
 
Helen Doherty 
Hi and welcome to the SoEngage Plus podcast, an Erasmus+ project funded by the European 

Commission.  

The objective of the SoEngage Plus project is to provide support to farmers to learn about and 

engage in Social Farming and support them to promote their Social Farm offering for the benefit of 

participants and sustainability of the farm.  

My name is Helen Doherty, the Programme Co-ordinator for the National Social Farming Ireland 

Network and I’m going to talk to you today about Social Farming.  

Today I am joined by Dr Aisling Moroney. 

Hi Aisling. 
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Aisling Moroney 
Hi, Helen. I'm delighted to be here to join you today and to talk to you more about my work within 
Social Farming Ireland, which is really focused on the policy side, and the research side of things. 
1 
Helen Doherty 
Thank you, Aisling, great to have you here today. So, what is Social Farming? Social Farming is where 
people with health and social care needs go out onto an ordinary working family farm for the 
therapeutic benefit of getting involved in ordinary everyday activities that are available on that farm. 
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Aisling Moroney 
Helen you've been involved now in Social Farming, gosh, longer than I have been going – quite a way 
back. And I'd really like if you could take us through that journey of where Social Farming started to 
develop and evolve in Ireland, right up to where we are now where it's really at a high growth stage. 
Can you take me through the key milestones, I suppose in in that journey? 
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Helen Doherty 
Sure, Aisling. With Social Farming in Ireland, there was a keen interest in Social Farming by a small 
group of people called the Community of Practice going back as far as 2006, which is quite a long time 
ago now. And those people saw what was happening across in Europe in relation to Social Farming 
and some of the initiatives that were developing there. So, they started to look at how they might 
develop Social Farming in Ireland.  
One of the key organisations that was involved right from the start was UCD (University College 
Dublin). They were looking for a rural development partner and actually subsequently then became 
involved with a Queen's University in Belfast. And that was as a result of viewing it as a potential 
project for cross-border funding. So, in 2011, they were successful in garnering some funding for Social 
Farming to develop it as a cross-border programme. The six counties of Northern Ireland and the six 
border counties were involved in that initiative. And that started in 2012, ran until 2014. And that 
effectively was where Social Farming was piloted on the island of Ireland. The original pilot programme 
set up 20 pilot farms across the 12 counties, we trained all the farmers that were involved, and as a 
result of that pilot programme, we now have a very valuable training programme that is rolled out 
right across the country. And that pilot programme also gave the opportunity for services to actually 
learn what Social Farming could offer. On the whole, the whole programme was extremely successful. 
And Aisling, I think you certainly saw some of the benefits of that programme. 
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Aisling Moroney 
Yes, I mean, obviously, this was before I specifically worked on Social Farming. But looking back on the 
results of that pilot project, I think there were some key learning that came out of it, that has gone on 
to inform how Social Farming is now in Ireland, and I suppose the first and most obvious thing is that 
Social Farming really worked. It worked for the participants, there were amazing results and benefits 
and outcomes delivered for the participants at that stage, who had mainly been coming from the 
mental health sector, and from the intellectual disability sector. So that was first and foremost, 
participants loved it, there was extremely high participation rates, and the services could see the value 
of it – absolutely. And a couple of the other things that came out of that pilot – first of all, that ordinary 
farm activity is the most valuable thing that was being provided, that people didn't want people in 
services nor participants, they didn't want farms setup specifically as Social Farms. They wanted the 
farms to remain ordinary working farms where production happened alongside Social Farming. And 
that has really gone on to inform how Social Farming has developed since then. And then another 
really important thing is that farmers should be paid for the very, very valuable support that they are 
providing to people. And that would be another key point.  
So first of all that had worked, certainly secondly keeping the ordinary farm activity at the centre of it. 
And thirdly, the farmers will be paid for the supports they provided. Those underpin how Social 
Farming has developed ever since really, I think it's fair to say, isn't it Helen? 
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Helen Doherty 
Absolutely. And a key development yes, was certainly that the farmers should be paid for their time. 
I know in that original pilot programme; we had a capital budget for capital improvements on the 
farm. But certainly, health and social care services reflected back to us that actually, the time that 
farmers were investing in people was probably the most valuable contribution that they made. And I 
suppose compensating people for that time and for the costs involved in getting involved in Social 
Farming was very important.  
Just to go back to some of the structures around Social Farming, during that time, we had University 
College Dublin, Leitrim Development Company, and Queen's University, as well as being supported by 
the Department of Agriculture in Northern Ireland, we were supported by the EU Interreg 4A 
programme which was very important in the development of Social Farming.  
Subsequent to that then in 2014, as the programme began to wind up, we found that other areas in 
the Republic of Ireland were very keen and very interested in learning more about Social Farming and 
how they might develop it in their locality. In other words, every county in Ireland wanted to get 
involved in Social Farming. Farmers in every county in Ireland, in fact, were starting to contact the 
office in Leitrim Development Company to see how they might go about becoming Social Farmers. We 
reflected then that back to the Department of Agriculture and other government departments and 
making them aware that people were very anxious to see Social Farming developed right across the 
country. So, the Department of Agriculture then came along and decided to support the development 
of Social Farming and Leitrim Development Company were successful in tendering for the 
development of a national network to support Social Farming right across the country. So based in 
Leitrim Development Company, we now have a team of people who work right across Ireland, we 
partner with three other local development companies, Southwest Mayo Development Company, 
Waterford Leader Partnership, and West Limerick Resources. Those four companies make up what is 
collectively now known as Social Farming Ireland, and Social Farming Ireland provide key supports 
mentoring and development to all the farmers involved in Social Farming. 
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Helen Doherty 
In 2016 Leitrim Development Company were successful then in tendering for the National Network. 
The work of the National Network was really to develop support for Social Farming activity right across 
the country to ensure that Social Farming was going to develop in a sustainable way – to provide 
training for farmers, to provide mentoring, to provide a network support, working with support 



services, right across the country across the many different sectors, that were now becoming aware 
of Social Farming and the potential that it had for the people that they are supporting. Alongside our 
Network contract, we also have a Model contract, which looks at the development of research and 
policy around our model of Social Farming. And Aisling, you might talk to us a little bit more about 
that, because that's actually your specific area of expertise. 
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Aisling Moroney 
I would be delighted to Helen and well, to focus on the policy side first, I suppose the first really 
important thing to say is and I suppose this kind of overarches everything is that Social Farming fits so 
well and reflects so well emerging policy and health and social care, which is very much around 
providing community-based ordinary supports to people regardless of their challenges in life. So that's 
a really important point to make, I suppose. But also within that, as a Policy Officer, one of my roles is 
to keep abreast of continuing policy – policy changes all the time, government departments change 
all of the time, new policies emerge, new directives emerge. So, we're keeping abreast of these all of 
the time, to make sure we are responding in the best way. And also, we are contributing to policy. I 
mean, a lot of what we do out on farms, the results we're getting with people, they're confirming, I 
suppose the benefits of the kind of approaches, the kind of high-level policy aspirations in health and 
social care around providing better lives for people in their own communities. We are actually doing 
that on the ground. The kind of research reports that we are producing, and I'll talk about those a little 
bit more in a few minutes, they are providing real evidence from the ground as to the benefits of what 
is being proposed, I suppose at the policy level. And as we all know, sometimes there can be a bit of a 
gap between what the policy is and what best practices and what actually happens on the ground. So, 
we are showing, I suppose the value of all of that high level of policy.  
So then, on the research side, we continually do research amongst Social Farmers, amongst 
participants, amongst the staff from services, who support people who go on to Social Farms, this is 
really embedded in everything we do. We have six major reports that are available on our website, 
which show the results of that research.  
And why do we do it? Well, I suppose because first of all, we're always looking to improve, we're 
always looking to see, are we doing the right thing? Or is the approach we're taking the right one? 
What can we do better? And we also of course want to be able to make the argument with real 
evidence as to what the outcomes of Social Farming are, we want this to continue. We know this 
works. We want it to be sustainable. We want supports to come from the Department of Agriculture 
Food and the Marine, of course, to continue those, but also, more importantly, we continue to get 
support from other government departments. We need evidence for that. And that's what our 
research is really all about. Gathering that evidence – that nuanced evidence too, you know, not just 
Social Farming is great, but digging a lot deeper as to why it works. What is the magic, I suppose that 
happens on Social Farms? And that's really what the research is all about. And also, you know, what is 
the best practice detail of how we can do things better. 
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Helen Doherty 
That's great Aisling. That gives us a good insight into the two contracts and the broader work that's 
involved in our whole Social Farming Ireland programme.  
So, tracking back, just to talk a little bit about the farms that are involved, it's very important for us to 
know that the farm is not a specialised treatment farm. It's an ordinary working farm and really getting 
involved in the ordinary activities that are available in ordinary farms is the key to Social Farming, and 
it's one of our core values. Our other key core values are that the activities are person-centred – in 
everything we do in Social Farming, from providing the support to farmers from the support that 
farmers provide to people when they go out onto the farms, everything is person-centred. So, it 
depends on the person's capabilities and capacity, and what's available on that farm and hopefully 
that will suit that person.  



The other key value that we hold as a very central tenant to what we do is that it's the participant’s 
choice to get involved in Social Farming, so they must indicate that choice to us at some point during 
the process. Very often farmers also want to know – will my farm be suitable? We say there is going 
to be some participant that your farm suits and is interested in.  
There is no typical Social Farm, farms range in size, I think our smallest farm is one acre, our largest 
farm will be several hundred acres – in excess of 500 certainly. And the activities range from basic 
horticulture on some farms to very complex operations that have a lot of things going on, and you 
might only access for example, small parts of that farm. And on average, though, our farms are very 
middle of the range, maybe 40 to 50 acres would be the average. And they're involved in many 
different activities. They are multifunctional farms that have mixed farming activities, and usually have 
animals, and equine, woodland, dairy – lots of different activities going on.  
The qualities and characteristics of our farmers are very important to us. And that they are people 
who have time to devote to the people that come out to share their farm with them. We have farms 
all over Ireland, in every county of Ireland, from the very top of Malin right down to the bottom of 
Cork in Bantry. And we have approximately heading towards 140 farms at this point in time on our 
books. And of course, as this podcast ages, we hope that those that number will increase significantly.  
So, what does the Social Farming week look like? So Social Farming, typically would take place one day 
a week for what we call a placement block. And people spend on average between four and five hours 
on the farm. But that can be as little as maybe two hours for some participants. And again, keeping 
the participant at the heart and centre of what we do is really important, so every placement is tailored 
to that participant. And this is part of the core work of the Social Farming Ireland network. The number 
of participants on the farm are small, it ranges usually between one and four participants with the 
average probably been two or slightly more than two. There's always activities to suit the participant. 
Nothing happens until the farmer and the participant actually meet each other, that's really important. 
We conduct an induction day on all of our farms, so everybody gets to meet everybody. And everybody 
then decides whether they're going to go ahead with the placement and if it's the right placement for 
them. Social Farming is very social, and there's always time for tea and chat a little bit of planning at 
the start of the day, and food is always central to everything that happens on a Social Farm. 
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Aisling Moroney 
Indeed, Helen you've often heard me say that the most important piece of farm equipment in Social 
Farming is the kitchen table, and that's kind of where it all happens. The chat and the fun about 
whether it's the football or the weather or whatever it is. And we've all been there and, on those 
farms, and got to experience that lovely connection between people that happens around the table.  
And then I might talk a little bit about the kind of farm or farm activities, I suppose that happen. Helen, 
you've already made it clear that you know it's really very individual – it depends on the farm, depends 
on the people – what their capacities are, what their interests are, and it will vary according to those 
things. And other things of course – the farm is a live environment, so of course also things like the 
weather come into play. As this podcast is being recorded, we're having some pretty atrocious 
weather, so if you're out on a Social Farm this week, you might be spending plenty of time in the 
polytunnel or in the shed, maybe cutting wood, so we have to take all of those things. The time of year 
is a factor of course and what kinds of activities might be happening – lambing for instance is a lovely 
time to be on the farm. But every time here provides its joys I suppose, and its trials as well. And the 
stage in the placement is really important – people's capacity grows, sometimes to an amazing extent 
as time goes on, someone might go from being afraid of chickens at the beginning to walking around 
holding them in their arms at the end, and you have to allow for that too.  
And it's always about getting the balance right between the everyday farm tasks, like the feeding of 
the animals, all of those things that need to be done. And then there's the more periodic tasks, things 
like maybe painting, or power hosing, which everyone loves of course. And, and then there's 
whatever's important or interesting on a particular day on a particular farm. And again, that's one of 
the wonders of it, the liveness of the environment, and that's the magic we want to preserve. So, if 



you were to look for a list and I’ve listed a lot, you could use a list as long as your arm with things that 
might happen on a Social Farm, but they include everything from the care of the animals – and that's 
feeding, grooming, cleaning the sheds – collecting eggs, growing vegetables and fruit and everything 
that goes along with that. And that of course is a wonderful thing to go from sowing something to 
harvesting it and then eating it. Perhaps tidying, sweeping and woodland activity which is really 
popular – things like cutting branches and sowing and pruning and cleaning paths. And walking the 
land, it can be just something as simple as that walking around observing the nature around you – 
listening to the songs of the birds – and painting, fencing. Going for supplies a really important element 
in Social Farms – it’s those wider connections with the wider rural community, going up to the Co-op 
shop, going up to the local shop. Carrying out environmental improvements on the farm things like 
building bird boxes and bat boxes or sowing wildflowers, meeting the neighbours and the friends who 
come on to the farm. And, you know, can be a really important thing for people to have time spent in 
the kitchen doing things like simple cooking, preserving, making jams, all of that. And then of course, 
very importantly, always having time to stop for the tea and to stop for the lunch and indeed 
contributing to preparing all of those things as well, which again, people may not have the opportunity 
to do in their everyday life. But I could add another 40 activities onto that list and as I said it's very 
individual to the farm and individual to the interests of the people. 
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Helen Doherty 
From a farmer's perspective, we might talk a little bit about how the how a farmer might get involved 

with Social Farming Ireland. I suppose the first point of contact is to get in touch with us through our 

website, probably, or to make a phone call to us. Your first interaction would be to get an expression 

of interest and possibly have a Social Farming Ireland Development Officer, of which there are five 

around the country, come and visit your farm and assess its suitability for Social Farming. Subsequent 

to that, then you would have again, training delivered – we deliver training regionally, across all of the 

regions of Ireland in a number of sessions. We usually start off with the introductory sessions in the 

early part of the year, followed on by, for example, peer learning, and framework for practice, and 

disability awareness workshops and mental health workshops. We cover all of the aspects that you 

will need to deliver Social Farming safely – we place a big emphasis on health and safety also in Social 

Farming Ireland. And to that end, you will also have significant health and safety training involved in 

becoming ready for Social Farming practice.  

We would also encourage you to connect with our SoEngage website, which has introductory training 

materials in relation to Social Farming, all available in English, of course. And we also have a number 

of case studies and short video clips from Social Farms available on the website as well. And these are 

really good introductory level materials for anyone interested in Social Farming.  

Another thing our farmers are always interested in finding out more about is, so who is likely to come 

to our farm, what type of participants are likely to come to our farm and we always say, you know, 

everybody has a say in who comes to their farm – you accept participants that you're comfortable 

working with. There is a choice involved for you also, as well as the participant. People that we have 

had engaging in Social Farming are people in recovery from mental ill health, people with intellectual, 

physical, or sensory disabilities, the long-term unemployed, we have asylum seekers and refugees 

have become involved in Social Farming, young people at risk. People with acquired brain injury along 

with older people, people accessing homeless services, people accessing addiction services, people 

with dementia, and people maybe who are exiting the justice system. So, there are many different 

sectors of people – we've also had people through the education system through the Leaving Cert 

applied programme become involved in Social Farming. So really, anybody with a health and social 

care need, we don't need to put that need into a box, if they feel they would benefit from Social 



Farming, then we're interested in talking to them and seeing if we can facilitate them on one of our 

farms.  

Aisling you might talk to us a little bit about the benefits of Social Farming to those participants that 

come out so that farmers can understand exactly what it is that they can do to improve people's lives. 
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Aisling Moroney 
Well, as you can imagine, Helen, you know, everyone that comes to the farm benefits in their own 

individual way. As we as we've alluded to really, you know, that it is a very individual experience for 

people and particular target groups will I suppose access farms for particular reasons and will derive 

particular benefits.  

But if we were to look in the overall sense, you know, what can we say are the generic benefits to a 

certain extent of Social Farming, there's four key areas of benefit. And the first of those would be 

mental health, secondly we have social connection, we have physical health and wellbeing, and we 

have education and skills. And I'm going to talk about each of those in just a small little bit of detail 

just so you get an idea of what kind of things as a Social Farmer, you will be trying to deliver for people. 

Mental health first of all – I think there's a wide body of evidence, growing evidence, indeed, of the 

benefits, of the natural benefits, I suppose, being outside being in the fresh air, carrying out activities 

in nature, connecting with plants, connecting with animals, all very important for people's overall 

sense of wellbeing. The farm as a space of refuge and calm, from the busyness and the noisiness of 

people's lives. And, of course, farming is an inherently worthwhile activity, you know, with a great 

sense of routine of things having to be done and that you're contributing to something really 

meaningful. This is really important for people who maybe in whose daily lives don't have that greatest 

sense of purpose, perhaps, but they might have very busy lives, but so maybe some of that meaning 

is lacking. It can be a really novel experience for some people who have literally never set foot on the 

farm, who've maybe never walked on uneven ground, who have never walked on grass, so there's 

that novel experience for people, and it improves social skills and confidence. That all contributes to 

improve mental health, of course, and reducing levels of depression, anxiety, and stress. The farm of 

course is a sensory experience – there are sounds, there are smells, that people maybe don't get to 

experience normally that they enjoy and that contribute to improving their sense of wellbeing. The 

final thing I mentioned for mental health, and maybe I should put it first of all, it is simply fun. Farms 

are places of great laughter and joy, and fun, and teasing and all of those things that maybe people 

don't get to have in their lives. It's a very natural, homely environment that people really appreciate. 

So that's the mental health side, and obviously, the opportunity to take part in meaningful activity is 

really important in respect of that.  

Social connection is the second one that we mentioned, and I think perhaps on Irish Social Farms it 

particularly comes to the fore. It's the relationship that develops between the farmer and the farm 

family and the participants, and the participants with one another, and then with the wider 

community as well. People are able to really expand and extend their personal social networks, which 

may be quite narrow. It's very informal, it's open, it's sociable, it's homely as I've already mentioned. 

We all know ourselves; you try and have a difficult or any kind of a conversation with someone, you 

often have the best ones when you're working along someone side-by-side or walking side-by-side 

with them, not necessarily across the desk. We would have lots of you know, people from services, 

seeing that, that they get to see a very different side of people. And they know that the farmers get 

to see a very different side of people that they don't see as professional support workers. Of course, 

it decreases those feelings of loneliness and isolation for people.  



Physical activity and physical wellbeing, well the farm is a very lively, active place you know, activities 

just naturally built in, whether it's walking up the yard, scraping, using wheelbarrows, power hosing, 

bending, lifting, all of those things are happening, and really importantly they're not labelled exercise 

– they're just what happens on the farm. And this is really important for people who may have low 

levels of fitness and agility, and motor skills and all of that, so the farm can naturally develop those for 

people. And you are often able to talk at the end of the Social Farming day about feeling, you know, 

good tired, really tired from doing something not really tired from sitting around doing nothing – and 

that's something Social Farming can almost uniquely provide. Also of course there is whole emphasis 

on good food, wholesome food, and nutrition, which may be lacking for people as well. So those would 

be the key areas for people.  

The skills and education level – that'll vary hugely for people; we have had people go from being on a 

Social Farm, to going into employment, or going on to training programmes. They're learning those 

farm skills, of course, but there's also everyday life skills, so that’s really key as well. So those will be 

the four main areas of benefit for people. But as I said, it is always very individual. 
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Helen Doherty 
Thanks, Aisling. That's really good to hear about the potential impact that our ordinary farmers can 

have on participants’ lives. And let's not forget that there are also significant benefits to be had for 

our farmers in getting involved in Social Farming. What might some of those be do you think, Aisling? 
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Aisling Moroney 
I think one of the main benefits to farmers would really be and this is the feedback we get, I get, from 

them – the research that I've done with Social Farmers is really the personal benefits they get from 

doing something rewarding, from supporting other people, from seeing people flourish and grow in 

the environment of their farm. Because that's a really wonderful thing to take this asset that they 

already have, and this ordinary life experience they have, and to see how it can actually be used to 

benefit other people. And that is hugely rewarding for people. 
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Helen Doherty 
And Social Farming is a great way as well for putting a value on a particular way of life in rural Ireland. 

We have very special places in all of these farms, and the farmers are a really sociable community. 

They love spending time with people. This is a really valuable asset in rural Ireland that we need to 

hold on to. We need to cherish this and actually use it in a very positive way. I think going forward as 

well, this is a very sustainable use of farms. We're not doing any harm to the environment. In fact, 

we're enhancing rural Ireland by developing the Social Farming offering right across the country. 

2 
Aisling Moroney 
It's interesting you say that Helen, because so many farmers would have said to me that they fell back 

in love with their farm from doing Social Farming. They got to see it with fresh eyes, with new eyes. 

Interestingly and again, from the wider rural development perspective, there is much more interest in 

the farm from the next generation coming along. And succession can be an issue as we know, 

particularly on these more small to medium farms. You see the next generation or generation looking 

at the farm with fresh eyes also and saying – there's something here, maybe I could build a livelihood 

here too using all of the assets of the farm and thinking just outside of that purely productivist 

framework.  



Another thing you know, when we know modern farming can be a rather lonely business – it has 

become often a one-man or one-woman operation. And what Social Farming does is it brings people 

onto the farm at least one or two days a week, and it brings life back to the farm. People would talk 

about that and recall what farming maybe would have been like, the whole ‘Meitheál’ (gathering of 

neighbours and friends) and having more people on the farm and more people contributing to doing 

tasks. In that way, Social Farming from the farming perspective, decreases that loneliness that can be 

there and brings that life and energy back to the farm and gets multiple generations involved, which 

is really important.  

And we have to of course, mention the additional income that comes from Social Farming. Once the 

initial investment of time and training and learning and all that has been made, it is actually a very 

low-cost way of bringing income onto the farm. There are costs of course, the farmer does provide 

often teas and coffees and lunches, and they buy certain materials etc. and that. But really once the 

farm is up and running it is the farmer’s time and his labour really that is the main cost – compared to 

maybe some other farming activities that they might invest in, or some other diversification 

opportunities. That can be a valuable additional source of income onto the farm. And it can be done 

on a year-round basis as well, which is really good. 

1 
Helen Doherty 
And also Aisling, what we have seen through our research and the evidence is showing that a lot of 

our farms that get involved in Social Farming, they've become actually a lot more health and safety 

conscious. They have become better places for people to actually visit and to be on. And even to the 

point of you know, you spoke about the sociability as well – neighbours are popping in and they are 

seeing the improvements on that farm. And it's having a wider impact in the local community as well. 

It's also breaking down barriers, people are starting to see people who are somewhat very often 

marginalised in society, suddenly they're appearing on the local farm, and they're helping out on the 

farm and getting involved in ordinary activities. There are barriers being broken down in a very subtle 

way in local communities everyday through Social Farming.  

But those farmers have an interest in diversification. Maybe there's some other diversification 

interests that they might have Aisling? 
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Aisling Moroney 
Our research would show that farmers are much more likely to pursue other diversification 

opportunities, having already gone through that, in some ways gotten through that barrier of opening 

up the farm to other people, which in itself is quite a big thing. They've made those health and safety 

improvements – they've levelled those paths, they've done that bit of fencing, they've cleaned up that 

shed that was always needed to be cleaned up, or whatever it is. And now they feel the farm is much 

more ‘available’ in a wider sense to the public. We have farmers doing things now like farm walks, or 

having school groups out, having connections with universities and research happening on the farm 

around things like biodiversity. Sometimes something like Social Farming can be the key that unlocks 

other opportunities as well, and we're definitely finding that with our Social Farmers. 

1 
Helen Doherty 
We definitely are Aisling. And I think, as we said, our farmers definitely fall in love with their farms 

again and are using them and using the tremendous potential that they have to improve people's 



health and wellbeing and to break down barriers and provide a very socially inclusive space for people 

to receive support.  

So, if you think Social Farming might be something for you on your farm, then please pick up the phone 

or check us out online. Our website is socialfarmingireland.ie and our contact number is 0719641772, 

and we'd love to hear from you.  

Thank you for listening today and I hope you got a small insight into what's involved in becoming a 

Social Farmer with us through the Social Farming Ireland Network. 

 


