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Key Themes of Presentation

• Development of Social Farming in Ireland to Date

• Activities, Structure and Impacts of Social Farming Ireland

• Social Farming in the Irish context: distinctive features; key 

beneficiaries; outcomes for participants

• Education in the Social Farming Ireland model 

• ‘Typical’ social farmers and examples

• Key Challenges in Developing and Growing Social Farming 

in Ireland 
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Activities of SoFI

National Network  

• Developing National SF network across 
Ireland

• Expanding the knowledge and understanding 
of Social Farming in Ireland  

• Supporting and developing interested  
farmers

• Training farmers for social farming 

• Working with services to make social 
farming happen for their clients

• Supporting placements

• Working to grow, develop and sustain Social 
Farming as a real option around the country



Activities of SoFI

Evidence Based Learning  Project

• Building the evidence base of best practice

• Guides/reports on Social Farming in a variety of 
sectors

• Disseminating learning amongst practitioners in 
health and social care, in universities,  etc.

• Engaging with Policy makers, Government & EU

• Collaboration with international practice across 
UK, Europe, Australia. 

• 2019-2020: Major cost-benefit analysis to be 
undertaken
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Financial Impacts
 Supporting 8 workers
 Sampling fund has put money 

into the rural economy, paid 
directly to farmers

 Additional funding leveraged 
from health and social care

 Over 70 days of training 
delivered to the farming sector

 Very significant emphasis on 
Health and Safety and farm 
inprovement

 Assets of farms being uncovered 
and developed

SoFI indicators to date
 270 people trained in the 

farming sector from every 
county in Ireland

 77 Farms active across 25 
out of 26 counties

 Over 6,300 participant days 
delivered

 Over 700 participants 
supported 

 Engaged with 60+ service 
providers (statutory and C&V)

SoFI Impacts (to summer 2019)



SF in the Irish context

• An outcome focused support placement
• With a farmer on an ordinary working family farm
• Using the natural assets of the people, the place, the

activities and the community
• ….to support a person to achieve some of their own chosen

goals (person-centred)
• Not a specialised or ‘treatment’ farm
• Emphasis on providing supports in a natural, non-clinical and

community environment
• The farmers support people to do ‘ordinary things in

ordinary places’, carrying out everyday farm activities
• Strong emphasis on improved health and well-being

(physical, mental, social, spiritual)
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• People with disabilities 
(intellectual, physical and 
sensory) 

• People in recovery from 
mental ill health

• Older people

• Disaffected young people 

• Refugees & Asylum seekers

• Long term unemployed

• People with acquired brain 
injury

• People with Dementia  

People benefiting from SF in 
Ireland

Farmers, their families and rural communities 

Statutory authorities, Service providers, advocates, policy 
makers 



 Social and community inclusion
 Improvements in physical health and vitality
 Improved mental health and wellbeing
 New connections with nature, biodiversity, etc. 
 Improved life skills and occupational skills
 Building routine, sense of purpose
 Improved self esteem and self confidence
 Building wider personal networks
 Building individual / personal capacity and self-care 
 Improved decision making skills
 Valued Social Role
 Progression to further education/employment 

Outcomes for Participants–
SoFI Research 



Participant from Intellectual Disability Services 

It was a totally new experience for me. I got to meet new people such as the 
farmer and others, along with the animals. It was outdoors on a farm with 
nature and beauty all around us. It was lovely to hear the sounds of the animals 
and the noises in the background such as the tractor, the cows mooing, chickens 
clucking, horses neighing and whinnying, the sounds of running water.

I got the opportunity to plant flowers and lettuce. I also got to bake brown 
bread and scones. I also experienced the snow in the country.

The programme was on for 10 weeks. It gave me a new routine, something to 
look forward to. 

I got in touch with the animals. I held a red hen and she jumped out of my 
hands. I felt the horses harness and observed the ploughman ploughing the 
field. It was nice to spend time in the countryside away from the city noise to a 
more peaceful and natural sound.

I experienced the fresh air and it gave me a better appetite. I was in the glass 
house and we learned all about what we grow in it.

If I had my way I would like to settle down in the countryside with P (my sister) 
and live in a lovely country cottage surrounded by lovely scented flowers and 
shrubs. We would go for long walks together and enjoy our peaceful 
surroundings.



Participant from Mental Health Services 

“I find it exciting because I’m interested in it. I find it very 
therapeutic, doing up the cart was therapeutic, painting and 
sanding and learning about the cattle and learning about 
the ivy and very informational you know, and  I have a good 
interest in it and em,  I’ve told a lot of people about it 
already…. [I] enjoyed it and it’s good for you as well, a bit of 
walking involved, gets you out into the countryside and fresh 
air and you get to hear more sounds and it’s more, its more 
easier going than a city or a town out in the country you 
know and em that’s about all I’d say you know, I found it 
very good.”



Education in the SoFI model 

Social Farming in the Irish context is not primarily

education/training focused, but has strong educative 

elements

For all participants: 

• Learn a variety of farm skills including care of animals 
• Learn additional skills from farmer/farm family: cooking, 

baking, woodwork, crafts, etc.  
• New learning about nature, biodiversity
• The development of social skills  
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• People are involved in the planning and achievement of their own goals 
on the placement 

• Social farming is based on people’s ability and not their disability: 
everyone has a role to play 

• Learning is relaxed, informal and individual (learning by doing)

• Encouragement and guidance is outside of professional/clinical context 

• SF can be part of a discovery process 
– person-centred: takes a personal and individual approach to people’s 

progression on and off the farm 

– Can spark an interest in something new which can be brought forward. 

– Helps to uncover or develop people’s strengths, skills and interests

– Support workers/advocates who can work with the person to progress 
things further

Underlying approach and process is 
educative and developmental 



Training is mandatory for social farmers who wish to work with Social 
Farming Ireland (2-3 days) 

1. Introduction to Social Farming 

2. Farm Safety H&S, Food Safety

3. Safeguarding Vulnerable Adults (3.5hr HSE approved training)

4. Support Framework and planning for Delivery

5. On Farm H&S Mentoring

6. Health, wellbeing and social farming - Understanding Disability  

7. Farm Visit /Peer learning

8. Health, wellbeing and social farming - Understanding mental health 

9. Planning for future activity, and Business Development, Reflection on 
Training 

Social Farmer Education and 
Training 
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Coverage across 
Ireland 



TYPICAL SOCIAL FARM?

 Farms range in size from 1 acre to over 700 acres and across 
all sectors.

 Chosen on basis of qualities and characteristics of the 
farmer, the farm family and the community around the farm

 Majority small to medium sized operations
 Few  farming intensively, have the time and space to 

incorporate social farming 
 Most mixed operations,  wide variety of activities  and 

capacity to meet range of preferences and interests.
 Many have additional skills, e.g. woodworking or 

cooking/preserving 
 Typically strong emphasis on maintenance of traditional 

farming skills and equipment, organic or chemical free 
agriculture, heritage and ecological value of the farm 
landscape and buildings and animal welfare.  

 Have indoor spaces (It rains, a lot!)



Example: Rowan Ridge Farm

- Dessie, Betty and Frank Harrington
- 10 acre smallholding 
- Animals: horses, donkeys, cattle, alpacas, laying 

hens
- Grow vegetables in polytunnels and outdoors 
- Committed to sustainable farming and 

preserving biodiversity 

“We love being 
able to offer 

people a safe, 
supported place to 
learn and grow” 

Typical Social Farming Activities

- Caring for, feeding and grooming the horses and donkeys
- Checking and feeding the cattle 
- Planting, wedding and harvesting vegetables
- Farm walks and identifying local flora and fauna
- Making bread, jams, etc. 
- Spending time together “cois tine”, eating, singing, telling 

stories  



Funding for Placements

—Funding for placements under this Project still largely funded by 
DAFM Sampling Fund

—Challenges in securing embedded, long term funding for placements 
from within health and social care services: limited budgets; level of 
additional supports needed (e.g. transport, staff support); novel 
choice

Key Challenges in Developing and 
Growing Social Farming in Ireland 

Funding for Social Farming Ireland 

- Still largely based on a Project with funding for SoFI until October 
2020, uncertainty after that (Brexit, budgets, elections)



Key Challenges in Developing and 
Growing Social Farming in Ireland 

Developing a wider and real understanding of our model of Social 
Farming (not training centres or open farms or care/social 
institutions based on farms) 

Getting farmers not generally a challenge – with some regional 
exceptions

 But managing farmer expectations can be 

 They are making a commitment in terms of training, insurance, 
etc. with no guarantees of income



To date four reports have been produced and are available on 
our website –

https://www.socialfarmingireland.ie

Reports

https://www.socialfarmingireland.ie/
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 New Opportunities
- For farmers to develop multifunctional farm income source and 
rejuvenate their farms 
- For vulnerable/disadvantaged people to have valuable and life-
enhancing experiences.

 Connecting people 
- Connecting vulnerable/disadvantaged people with farmers and 
others in their local communities
- Connecting farmers with participants and with the wider 
community 

 Enhancing lives 
- Participants, farmers, farm families, wider community, services
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“Ordinary things in ordinary places” 


