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Executive Summary  
 

Introduction 
 

Farmers have always had a close connection to the area that they have come from.  

The needs of crops and livestock have meant that those who lived on the land did not travel 

too far from where they grew up. This has given farmers a sense of pride and appreciation for 

their local area. 

 

Over the years, farmers have played their part in key leadership roles within their local 

communities. Whether it was sports clubs, religious groups, school management or other 

voluntary/charitable roles, farmers have been intricately woven into the social fabric of their 

rural communities. 

 

As the demographics of rural areas have changed, people from within the farming community 

have found that their influence and standing within their local area lessened. They no longer 

know and come into contact with as many of their neighbours - as was the case in previous 

generations. As their farms have expanded, many farmers have less time to give to off-farm 

activities and pursuits. Many of the farms which have not increased in scale are now farmed 

on a part time basis, so that these farm owners have to fit their farm work around a full-time 

job - completing their farm tasks on evenings and weekends. This further reduces their ability 

to be involved in local community interests and activities. 

 

Objective of the study 
 

This study aims to show that the agricultural community can still have a major input on the 

social wellbeing of rural communities in Ireland, and indeed, right across the world. The 

study’s objective is to identify ways to encourage farmers and agricultural professionals to 

make a positive impact on the lives of those who live and work around them, to build up 

better relationships by involving members of the local community on their farms and by 

giving of themselves at local level to the betterment of their local communities.  

This study aims to identify opportunities and methods for individuals to get involved in their 

local community, as a means to improve the standing and appreciation of farming in society at 

large, and to rebalance the urban-rural divide rendered at times so toxic by 

climate/environment related pressures. 

 

Research, meetings and interviews 
 

As I began my research I had the opportunity in January 2020 to attend the Oxford Farming 

Conference in the UK. Next on the agenda was the Contemporary Scholar’s Conference in 

Tangalooma Island Resort - an island off the coast of Brisbane, Australia in March 2020. 

Unfortunately this was cut short due to the rapidly developing Covid-19 situation at that time, 

as were our Global Focus Programs. 

Over the course of the months that followed we had the chance to virtually visit farms and 

businesses from all over the world. Virtual GFP’s were conducted from Kenya, Brazil, The 

Netherlands and Ireland. 

I also availed of the opportunity between lockdowns in summer 2020 to visit a number of 

farms, businesses and fellow Nuffield Ireland scholars in Co Clare and Co Galway. 

Further to this I carried out a number of interviews remotely with interviewees from Ireland, 

Northern Ireland, Great Britain and France. 
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Main findings from my research 
 

Taking good care of yourself, your own family and your own farm or business are the first 

steps towards making a positive impact on your own community. 

People observe what other people do and say and are influenced by these actions and words 

more than they may realise. 

There are many practical ways for farmers to include neighbours and people from the 

community on their farms to mutual benefit. 

Sharing information is a powerful way to increase trust and to build relationships with those 

from outside the farming industry.  This can have important beneficial impacts on consumers’ 

perception of farming, agriculture and food. 

There are numerous ways and opportunities for farmers to involve themselves in the activities 

and pursuits of their local community, again to mutual benefit. 

 

Main recommendations 
 

1. Identify individuals who come into contact with a large number of farmers regularly – 

advisors, co-operative representatives, vets, etc. -  and provide training for them to 

better identify the symptoms of  mental health issues and give them the necessary 

information to be able to offer meaningful support 

2. Include basic mental, physical health and wellbeing awareness in agricultural college 

curriculums and in Knowledge Transfer/Discussion Group programmes 

3. Health and safety must remain top of mind, and be included in college curriculums 

and KT/Discussion Group programmes.   Financial support could be given towards the 

cost of completing high risk jobs by hiring trained professionals and/or appropriate 

safety equipment.   

4. Promote a more positive, inclusive, informative debate about farming, rural 

communities, and the environment in traditional and social media. This is to correct 

toxic, dispiriting, or even harmful messaging from industry or NGO representatives, 

press, and other stakeholders interacting with farmers. 

5. Through taxation or other forms of support, reduce the cost of employing people in 

rural locations, in order to revitalise areas with declining populations while helping 

reduce the pressure on housing in more densely populated areas. 

6. Provide farmers with access to training and advice on employment law and practice as 

applicable to farms. 

 Create a competition for “Best Farm Employer of the Year”. 

7. A framework to facilitate farmers’ opening their farm or part thereof to the public (i.e. 

insurance, templates, procedures, etc.) must be developed.  A stakeholders’ working 

group should bring farm organisations, walking groups, insurance companies and 

representatives from government on board to devise this framework. 
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Foreword 
 
My name is Gareth Lamberton. I am a farmer from the Inishowen Peninsula in North County 

Donegal. I farm alongside my father, David, Uncle Ian and brothers, Paul and Adam. Our 

predominant enterprise is our dairy cows, but we also rear some of our young stock through to 

beef, keep a flock of sheep and grow some tillage. 

 

Outside of farming I like to read, travel, spend time with friends and family and support our 

local Presbyterian Church. I am also a member of our local dairy discussion group. 

Following school, I completed an Honours Degree in Agricultural Technology with Queen’s 

University Belfast and CAFRE Agricultural College, Antrim. I spent six months working on 

and visiting farms in New Zealand. Here I gained a new appreciation of how people could so 

positively influence the agricultural industry which, in turn, could enhance the lives of many 

others. One thing I observed was the impact the significant dairy expansion of the 15-20 

previous years had had on rural communities, particularly in the South Island.  

 

This expansion brought about considerable investment in rural infrastructure, research and 

development, marketing and farm conversions. This created new jobs which helped bring 

economic prosperity to rural New Zealand, but not without challenges. Environmental 

consequences, landscape conflicts and exposure to the volatility of global prices have all been 

issues which have faced New Zealand since. 

 

On a personal level, I would like to see our farm impact our local community as positively as 

possible, socially, economically and environmentally. I would like to encourage others within 

the agricultural industry to consider the impact their actions have and to point them towards 

making an increasingly positive contribution locally. 

 

As I finished school shortly after the global financial crisis of 2008, I saw many of my school 

classmates travel abroad in search of work. How different things could have been if the 

Donegal agricultural sector could have created more jobs!  

Both of my late grandfathers, Jack Lamberton and Bertie Graham farmed the land they had 

grown up on. Both made ample time for neighbours and community, supporting local causes, 

like the co-op movement, farming organisations, the Irish Red Cross, their local churches and 

local marts. 

 

When I bought my first car, my father pointed out it was a blessing that I should share. I have 

tried to do this with my old Ford Focus and now as I consider taking over part of the farm and 

business, I ask myself, how can I achieve these same aims with a much bigger asset? 

 

In the course of my Nuffield journey, I travelled to the Oxford Farming Conference in the 

UK, in January 2020. The theme was, ‘Growing a Healthy Society’. I attended the Nuffield 

Contemporary Scholars’ Conference in Brisbane, Australia in March 2020. Its theme was 

‘Collaborative Conversation Down Under’ 

With travels then limited to the island of Ireland, I was able to visit and meet a number of 

Nuffield Ireland scholars in County Clare and County Galway in August 2020.  

 

I learned through virtual GFPs from Kenya, Brazil and The Netherlands that the issues I 

identified for this report are universal. Other Nuffield webinars introduced us to leaders from 

Australia, The U.K., China and New Zealand. 
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Figure 1: The author amongst his herd 

 
 

Source: NDC & Kerrygold Quality Milk Awards. Photographer: Finbarr O’Rourke 

http://www.qualitymilkawards.ie/lamberton-farm 
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Objectives 

 

⮚ To study the impacts farming has on the social wellbeing of rural communities in 

Ireland and in other parts of the world; 

⮚ To encourage farmers and agricultural professionals to make a positive impact on the 

lives of those who live and work around them; 

⮚ To share examples of how farmers can get more engaged with their local communities 

and how they can inspire locals to get involved on farm in order to build better 

relationships; 

⮚ To identify case studies of farms/businesses that have significantly impacted their local 

communities, both in a national and international context; 

⮚ To identify methods and make recommendations to relevant industry stakeholders on 

how best to support the industry towards creating more sustainable and vibrant rural 

communities. 
 

 

 

 

Figure 2 – Author with fellow Nuffield Ireland 2020 Scholars (Robbie, Linda and Bruce), Dutch 2020 

Scholar (Frank Mandersloot), John Tyrell and Joe Leonard, in Brisbane airport following departure 

from CSC during early days of Covid-19 pandemic. 

 

 
 

Source: The author 
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Introduction  

“The man with the horse and one furrow plough had more time to stop and chat than the one 

with the tractor and four furrow reversible!”  

Robbie Crockett, farmer, Coshquin, Northern Ireland 

 

Farmers have always had a close connection to the area from which they come.  

The needs of crops and livestock have meant that those who lived on the land often did not 

travel too far from where they grew up. This has given many farmers a great sense of pride 

and appreciation for their local area. 

 

Over the years, farmers have played their part in key leadership roles within their local 

communities. Whether it was sports clubs, religious groups, school management or other 

voluntary/charitable roles, farmers have been intricately woven into the social fabric of their 

communities. Oftentimes political, economic or other external help has not been an option to 

establish and run important local initiatives. As a result there tends to be a greater self-reliance 

amongst many rural dwellers. Historically this approach has fostered a DIY approach when it 

comes to local water schemes and ‘Care for the Aged’ groups for example, most of which rely 

on the generous support of local community members both for funds and volunteer labour. 

 

The demographic of rural areas has changed, so that some people from within the farming 

community no longer know or come into contact with as many of their neighbours as was the 

case in previous generations. Furthermore, as farms get bigger, they have less time to give to 

off-farm activities and pursuits. Many of the farms which have not increased in scale are now 

farmed part-time, so that farmers have to fit their farm work around a full-time job - 

completing their farm tasks on evenings and weekends. This, again, further reduces their 

ability to get involved in local community interests and activities. 

 

The following chapters will show how those who are heavily involved in their local 

communities can be supported and those who have little involvement with their neighbouring 

communities can be encouraged to allow people experience what they do on farm and get 

involved in local initiatives.  We will also consider how new or innovative ways of using our 

farm resources can benefit rural areas. 

 

This report is not suggesting that all farms should be treated as charities, but rather that as 

farmers seek to achieve their farms’ full potential, economically, socially and 

environmentally, we should aspire as a farming community to want those around us to benefit 

and flourish with us. 

 

The first chapter highlights the need to look after one’s own and one’s family’s wellbeing 

before attempting to positively affect others. The second chapter recognises that our actions 

can influence the thoughts and decisions of others. The third section shows how any effort to 

positively affect others requires sharing time, information or both. Finally the report looks at 

some examples of how farmers and other rural professionals can practically get involved 

within their local communities. 

 

It is crucial to point out that what each farmer is able to do will be different. Everyone has 

different skills, resources, time commitments and interests, but everyone can have a positive 

impact.  
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Chapter 1: Looking after… 
 
Yourself and your own family 
 
During pre-take-off safety announcements, the cabin crew will always tell passengers 

traveling with children to fit their own oxygen masks first, in the event of an emergency. The 

same is true when it comes to looking after the needs of our rural communities. 

One thing which quickly became obvious during this Nuffield was that the farmers who had 

the biggest positive impact within their communities were the ones who, first of all, took good 

care of themselves, their own farms and their families. On the contrary, there were a few 

farmers whom the author encountered who had neglected to take care of themselves and their 

own farms properly. Here, there was a considerable opportunity cost on the local farming and 

wider community. Marcus McCollum, retired Senior Agri Business Manager with Danske 

Bank (formerly Northern Bank) shared examples of farms at both ends of the spectrum which 

supported this point. 

 

One of the best clients he encountered was a vegetable grower who set out to process and 

market his own produce, instead of selling direct to distributors and losing out on margin. His 

personal success has benefited many others, as his business is now a sizable employer locally. 

He has grown the business to the point where they are dealing with over 40 other growers 

from across Ireland, benefiting them with a quality outlet for their produce. 

 

At the other end of the scale, Marcus shared an example of a farmer who had fallen out with 

his neighbours and could not retain staff due to a poor working environment and poor human 

resource practices. Despite having a decent yard and cows, he could not milk and look after 

them consistently due to the fact that he wasn’t taking care of his own health. 
 

A farm’s economic and financial well-being, and the physical and mental wellbeing of its 

owner and owner’s family are vital to the farm’s very sustainability.  It is also a precondition 

for its ability to make a difference locally. Simply looking after the basics such as eating a 

balanced diet with sufficient hydration, being physically fit and active and allowing yourself 

sufficient rest can go a long way to maintaining a healthy, productive and enjoyable life. 

The author was advised twice during the course of this scholarship to make sure to maintain 

adequate hydration and it certainly has paid dividends in supporting energy and concentration 

levels. 

 

To look firstly at one of these basic needs more closely we can look at the book by 

neuroscientist Matthew Walker entitled, ‘Why we sleep’.  

In his book he highlights the benefits of getting sufficient sleep regularly which include 

everything from 

‘enhanced memory and creativity, to reduced risks of cancer, dementia, heart attacks, 

diabetes and colds and flus, all while making us happier, less depressed and less 

anxious’.  

 

Figures 3 and 4 from his book highlight the fact that getting less than the recommended eight 

hours of sleep per night greatly increases the risk of car crashes and sports injuries. 
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Figure 3 – Impacts of sleep loss: Sleep Loss and Car Crashes 

 
 Source: Matthew Walker, Why We Sleep 

 

Figure 4: Sleep Loss and Sport Injury 

 
Source: Matthew Walker, Why We Sleep 

 

Figure 5: Global Economic Cost of Sleep Loss 

 
Source: Matthew Walker, Why We Sleep 
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His book goes on to quantify the economic benefits of having well rested employees and 

leaders, which is illustrated in Figure 5 above. Furthermore his book rebuffs the idea of how 

people can achieve more in a longer working day with less sleep than those who are well 

rested working a shorter day, likening it to boiling a kettle on medium heat for a long time 

compared to at a high heat for a short (more efficient) time. Possibly something many 

farmers, including the author, may find difficult to acknowledge. 

 

One of the author’s great-grandfathers would not eat himself before he had fed all of his 

horses each morning. While the author believes this is a great example, there is a big 

difference between feeding half a dozen horses and over two hundred cows. The author now 

firmly believes that to be able to take care of one’s livestock well one must first take good 

care of oneself, and that may mean having breakfast before starting up the feeding tractor. 

 

Ireland’s CAP Strategic Plan 2023-2027 seeks to provide support for high quality and targeted 

advice to farmers through the Knowledge Transfer Programme.  It states: “Each Knowledge 

Transfer Group will be required to deliver four meetings from a list of ‘Priority KT Topics’ 

and four meetings on topics decided by the Group itself. The list of ‘Priority KT Topics’ will 

be refreshed at the start of each year of the programme”.  

The Plan states that “Increasing farmers’ understanding of topics such as biodiversity, water, 

climate change, animal welfare and farm management including financial management and 

succession planning will ensure that the Irish agricultural sector remains resilient.” Resilient 

farmers and rural professionals should be the first step towards ensuring a resilient sector. 

The Oxford Farming Conference (OFC) 2020 presented a filmed report into Mental Health. 

One of the key takeaway points was about The Lions Barbers Collective, an international 

group of barbers who have undergone training in how to recognise symptoms of mental ill 

health in clients and signpost them to relevant support services.  

 

The group helps raise awareness of mental illness and aims to prevent suicide by training 

barbers to recognise and listen for symptoms of depression. 

 

The Lions Collective have more recently worked with Harper Adam’s University to develop 

an initiative similar to this within the agricultural sector. They plan to work with rural 

professionals, veterinarians, lorry drivers, mart staff or sales representatives who are in 

contact with farmers frequently, to train them to recognise mental ill health symptoms.  The 

project also plans to educate them on how to deal empathically and effectively with affected 

people, and where to point them for appropriate support services. 

 

‘On Feirm Ground’ was launched in October 2020 as a scheme to train farm advisors to notice 

‘red flags’ in farmers’ mental and physical wellbeing and how to direct farmers to the help 

they need. The initiative is co-funded by the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 

(DAFM); Department of Health; Health Service Executive (HSE); Teagasc; and IT Carlow. It 

is being led by the Men’s Development Network as part of Engage, which is a National Men’s 

Training Programme. 

A recent initiative between the charity Samaritans and the milk processing co-ops to print 

their helpline number on the side of milk tankers is a good start. The next step would be to 

expand the funding available to the ‘On Feirm Ground’ program in order to train the drivers 

of these tankers.  
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In addition, health and safety measures must be prioritised on all farms to save lives. Despite 

the fact that farming only represents 6% of the total Irish workforce, a shocking statistic is 

that farm fatalities account for nearly half of all fatal workplace accidents in Ireland. Risks to 

one’s health and safety come in many forms on farm, from vehicles and machinery, falls from 

heights, lifting and handling, hazardous substances and animal handling. Where the risks are 

properly managed the frequency of incidents can be greatly minimised. 

 

Looking after…your own farm business 
 
Nuffield UK scholar Steven Knox Houston worked for a large investment company managing 

a tillage farm in Bulgaria. He shared in conversation (September, 2021) that they succeeded 

where others failed by making sure the basics, such as planting and fertiliser and pesticide 

applications, were done right and on time. 

 

As a result, they could provide a return on investment and pay the local workers’ wages 30-

40% above the average for the area. A number of these workers could buy their first car, 

while many in that area still used horse and cart for transport and haulage.  

 

Steven also shared how he would use his own machinery to plant maize and fertilise a field 

owned by the local community, saving the locals a great deal of manual labour. They still 

harvested it by hand.  

 

Steven also told of his more recent experience of working in Chile to manage dairy farms for 

large multinational investors. He was able to learn from the earlier mistakes made by previous 

foreign investors and avoid them in order to create a more positive relationship with the local 

people.  

 

Typically, where Steven was in Chile, farm workers would live on farm. Going against 

previous policy, they decided to allow the retired, elderly workers to stay in their homes.  

 

Another practice which created positive relationships with the locals was that they decided to 

raise newborn dairy bull calves in the same way as they would their heifer calves, before 

giving them away to local farmers. This was much more beneficial and acceptable to locals 

than the previous practice of early culling. There’s certainly a lesson here for the dairy 

industry in Ireland as the problem of male dairy calves is considered. 

 

Steven also talked about making a donation to the local voluntary-run fire service - a major 

boost to their relationship with the local community - this earned them a mention in the local 

newspaper. 

 

Paul Cullinan, Dairy Advisor at Aurivo Co-operative Society Limited said in conversation 

(September, 2020) that he believes in encouraging people to “walk before they run” when 

entering dairy farming or when expanding. He explained how he saw a farmer expand too 

much, too soon who couldn’t cope with the physical, financial and mental pressures that came 

with it. This had a major detrimental impact on himself, but also his family and other 

businesses and individuals with whom he was dealing. 

 

 

 



 

 

15 

 

Looking after… Community 
 
Leslie Dwyer, founder and managing director of APS BioAg, a company promoting 

biological and regenerative agriculture, has over 25 years’ experience of working with a wide 

variety of farmers in Ireland. In conversation with him in May 2021, he highlighted the 

importance the farming family play in the social fabric of our land. He shared how important 

they are to rural schools and sports clubs right across the country.  

 

Leslie describes the thriving communities which he has witnessed in parts of West Cork. He is 

in no doubt that the hard work and continued investment of successive generations of farmers 

in that area have had a large part to play in the fortunes of those rural communities. He 

stressed that these successful farms, of all sizes, from 40 cows to 500+ cows, were providing a 

decent living to the farm families, but their economic benefits also helped create thriving 

towns and villages. 

 

In conversation with Rodney Brown, (April 2021) Danske Bank Head of Agribusiness, 

Northern Ireland, he stressed that the benefit goes both ways, stressing how important the 

wide range of rural based clubs and organisations are to farmers and all rural residents. They 

give them an opportunity outside the farm to think beyond their own day to day farming 

issues. He also highlighted the large impact small and part time farmers have, as often the 

majority of their on farm incomes are reinvested, creating a large spinoff for local businesses. 

 

A 2013 study from Iowa State University Extension and Outreach, which looked at The Role 

of Farm Families in Local Community Philanthropy stated that:  

“Cooperative community actions were rooted in a common belief that neighbours 

helping each other was the only viable way to make community improvements. These 

shared values of helping each other were manifested in citizens investing in their own 

community for local development.”  

This study went on to conclude that many farm families understand the importance of their 

volunteer time and financial resources to maintain the vibrancy of their community. Figure 6, 

below quantifies the motivations that these farming families had for giving financially to local 

causes. The study revealed that many of the rural communities within Iowa would be even 

further disadvantaged than they already are without the support of farmers and their families. 

Lasley, et al., 2013 
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Figure 6 – Farmers’ motivations for giving to important causes 

 

 
 
Source: Iowa State University Extension and Outreach. Ames, Iowa, 2013 
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Chapter 2: The influence decisions we 
make have on… 
 
Other farmers 
 
Jonathan Baxter of Treantagh, Co Donegal is a new entrant to dairy farming who dramatically 

improved the amount and quality of grass grown on his farm. Since switching from a more 

extensive dry stock system, six years ago, he has observed the changes some of his 

neighbours have made to improve their grassland management in recent years. He puts much 

of this down to the fact that they have observed what he has been able to achieve on similar 

land to their own.  

 

Discussion groups build on this kind of peer to peer learning, formalising them into a 

structured arena for knowledge transfer. Their importance was confirmed in conversation with 

a group of Donegal dairy farmers which included Malcolm Cooper, Castlefinn, Patrick Kelly 

Jr, Killygordon and Sean Lynch, Moville, among others. They stressed that their local 

discussion groups had helped them to open their minds to new ideas and ways of doing things, 

had stretched them mentally and held them accountable for on-farm changes they knew they 

needed to make. One farmer summed it up by saying 

 

“The more we can help each other, the better it is for everyone”. 
 

 

The influence decisions we make have on… the next generation 
 

A number of farmers interviewed acknowledged the importance of seeing their parents and 

grandparents progressing and succeeding on the farm. These farmers stated that these 

memories from a young age encouraged them in their pursuit of a career in agriculture and 

when it came to making certain business decisions. Surely this is another good motivator for 

farmers to give their best in their daily efforts. 

 

These points are supported by a 2015 South African study by Van Niekerk et al. which looked 

at ‘the transfer of intergenerational family knowledge for sustainable commercial farming’. 

The study concluded by emphasizing the importance of continuous family engagement in 

order to achieve successful knowledge transfer between generations. This included daily 

discussions around observations, market knowledge, past experiences of trial and error and 

opportunities to network with other commercial farmers.  

 

It also stressed the importance of valuing the knowledge of staff members as an asset and the 

need to continually invest in ways for them to increase their learning. The study also points to 

the potential for commercial farmers to share information with smallholder farmers, possibly 

through mentoring programs, in order to improve the environmental, economic and social 

sustainability of the industry as a whole, helping to improve food security as well as farm 

incomes. 

 

Not only do our actions influence others but it is also important to realise that what we say 

and how we say things can influence other’s perspectives on things greatly.  
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In conversation with Yolène Pagès, Chairperson of Nuffield France (May, 2021), she stated 

that:  

‘In five years’ time about half of all French farmers will have reached retirement age. 

It is a challenge in France to attract young people into farming. Farmer 

representative organisations in France do a great job advocating on behalf of 

farmers, but their lobbying message can accentuate the negative and be off-putting to 

young farmers.’ 

 

One of the author’s own brothers frequently commented that “there is no money in farming”, 

because of what he had heard and read.  Yet, when confronted for the first time with the actual 

milk cheque following a month of peak milk supply, he had to recognise this was just not true. 
 

 

The influence decisions we make have on… the general public 
 

Donegal dairy farmer and 2020 winner of the NDC & Kerrygold Milk Quality Awards, 

Richard Starrett said that to benefit your wider community you must start by producing a 

quality product, complemented by quality processing and storage. The quality of food, fibre 

and fuel that our farms produce is one of the biggest impacts that farmers have on wider 

society. 

This may be a topic for a future Nuffield scholar to delve into. 

 

Farmers create a major benefit for public good in their role in maintaining biodiversity, 

carbon sinks and other ecological services such as hedgerows, ponds, wetlands, wooded areas 

and other habitats. Not only can farmers maintain and set aside areas for increased 

biodiversity, but they can also employ practices and techniques which enhance biodiversity 

within their farmed areas. Multi species swards in a pastoral setting and the reduction in use, 

or at least the more targeted use of chemical fertilisers in both arable and pastoral settings are 

obvious examples. 

 

Two recent Nuffield Ireland scholars are currently taking part in European Innovation 

Partnerships (EIPs) with a view to increasing biodiversity on the participating farms in their 

local areas. 

 

2020 scholar Bruce Thompson is involved in a project which aims to increase the number of 

insects, with particular focus on dung beetles on highly stocked farms to help manage and 

reduce anthelmintic use. This involves the provision of suitable habitats on farm. What Bruce 

is seeing is that small changes in management can have a major impact on insect populations 

locally, which in turn lead to an increased food source for bats and birds, and creates a larger 

food source for small and larger mammals. 

 

2021 scholar Ray O’Foghlu is leading the Illaun Farm Forest EIP which aims to incentivise 

the planting of native woodland within 12 farms in his local area. Through both small and 

larger scale plantations they have been able to plant an additional 30,000 native tress which 

will increase the connectivity between existing pockets of woodland. Ray has witnessed how 

these farmers have been able to see, with a little bit of support and clear communication, that 

planting trees in the appropriate place can actually complement their grassland farming and 

not displace livestock or income as they might have feared. There is also an important social 

aspect to this project, with the running of workshops for the farmers involved, a schools 

program to educate the local schoolchildren about the project and its importance, and 

community engagement forums. 
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In its 2015 statement about biodiversity and health, the World Health Organisation states that 

“People depend on biodiversity in their daily lives, in ways that are not always apparent or 

appreciated. Human health ultimately depends upon ecosystem products and services (such as 

availability of fresh water, food and fuel sources) which are requisites for good human health 

and productive livelihoods.”  

 

In addition to these important matters, sometimes simpler things can also matter. Co. Donegal 

Teagasc advisor, Tommy Doherty shared in conversation the importance of how we present 

our farms, particularly when they can be seen by the passing public. 

 

In 2013, Tommy purchased a farm near the historic Grianán of Aileach stone fort in Burt. One 

of the many improvements he made to the farm was to build round pillars from local stone 

and to hang two painted gates at the entrance to the farm. Many local people commented 

positively on how this work had enhanced the area. 

 

Figure 7: Tommy Doherty’s new farm gates, near the historic Grianán of Aileach stone fort 

near Burt in Co. Donegal 

 

 
Source: Eleanor Lamberton 

 

He said that attention to details such as this or the sight of a well-cared for herd of cows or 

flock of sheep benefits the public and helps present a positive image of farming that is 

impossible to quantify economically. 

 

Where there are agritourism ventures or on farm experiences within a local area, such as pick-

your-own or open farms, there is great scope to create links between the farming and non-

farming communities that may otherwise be hard to establish.  

 

Erin Morrison, a History graduate of Queen’s University Belfast, with a particular interest in 

social anthropology, having visited Streamvale Open Farm near Belfast, Northern Ireland, she 

shared with the author that when: 
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‘Locals feel a link to a farm after being welcomed through their gate, they are less 

likely to complain about their farming activities and more likely to have respect for 

farms. They are also likely to litter less and to not let their dogs run off-leash.’  

 

Local farm shops, milk vending machines and honesty boxes for farm produce also have the 

potential to create these positive links, providing local, quality food the public can appreciate 

and relate to. 

 

Local pride can also be fostered by sharing information about farmer successes, such as when 

a local farmer wins an award or is successful at an agricultural show. 

 

 

The influence decisions we make have on… the local economy 
 

Quentin Whitehead, a farmer, AI technician and owner of a sheep dipping service in Gore, 

Southland, New Zealand, gave the author an insight into how the dairy expansion locally had 

impacted him as a sheep farmer as well as the local area, more generally.  

 

Land prices had increased as more dairy farms were being established in the area. As a result 

he was able to access more capital by borrowing against the increased value of his land.  

His part time job as an AI technician was only possible in that area due to the increased 

number of large dairy farms nearby. Greater employment opportunities were created  for a 

wide variety of jobs, including milk tanker drivers, and even teachers due to the higher 

numbers of children enrolling in local schools.  

 

But not all businesses benefited. The local restaurant trade took a hit. Young sharemilking 

couples with young families and large debt didn’t have the same free time and finances to eat 

out as often as the long established dry stock farming families they had replaced.  

 

In conversation with dairy farmer Tom Clinton, who has dairying interests in both Ireland and 

New Zealand, the author heard about some of the changes he has witnessed in the South 

Island, brought about by the widespread conversions to dairying. The extra work on farms led 

to new jobs in local takeaways and local schools.  

Businesses ranging from consultancy to construction all benefited from the increase in milk 

output in that region. Demand for work increased for vets, road building crews, fencing 

contractors and water and drainage services.  

He even suggested that every extra direct job in manufacturing led to the creation of another 

three jobs throughout the wider support sector 

In the time he has been involved in agriculture in New Zealand he has seen the local 

agricultural contractors offered a better and bigger range of services. He also saw house prices 

quadruple in Invercargill, a town previously considered a backwater. 

 

A report from Michigan State University Center for Community and Economic Development 

by Robinson published in 2010 looked at the ‘Economic Advantages of Shopping at Locally 

Owned Businesses’.  

Some of the key findings of the report related to greater local job creation, the higher 

proportion of money circulating locally, local businesses typically providing better customer 

service and choice, using less public infrastructure resources,  promoting local 

entrepreneurship, as well as the environmental benefits associated with shorter supply chains. 
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Figure 8 from their report helps to illustrate how locally owned businesses contribute more to 

local charities and fundraisers compared to their national competitors. These locally owned 

businesses have a vested interest in the fortunes of their local areas and are more willing to 

support their local schools, community groups and charities both financially and through 

volunteering. 

 

Figure 8: charitable donations from locally owned businesses compared to a large national 

supermarket. 

 

 
Source: Michigan State University CCED  

 

Ronnie and Linda Stewart and their family left Ireland several years ago to pursue their 

farming careers in France. They shared a number of interesting observations and differences 

which they have witnessed between farming in North Co Donegal and the Burgundy region of 

France, over a WhatsApp call with the author.  

One was the level of respect they feel there is for farmers in their area from those outside the 

farming community.  

 

Another was the collaboration between local farmers, with the sharing of machinery 

throughout the year and the pooling of labour resources during busy times. This arrangement 

is through a cooperative arrangement known as CUMA (in English, cooperative for the use of 

farm machinery). CUMAs originated in the period after the Second World War, when there 

was a great need to rebuild and modernise French agriculture. These groups allow for the 

efficient sharing of machinery and labour resources, particularly at busy times of the year, all 

within an appropriate and recognised legal framework. 

 

According to Mr Stéphane Diard (Dairy farmer and board member of FN CUMA) some of the 

advantages of this system include reduced mechanisation costs, typically by 5 to 15%, gaining 

access to up to date, modern technologies, the sharing of risk, labour efficiencies, easier start 

up opportunities for young people and the social and knowledge sharing benefits that come 

along with it all. 

  

This type of cooperation was something of the norm in farming in Donegal years ago, but that 

is sadly just a memory to many now.  
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Chapter 3: Sharing… 
 
Time 
  
One recurring theme through the author’s visits was the importance of investing time into 

others in order to help promote a healthy and sustainable rural community. 

 

Volunteering time and effort, or contributing money and resources to local initiatives have a 

positive impact on the local community but it can also have a major positive impact on the 

mental health and well-being of the giver.  

 

This was highlighted by a 2018 report published jointly by Volunteer Ireland and NUI 

Galway, entitled ‘Rural Volunteerism: Impacting Development and Sustainability’ (Farrell, 

2018). 

 

 

Table 1: Rural volunteerism and how it impacts local people 

 

 
Source: Volunteer Ireland and NUI Galway  

 

Key results from this study resonated with the Iowa State study outlined earlier when it 

highlighted the: 

“Essential contribution volunteers make to rural infrastructure, the rural economy, 

rural inhabitants, the social links in rural communities and rural people’s sense of 

belonging and culture.” 

 

Teagasc dairy advisor for Donegal, Tommy Doherty shared how his clients are willing to 

share their time with others. Many of his clients are “never in a rush away”, which helps them 

build strong relationships with their neighbours, their wider community, helps them to learn 

new things and improve themselves and their businesses. 
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The quality of the interaction with those from outside the farm gate is possibly even more 

important than the quantity.  

 

In Pat Cullen’s book ‘Dairy farming: I did it my way’ he shares an example of a sullen, 

cantankerous vet who would come to his father’s yard when he was young. He contrasts this 

to someone pleasant coming into the yard, taking the time to lift the gloom and bring a ray of 

sunshine.  

 

 

Sharing… Information 
 
Discussions groups are a highly effective way to facilitate farmer learning. As well as helping 

improve technical management practices on farm, they can be an excellent social outlet.  

The discussions often give a farmer a different way of approaching their own problems.  

A joke or a humorous story conveying important information is often the highlight of a 

meeting. 

 

Stuart Barden, 2009 Nuffield Australia scholar, was a host farmer during the virtual 2020 

Africa Global Focus Program (GFP). During his own Nuffield travels to Kenya, he saw the 

potential and need to increase food production in East Africa. In 2011, Stuart and his wife, 

Annie, moved from Australia to Kenya. They purchased Ausquest Farm, 1,101 hectares of 

virgin savannah in an area that most Kenyans might assume was only for grazing livestock – 

due to its black cotton soils and low rainfall. 

 

One of Stuart’s key business objectives is to share the information he learns with local people 

and to learn as much as he can from others. He has trialled a large number of different crops 

and varieties in order to determine what grows well in the native environment. Stuart has up 

to 5,000 smallholder neighbours whom he hopes to influence to improve their farming 

practices. 

 

In less than ten years, he has welcomed up to 10,000 visitors from all over Kenya.  These 

visitors range from small scale farmers, school children, university students, large scale 

commercial farmers, diplomats, researchers and government representatives. Stuart offers 

these visits and the information he shares free of charge. He stresses the importance of making 

this information available to all, regardless of whether they farm half an acre or 10,000 acres.  

 

Since our virtual visit to Ausquest in November 2020, Stuart has now set up a website and 

YouTube channel to share his trials and experiences. 

 

“Ausquest Farm is focused on supplying quality fodder to dairy/beef farmers, growing 

speciality beans for local consumption, and sharing knowledge on the production of 

the same.” Quote from ausquestfarm.com 

 

The author observed the use of media, including social media, by farmers and other rural 

professionals to enlighten members of the public in how and why they do what they do on 

their farms and in their businesses.  

This ranged from a local farmer writing in a column in their local newspaper to some of the 

‘farming influencers’ who can be found on YouTube, Instagram or Twitter.  
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In recent years some of the discussion around farming issues has become quite toxic. Through 

the use of print and digital media, many of these farmers and farm families have been able to 

provide a more balanced, factually informative and constructive side to these debates.  

 

This is helpful for those who have little to no understanding of the industry as it gives them a 

good point of reference if they would like to learn about how their food is produced and how 

the countryside is managed.  

 

These platforms are also incredibly useful for fellow farmers and members of the agricultural 

community as they can see and learn about new technologies and farming practices.  

With the toxicity of the debate adding to the sometimes lonely nature of farming, these 

platforms can play an important role in helping those who listen or read them to maintain a 

positive mental attitude and outlook on their role within their industry and wider society as 

well. 

 

The audience is large and varied, from other farmers, interested locals, overseas viewers and 

both young and old showing an interest in what is going on in farming.  

 

Reasons for following are varied, too whether it is education or entertainment. Many of those 

who create this content noted an increase in interest during the first Covid-19 lockdown in 

2020.  

 

The creation and publishing of this online, as well as print content can provide the opportunity 

to help lessen the rural urban divide which more recently has been compounded by a divide 

based on environmental issues and even between different methods of farming. 

 

There is not only an onus on individual farmers but also on our state run broadcaster. RTE 

(Raidió Teilifís Éireann) must take their public service obligation seriously as it pertains to 

provide a balanced and informed communication on agriculture and the environment. It took 

RTE nine months to replace their Agriculture and Consumer Affairs Correspondent. 

 

The sharing of information can have a positive effect on the discourse around farming.  As 

farmers, we must make time not just to engage with neighbours, but also with outsiders to 

farming, using all types of media platforms. 

 

The author came across a novel approach to sharing farm news with members of the local area 

during a visit to Rosy-Lane Holsteins at Watertown, Wisconsin, USA. Lloyd & Daphne 

Holterman, alongside their business partners, Tim Strobel and Jordan Matthews, milk around 

1,000 cows alongside their cropping operation. The farm has its own Facebook and Twitter 

pages and website, but the endeavour which caught the eye of the author was the quarterly 

newsletter which they produce and send out to neighbours, members of the local Chamber of 

Commerce and other interested parties. Each newsletter contains a piece about some 

technology they use on farm, a member of staff profile, a company that the farm works with 

and/or farm photos. These newsletters help to foster greater relationships and understanding 

between the farm, and farming community with those that live nearby and in the local 

town/area. An example of a page from their newsletter is in Figure 9 below: 
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Figure 9: The Rosy-Lane “Record” 

 

 
 

Source: Daphne Holterman   
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Chapter 4: Involving… 
 

Students and young people 
 
An example of involving the local community is hiring students to work on the farm. A South 

Donegal dairy farmer, Geoffrey McClay shared that one of the most enjoyable and exciting 

aspects of his farming work, is employing students. Farms can be good places to learn new 

skills through demonstration and practice. 

 

Oftentimes, this is these young people’s first experience of paid employment and a good 

opportunity to give them a positive experience of the ‘working world’. 

 

Mr McClay highlighted how this helps build relationships with local families, schools and 

young people. 

 

The UN Committee on World Food Security (UNCFS) held a virtual High-Level Special 

Event on Global Governance of Food Security and Nutrition in October 2020. One of the 

partner events was titled: ‘Youth Engagement and Employment in Agri-food systems: What 

Works? What Doesn’t Work? What Could Work?’  

 

A quote from Diana Lenzi, then from WFO (World Farmers’ Organisation) and more recently 

president of the European Council of Young Farmers (CEJA), summed up the sentiment of 

the event when she said, “When youth get involved the results are always ambitious, they 

always raise the bar”. Farmers need to be engaged and enabled in order to tackle any problem. 

Innovative ways to tackle the problems of land and finance access must be developed to 

facilitate young farmer engagement.  

 

The event heard how important including young people in policy making decisions was: it 

will only be possible to create effective policy measures by allowing them to be created ‘by’ 

the youth and not just ‘for’ them. Diana stated farmers need training in policy development 

skills especially younger farmers in order to get them to the decision making table and 

empower them. 

 

Other panellists emphasised the importance of engaging young people and children in 

agricultural education, including through scholarship supports and the inclusion of newer 

technologies in curriculums.  

 

The industry should highlight the potential for good salaries and profits within the industry 

when trying to recruit the next generation.  

 

It was also stressed that the older generation must not be forgotten about within this 

conversation, as they still have so much to offer to the whole industry, not least in terms of 

guidance and experience. 

 

Government incentives and tax concessions are essential to encourage access to land and 

other resources for young people. Michael Moran of Caherlistrane, County Galway shared in 

conversation that a deciding factor for him leasing out his land to his nephew, Kevin Moran, 

2015 Nuffield Ireland Scholar, was the Irish government’s tax concessions for income from 

long-term land leases. 
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Figure 10: Author with 2015 Nuffield Ireland Scholar, Kevin Moran and his Uncle Michael 

Moran 

 

 
 

Source: Eleanor Lamberton 

 

Traditionally land rental in Ireland was done on a conacre basis. A system of rent that lasted 

10 or 11 months. In recent years the Irish government has incentivised longer term leases by 

effectively removing taxes paid on leases of 5, 7, 10, 15 or even 20 years. This gives the 

lessor the security of tenure to better plan stock numbers or crop rotations over a longer 

period, thus allowing them to invest in soil fertility and fencing etc. without the fear of losing 

out on the ground the next year. 
 

 

Involving… locals as members of staff 
 
In a visit to 2017 Nuffield Ireland Scholar Brian Hynes, in North Co Clare, he shared the 

importance of creating a better image of farm work in order to attract and retain more and 

better staff in the industry. One way he hopes to achieve this is by being flexible with his staff 

when they have other commitments on their own farms, say at silage time or when an animal 

must be taken to the vet.  

 

He also runs his business to allow him and his staff to have a good work/life balance. 

 



 

 

28 

 

Robin Stanley was the first farm visit of the 2020 Virtual Africa GFP in Kenya in November 

2020. He runs a dairy and beef farm which is situated on both sides of the main Nairobi to 

Mombasa road. As part of Robin’s Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), he has decided not 

to invest in milking machinery, which would potentially reduce his costs, but to continue 

employing up to 17 people to milk his 200+ cows by hand, twice a day.  

 

He said that many of his staff never completed primary education and therefore appreciate and 

are in need of employment such as this.  It also gives them a steady income which allows 

them pay for their children’s education. For Robin, as the last remaining white farmer in that 

area, it is an important way to make a positive contribution to and retain the support of local 

people.  

 

During the early part of the Covid-19 pandemic, Robin decided to pay some of his staff’s 

wages in maize meal instead of cash due to the economic and work related impacts of the 

pandemic, again highlighting the importance of his business for that area. Being part paid in 

maize meal gave his employees the certainty of having something to eat in such an uncertain 

time, with panic buying and supply chain issues caused by lockdown measures. 
 

 

Involving… the wider rural community 
 
The importance of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and having the support of the local 

community were recurring themes throughout each of the Virtual Africa GFP visits. Both 

large corporately owned farms we saw in Kenya, Kisima and Kakuzi stressed how their 

operations couldn’t survive without the community around them.  Their businesses therefore 

proactively cultivate strong and positive relationships with them. 

 

Kisima Farms is based on the northern slopes of Mt Kenya. They had a wide ranging set of 

CSR projects, including their forestry enterprise which had positive environmental impacts 

such as slowing wind to reduce soil erosion and water evaporation, providing habitats for 

wildlife, and reducing carbon emissions.  

 

They have established and run a primary and secondary school on site to help encourage and 

provide quality education in the area. They have built enterprise rooms, which include a 

dedicated sewing machine room and computer rooms to work with up to 30 smallholder 

groups in adult education, training and new business start-ups.  

 

They have also set up a bulk buying service allowing local farmers to use their storage 

facilities to buy supplies and inputs in bulk to reduce costs.  

 

Pre Covid they also ran a food program which supported up to 2,500 kids every day in 11 

schools and arranged for a volunteer dentist from Sweden to visit the schools. 

 

Another successful aspect of their CSR programme is their investment in the infrastructure 

and genetics to supply good quality seed potatoes in Kenya. The management team said this 

was less a commercial aspect of the business, more an effort towards carbon neutrality and 

greater food security in East Africa. 

 

The difference in using good quality seed potatoes over poorer home saved seed can multiply 

yields fivefold, which is up to 40 tons per hectare compared to eight previously.  
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Donegal farmer Derek Roulston has been involved with development work projects in Kenya 

for over 20 years, including with Kisima Farm and the quality seed project. He highlighted 

that the farmers who had both livestock and potatoes were obtaining better yields than those 

with crops alone. He puts this down to the ready availability of livestock manures and the 

more diverse crop rotations these farmers undertake. 

 

Similarly Kakuzi Plc a 14,000 hectare farm growing avocados, macadamias, blueberries, tea, 

livestock and forestry takes a major interest in the wellbeing of their local community and the 

relationship they have with them.  

 

One of their key supports to local farmers is through their Avocado Smallholder Programme.  

This programme focuses on economic empowerment by sharing the skills and knowledge 

required to grow avocados and by providing access to better local and global markets their 

scale allows them to reach. 

 

They provide for the medical needs of all their employees and their dependants with two 

dispensaries, manned by qualified medical personnel, as well as providing emergency cover 

for the wider community. 

 

They strongly support local education by donating desks and chairs made from their own 

timber. They have also provided rainwater harvesting systems, sanitation facilities, computers, 

tree and avocado seedlings, fences and gates among other things to schools in the local 

district.  

 

Since it began in 2016, Kakuzi has sponsored an annual Education and Career Expo for their 

local county, Murang’a. Each year several thousand students can hear from various speakers 

from businesses, universities and colleges on career choices and education, enabling them to 

make better education choices. 
 

 

Involving… wider society 
 
In January 2020 the theme of the Oxford Farming Conference (OFC) was ‘Growing a healthy 

society’. There were many good lessons and insights to be gained from attending it, but one 

was the potential benefits the Agri Food industry could achieve by welcoming a more diverse 

range of people into its workforce.  

 

Encouraging more women and people from different ethnicities and educational backgrounds 

has the potential to inspire more innovation and make the industry more welcoming as a 

potential option for their careers. 

 

Partheeban Navaratnam, a dairy veterinarian based in the UK shared his experience of being 

BAME (Black, Asian and minority ethnic) working in a majority white industry. The 

experience he shared would certainly make one think twice about how they relate to others. 

So many of the offences appeared small and unintentional, yet their volume and ceaseless 

nature were shown to have a profound impact on an individual. 

 

Another point of interest at the 2020 OFC was the Agriculture & Horticulture Skills 

Leadership Group (SLG). This initiative was being driven by industry stakeholders including 

employers, leaders from the NFU (National Farmers Union) Next Generation, the AHDB 

(Agriculture and Horticulture Development Board), Defra (Department for Environment, 



 

 

30 

 

Food & Rural Affairs) and Harper Adams. The key aims of the group are to inform, inspire 

and co-ordinate the industry’s approach to skills, to: 

 

● Embed a culture of lifelong learning and continuing professional development; 

● Drive greater uptake of training; 

● Promote agriculture as a progressive, professional, and exciting career choice. 

 

They hope to achieve these aims by creating a more structured and streamlined agricultural 

and horticultural training industry in England.  

 

They suggested that other industries had a more structured progression ladder, like the 

medical sector or had a much more defined level of entry requirement, like the construction or 

transport industries. It is their hope that being more structured and agile in their approach to 

lifetime learning will unlock improvements in productivity, profitability and sustainability. 

 

The OFC 2020 also heard how farmers could share the countryside with members of wider 

society in order to promote mental wellbeing. One example was centred on how landowners 

could open up parts of their land for public access.  

 

Areas such as woodland areas, scenic areas; such as on a hill or by a lake/waterway and non-

cultivated headlands of arable fields were some of the suggestions put forward. Studies have 

shown that getting out into nature has positive benefits on people both physically and 

mentally, as illustrated during the repeated lockdowns of the last two years.  Opening up a 

small section of a farm to the public is a relatively simple way for farmers to make the 

countryside more accessible to others. 

 

One major difficultly about this suggestion in Ireland is the fact that there is no insurance 

structure in place to give farmers indemnification where the public have access to their land 

and even if there was it is hard to envisage the farmer obtaining a financial return in order to 

cover such a cost. In order to make this proposal a runner, government assistance is going to 

have to be made available. 

 

The other example relates to offering care farming or social prescribing. Care farming, which 

is also referred to as social farming, is the practice of offering activity on family farms as a 

form of social support service. 

 

Care farming gives a socially, physically, mentally or intellectually disadvantaged person the 

opportunity to do regular, meaningful work they are interested in, in a safe and supportive 

environment. Being involved in these activities can help connect the individual with others 

and with nature, so they will gain confidence and improve their physical and mental fitness. 

 

On a recent visit to William McLaughlin’s social farm, Minister for Agriculture, Food and the 

Marine Charlie McConalogue described it as ‘inspiring’ and as a ‘prime example of people 

working together at all levels’. William McLaughlin’s social farm is a dairy enterprise, 

located in Malin, Co Donegal, who for the last number of years has been supporting people 

with disabilities and young students undertaking the Leaving Cert Applied (LCA) programme.  

 

Carndonagh Community School has been the first school in the country to avail of this 

opportunity to place students on a local social farm. Following their success a large number of 

other schools nationwide are pursuing the possibility of doing something similar. Elaine 
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Meehan, the LCA coordinator at the school shared about ‘the very real difference’ this made 

to the school being able to retain students and also to seeing the commitment of these students 

to completing their LCA programme. 

 

Not only do the participants benefit greatly from this experience but so do the farmers 

providing the service. The Social Farming Ireland website states that ‘Farmers experience a 

personal satisfaction from making a difference in participant’s lives and improved community 

connections’. They have a number of quotes from farmer providers to back this up.  

William shared some of the many other benefits for social farmers and their families and 

talked of having new social connections and friendships with the participants, having a real 

buzz around the farm and not being as isolated in his work with more people around and 

interested in the farm. 

 

Another great example of how to make others aware and get them involved in what the 

industry does is the Flaggy Shore Oysters experience, an agrifood tourism initiative run by 

2019 Nuffield Ireland Scholar Ciara O’Halloran and her father, Gerry.  

 

Figure 11: The author enjoying the Flaggy Shore Oysters experience 

 

  
Source: The author 

 

Their Redbank Food Company has over 35 years of experience as wholesalers of live 

shellfish. From the West of Ireland they have supplied importers and some of the finest 

restaurants at home and abroad. Their food tour ‘of all things oysters’ teaches about local 

marine life with the help of their ‘pet tank’. They explain how oysters are farmed and 

consumed. This is all wrapped up with the opportunity to sample as many oysters as you wish 

(or are able to.) 

 

Ciara’s father is amazed that people want to hear and learn about his work of 35 years. Food 

tourism experiences like the O’Halloran’s are great ways to educate, raise awareness and 

appreciation of local food production in an interactive, fun way, all the while generating an 

additional income stream and adding to local tourism initiatives. 
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Conclusion 
 

So, when environmental and food security challenges test the public perception of farming, 

what positive impact can farmers have on our local communities? 

This report has shown that the impact is significant, varied and overwhelmingly positive.  

Farmers help their own communities prosper, by creating jobs, fostering positive relations 

amongst neighbours and providing learning opportunities for younger people. The giving of 

their time, energy and resources to local initiatives and volunteering efforts, is only possible 

when their own health and wellbeing, that of their family and their own farm business are 

secure in the first place. Mindset clearly plays a big part.  Farmers who see beyond their own 

narrow interests and want their community to flourish will make the efforts required to 

improve the fortunes of others.  

Their motivations will vary, as laid out in the first chapter. Some feel a sense of duty to others 

less fortunate or to the next generation, many feel that they need to fill the gaps left by state or 

private service providers or act out of a perceived moral or religious obligation. Whatever the 

reason or motivation, the most successful undertakings appeared to be when the initiative is 

mutually beneficial to the giver and the recipient. 

Farmer’s actions within and the way they talk about their profession and industry have an 

influence on how others relate to farmers and farming and agriculture more generally.  

Whether it is neighbouring farmers who observe the farming practices and technologies that 

are used or the younger generation of potential farmers, not only family, but younger staff 

members and neighbours/acquaintances who hear and see how they approach their work, 

farmers have huge opportunities to become ambassadors for the industry each day.  

This is true too of how farmers can approach the general public looking on with huge interest, 

but with little or no understanding in what they do. They will notice the way farmers treat 

their animals and the environment, and can help them better understand what they do. Farmers 

can help educate them as to the quality of their food products, the landscapes they develop 

and maintain with their farming practices, decisions through informative, positive 

communication on the platforms the public get their information from, but also through 

educational farm visits, or agri-tourism experiences such as food tours. 

This report also shows the importance of sharing one’s time, which farmers generously do, 

through volunteering with local non-profit organisations and charities, or simply by being a 

good neighbour who always makes time to chat or make that phone call to a vulnerable 

member of the community.  

Farmers impact their communities positively from an economic and social viewpoint through 

the sharing of information.  This ranges from farmers sharing best farming practice amongst 

themselves, to farmers wanting to enlighten non-farmers about the realities and positives of 

farming. The report highlighted the work of Nuffield Australia scholar Stuart Barden of 

Ausquest farm in Kenya, who as part of his business plan seeks to trial different crops and 

techniques to share learnings with local smallholder farmers. 

Print and social media continue to play an important role in sharing information among 

members of the farming community, and indeed in communicating with the public about the 

realities of agriculture.  This is increasingly challenging, as the discourse has become 



 

 

33 

 

complex, even toxic, with questioning of the role of agriculture in climate change, or the 

sustainability of livestock productions from an environmental and dietary point of view. Some 

progress has been made, but farmers will need training in order to tackle this issue in the most 

constructive way. 

Farmers can find ways to involve those around them on their farms in mutually beneficial 

ways. They can provide youngsters’ first job, their first taste of paid employment and 

responsibility.  This also benefits the farmer with new ideas, enthusiasm and can help reduce 

isolation. It can also improve relationships between farmers and local schools and families. 

Similar mutual benefits can also be achieved when locals can be taken on farm as full or part 

time members of staff. 

The report highlighted the importance each farm which was visited virtually as part of the 

2020 Africa GFP placed on ensuring good community relations through their CSR efforts.  

The positives of a more diverse workforce have been shown in all sectors, and farming is no 

different. Encouraging more diversity of gender, ethnicity and background into the industry 

will yield fresh ideas and the willingness to embrace new farm practices at a time when the 

sector needs both. A proactive skills network and agricultural education system open to this 

diversity is critical here. 

We have learned from the COVID pandemic just how critical access to nature is to our 

physical and mental wellbeing.  Opening up the countryside and parts of farms to the public, 

with the right legal and insurance structures in place, can have major benefits from that 

perspective, while creating opportunities of improved exchange and understanding with 

farmers. 

The report also concludes that there is a significant positive impact which social or care 

farming can play in rural communities, for the potential users with learning, physical or 

physiological disabilities as well as for the host farmers who engage with them. 

No doubt farmers have had and continue to have a major impact on rural communities but 

much more can be effectively done by more in the farming community. 
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Recommendations 
 

1. The ‘On Feirm Ground’ program must be extended to include all agricultural 

advisors/consultants, tanker drivers, livestock hauliers, mart managers, 

veterinarians and input sales representatives to the point where we can be sure that 

every farmer in the country has a point of contact who has received appropriate 

training. 

2. Basic mental, physical health and wellbeing awareness must be included in 

agricultural college curriculums and in Knowledge Transfer/Discussion Group 

programmes.  Based on the proposed approach of the CAP Strategic Plan, this 

report recommends in particular that one of the Priority KT Topics each year 

would include the promotion of farmers’ physical and mental wellbeing. 

Appropriate medical experts should be made available to deliver these 

talks/workshops right across the country as a part of the programme. 

3. Health and safety must remain a top priority within the farming industry and be 

included in college curriculums and as above, be included in KT/Discussion Group 

programmes as a Priority KT Topic on at least two years of the programme. 

Financial support must be given towards the cost of completing high risk jobs by 

hiring trained professionals and/or appropriate safety equipment. The HSA (Health 

and Safety Authority) already promotes, reports on and policies health and safety 

issues across industry.  However, there is scope to increase their remit to make 

available equipment, such as cherry pickers, and trained personnel, such as 

chainsaw operators, with jointly funded support from the Department of 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine and the Department of Enterprise, Trade and 

Employment. 

4. A more positive, inclusive, informative debate about farming, rural communities 

and the environment in traditional and social media must be fostered to avoid or 

correct toxic, dispiriting, or even harmful messaging from industry or NGO 

representatives, press, and other stakeholders interacting with farmers.  

It took RTE nine months to replace Fran McNulty, who moved to Prime Time last 

May. RTE must take their public service obligation seriously as it pertains to 

balanced and informed communication on agriculture and the environment. 

Initiatives such as Meat & Dairy Facts must be given increased funding from their 

current supporters as well as The Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 

in order to increase their reach on social media and better target its 

communication. 

Farmers must be given access to online social media training through Teagasc 

courses to improve their communications skills on the media platforms used by the 

general public. 

Individual farmers and farm families who use social media proactively to promote 

farming should feel supported by their fellow farmers. Encouraging words of 

support can go a long way for someone who has put themselves out there and may 

be facing a lot of negative comments regularly. 
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5. Through taxation and other forms of supports, reduce the cost of employing people 

in rural locations, in order to revitalise areas with declining populations while 

helping reduce the pressure on housing in more densely populated areas. This 

could help with housing, as well farmer isolation and health and safety issues, as 

some commercial farms are understaffed. 

6. Provide farmers with access to training and advice on employment law and 

practice as applicable to farms, to ensure that farmers are good, responsible 

employers who are both attractive to workers and can retain them readily. 

Create a competition for “Best Farm Employer of the Year” along the lines of the 

Ireland’s Great Place to Work campaign run by the Irish Times in collaboration 

with TU Dublin. 

7. A framework to facilitate farmers’ opening their farm or part thereof to the public 

(i.e. insurance, templates, procedures, etc.) must be developed.  A stakeholders’ 

working group should bring farm organisations, walking groups, insurance 

companies and representatives from government, such as the Office of Public 

Works on board to devise this framework. 
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Project Title: 

 
Name of project 
 

 
 

 

 Scholar:  Gareth Lamberton 
 

 Address: 10 Fairview Manor, 
Burnfoot, Co. Donegal, 
Rep. of Ireland 

  
 Phone: 00353 86 604 6559 
   
 Email:  
 

garethlamberton@yahoo.ie 

 
Objectives 

To show what impact, if any, farming has on rural communities 
in Ireland and globally. 
To encourage the Irish agricultural industry to have a more 
positive impact within their rural communities and share 
examples of how this can be done practically. 
Highlight case studies of businesses that have had an impact 
on their communities. 
To make recommendations to relevant industry stakeholders on 
how best to support the industry in these aims. 
 

Background 
 
 
Research 
 
 

With changed demographics there are less farmers in rural 
areas. Can or do they still have an impact on the wellbeing of 
rural communities? If so, how? 
 
Research conducted through online research, virtually through 
calls from around Ireland, The UK, France, The Netherlands, 
Brazil, China, Australia and virtual attendance at Committee on 
World Food Security. In person visits in Ireland, Northern 
Ireland, USA and New Zealand from an earlier visit. Used local 
library service to assess helpful books to further study depth. 
 

Outcomes The agricultural industry continues to have a massive impact on 
rural communities as it has had down through history. Farmers 
can be proud of this as they can have an impact across every 
townland in Ireland, in a way that very few, if any, other 
industries can rival. Nonetheless, they must remember that 
their efforts are required daily in order to maximise the impact 
they can have on their own rural communities. 
 

Implications In order to have the largest possible positive impact, farmers 
must take good care of themselves and those within their own 
care. Furthermore, they will require support from their own 
families and neighbours and the people who they employ and 
do business with regularly, alongside the government agencies 
and departments which they encounter also. 
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