemes to supply urban conurbations 

 create produce-consolidation and sales routes to consumers that use common sales points 



FARM 2 FORK 2030 - a truly green farming, food and rural vision of Ireland 

 
 

- 96 -    

COMMUNITY FOOD PRODUCING 
 
Community food production requires access to land. It needs to be a legal obligation for local authorities 
to ensure that citizens as groups or individuals have access to land for community gardens and orchards 
or allotments. Housing developments should include the access to land for micro-scale food production. 
This may include tax incentives to private land owners to fulfil local authorities obligation at capped rents. 
 
It is important to recognize that local food-producing initiatives require some infrastructure. It may simply 
be water and tool-storage provision as per allotments. It may include simple facilities for food processing, 
storage and an on-site ‘farm-shop’. It may extend to crop protection to extend the growing season and/or 
produce crops throughout the winter and into the spring to provide local supplies of salads and vegetables. 
 
It should be recognized that ‘market gardening’ is a highly-productive way to use land for food production. 
It also offers people the chance to create small businesses and local employment. It also gives a community 
access to the salads and vegetable needed to improve their own health. Due to its small scale, growers can 
also offer food diversity and develop a product portfolio to suit and / or develop local consumer tastes. 
 
Extending local community-growing initiatives from vegetables and salads to fruit orchards and plantations 
is to increase the diversity of fresh produce [and processed derivatives] available to local communities. 
Such will also offer a low-risk way to making a greater diversity of traditional, heritage and highly-flavoured 
fruits available. Eventually the market knowledge may be sufficient to allow such to be more widely grown. 
 
Community involvement in growing will, inevitably, create interest in a diversity of vegetables, fruits and 
nuts. The supply of seeds, bushes and trees is limited. There is a handful of organisations / people working 
to provide such in Ireland and they must be supported, more so when they are also undertaking research 
into what suits Irish conditions and/or propagating, seed-multiplying and selling to the interested public. 

  

CLONEGAL COMMUNITY GARDEN 
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FUNDING COMMUNITY GROWING 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FRUIT AMIDST AGROFORESTRY 
 

‘Agroforestry’ often integrates agriculture and food production as per: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As many agri-forestry systems produce only ‘secondary’ volumes of produce, the produce falls within the 
context of community-growing presented here. To be successful providers of supplementary income for 
small family farms, they need access to the same routes-to-market that serve local-community growing. 
Hence, agro-forestry should be considered as working in tandem with small-scale, local foods initiatives. 
 
Funding for agro-forestry should, therefore, be considered as a part of community-food-growing schemes. 

 give local authorities funding to secure land for community gardens and/or allotments 

 evaluate the costs and extensive benefits of directly subsidizing the cost of land access 

 provide micro grants to start up and maintain local community food-producing groups 

 offer grants to establish community gardens/allotments and orchards and plantations 

 increase grant aid if a community garden is integrated with a school or college garden 

 award funding to finance horticultural educators to community food-growing projects 

 extend grant provision to individuals/farmers to create small orchards and plantations 

 ensure that grant rules allow for a diversity of fruits, nuts and even, for example, hops 

 do not overlook that grants should be given to propagators of trees, bushes and canes 

 create a grant portfolio to encourage those developing and operating market gardens 

 provide micro-grants for infrastructure to extend the salad/vegetable growing season 

 offer support for integrating growing with local food-waste collection and composting 

 enable community groups to also have integrated animal or poultry micro-enterprises 

 give grant aid for small storage and handling and processing facilities and ‘farm shops’ 

 operate a food-safety inspectorate as a ‘public good’ for small / local food-processors 

 intercropping arable cropping between very wide-spaced fruit trees rows  

 ‘traditional’ full-standard orchards set among pasture for grazing animals 

 hedgerows managed for ‘wild harvests’ of fruits, nuts and foraged greens 

 woodlands used for pannage and fruits, nuts and mushroom ‘cultivation’ 
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COMMUNITY-LED BEE KEEPING 
 
Pollinator survival and recovery is a critical issue for our future food security. It is especially so for fruit 
production. Thus, community-based fruit-growing should go hand-in-hand with community beekeeping.  
 
As with many agro-forestry foods, beekeeping initiatives should be implemented both on farms and within 
rural communities. Thus, they would also be a valuable bridge between farming and rural communities. 
 
Beekeeping offers a family-farm income stream complimentary to: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The markets for honey and bee-products will be similar to those for locally-grown fruit and vegetables. 
Hence, the route-to-markets suggested will be common to both. Similarly, support for beekeeping should 
be similar to that made available for local fruit and vegetable growing; i.e. micro-grants for establishing 
local producer groups, training, and the purchase of hives and bees and the infrastructure for processing. 
 

 ‘tall grass grazing’ of highly-diverse, species-rich pastures and leys 

 hedgerows managed for shelter, grazing and carbon sequestration 

 wildflowers sown to encourage beneficial-predators on arable land 

 traditional orchards integrated with multi-species livestock grazing 

 regenerative farming that is not exposed to one product or market 
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C. KEY IDEAS FOR FARMING’S CHANGING TIMES 

REGENERATIVE 
AGRICULTURE 

“Regenerative Agriculture is a system of farming principles and practices that increases 
biodiversity, enriches soils, improves watersheds, and enhances ecosystem services. It aims 
to capture carbon in soil and aboveground biomass, reversing current global trends of 
atmospheric accumulation. At the same time, it offers increased yields, resilience to climate 
instability, and higher health and vitality for farming and ranching communities. The system 
draws from decades of scientific and applied research by the global communities of organic 
farming, agroecology, Holistic Management, and agroforestry." 

Source - www.regenerativeagriculturedefinition.com 

A guiding principle is that over time the levels of soil carbon / organic matter must increase. 

ORGANIC FARMING  Organic farming principles are committed to working in harmony with nature rather than 
against nature. Organic farming works within the natural confines of the farming eco-system. 
In practice organic farming; avoids the use of chemical fertilisers and pesticides, requires the 
highest standards of animal welfare, does not permit the use of genetically modified 
organisms and protects biodiversity by maintaining suitable habitats for plants, animals and 
wildlife.  Organic farming in Ireland is the one system of farming which is fully certified and 
regulated. Source - Irish Organic Association [abridged version]. 

NB. ‘organic’ is a regulated and governed framework whereas ‘regenerative’ is a system of 
principles which can be interpreted for individual farms as per the individual farm situation. 

ROTATIONAL HERBAL LEYS Rotational leys were of rising importance in the first half of the 20th Century. They were key 
to maintaining soil health and fertility and food security in times of population growth. Ley 
farming’s rise was curtailed by the availability of artificial fertilizers. Thankfully, as the 
impacts of relying on such become obvious, a kernel of ley-farming knowledge remains.  

As the name suggests, they are herbal leys, often established for around four-years, grown 
within an arable-crop rotation. They provide a valuable disease and weed break in such. 

To precis Cotswold Seeds, “legumes are the engine room of the herbal ley… these are the 
plants that provide free N that makes plants grow. [The herbal ley provides] natural mineral 
rich feeds [by including plants capable of ‘mining’ the minerals from the soils]. [The] deep 
rooting plants in a herbal lay will penetrate further down into the soil to draw moisture to 
provide grazing through dry months… Anthelmintic plants – chicory, sainfoin and birdsfoot 
trefoil… provide alternative solutions to control parasites in livestock… More deep rooting 
leys, more carbon capture and better farming… the greater diversity of plants… the greater 
the diversity of soil biology, which in turn produces greater yield and more carbon capture. 

https://www.cotswoldseeds.com/downloads/herbal%20leys%20guide%20website.pdf 

MULTI-SPECIES PASTURES A wide plant biodiversity is becoming seen as crucial for the health of soil life. Plants feed soil 
organisms and vice versa, and soil organisms benefit from having the diversity of foods that 
different plants supply. It is the same for the grazing animal, a diverse diet is better for their 
health. The likelihood is that this translates through to the qualities of the end human-
consumed product. Again, it is now being recognized that some plants have anthelmintics 
properties and can help to control internal parasites. Undoubtably, a fully functioning soil 
food web with plant diversity above it is key to the restoration of lost farmland biodiversity. 

Further, deep-rooting plants are able to source water and minerals from lower levels and to 
provide drought resilience. The inclusion of legumes can negate the need for artificial N, thus 
saving cost and reducing pollution of water and emissions to the air. A mixed sward is more 
resilient than a single-species sward and persists for longer, thus reducing the need to 
regularly reseed what may be misnamed as ‘permanent pasture’. Less reseeding means less 
soil disturbance [along with the release of stored carbon from the soil] and/or use of 
herbicides, thus less soil-biome damage. Ultimately, it means lower costs for the farmer. 
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SOIL HEALTH AND FERTILITY Soil fertility is not solely about the N, P and K indices. Soil fertility is about the ability of a fully 
functional soil system to support plant growth and, hence, animal life. Within nature this was 
achieved without human interference. The separation of humans [and now often their 
farmed livestock] from the soils that feed them, thus breaking many natural cycles, means 
that the use of artificial fertilizers has risen. It was seen as the simple solution. This has, 
however, come at a cost in terms of pollution and emissions, biodiversity loss and the 
breakdown of soil functionality itself. These and fossil-fuel costs and availability [necessary 
for artificial fertilizers] means that a radical rethink of what is a fertile soil has to happen. 

Soil health is about its functionality rather than its inherent properties. It is about biology, 
not physics or chemistry. Soil as a living ecosystem populated by billions of microorganisms 
has largely been forgotten. These organisms interact with plants to feed the plant and vice 
versa. Instead, current farming practices feed the plant and not the soil. It is an approach 
that has led to a dependency on artificial fertilizers [and with them their nutrient seepage 
into the air and water]. The plant’s role is to use water and sunlight energy to produce 
carbohydrates that feed soil microorganisms that, in turn, deliver nutrients and minerals to 
the plant, preferably aided by deep rooting plants that enable access to those minerals found 
at greater depth in the soil profile. Hence, healthy soil has a symbiotic relationship with plants 
and plant growth is achieved through ‘powering’ the microorganisms in the soil.  

CARBON SEQUESTRATION In this instance, carbon sequestration is about the removal of atmospheric carbon dioxide 
and storing it in the soils. It operates as a part of a natural carbon cycle and relies on plant 
photosynthesis. In the context relevant to Farm2Fork2030, the objective is to increase soil 
carbon levels, thus securing carbon long term. As it is a part of a farmed carbon cycle, cyclical 
losses are inevitable within the food production activity itself and when food is harvested. 
The aim is to operate farming systems that move towards net carbon sequestration, thus 
rebuilding soil carbon levels, improving soil health and enhancing soil water management. 

INTENSIVE USE OF  
COVER CROPPING 

Cover crops are now common place but their use is evolving. They are about reducing the 
soils exposure to erosion, ‘mopping up’ surplus nitrogen in the soil for later use, adding 
organic matter as a ‘green manure’, improving soil structure with deeper-rooting crops, and/ 
or weed suppression. The fact that incentives are being paid to farmers to sow cover crops 
shows how they are still seen as a net cost and not a net benefit to the cropping system. 

Regenerative agricultural is now looking at cover crops rather differently. The philosophy is 
that plant growth [aka all crop production] is driven by photosynthesis and the plants ability 
to capture carbon. The plant then exudes this as carbohydrates to microorganisms within the 
soil which exchange the exudates for minerals and nutrients for plant growth. It is an 
approach that places carbon at the centre of farm management thinking. The role of the 
cover crop, and preferably a diverse species crop, is to maximise the opportunities for carbon 
capture. No cover crop, no photosynthesis and no plants to feed the soil biology [aka 
maintaining soil health]. Legume inclusion in a crop mix allows free nitrogen harvesting from 
the atmosphere. Far from being a cost, maximising the cover crop use to feed the soil is 
becoming seen as key to a farming system that is less dependent on artificial fertilizers. 

TALL GRASS /  
MOB GRAZING 

Tall-grass grazing [aka mob-grazing or adaptive multi-paddock grazing]. The concept has its 
origins in the ways wild herds grazed grasslands. It operates by grazing high numbers [the 
mob] on a relatively small area for a short period of time.  The high-grazing intensity stops 
animals selectively grazing. The areas are back-fenced to stop animals returning to grazed 
areas. The swards are diverse and tall and allowed very long, recovery period after grazing.  

The system is well suited to grazing rotational leys. The mixed sward of grasses, legumes and 
herbs is allowed to grow to a far greater height than ‘conventional’ ryegrass swards [‘tall 
grass’]. The residuals left are significantly different. Only the most nutritious, top-third is 
grazed with the stock encouraged to trample the residual to feed the organisms living below 
ground. It is about soil health, natural fertility and minimizing purchased input costs. 

There is a misconception that TGG uses very high stocking rates. ‘Spot rates’ may be very high 
for very short periods but they are infrequent events. The seasonal average is not high.  
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CONSERVATION 
AGRICULTURE 

A set of soil management practices that minimizes the disruption of soil life and structure. 
Through adopting certain practices, the overall aim is to reduce soil erosion, improve water 
retention and reduce soil carbon loss. Tillage is now being recognized as a primary driver 
behind the loss of soil carbon; an issue that is centuries old. That carbon is now to be found 
in the atmosphere. Tillage is now seen as highly destructive to soil-biome health and it halts 
soil functionality. A consequence is crop production’s dependency on artificial fertilizers. 

Conservation Agriculture requires minimal soil disturbance through using no-till seeding 
methods. This enhances the numbers of soil organisms and increases their activity. It also 
reduces soil compaction and improves water infiltration. It requires permanent soil cover 
from crop residuals, especially planted cover crops [including N-fixing legumes] or the swift 
replanting of cash crops. It requires crop rotations to control weeds, pests and diseases. 

As with Regenerative Agriculture, Conservation Agriculture is more holistic than ‘min-till’. A 
significant difference, albeit one that will disappear, is the emphasis in the former of using 
what is described by some as ‘biological primers’. They are diverse species cover crops sown 
expressly to maximize the use of photosynthesis to harvest carbon to feed soil life. Their role 
is to maximise the presence of LIVING ROOTS in the soil [to feed soil organisms] at all times. 

AGROFORESTRY Agroforestry operates by integrating trees and shrub plants into a farmed environment. It 
does not refer to trees alone and it includes the utilization of hedgerows for food crops and 
for shelter and stock-grazing. Typically, agroforestry was found integrated with low-intensity 
livestock farming [including forest and orchard-grazing] but it is now increasingly varied. 

Agroforestry is now found on arable land where trees are integrated with arable ‘alley’ crops. 
The trees are usually grown in wide-spaced rows, and managed as shelter-breaks, for their 
timber and/or for fruit production. The agro-forestry rows can provide havens for beneficial 
insects while the alleys may be wide enough for machinery including combine harvesters.  

Utilizing agroforestry to sequester and store carbon will become increasingly important.  

Silvopastoralism refers to a particular agro-forestry practice that involves pasture-grazing 
within a partially wooded environment. Forage may be collected, including ‘tree-hay’, and 
the trees themselves managed as a timber resource, and as sources of fruits and nuts. 

HIGH-NATURE-VALUE 
FARMING 

High-Nature-Value [HNV] farming refers to farming systems operating upon lands that carry 
a particularly high and important [bio]diversity of flora and fauna. Thus, HNV landscapes, 
include ecologically valuable habitats. Often, HNV farming is characterized by the extensive 
animal farming on permanent, possibly wooded pastures.  HNV farmland may be semi-
natural but with imposed features like dry-stone walls and hedgerows. The farmed land may 
also include traditional hay meadows and orchards. It may be integrated with some low-input 
arable farming. HNV farming is often to be found in localities classified as areas with natural 
constraints [ANC’s]. Increasingly such constraints are mitigated by focusing upon creating 
high-value food products, managing the land for biodiversity and landscape preservation, 
and operating agro-tourism ventures. In upland river catchments, protecting water quality 
and flood prevention are increasingly important, as is HNV lands’ role in carbon storage. 

THE SOIL FOOD WEB [SFW] Last but not least, the driver of all the natural systems on the Planet, the Soil Food Web. 

The SFW is the vast biodiversity of organisms that live all / part of their lives in the soil. They 
range in size from bacteria to earthworms, to insects, to small animals and birds. It includes 
plants. SFW organisms are responsible for the cycling of nutrients, sourced by plants from 
the atmosphere, stored in soil as organic matter and returned to plants as ‘building blocks’. 
SFW organisms decompose manures and plant residues for storage as soil organic matter. In 
their turn, deep-rooting plants supplement atmospheric nutrient sources by extracting 
others from deep in the soil strata. Crucially for farmland biodiversity, SFW organisms are a 
part of and/or underpin its food supply. Humans are a part of farmland’s biodiversity. 


