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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. 


