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Pocket, head and heart: farming for conservation in the Burren region 



Presentation outline:

The Burren

Biodiversity challenges

A locally-led response:

Pocket: Paying for results

Some Reflections

Head: Providing technical support

A story involving many people and a lot of learning, over a long time

Heart: Building ownership



The Burren – Boireann – Place of Stone – Fertile rock. 72,000ha in size. 



Glaciated karst landscape – UNESCO Geopark

Ludlow (1651) ‘not water enough to drown a man, wood enough to hang one, nor 
earth enough to bury them … and yet their cattle are very fat’



High Nature Value: 70% of Ireland’s native flora, 30,000ha designated SAC (mostly Priority Habs)



A ‘Cultural Landscape’ (Tentative UNESCO World Heritage Site)



Dutton (1808): ‘it is the custom of many graziers … to permit the grass to remain for feeding store cattle or 

sheep in winter…’   

WINTERAGE

A farmed landscape - with some interesting traditions:…



Winterage – reverse transhumance – an ancient adaptation to farming limits of the land. 
And a key driver of Burren’s biodiversity.

Farming and the Burren Research 
Project (1998-2001) – Teagasc funded.



Ageing Farming population
1,561 people in the Burren identified themselves as farmers in 2010, a (surprisingly) small decrease from the 1991 figure.
The main change from 1991 would appear to be the increasing age profile of Burren farmers with a substantial loss of
younger farmers (under 44) to the older cohorts, but very low levels of young farmer recruitment. This mirrors the National
trend of an ageing farmer population. Turnover of land is very low in the Burren, and it is common for those inheriting land
to retain the land while either farming it as a part-time occupation or renting it to other farmers. Increasingly, Burren
farmers are working part- or full-time off the farm, further reducing the labour available.

Farmer age

Burren Ireland

1991 2010 1991 2010

No. % No. %

% Change 

since 1991 % No. %

% Change 

since 1991

under 35 237 14.7 106 6.8 -55.3 21504 13.3 8658 6.2 -59.7

35 to 44 360 22.3 279 17.9 -22.5 32247 20.0 24480 17.6 -24.1

45 to 54 323 20.0 378 24.2 17.0 35312 21.8 34500 24.8 -2.3

55 to 64 333 20.7 410 26.3 23.1 36077 22.3 34946 25.1 -3.1

65 and over 359 22.3 388 24.9 8.1 36479 22.6 36510 26.2 0.1

Total no of farmers 1612 1561 -3.2 161619 139094 -13.9

Source: HNV LINK Project

Farming critical for sustaining Burren biodiversity … but…



Consolidation of farms

Burren Ireland
1991 2010 1991 2010

No. % No. %

% Change 

since 1991 % No. %

% Change 

since 1991

<10 ha 247 15.3 172 11.1 -30.4 43128 25.4 25337 18.2 -41.3

10-20ha 451 28.0 294 19.1 -34.8 48228 28.4 33481 24.0 -30.6

20-30ha 373 23.1 289 18.7 -22.5 30964 18.2 24618 17.7 -20.5

30-50ha 306 19.0 431 27.9 40.8 28406 16.7 30595 21.9 7.7

50-100ha 176 10.9 269 17.4 52.8 15532 9.1 20695 14.8 33.2

>100ha 60 3.7 88 5.7 46.7 3844 2.3 4663 3.3 21.3

The average farm size owned in the region estimated to be 39.39 ha (32.5ha Nationally). In the last twenty years the number of small
farms (up to 30 ha) has steadily decreased as these are consolidated to form larger units. Similar trends can be seen nationally. The
Burren has a higher percentage of larger farms than the National average – this is a reflection on the low productivity levels of
Burren holdings where large holdings are often required for relatively low stock numbers.

Source: HNV LINK Project

An evolving relationship between people and place



Polarisation of agricultural activity within farms- and across region

Upland to lowland shift

Changes in farming = impact on Burren habitats, for example:





Bespoke approach for the Burren needed

National AES’s/Designations important, but not enough to tackle these issues.

Burren’s ‘values’ threatened by both over-intensification and under-utilisation



CHALLENGES FACING HNV FARMING IN THE BURREN
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Poor economic 
outlook

Poor social 
structure

Land 
abandonment and 

intensification

Lack of integrated 
land use strategy

Over-regulation/ 
Bureaucracy

Apathy and 
Antipathy

Our approach? A Community Stewardship Model
Providing Burren farmers with targeted Financial, Technical and Social/Cultural 

support (‘pocket, head and heart’) to lead in the care of their own place



I-2: 
Payment 
for work

done

I-1:
Payment 
for site 

condition

Works: scrub, water, walls…Management: grazing , feed …

Two ‘Interventions’

Two Annual Payments

The Pocket: Paying for results!



0/104/10

5/10- 10/10

RDP funded through Dept. of Agriculture, Food & the Marine & Dept. of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht (NPWS)

Intervention 1: Providing an incentive to better manage HNV farmland

Undergrazed, no ‘result’ payment

Well managed, ‘result’ payment (60 - 180/ha)

Overstocked, no ‘result’ payment



Overgrazed in summer
Score down 1 point

Grazing good

A Farmer- friendly field scoring system



Field score card (completed by Advisor)



Simple, 1-page Annual ‘Intervention 1’ Score Sheet 

Compiled by Advisor, checked by Local Team



Payment structure for environmental outputs(I-1)
Annual payment – All eligible fields assessed annually and rated/paid accordingly

Additional income: From 2010-18, €5m paid to Burren farmers under results based 
measure, current average payment of €2,600 per farm (2018), c.1,800 fields assessed.

-

Banded payments (40ha bands) with max payment of €180/ha 

Impact focussed: lowest scoring fields listed first for payment (at highest payment 
band) to incentivise farmers to target lowest scoring fields (only effective if farm >40ha)

Progressive payments: 25% bonus for 9, 50% bonus for 10, no payment for <5

Score
10 9 8 7 6 5 <5

0 – 40 ha €180 €135 €96 €84 €72 €60* €0

41-80 ha €90 €68 €48 €42 €36 €30* €0

81-120 ha €45 €34 €24 €21 €18 €15* €0

>121  ha €23 €17 €12 €11 €9 €8* €0



Low scores? – Action needed!  Farmer is allocated an allowance 
within which he/she can nominate (& co-fund) tasks to increase score





Improvements in water quality and more efficient usage

Protection of existing supplies

Improved  water ‘harvesting’

Increased water storage

New pumped supplies 
& delivery 



Improvements in 
access to sites



+ restoring/increasing grazing



Potential Result (over time):
Score 10/10 €180/ha An additional, not an alternative, product



Change (in % area) in Field Scores between Year 6 (2016) and Year 1 (2010)
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Payment structure for Conservation Actions (I-2)
Allowance based: €100/ha (of digitised SAC/Annex 1 habitat) p.a. Max € 7k p.a.

Measure 2  Work Category Total budget, Year 1- 6 (€) % of Total M2 spend, Year 1-6

Scrub Removal 1,663,800
61.4%

Wall repair & fencing 420,681
15.5%

Water Provision 241,529

8.9%
Vehicle Access Tracks 149,273

5.5%
Gate installation 117,667

4.3%
Habitat Restoration 64,257

2.4%
Feed equipment 54,337

2.0%
Total 2,711,544

Co-funded: Farmer contributes 25-75% of cost depending on Envtl. value of job

Individually priced: Every job is costed separately based on researched costs

Farmer nominates jobs: Farmer and advisor discuss and plan works, BP team check

Flexible: Farmer declares jobs ‘done’ and claims payment for these jobs only



The Head: Providing local technical support



 

Sponsored by NPWS, co-funded 
by Teagasc, Burren IFA

- Problem identified and 
understood

- Possible solution 
proposed by farmer

- New feed system 
developed with 
Teagasc/scientific input

- Impact monitored by 
farmer and BP team

- Farmers subsidised to 
use feed and demonstrate 
impact to others

Co-creating solutions: e.g. 
feeding systems





Sharing innovations across Europe – HNV-LINK Project
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THIS PROJECT HAS RECEIVED FUNDING FROM THE EUROPEAN UNION HORIZON 2020
RESEARCH AND INNOVATION PROGRAMME UNDER GRANT AGREEMENT NO. 696391

www.hnvlink.eu

HNV-LINK - High Nature Value Farming: 
Learning, Innovation and Knowledge

http://www.hnvlink.eu/


Moving from Antipathy and Apathy to Empathy and Action

The Heart: Building local ownership



Stage 1: 1997-2001 Listening to and learning from farmers

Stage 2: 2002 – 2004 Re-framing the narrative to include farmers

Stage 3: 2005-2010 Farmers and researchers co-create solutions

Growing local ownership:



‘… the majority of local people have not taken ownership of their own heritage…is once 
more imposed ‘from above’ and ‘from outside (O’Rourke, 2001).

Burrenbeo – connecting people with their places and their role in caring for them



Community learning initiatives



Community wellbeing initiatives



Celebrating high nature value farming and its contribution…



Shaping a new narrative around farming and nature

Bord Bia supported National Farming for Nature Award



Problems with 
Designations and 
REPS measures 

1995 

Research PhD: 
The Impact of 

Farming on the 
Burren

Teagasc & UCD
1998-2001

BurrenLIFE
Project 

NPWS, Teagasc, 
Burren IFA

2005-2010

Burren Farming 
for Conservation 

Programme
DAFM & NPWS

2010-2015

BP 2018: 331 farmers, 
23,000ha of SAC/Annex 1 land, 
Annual I-1 payment of €859k, 
Overall I-2 works budget of €8m

20 years a growing … and learning

A Vision for Sustainable 
Farming in the Burren

The Burren will be an increasingly 
attractive place to live and farm, a 
place where farm families enjoy the 

support and respect of society to 
produce quality food and deliver 

valued services, thereby sustaining 
the Burren’s rich heritage for the 

benefit of all.



Farmer’s needs inform scientific 
input and programme design

Practical, local, relevant to farmer

Fair and transparent payment system

Minimal paperwork – e.g farm plan,
permission for works etc

Positive (language, incentives)

Flexible – freedom to farm

Continuity of staff and office

Key Principles 1. Farmer-centered



2. Locally led (targeted)
Office in the central Burren (old schoolhouse)

7 Staff (6FTEs), 4 living in the Burren, 2 in Clare

11 farm advisors, 4 farming in the Burren, >60% of Plans

Database of 60 local workers (mainly farmers) to assist with carrying out farm works

More administratively expensive?

Following competitive tender, BP team awarded contract to manage BP

Contract value <15% of projected programme spend

Approximately 30-40% of BP team time spent on ‘admin’, remainder on technical 
support for farmers and advisors, monitoring of Field scores and oversight of farm 
works, securing permissions for works, communications etc. 
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Locally led approaches

EIP Hen Harrier: European 
Innovation Partnership  locally led 
project for Hen Harrier Special 
Protection Areas

EIP-Open Call: European Innovation 
partnership operational groups with 
specific objectives for HNV 
farmland 



Some Benefits of Paying for Results

Incentive: Better product, more money.

Meaningful: Clear aims & includes criteria the 
farmer can control or manage.

Flexible: Freedom to farm & adaptable to 
individual situations.

Value for money: Poorer performance, less money.

Awareness: Farmers recognising additional 
roles of farming (multi-functional 
agriculture).

Monitoring tool: Change in scores can demonstrate 
impact.

3. Results-based payments

For examples see www.rbaps.eu



Action based Payments Results based Payments

BurrenLIFE Burren Programme Future BP?

Building in adaptability over time ... and place …and priority 
(eg habitats, species, water, carbon…?) 

Being Adaptive and responsive



Farmers are a conservation ‘resource’. To use this resource we need to:

Do better at engaging farmers, making them feel part of the solution  - not the problem 

Reward (directly and indirectly) farmers who deliver what we want.

Provide farmers with practical, relevant (local?) technical support.

Some simple lessons from the Burren for the ELCN:

Clearly explain what it is we want farmers to deliver on their land.



www.burrenprogramme.com www.burrenbeo.com
www.farmingfornature.ie

Thank you!

http://www.burrenprogramme.com/
http://www.burrenbeo.com/
http://www.farmingfornature.ie/

