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Chairman’s Preface 

As a public representative rooted in rural Ireland, I have been seriously 
concerned at the increasing rate of death and serious injury resulting from 

accidents on our farms.  That concern is shared by my colleagues on the Seanad 

Public Consultation Committee and I hope that our consultation process on farm 

safety will contribute to better awareness of the issue and an improvement in 
standards of farm safety. 

Death and injury on our farms is first and foremost a tragedy for those involved 

and for their families.  I believe that we owe it to farmers and to their families 
and communities, who contribute so much to the health of our economy and to 

the social cohesion of rural Ireland, to do everything possible to encourage and 

implement the kind of changes that can minimise the risks to those who work 
and live on our farms and to assist families in coping with the consequences. 

In the course of the Committee’s public hearings, it became apparent that 

farmers themselves need to be central in bringing about the changes that will 

improve farm safety. Farmers need to be assisted and encouraged to do this 
through education and awareness building. 

The challenge identified in this area lies in striking a balance between the 

considerable financial and regulatory obligations on farmers and the need to 
foster the behavioural change required to reduce farm accidents and fatalities. 

This is a complex challenge. I believe the recommendations outlined in this 

report, if adopted, would succeed in nurturing a change in attitude surrounding 

safety on farms. 

I would like to express my thanks to all those who took part in this process and I 

look forward to further engagement with the Minister for Agriculture, Food and 

the Marine when the report is debated in Seanad Éireann.  

Finally, I would also like to thank the Members of the Committee and our 

Rapporteur, Senator Martin Conway, for their participation. 

 

 
 

Senator Denis O’Donovan 

Chairman 

 

May 2015
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Rapporteur’s Preface 

The Seanad Public Consultation Committee (“the Committee”) was founded in 
September 2011 to strengthen dialogue between Seanad Éireann and the public 

on a wide range of subjects in the area of public policy. 

It serves as an innovative way for members of Seanad Éireann to engage with 

individuals and stakeholders on areas of current public concern.  I am delighted 
the Committee decided to hold public hearings with the aim of promoting best 

practice in farm safety. 

The hearings and submissions made by those attending raised some very 
important and interesting points, which will hopefully inform the Minister for 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine in formulating policy in this area. 

The observations and proposals which emerged from the hearings are 
summarised in this report and one of the key themes that struck me on 

reviewing the hearings and submissions was the need for education and the 

provision of ongoing training for farmers and their families on farm safety. 

I would like to thank the wide range of individuals and organisations who took 
part in this process and also the Chairman, members of the Committee, the 

Clerk, Mr. Martin Groves, the Committee’s staff and my assistant Ms. Karen 

Dempsey for their assistance in compiling this report. 

 

 

 

 

Senator Martin Conway 

Rapporteur 
 

May 2015 



4 

 

  



5 

 

SEANAD PUBLIC CONSULTATION COMMITTEE 

REPORT ON FARM SAFETY 

 

1. Introduction 

 The Seanad Public Consultation Committee was established by the 24th 1.1.1.

Seanad in 2011 as a contribution to a broader process of reform and with a view 
to opening access to Seanad Éireann and its work. 

 The Committee’s purpose is to provide for direct engagement and 1.1.2.

consultation between members of the public and the Seanad through a process 
which involves inviting submissions from members of the public on a specific 

issue related to its legislative powers or an issue of public policy.  The 

Committee considers submissions made to it, invites contributors to present to it 
at public hearings which are held in the Seanad Chamber and publishes a report 

for debate by the Seanad or referral to the relevant Oireachtas Joint Committee. 

 The Committee has examined a range of broad socio-economic issues 1.1.3.

since it was established in 2011.  These include the rights of older people, 
prevention of cancer through lifestyle changes and Ireland’s compliance with the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 

 Concerned at a significant increase in the number of farming-related 1.1.4.
fatalities in 2014 and at the very high incidence of non-fatal injuries occurring on 

farms, the Committee decided to initiate a process during which the issues 

involved could be discussed and actions identified which could help to make 

farms safer places for farmers and their families. 

 

2. Process 

 In December, 2013, the Committee published a call for submissions in 2.1.1.
the national and regional newspapers and in farming publications.  State bodies 

and other stakeholders with a role in relation to farm safety were also invited 

individually to make submissions. 

 A total of fifteen submissions were received from various individuals and 2.1.2.
organisations.  The submissions contained a diverse range of views and 

recommendations and the Committee has decided that it should publish these 

submissions to bring the views expressed into the public domain.  The 
Committee wishes to thank all of those who made submissions to it.  The 

submissions can be found at Appendix 3. 

 To further elaborate on the points raised in their submissions, the 2.1.3.
Committee agreed to invite the following individuals/groups to a meeting on the 

23rd March 2015.  Presentations were made to the Committee on behalf of or by 

the organisations and individuals listed and discussion took place between 

Senators and the contributors: 
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Departure of Agriculture, Food and the Marine: 

Mr. Bill Callanan, Senior Inspector, Nitrates, Bio-Diversity and 

Engineering Division, and 
Dr. Robert Leonard, Agricultural Inspector; 

 

Irish Farmers’ Association: 

Mr. Eddie Downey, President, and 
Ms. Maura Canning, Chairperson, Farm Family and Social Affairs 

Committee; 

 

Irish Creamery Milk Suppliers’ Association: 

Mr. John Comer, President, and 

Ms. Mary Buckley, Policy Officer; 
 

Irish Cattle and Sheep Farmers’ Association: 

Mr. Patrick Kent, President, and 

Mr. Eddie Punch, General Secretary; 
 

Mizen Rovers Underage GAA Club: 

Mr. Connie O’Driscoll, and 
Mr. Tim Sheehan; 

 

Mr. Patrick Duffy, student, Co. Monaghan; 

Embrace FARM: 

Mr. Brian Rohan, Director, and 

Mr. Peter Gohery, Director; 

 

Irish Rural Link: 

Mr. Seamus Boland, CEO, and 

Mr. Vincent Nally, Membership Development Officer; 
 

Councillor John Dolan, Member of Westmeath County Council; 

Health and Safety Authority (HSA): 

Mr. Martin O’Halloran, CEO, and 
Mr. Pat Griffin, Senior Inspector; 
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Teagasc: 

Mr. John G. MacNamara, Health and Safety Officer, and 
Dr. David Meredith, Spatial Analysis and Rural Development; 

 

Irish Cooperative Organisation Society: 

Mr. T.J. Flanagan, Dairy Policy Executive; 

 

Professional Agricultural Contractors of Ireland: 

Mr. Tom Murphy, Director, and 
Mr. Dessie Cunningham, former Honorary Chairman; 

 

Dr. Oladele Olajide Onada, Medical Doctor, Dublin 9. 

 

 A draft Report was presented to the Committee by the Rapporteur, 2.1.4.

Senator Martin Conway.  Following a process of consideration and amendment, 

the Committee agreed this final Report.  The Report will be referred to Seanad 
Éireann and the Committee will request that it be debated by the House. 

 

 The Committee wishes to express its thanks to all of those who 2.1.5.
participated in this process and has valued the opportunity to engage with 

interested parties and individuals. 

  



8 

 

3. Recommendations 

3.i. In the course of the Committee’s public hearings the participants made 
valuable and practical suggestions on how to raise standards in farm safety such 

as in the areas of education, awareness building, scrappage scheme, new 

technologies, TAM schemes, tractor safety, farm safety visits and adaptation 

grants. 

3.1. Education 

 The Committee was informed that education holds the key to raising 3.1.1.
standards of farm safety. 

 The contributors differed somewhat in approach with many making 3.1.2.

reference to the “carrot and stick” method of education.  Some contributors 
favoured incentivised participation in health and safety courses whilst others 

thought that penalties for non-participation in health and safety courses should 

be considered. 

 Whilst approaches differed, the majority of the participants were very 3.1.3.
clear, however, that it would take a generation to foster a change in behaviour 

and attitudes to farm safety. 

 The Committee was particularly inspired by the use of farmer to farmer 3.1.4.
or peer-generated learning which it appears could be a highly effective tool in 

nurturing best practice in farm safety.  Teagasc informed the Committee that 

when there is a facilitated peer engagement of farmers talking to farmers 
focusing on an issue on an ongoing basis, it tends to lead to a greater adoption 

of the code of practice. 

 The following are some of the principal educational recommendations 3.1.5.

raised with the Committee for possible further scrutiny: 

 Enhanced use of discussion groups and collaborative learning, 

particularly through the use of on-farm safety days and farmers 

educating farmers groups; 
 

 The HSA and other State agencies to act as facilitators for peer learning 

through discussion groups with an emphasis on compiling data to 

analyse the outcomes of such models; 

 

 A nationwide rollout of the Farmers Inspiring Farmers pilot programme 

by Irish Rural Link and/or similar programmes to promote best practice; 

 

 Prioritise school education on farm safety at primary and secondary 
level; 

 

 Curriculum for agricultural science at second level to be updated and 

brought into line with modern practices; 
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 Increased marketing to primary schools of the HSA’s free e-learning 

online module on farm safety; 
 

 Use of fun interactive tools to teach children about farm safety such as 

through the use of board games, such as that designed and presented to 

the Committee by Mr. Patrick Duffy, or story books. 

3.2. Awareness building 

 It was recommended that champions, such as leading GAA figures and 3.2.1.
other community champions, should be used to promote farm safety.  The 

Committee was informed that a campaign utilising GAA figures would recognise 

the unique reach of the GAA and would be highly effective in promoting farm 
safety amongst its members especially among its younger members. 

 

 The Committee suggests that the Department of Agriculture, Food and 3.2.2.

the Marine could liaise with and assist the GAA in order to bring about the 
appointment by the GAA of a national farm safety officer.  Such an appointment 

could complement and augment at a national level the work being done at a 

local level by clubs such as Mizen Rovers in Goleen, County Cork. 
 

 Participants suggested that a comprehensive nationwide farm safety 3.2.3.

awareness campaign similar to road safety campaigns operated by the Road 
Safety Authority should be undertaken. 

 

 Furthermore, survivors of farm accidents could be encouraged to tell 3.2.4.

their story in order that their first hand testimony could be used to foster good 
farm safety habits. 

3.3. Scrappage scheme 

 The financial constraints on farmers were highlighted by many 3.3.1.

participants, in particular the high cost of safety work on farms. 

 In order to alleviate some of the cost burden on farmers, it was 3.3.2.
recommended that a scrappage scheme for PTO shafts be introduced.  In 

addition, a machinery scrappage scheme could be investigated for both tractors 

and dangerous machinery. 

3.4. New technologies  

 Some participants mentioned embracing new technologies, such as slurry 3.4.1.

gas detection devices, which could alleviate farm accidents. 

3.5. Targeted Agricultural Modernisation Schemes (TAM) 

 It was recommended that future TAM Schemes would incentivise 3.5.1.
participation in farm safety discussion groups. 



10 

 

3.6. Tractor safety 

 Concerns were raised about the significant role that tractors play in farm 3.6.1.
accidents and fatalities. 

 A specific awareness/safety campaign aimed at tractor safety was 3.6.2.

emphasised by several participants. Whilst there was a divergence of views 

about the need or otherwise for punitive sanctions in the area of tractor safety, 
the overwhelming view was for some specific awareness campaign for tractor 

safety. 

3.7. Farm safety visits  

 The HSA informed the Committee that the organisation has renamed 3.7.1.

inspections as farm safety visits. The organisation emphasised that it 
endeavours to work in partnership with farmers and uses a support model. 

 The Committee would like to see all State agencies and not just the HSA 3.7.2.

engage in collaborative initiatives with farmers such as the facilitation of peer 

discussion groups as the primary way to advance safety on farms. 

3.8. Tractor adaptation grant 

 It was recommended that grants be made available to adapt tractors and 3.8.1.
other machinery to the needs of survivors of farm accidents. 

3.9. Assistance for bereaved families 

 The Committee was made aware of the considerable practical 3.9.1.

administrative and legal difficulties that may arise for farming families following 

a farm fatality.  The financial difficulties for Embrace FARM associated with 
providing bereavement support counselling sessions were also highlighted. 

 It was recommended that changes be made to banking arrangements so 3.9.2.

that families could access the farm bank account following a fatality in order to 

allow the farm business to continue to operate and to provide for the bereaved 
spouse and children. 

 It was further recommended that when a bank gives a farmer a 3.9.3.

mortgage, life assurance cover should operate immediately with no opt-out 
facility. 

 Finally, it was suggested to the Committee that farmers should be 3.9.4.

compelled to make a will. 
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3.ii. These are just some of the points raised in the course of this process.  

For a more complete understanding of the points raised, reference should be 
made to the submissions made at Appendix 3 and to the transcript of the 

meeting of the Committee at Appendix 4. 

 

3.iii. The Committee recommends that the Minister for Agriculture, Food and 
the Marine and the relevant State agencies give consideration to the issues 

raised.  The Committee looks forward to future engagement with the Minister on 

this topic. 

 

 

 

Senator Denis O’Donovan, 
Chairman, 

Seanad Public Consultation Committee 

 

6 May, 2015 
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APPENDIX 2 

 

 

 

ORDERS OF REFERENCE OF THE 

SEANAD PUBLIC CONSULTATION COMMITTEE 



 

 

  



 

 

Beidh Roghchoiste arna bhunú ar feadh 

ré an 24ú Seanad ar a dtabharfar Coiste 

Comhairliúchán Poiblí an tSeanaid 

(CCPS) ar a mbeidh 11 chomhalta. 

Cúig chomhalta is córam don Choiste. 

 

 There shall stand established for the 

duration of the 24
th

 Seanad a Select 

Committee which shall be called the 

Seanad Public Consultation Committee 

(SPCC), which shall consist of 11 

members and the quorum of the 

Committee shall be five members.  

 

Is é is cuspóir don CCPS socrú a 

dhéanamh le haghaidh idirphlé agus 

comhairliúcháin dhírigh idir daoine den 

phobal agus an Seanad, trí phróiseas ina 

n-iarrfaidh Seanad Éireann 

aighneachtaí tríd an CCPS ó dhaoine 

den phobal faoi shaincheist leasa 

phoiblí (arb é an míniú atá air 

saincheist shonrach a bhaineann le 

cumhachtaí reachtacha an tSeanaid nó 

saincheist bheartais phoiblí). Déanfaidh 

an CCPS breithniú ar na haighneachtaí 

a dhéanfar, féadfaidh sé éisteachtaí 

poiblí a thionól agus eiseoidh sé 

tuarascáil ina mbeidh moltaí a ndéanfar 

díospóireacht orthu i Seanad Éireann nó 

a tharchuirfear chuig an gComhchoiste 

iomchuí. 

 

 The purpose of the SPCC is to provide 

for direct engagement and consultation 

between members of the public and the 

Seanad, through a process where Seanad 

Éireann through its SPCC invites 

submissions from members of the public 

on an issue of public interest (defined as 

a specific issue related to its legislative 

powers or an issue of public policy). 

The SPCC will consider the submissions 

made, may hold public hearings on the 

issues, and will issue a report with 

recommendations which will be debated 

in Seanad Éireann or referred to the 

relevant Joint Committee. 

 

1. Sonróidh an CCPS agus poibleoidh 

sé réimse áirithe a bhaineann le 

cumhachtaí reachtacha an tSeanaid nó 

le saincheist bheartais phoiblí a n-

iarrfar aighneachtaí ón bpobal ina 

thaobh nó ina taobh. 

 

2. Sonrófar agus poibleofar freisin 

spriocdháta faoina mbeidh aighneachtaí 

le bheith faighte ag an CCPS. 

 

3. Suífidh an CCPS go príobháideach ar 

an gcéad ásc chun cinneadh a 

dhéanamh faoin réimse áirithe a n-

iarrfaidh sé aighneachtaí ina thaobh. 

 

 1. The SPCC shall specify and publicise 

a particular area related to the legislative 

powers of the Seanad or to an issue of 

public policy on which submissions 

from the public will be invited.  

 

 

2. A deadline for the receipt of 

submissions by the SPCC shall also be 

specified and publicised. 

 

3. The SPCC shall sit in private in the 

first instance to decide upon the 

particular area upon which it will invite 

submissions. 

 

 

4. Tar éis aighneachtaí a bheith faighte, 

suífidh an CCPS arís go príobháideach  

chun breithniú a dhéanamh ar arb 

inghlactha aighneachtaí agus chun 

breithniú a dhéanamh freisin i dtaobh 

cén beart a dhéanfar i ndáil le 

  

4. Once submissions have been 

received, the SPCC shall again sit in  

private to consider whether submissions 

are admissible and to consider further 

what action to take in relation to 

admissible submissions. 



 

 

haighneachtaí atá inghlactha. 

 

5. Féadfar suíonna príobháideacha den 

CCPS a thionól i gceann de na Seomraí 

Coiste. 

 

6. I gcás inar dóigh leis an CCPS gur 

cuí duine nó eagraíocht a éisteacht 

maidir le haighneacht inghlactha a 

cuireadh faoina bhráid, féadfaidh sé a 

shocrú go dtionólfar seisiún poiblí nó 

seisiún príobháideach. 

 

7. Féadfar aon seisiúin phoiblí den sórt 

sin, a n-iarrfar ar dhuine nó ar 

eagraíocht amháin nó níos mó aitheasc 

a thabhairt lena linn, agus a bhféadfaidh 

daoine den phobal freastal orthu, a  

thionól i seomra an tSeanaid lasmuigh 

d’amanna suí agus féadfar iad a 

chraoladh ar an teilifís. 

 

 

 

5. Private sittings of the SPCC may take 

place in one of the Committee Rooms. 

 

 

6. Where the SPCC considers it 

appropriate to hear from a person or 

organisation in respect of an admissible 

submission made to it, it may arrange 

for the holding of a public or private 

session. 

 

7. Any such public sessions, which one 

or more persons or organisations may be 

invited to address, and which members 

of the public may attend, may be held in 

the Seanad chamber outside of sitting 

times and may be televised. 

 

Teimpléad le haghaidh Inghlacthacht 

Aighneachtaí chuig Coiste 

Comhairliúchán Poiblí an tSeanaid  

 

 Template for Admissibility of 

Submissions to Seanad Public 

Consultation Committee. 

 

(1)  Féadfar aighneachtaí a dhéanamh 

leis an ríomhphost nó leis an bpost. 

Déanfar na nithe seo a leanas a chur in 

iúl go soiléir ar gach aighneacht: - 

 

(a) ainm an duine /na cuideachta/ na 

heagraíochta ag a mbeidh an 

aighneacht á déanamh;  agus 

 

(b)seoladh poist nó seoladh 

ríomhphoist. 

 

 (1) Submissions may be made by email 

or post. Each submission shall clearly 

indicate: - 

 

 

(a) the name of the 

person/company/organisation 

making the submission; and 

 

(b) a postal and/or email address. 

 

(2) Beidh aighneacht inghlactha mura 

rud é: 

     (a) go n-iarrtar ar an Seanad san 

aighneacht aon ní a dhéanamh 

seachas nithe a bhfuil cumhacht 

ag an Seanad chun iad a 

dhéanamh; 

 

(b) nach gcomhlíonann sí na Buan-

Orduithe nó nach mbeidh sí san 

fhoirm chuí thairis sin; 

 

 (2) A submission is admissible unless it: 

  

    (a) requests the Seanad to do     

          anything other than the Seanad has  

         power to do; 

 

 

 

   (b) does not comply with Standing 

        Orders or is otherwise not in proper  

        form; 

 



 

 

(c) go mbeidh sí sub-judice mar a 

mhínítear i mBuan-Ordú 47; 

 

(d) go mbeidh duine aonair nó daoine 

aonair ainmnithe inti; 

 

(e) go mbeidh caint inti atá maslach nó 

clúmhillteach; agus 

 

   (f) gurb ionann í nó gurb ionann a 

téarmaí go substainteach agus 

aighneacht a rinne an duine 

céanna, an chuideachta chéanna 

nó an eagraíocht chéanna nó a 

rinneadh thar a gceann siúd le linn 

shaolré an Choiste. 

 

   (c) is sub-judice as defined in  

        Standing Order 47; 

 

   (d) contains the name or names of  

         individuals; 

 

  (e) contains language which is  

        offensive or defamatory; and 

 

   (f) is the same as, or in substantially  

        similar terms to, a submission  

  made by or on behalf of the same  

        person, company or organisation  

        during the lifetime of the  

        Committee. 

 

(3) Féadfaidh an CCPS, maidir le haon 

aighneachtaí inghlactha faoin 

tsaincheist áirithe ar iarradh 

aighneachtaí ina taobh, aon cheann de 

na nithe seo a leanas a dhéanamh:- 

 

(a) a iarraidh ar aon duine/ aon 

chuideachta/ eagraíocht díobh 

siúd a rinne aighneachtaí 

inghlactha aitheasc a thabhairt 

maidir leis an gcéanna i seisiún 

poiblí; 

 

(b) tuarascáil scríofa a ullmhú ar an 

tsaincheist a bheidh bunaithe ar 

bhreithniú na haighneachta 

inghlactha nó na n-aighneachtaí 

inghlactha a rinneadh chuige 

faoin tsaincheist sin; 

 

(c) an tuarascáil agus aon mholtaí a 

bheidh inti a tharchur chuig an 

Seanad le haghaidh 

díospóireachta; 

 

(d) an tuarascáil agus aon mholtaí a 

bheidh inti a tharchur chuig an 

gComhchoiste le haghaidh 

díospóireachta; agus 

 

(e) an tuarascáil a leagan faoi bhráid 

Sheanad Éireann. 

 

 (3) In respect of any admissible 

submissions on the particular issue on 

which submissions have been invited, 

the SPCC may:- 

 

 

     (a)  invite any of the  

           persons/company/organisations  

           who have made admissible  

           submissions to address it in  

           public session; 

 

 

    (b)  prepare a written report on the  

          issue based upon consideration of  

          the admissible submission or  

          submissions made to it on that  

          issue; 

 

 

    (c)  refer the report and any  

          recommendations therein to  

          Seanad Éireann for debate; 

 

 

     (d)  refer the report and any  

           recommendations therein to the  

           relevant Joint Committee for  

           debate; and 

 

     (e)  lay the report before Seanad  

           Éireann.”. 
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SUBMISSIONS RECEIVED BY THE COMMITTEE 
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Submission to the Seanad Public Consultation Committee in 

relation to Farm Safety 

By 

Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, 
Agriculture House, 

Kildare Street, 

Dublin 2. 

 

The Health and Safety Authority (HSA) has primary responsibility for Health and Safety with 

the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM) supporting the work of the 

agency and assisting in the promotion of safe farming practices. 

Minister Coveney has particularly supported the raising of awareness of this serious issue and 

has taken every opportunity to highlight the importance of changing behaviour on farms and 

making farming a safer occupation for all. As a farm is a dynamic ever changing environment 

and in the majority of cases includes the family home, such changes in attitude and behaviour 

are considered to be most critical in addressing the unacceptable number of farm fatalities. 

Minister Coveney recently launched a dedicated Farm Safety scheme outlined below. With a 

significant budget assignment, this is a major support for safety on farms. Future RDP 

investment schemes will also support safety measures.  

Examples of Actions which have been taken by Minister Coveney/DAFM include: 

a) The Farm Safety Scheme was opened for applications on the 22nd October 2014, with a 

closing date of 9
th
 January 2015.  To date there has been over 5,900 applications lodged 

with the DAFM.  All work must be completed and a payment claim lodged with the 

Department by the 31st August 2015.  The scheme covers items such as mobile handling 

equipment for cattle and sheep, slat replacement, removal of internal agitation points, 

fencing of slurry tanks and provision of safety manhole covers.  A budget of €12.2 

million has been assigned to this scheme. 

b) The inclusion of a Farm Safety leaflet with the Single Payment application packs, 

distributed annually to over 130,000 farmers over the last three years.  This was a joint 

initiative between the DAFM, the HSA and the Farm safety partnership advisory 

committee (representatives of state agencies, industry, farming bodies) and has targeted 

different risks in each of the last three years.   

c) The inclusion of ‘Health and Safety’ guidelines in all ‘Building Specifications,’ drawn 

up the Department for the construction of agricultural buildings and structures. 

d) The inclusion of Farm Safety in all Training Courses conducted under the Rural 

Environmental Protection Scheme (a voluntary agri-environment scheme with over 

60,000 farmers having participated). 



 

 

e) In 2014 the Department issued ‘text alerts’ to farmers in relation to increasing the 

awareness of farm safety.  The Department has already issued a further text alert to 

farmers in 2015, with the aim of getting farmers to put safety first. 

f) Supporting various initiatives such as: 

 The National Farm Safety Awareness day on Monday 21st July 2014; 

 The ‘EMBRACE Farm’ National Day of Remembrance for farm accidents on 29
th

 

June 2014; 

 The launch at the national ploughing championships 2014 of the ‘EMBRACE Farm’ 

‘What's Left Behind!’ series of videos, with testimonies of families that have endured 

tragic loss in farm accidents. 

g) A co-ordinated service / single point of contact in the Department has been established 

for families who have suffered a sudden loss and who may not have experience in 

dealing with the type of day to day issues that might bring them in contact with the 

Department in relation to schemes and services. 

h) It is intended to include a mandatory Health and Safety element into all Knowledge 

Transfer Groups under the 2014-2020 Rural Development Programme that is currently 

awaiting approval by the EU Commission. 

The DAFM is a member of the Farm, Safety Partnership Advisory Committee that is run by 

the HSA and actively works with all members of the committee to promote safe farming 

practices.  Established in 2002, the Farm Safety Partnership Advisory Committee is a sub-

committee of the Board of the Health and Safety Authority.  It is made up of the following 

organisations: 

 Health and Safety Authority  Dept of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 

 Teagasc  FBD Insurance 

 Irish Farmers Association  Irish Creamery Milk Suppliers Association 

 Farm Relief Services Network  Macra na Feirme 

 Farm Tractor & Machinery Traders Assoc  Professional Agricultural Contractors of Ireland 

 Irish Countrywomens Association  Irish Rural Link 

 Health Services Executive  

 

The FSPAC is chaired by a Board member of the HSA (currently Professor James Phelan) 

and reports at every meeting of the Board.  These reports include the actions taken by each 

member organisation to reduce the number of deaths in the workplace.  The FSPAC also 

advises the HSA in relation to farm safety. 
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1. Introduction  

The Irish Farmers’ Association is Ireland’s largest farming organisation with nearly 90,000 members in 
945 branches nationwide.  It is a highly professional and well-structured farm representative body, with 
20 National Commodity Committees and several specialised Project Teams.  Elected representatives 
from each of the 29 County Executives are represented all committees.  The elected National 
Chairperson of each committee is represented on National Executive Council.  The IFA branches, 
County Executives and National Executive Council meet regularly to ensure that members' interests are 
fully understood and addressed.  The IFA National Farm Family & Social Affairs Committee is 
responsible for promoting and creating awareness of Farm Safety.  
 
2. IFA Position on Farm Safety 
 
IFA takes a very proactive position on farm safety, it is a top priority of the Association.  The IFA Think 
Safety, Farm Safely campaign aims to encourage farm families to maintain the highest safety standards 
on their farms, by identifying the risks and putting in place practical measures to minimise the risks.  
 
The following activities were undertaken in 2014:  

 Calendar with monthly farm safety message was distributed to 95,000 farm families.  

 Regular farm safety messages sent to 90,000 members.  

 Farm safety updates by Farm Family & Social Affairs representative at each of the monthly County 
Executive meeting and by the National Chairwoman at National Executive Council.  

 Organised inaugural National Farm Safety day on the 21st July 2014. 

 Developed standalone Farm Safety section on IFA.ie.  

 Re-printing and distribution of Think Safety, Farm Safely information booklet.  

 Farm safety walks with representatives from HSA and Teagasc were held in a number of Counties.    
 
2.1 SAVE LIVES Think Safety – Farm Safely Campaign 
The IFA launched SAVE LIVES Think Safety - Farm Safely in December 2014.  The 2015 farm safety 
campaign is part of the Association’s ongoing effort to raise awareness of the dangers of working on 
the farm.  The objective of the campaign is to encourage farmers to change their working practices, to 
be more responsive to the potential dangers and to take preventative action to reduce the risks.  SAVE 
LIVES is an acronym of safety messages:   

 

Stress distracts - stay focused on the job in hand 
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Apply the handbrake of the tractor whenever you leave the cab. 

Ventilate & evacuate when agitating slurry - gases can kill. 

Ensure roof can support your weight if you are working on it. 

 

Loose or flapping clothes can get caught in machinery, be careful. 

Icy roads and pathways can be dangerous, slow down. 

Visitors on the farm, especially children, should be made aware of any dangers. 

Escape routes should be planned when handling cattle. 

Switch on the light - someone may have moved something and you could trip. 

 
The SAVE LIVES Think Safety - Farm Safely campaign was officially launched in early December 2014 
with the distribution of 95,000 farm safety calendars to farm families throughout the country.  In 
addition, new ‘SAVE LIVES’ pens will be distributed through IFA meetings and events over the coming 
months in order to keep safety at the forefront of farmers minds.   
 
IFA is seeking to involve over 60 co-ops and feed merchants inviting them to participate in the SAVE 
LIVES Think Safety - Farm Safely campaign.  Acorn Independent Merchants, which represents eleven 
agri merchants around the country, are the first agri-business to sign up and agree to print the SAVE 
LIVES logo on all products produced by Acorn members together with displaying the logo on their 
transport fleet. 
 
A number of other initiatives are planned in 2015 including sending regularly and appropriately timed 
farm safety text messages to members, a series of Farm Safety walks, as well as hosting a National 
Farm Safety Day on the 21st July to increase awareness of the campaign and encourage safer working 
practices.   
 
IFA proposes that the Seanad Public Consultation Committee support the SAVE LIVES Think 
Safety – Farm Safely campaign and encourage all agri-business to participate in the campaign.  
 
3. Farm Safety Facts and Figures 

 
 30 farm families lost a family member in 2014 in farm accidents, 30 farm families that now have to 

deal with devastating consequences of the death of a loved one.  

 The fatality rate in agriculture is far higher than any other economic sector, accounting for 55% of 
all workplace fatalities in 2014.   

 There are approximately 140,000 family farms in Ireland, with family members accounting for 94% 
of the regular workforce on the farm.  

 50% of farmers are over the age of 55 years old.  

 Approximately 400,000 people are exposed to health and safety risks on Irish farms.  

 In the last 10 years 46% of farm fatalities involved agricultural machinery, 14% livestock, 18% falls, 
collapses and 22% other causes.  

 Nearly 60% of all fatalities involving agricultural machinery are by farmers being crushed by or 
under machinery.  

 Between 2004 and 2013 38% of farm fatalities involved farmers over the age of 65 years old, 11% 
children and 51% other.  

 Stress caused by financial worries, long working hours (fatigue), weather conditions, price 
uncertainty, high input costs, paper work from increased regulations as well as other factors can 
increase the risks  of ill health and accidents on farms.   



 

 

 Farmers’ attachment to farms is often intense, particularly when the farm has been in family for 
generations; the economic downturn has been very hard for many farm families.   

 Farming is very different to other economic sectors the farm, family and home are all linked.  

 In 2011, the agricultural sector accounted for 12.5% of recorded suicides in Ireland, the highest 
sector after the construction sector.  In response to the increased rate of suicide, particularly among 
rural men, IFA and Pieta House launched the Mind Our Farm Families phone line 1890 130 022 to 
support farm families concerned about suicide.  

 
4. Suggested Changes to Public Policy 

IFA is strongly opposed to the introduction in January 2015 by the Health and Safety Authority of the 
option to consider direct prosecution if a farmer (i) fails to have slurry pit fully covered, (ii) the PTO shaft 
covered or (iii) a child under seven year old is in the cab of the tractor.  Increased regulation has been 
shown internationally not to reduce the number of farm accidents.  Traditional policy tools, including 
legislation, sanctions and regulations have had limited impact at changing human behaviour.    
 
The challenge for Government is to achieve sustained behavioural change.  Research shows that the 
more effective way to change behaviour is to engage with farmers, and support them to enhance their 
level of personal responsibility through targeted information and education campaigns that are 
cognisant of the realities faced by farmers and their families.   
 
It is IFA’s position that the suggested linking of farm safety inspection to cross compliance under the 
Single Farm Payment scheme would not have the desired impact of reducing farm accidents but would 
increase the stress on farm families, which has been shown to increase the risk of ill health and 
accidents.  
 
IFA would suggest the following changes:  
 
4.1 Farm Safety Scheme 
There has been a high level of interest among farmers in the Farm Safety Scheme, by the close of the 
first tranche of applications at the end of November 2014, approximately 3,000 farmers had applied for 
the scheme. The objective of the scheme is to improve the standard of safety on Irish farms by 
providing grant aid for a number of specified investment items.  
 
It is vital that funding for the Farm Safety Scheme is available under the TAMS II under the Rural 
Development Programme 2014 – 2020 for the full duration of the programme.  IFA proposes that the 
list eligible investments be expanded and the minimum spend of €2,000 per holding be reduced as this 
has acted as a disincentive to some farmers participating the scheme. 
 
4.2 Knowledge Transfer and Discussion Groups 
Farm safety should be a module in the Knowledge Transfer and Discussion Groups programme funded 
under the Rural Development Programme 2014 – 2020, to provide participants of the programme with 
the information and the skills necessary to reduce the risks of accident on their farms.  
 
4.3 PTO (Power Take Off) Scrappage Scheme 
Farm safety research has shown that a high percentage of Irish farm accidents are PTO-related.  IFA 
proposes that the Government introduce a PTO scrappage scheme to support farmers to replace old 
PTO shafts with new safer models.  
 
4.4 Occupational Health and Safety Exam Module in Universities & Agricultural Colleges 



 

 

In 2011, 44% of Irish farmers had formal agricultural education.  The benefits of formal education on the 
economic viability of farms can be clearly demonstrated in a recent study, The Economic Returns to 
Formal Agricultural Education undertaken by Teagasc.  The study found that family farm income per 
hectare was about 50 per cent higher for farmers with agricultural education than for those who did not 
take further education after school.  IFA proposes the inclusion of an Occupational Health and Safety 
exam module to support a change in cultural behaviour among farmers and potentially reduce the 
number of farm accidents in the long-term. 
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Introduction  
 

The ICMSA represents all farmers, particularly dairy and livestock farmers, by 

lobbying at local, national and EU levels.  It places special emphasis on 

preserving the family farm structure and defending the rights and incomes of 

farm families. Farm Safety is a key issue for the ICMSA and we are represented 

on the Farm Safety Partnership Advisory Committee, an advisory committee to 

the Board of the Health and Safety Authority which has made considerable 

progress in raising awareness of farm safety. 

 

However, for the fifth consecutive year, the farm continues to be the most 

dangerous workplace. Recently released statistics from the Health and Safety 

Authority show that fatalities in agriculture accounted for 30 deaths in 2014. 

This compares very unfavorably with 16 fatalities in the previous year, 

representing an increase of 87 percent in 2014. The rate of fatal farm accidents 

per 100,000 farmers in Ireland is 60% higher than in the UK and double that of 

some EU countries. Over 50 percent of fatal accidents in the Irish work place in 

2014 occurred on farms despite only 5 percent of the Irish workers being 

engaged in agriculture. In addition, it is estimated that in excess of 3,000 

individuals are injured in farm accidents on a yearly basis. 

 

Agriculture is unique in that, unlike many other sectors, accidents generally 

involve family members including children and elderly persons. Year on year 

statistics clearly show that age is a major contributory factor in farm accidents 

in Ireland (both fatal and non-fatal) with the average age of an Irish farmer now 

standing at 57 years and increasing. Farming is clearly a dangerous occupation, 

however, this is not just the case in Ireland but is a feature in every developed 

economy and society 

 



 

 

The Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act 2005 obliges all farmers with more 

than 3 employees to complete a Safety Statement. Farmers with 3 employees or 

less can comply by adhering to the Farm Safety Code of Practice and 

completing the Farm Safety Risk Assessment. The most appropriate means of 

protecting ones family and any visitors or workers on the farm is to identify 

hazards and dangers and implementing appropriate control measures to reduce 

risk of injury or death. 

 

It should be noted that farm safety is more than the prevention of death arising 

from farming activity. It also includes the prevention of serious injury and the 

avoidance of health risks generally which may be slow to become apparent but 

may have debilitating major health consequences later in life. Thus, it would be 

important in any review of possible changes that the whole facet of health and 

safety will be taken into account.  

 

While major and real progress has been made regarding health and safety on 

farms, the reality is that Ireland lags behind the best in the EU. However, it 

would be a major mistake to think that progress can be achieved in a short 

period of time and that a single approach or indeed a number of projects 

including changes in legislation would bring about the desired change. Taking 

the UK approach, it is readily accepted the progress will be slow and indeed a 

leading UK farm safety expert has stated that it may actually take a generation 

to achieve the level of incidents that applies in other occupations.  

ICMSA Comments on Changes to Legislation or Public Policy 

 

 ICMSA believe the work of the Health and Safety Authority (HSA) is 

properly focused and the well-established Farm Safety Partnership Advisory 

http://www.hsa.ie/eng/Legislation/Acts/Safety_Health_and_Welfare_at_Work/


 

 

Committee structure should be maintained as the principal means of 

achieving progress. 

 

 ICMSA believe that there is no need for any major change in legislation.  

 

 Recent work by Teagasc shows that the age profile of fatalities on Irish firms 

is changing. The older farmers face a higher risk of farm occupational death 

than younger farmers. Many factors may be operating in changing this 

profile, however as for the foreseeable future the profile of Irish farming is 

likely to get even older; this may lead to an increase in the rate of farm 

fatalities. Older farmers are less likely to have received any formal training 

in health and safety or are less likely to attend courses on farm safety. This is 

a difficult issue to address. Nonetheless, clearly some of the awareness 

programmes should be focused on this cohort of farmers.  

 

 In addition, part-time farming also poses a higher risk factor in relation to 

farm safety generally, and would warrant special focus.  

 

 Reporting of occupational injuries is not clearly as comprehensive as it 

should be so as to inform public policy and to provide and design 

preventative measures. However, the available data shows a relatively high 

incidence of non-fatal injury suffered by farmers. Better and more 

comprehensive reporting is required for non-fatal injuries or indeed health 

issues relating to the occupation of farming so that awareness programmes 

can be structured to address the key areas of concern. 

 



 

 

 The availability of training for health and safety on farms is a very positive 

development as well as health and safety training now being an integral part 

of all agricultural education.  

 

 The huge levels of capital investment that has taken place recently and that is 

currently taking place on Irish farms specifically require minimum standards 

regarding health and safety. The current Farm Safety Scheme for upgrading 

of farms is a very positive initiative and this Scheme should be continued 

and expanded. 

 

 ICMSA believe there is an opportunity to provide for specific health and 

safety measures as options under the new Green Low Carbon Agri-

Environment Scheme so that farmers would be rewarded for carrying out 

additional health and safety measures. 

 

 ICMSA believe linking any aspect of cross compliance with health and 

safety would be counter-productive as it would lend to increasing levels of 

stress on family farms and we do not support any such proposals. 

  

 ICMSA believe greater coordination is required from the various state 

agencies with regard to health and safety on farms. But in any such 

coordination, the role of the HSA will have to remain central.  
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Introduction  
The fact that 30 people died in farm-related accidents in 2014 has led to a renewed focus on how 

the issue of farm safety should be tackled. While fatalities grab the headlines, there is an 

underlying issue about the level of serious and less serious injuries associated with farm 

activities. Finally, the issue must be considered in the wider context of overall health, safety and 

well-being. In this regard, an examination of fatality and injury statistics is important but there is 

a need to have a broader understanding of patterns of of ill-health, stress and premature mortality 

associated with farming activity.  

 

Understanding the problem – statistics, research findings and evidence  
ICSA submits that much of the commentary on farm fatalities is based on a relatively narrow and 

inappropriate level of statistical information. The shortcomings include:  

 

 Comparing agriculture figures with other sectors such as manufacturing, retail, professional or 

construction. This is comparing apples and oranges. The difference between single-operator 

farming scenarios and multi-million euro manufacturing facilities is substantial. Manifestly, a 

farm cannot be compared to an office. Even a comparison with construction is meaningless in 

that construction sites do not have the unpredictability of livestock.  

 The only worthwhile and meaningful assessment of where we are at is to compare farms here 

with similar farms in other EU member states. ICSA has looked for statistics to make the 

comparison but has found difficulty in obtaining figures such as the level of fatalities per 100,000 

of population. Our general understanding is that Irish farm fatalities are neither better nor worse 
than comparable EU averages.  

 While a figure of 30 fatalities in 2014 is high relative to the long-term average, incidents 

involving fatalities are relatively small in absolute terms. Random factors can cause a relatively 

big swing in the annual fatalities but may or may not indicate a general improvement/dis-
improvement in health and safety.  

 The picture would be clearer if there was a reliable set of figures to indicate trends in broader 

accident/injury rates, but such evidence is not readily available and comparisons can be difficult. 

Nonetheless, there is a case for more research and documentation of hospital visits etc. to better 

understand the underlying trend.  

 An example of the difficulties associated with putting too much emphasis on fatality figures is 

that the 2014 figure of 30 fatalities is the highest in over 20 years but the previous year was well 

below average at 16. Moreover, fatality numbers had fallen in each consecutive year from 2010 to 

2013. The point is that one exceptionally bad year does not confirm a trend.  

 

Problems associated with age  
Of the 30 fatalities in 2014, six were aged in their 70s and four were aged in their 80s. 50% of 

fatal accidents in 2011 involved farmers over 65 years old. For five out of the past ten years, 

fatalities involving over 65s have accounted for in excess of 40% of fatalities for the year in 

question and there was only one year in ten when the over 65s category was less than 20% of all 

fatalities. Obviously, in other sectors, retirement policy would preclude people of this age 

continuing to work. 

The implication might be that older farmers should retire or be required to retire but this would be 

utterly wrong in ICSA’s view. Older farmers are obviously more vulnerable to livestock, and 

perhaps more at risk of catastrophic accident where a younger farmer might be agile enough to 

escape. However, this is counterbalanced by the reality that farmers who continue to be active in 

their later years derive benefit from it in terms of physical fitness and mental well-being.  



 

 

 

Let us consider a brief cost/ benefit analysis of banning all over 65s from farming activity.  

 

We could surmise that 10 older farmers would not have been part of the 2014 statistics, an 

undoubted benefit. However, the cost could be much higher in terms of farmers dying earlier due 

to losing the benefits of regular outdoor exercise, the mental challenge of being occupied and 

interested in farming and the increased likelihood that, without a reason to get up in the morning, 

some would end up in nursing homes with a lower quality of life from their perspective.  

 

There are many examples of farmers who derive tremendous benefit from continuing to work and 

who derive benefit from ongoing involvement in a farm business.  

 

Unquestionably, the ideal model is where an older farmer retains an involvement but is farming 

alongside a young farmer, either a successor or a farm partner. However, this is often not 

possible. In some cases, there is no successor but in many situations poor income prospects from 

farming mean that the potential successor has no choice but to work off-farm and in many cases, 

migrate to cities or abroad.  

 

Better facilities for handling animals are a necessity, but the reality may often be that the most 

vulnerable, older bachelor farmer does not have sufficient income to tackle every deficiency.  

 

The improvement of tax incentives to encourage long-term leasing and the emerging focus on 

farm partnerships may lead to some older farmers moving away from farming on their own into 

old age and these initiatives are to be welcomed.  

 

Conclusion: The prevalence of older farmers continuing to farm into their seventies and 

eighties, often in solitary circumstances, contributes to the higher fatality statistics for 

farming. However, retired people are regularly exhorted to have an “active retirement” and 

ICSA submits that the tragedy of individual fatality cases must be viewed in the context of 

the tremendous health benefits, both physical and mental, derived by many farmers from 

continuing to farm in later years. A key problem is not that they are farming but that they 

have no assistance from younger successors or neighbours and this reflects on the failure of 

policy and market to deliver adequate income. Initiatives to encourage partnerships or 

long-term leasing will be helpful and should be supported. 5  

 



 

 

Problems associated with solitary working arrangements  
One approach to farm safety is to enforce industrial or construction site standards on farm 

workplaces. However, it is necessary to consider that the norms of work practices in factories, 

offices or construction sites are generally influenced and facilitated by the number of people 

present at work. The advantages of specialisation and well-defined job roles allow an approach 

that is not easily replicated on a farm. Moreover, workers can prioritise safety over almost any 

other consideration. On-farm considerations such as economic viability, animal welfare or 

weather risks weigh heavily on a farmer working on his/her own with no opportunity to pause 

and consult with a fellow worker.  

 

There is little doubt that a huge amount of the work carried out on a farm by a solitary individual 

would not be permitted in an industrial setting or building site. In the industrial setting, it would 

be reserved for teams of two or more workers and, in many cases, specialised equipment with 

appropriate training would be required. Thus, for example, carpenters do not erect scaffolding.  

 

The nature of farming requires each individual farmer to be a jack-of-all-trades. The relentless 

squeezing of farm incomes over the years means there is less and less opportunity to hire in 

outside help.  

 

Where a machine breaks down and the weather is due to break, there is immense pressure to get it 

fixed instantly. Even if a call-out repair service is available, it is typically unavailable when every 

farmer wants to make hay today and all breakdowns are urgent. Hence, farmers get stuck in 

themselves.  

 

Problems associated with animal behaviour  
A typical example is the challenge of working with freshly calved animals, which are notoriously 

unpredictable and frequently highly dangerous. Top-class animal handling facilities such as 

calving gates are prescribed and certainly have a role to play. 

  

However, such facilities have limitations. The farmer has to get the animal into the facility, which 

may be a danger point. This could happen where a farmer has animals calving outdoors, which 

generally has significant advantages as well as challenges. After calving, the animal has to be 

released to become familiar with the newborn calf. After a while, if the calf has not suckled 

sufficiently, then the farmer must intervene or the animal dies.  

 

It is easy to say afterwards that the farmer should put his own life before that of the animal but 

the reality is that a farmer who does not intervene on a regular basis will have a lot of dead 

animals. No farmer wants that and regulatory authorities would undoubtedly question a high 

incidence of animal deaths.  

 

Alternatively the new born calf and its mother must be moved out of the calving facility to make 

way for another and this poses risks. The risk is multiplied when a farmer is at peak calving time 

and several calvings are happening within 24 hours. Exhaustion can also be a factor. However, 

for most farmers the peak calving season requires working eighteen hours shifts or maybe 

seventy-hour weeks.  



 

 

 

The economics of suckler farming and even of dairying in many cases, do not allow for shift 

work such as pertains in factories where a three-cycle shift might be employed.  

 

Aside from calving, there is always a risk attached to animals and in some cases it is next to 

impossible to foresee. In 2014 a farmer was killed when her own animals stampeded across a 

field and trampled her and another woman, having been startled by cats.  

 

It is also the case that the huge number of suckler cows combined with part-time farming is 

creating potential risk. Almost uniquely in Europe we have as many suckler cows as dairy cows. 

All of these suckler-derived animals are especially wild and unpredictable. Part-time farming due 

to low incomes increases still further the incidence of dangerous cattle that are not used to human 

interaction.  

 

What Can Be Done?  
One of the challenges in finding solutions is that there are so many variables when it comes to 

farm accidents, and yet the evidence on how to prevent them is grossly insufficient.  

 

We have no reliable understanding of what is going on where accidents happen except in the case 

of fatalities.  

 

When we look at fatalities, we see a multiplicity of circumstances, involving various factors 

ranging from machinery to animals to slurry gas to electrocution.  

 

The HSA statistics for 2005-2014 show the variety of causes. (Table 1)  

 

Table 1 Rank  Major Causes  No of 

Fatalities  

% of 

fatalities  
1  Tractors & Farm vehicles  58  30%  

2  Machinery  36  19%  

3  Livestock  26  13%  

4  Drowning/Gas  22  11%  

5  Fallsfrom height  17  9%  

6  Falling objects/collapses  14  7%  

7  Timber related  13  7%  

8  Electrocution  3  2%  

9  Others  4  2%  

 

Table 1 shows that there is no easy one-fix solution. It would seem that upgrades to buildings, 

animal handling facilities, machinery, tractors and other vehicles, better agitating arrangements 

for slurry etc are all indicated.  

 

However, it is also a simple fact that on many farms the income simply does not exist to do all of 

this unaided. Tractors and machinery need regular repair and upgrade but on many farms vehicles 

are old by economic necessity. However, it is not clear that all of the accidents involving vehicles 

relate to deficiencies. In many cases, driver error is at fault.  



 

 

 

PTOs are regarded as lethal and have caused horrendous deaths and mutilation. However, there 

was no fatality in 2014 linked to a PTO deficiency. This is not to suggest that PTOs should be 

ignored, but it does indicate that machinery-related problems are many and varied.  

 

It is not only with the farmer that culpability lies. PTO shafts are often not fit for purpose. 

Farmers regularly report the chains on PTOs breaking within months of purchase. This is a 

product deficiency. There is need for pressure on machinery manufacturers to improve the specs 

and quality of agricultural machinery.  

 

ICSA Proposals  
1. Education of children: Farm safety needs to be on every primary school curriculum in rural 

areas.  

 

2. Financial Issues: Much more reflection on low incomes in farming is required by policy-

makers at EU and national level. It is unacceptable that the EU Commission or the Government 

would threaten cuts to EU supports for safety shortcomings when general reductions to farm 

incomes caused by policy decisions (eg closure of REPS, reduction in Pillar 1 payments, 

insufficient action against multinational retailers taking more margin from product) are making it 

harder for farmers to make sure that all facilities and equipment are top-class. ICSA submits that 

a cut to supports actually worsens the problem. Instead, extra funding for farm safety grants is 

required, particularly given that the most recent scheme has been over-subscribed.  

 

3. Discussion Groups: Discussion groups are proving to be far more effective means of 

transferring knowledge than lectures from professionals. Therefore, they should be used to help 

improve farm safety awareness through peer discussion of risks on each farm. ICSA believes that 

HSA inspectors could be utilised to stimulate the discussion in each group and farmers would 

learn from each other.  

 

4. Ongoing Education and Awareness through Farm Organisations and Teagasc: The 

discussion group route as described above is the ideal but this does not mean that farm 

organisations and Teagasc have no role. They can ensure that farm safety is on the agenda for as 

many meetings as possible and that the message on farm safety is promoted through all channels.  

 

5. Minimising stress and prioritising mental health issues: Every effort should be made to 

minimise stress on farmers. The Department must endeavour to reduce or eliminate unannounced 

inspections where possible. Farmers should not have to endure delayed payment of EU supports 

due to bureaucratic technicalities. All state interventions must recognise the severe financial 

strains on many farmers and cash flow problems. While we have statistics on farm fatalities from 

accidents, we don’t know whether or not stress is actually a greater source of death on-farm.  

 



 

 

Commentary Re On-the-Spot Fines  
Children under 7 on tractors:  
ICSA disagrees vehemently with this, provided the child is in a modern tractor with an enclosed 

cab and proper seating with a safety belt. The evidence does not show child fatalities in tractor 

cabs but it does show that children out of the tractor have been killed.  

Faulty PTO shafts:  
ICSA believes that manufacturers should be required to provide a five year guarantee with PTO 

shafts as too many fail within twelve months. The Government should allow a VAT rebate for 

flat-rate farmers or provide grants for PTO upgrades.  

Unfenced slurry pits:  

Slurry pits should be well fenced. However, it can be costly for farmers with income issues and 

ICSA believes that fines are only fair if there is a grant system available to tackle the job. 
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Introduction;  

This Submission on Farm Safety comes from Mizen Rovers GAA Club. We are a small underage 

GAA Club on the far end of the Mizen peninsula in the parish of Goleen. We cater for 

approximately 60 children aged 6yrs to 18yrs playing football and hurling in the Rebel Óg West 

division of County Cork. Our motivation for making this submission arises for two reasons, one 

is that naturally because we are a very rural club many of our players come from a farming 

background and like all our players their safety and survival is paramount. Secondly, within our 

Club we run what we believe is a unique project amongst GAA clubs called 'Care for Our 

Players'. This is a three pronged programme comprising Road Safety, Health & Wellbeing and 

Jobs & Enterprise. Each year since its inception in 2010 we have endeavoured to carry out one or 

more exercises under each aspect of the programme such as entering the Amber Flag programme 

and holding a positive mental health day under health and wellbeing, erecting billboards in our 

locality promoting local employment and advise on shopping locally to help sustain the local 

economy. But it has been under the Road Safety aspect that we have been most active, taking 

groups of players from fourteen years upwards to a local driving academy at Bantry to instruct 

them in the rules of the road and good driving practices. We have also erected billboards in the 

dressing rooms at the sports center depicting some really stark road safety messages along with 

signage at the exits stating "Please drive carefully we have more games to play". These actions 

along with many others have gained us recognition both locally and nationally winning quite a 

few awards most notably the RSA community award under their Leading Lights award scheme. 

In 2014 as a result of how topical farm safety had become for all the wrong reasons we decided to 

expand the Road safety aspect of our programme to include Farm Safety. Consequently we 

arranged to take fifteen of our young players, most but not all from a farming background, on a 

course for Safe tractor driving at Bantry Driving Academy. This was organized in conjunction 

with the Farm Relief Service and partially funded by FBD Insurance Plc, the balance being paid 

by the Club. The club also presented a certificate to those who completed the course.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Proposal  

The focus of our proposal is mainly based on the education of young people mostly from a 

farming background but accessible to young people from where ever. Obviously the net must be 

spread wide because it's not always just teenagers who are present on farms. Summer time tends 

to bring the urban cousins onto farms during holiday periods and with little experience around 

machinery and farm animals this can be high risk to all. Likewise young lads not always from a 

farming background are employed by contractors during the silage season with little or no 

experience in the operation of silage gear some of which is large and powerful in the present day. 

We feel that it is unbelievable that young lads of 16 years are allowed take charge of huge high 

powered tractors with no prior experience or tuition. This is strange in comparison to the rules 

following the requirements to drive a motor car at the present time.  

Steps we suggest could be beneficial in this regard would be:  

1. As part of transition year in some secondary schools in our area students are offered the 

opportunity to participate in road safety/learner driving (car only) courses at the local driving 

academy in Bantry. We would suggest that all students but especially those from a farming 

background would be offered the chance to participate in a similar course in tractor driving, 

similar to the one our Club organized last year at this very same driving centre.  

2. We believe that the GAA as an organisation which has its roots in the rural community and is 

present in every parish should be to the forefront in promoting farm safety amongst its members 

especially its younger members. In our club in relation to road safety we display billboards in the 

dressing rooms and throughout the complex depicting road safety messages. This could be 

mirrored in relation to farm safety. We would also see a place for a TV campaign similar to the 

RSA version. In the same vain high profile GAA players from a framing background should be 

used as ambassadors for farm safety.  

3. We would suggest a much greater emphasis on farm safety when students are completing their 

respective courses in the various agriculture colleges. Likewise host farmers should be instructed 

to put aside time to help students on placement understand the importance of farm safety and to 

demonstrate such safe practices in all aspects of everyday farm activities. The host farmer should 

be well versed in farm safety before he is approved as a host farmer.  

4. We believe that there should be an onus on Machinery Dealers to familiarize customers with 

the safe operation of all tractors, machines and implements sold with particular emphasis on the 

hand book and operator manual for such machines. We note that handbooks and manuals are 

often discarded until something goes wrong  

5. Why not a DAFF scheme to encourage farmers to engage professionals to carry out necessary 

repairs and servicing to machinery on a regular basis with say for instance a vat refund (to non-

registered farmers) on all parts and labour.  

6. Farmers for their own safety and all people entering a farm should be encouraged to wear High 

Visibility jackets. "BE SAFE, BE SEEN!!!  

7. Finally the use of TEXT messaging to continually remind farmers of the issue of farm safety 

regularly.  
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Report from local newsletter:  

A group of 15 young members of Mizen Rovers GAA Club travelled to BANTRY DRIVING 

ACADEMY on Tuesday last to take part in a tractor safety course run by the Farm Relief 

Service. This course was organized by the Club and took place as part of the ‘Care For Our 

Players’ programme. With so many of our members coming from our local farming community 

the Club saw this as the ideal way of making a contribution to safety on our farms with ever 

present dangers being highlighted and good practice in the use of on machinery being 

demonstrated and encouraged. We would like to thank a few people who made this exercise 

possible. Firstly to Mary Keohane at BDA for making her facility available for the day and to 

Jimmy Barry of Jimmy Barry Machinery Sales who supplied a fine tractor and trailer to carry out 

the course. To Jerry O’Donoghue of Parkana who liaised with the FRS to get them to come to 

Bantry and to Mary Crowley of FBD Insurance Plc without whose generous sponsorship none of 

this would have been possible. Please support all these good people if your paths cross. To the 

drivers who dropped the guys over and to our own Club officers Anne and Mary who travelled 

with them on the day. And finally to the lads themselves for taking the opportunity to participate 

in this very important exercise. Thanks to all once again.  

Report from Southern Star – Regional Weekly Publication  

West Cork teens take part in farm safety course  

A GAA club from Mizen and a group of farmers from Bantry recently organised a safe tractor 

skills course for 30 teenagers from their respective areas. Farm safety awareness campaigns have 

gathered pace in recent years. Last year, a total of 16 people died on Irish farms, compared to 21 

fatalities in 2012. The course, delivered by Willie Byrne of FRS Training and supported by FBD 

Insurance, is normally provided in liaison with schools. In this case, however, two like-minded 

community groups got together to promote safe practice in the use of tractors and machinery. The 

main focus was teaching the teenagers how to operate and drive a tractor safely, with practical 

instruction being a key component of the training. Tractors nowadays have become increasingly 

larger in size and faster in speed so they can pull heavier and bigger loads. As a result they may 

be more dangerous to inexperienced drivers.  

The course, held during the Easter school holidays, was timely in that the busy summer period on 

Irish farms is but weeks away. Both groups of young people reportedly found the experience 

informative as well as challenging and enjoyable.  

Mary Crowley from FBD Insurance said: ‘We are delighted to support this great initiative as farm 

accidents and fatalities still remain a huge cause for concern. Farm safety starts with our young 

people and courses such as this one creates an awareness of farm safety that they will bring with 

them through their farming careers.’  

Both groups acknowledged the support of Mary Keohane of Bantry Driving Academy for the 

provision of her venue and facilities for the two days, and Jimmy Barry Machinery Sales for 

providing the tractor. 



 

 

 

Mizen Rovers GAA Club and a group of farmers from Bantry recently organised a safe tractor 

skills course for 30 West Cork teenagers at Bantry Driving Academy, which was delivered by 

Willie Byrne of FRS Training and supported by FBD Insurance, represented by its Skibbereen 

manager, Mary Crowley (left). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

Subject: Embrace FARM submission to Seanad Public Consultation Committee on Farm Safety 

 
Dear Martin,  
  
Many thanks for your invite to address the Public Consultation Committee of the Seanad in 
relation to farm safety.  
  
We very much welcome the fact that you have taken time out to invite us to this but, 
moreover, we appreciate your recognition of the dreadful year it has been for fatal farm 
accidents in Ireland and your desire to do whatever you can to help the campaign to tackle 
this dreadful death toll.  
  
The publication by the HSA yesterday of its end of year figures for industrial accidents paints 
this dreadful picture very clearly.  In short, last year recorded an 87% increase in farm 
related deaths – up from 16 in 2013 to 30 in 2014, the carnage continuing up until the very 
11th hour with a death on a farm in Co. Cork on New Year’s Eve.  Of the 30 deaths, five 
involved children.  Farming was responsible for 55% of all industrial fatalities in 2014. 
  
Embrace FARM was founded last year by Brian Rohan, whose father Liam died as a result of 
an accident on his farm in Co. Laois in 2012. It was established to provide bereavement 
support to widows and family members of farmers who died at work.  Its key objective was 
to develop a Remembrance Service, which was held and attended by over 600 people in 
June.  It also held a number of bereavement support counselling sessions with farm families 
affected by fatal accidents - sessions which proved enormously beneficial and helpful to 
attendees, to the extent that there are now requests from across the country to roll out 
similar sessions, something which Embrace FARM is looking at doing.  
  
However, as the year progressed, Embrace FARM stepped into the domain of farm safety 
awareness in response to the tragic death toll.  Thanks to the support of Larry Goodman and 
his ABP Food Group, we launched ‘What’s Left Behind’ – a series of videos recounting the 
tragic experience of a number of families affected by farm fatalities.  The first such video  
involved my own brother Dermot Hogan on July 24th last. A part-time farmer, Dermot was a 
Production Manager at the ABP factory in Nenagh, Co. Tipperary.  We followed that up in 
late November with the launch of second video on the death of little James Higgins (6) in 
Shannonbridge, Co. Offaly in 2008.   
  
We publish our next video on January 16th next; another harrowing tale, this time involving 
the wife, Dianne Banville, of a Co. Wexford farmer who was killed on March 17th last, just 
five weeks after the birth of their second child.  
  
In addition to ABP, without whose support this campaign would not have been possible and 
would never have netted the enormous awareness it has in relation to farm safety, 
Agriculture Minister Simon Coveney has been hugely supportive of our efforts, to the extent 
that he has appointed a liaison officer in the Department of Agriculture to support with 
families trying to pick up the pieces following the death of their main earner on a farm.  This 
is in addition, of course, to the €12m grant aid programme he put in place for safety 
improvements on Irish farms in August. 
  
However, the death toll has continued, as does the need for our and other awareness 
campaigns.  We would really appreciate the opportunity to discuss this in further detail with 
you and await your reply with regard to a date for this Committee hearing.  



 

 

  
In the meantime, the following are the links to the first two videos we have produced, as 
well as to a video package on the launch of the campaign by Minister Coveney at the 
Ploughing Championships in September:  
  

Dermot Hogan, RIP https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kiWVN9EZ-BQ 

James Higgins, RIP  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nURmB4kkTm4 

Launch video            https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-bRo_ZcR500  
  
Kind regards 
  
Eugene Hogan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kiWVN9EZ-BQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nURmB4kkTm4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-bRo_ZcR500
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Summary 

Issue Recommendations 

Training and Mentoring Irish Rural Link (IRL) is calling for better supports for bottom up 
initiatives that trigger attitudinal and behavioural change in the farming 
community building on the successes of the pilot Farm Safety Mentor 
Programme.   

  

Profitability of the 
Farming Sector 
 
 
 
 
 

Farmers are compromised in their ability to re invest in farm safety.  
The custodians of this indigenous sector need to ensure that there is 
supervision (legislation if necessary) to ensure a fair and equitable 
distribution of profits from the food chain to allow farmers reinvest in 
safety on their farms.  Meaningful grant aid should also be available to 
supplement the deficit in investment capacity on Irish farms.  

Policy  Strengthen National and EU Policy on Farm safety 

 

Overview 

Irish Rural Link (IRL) is the national network of rural community groups, representing over 

600 groups and thousands of individuals committed to socially, environmentally and 

economically sustainable rural communities. IRL have fully accepted the challenge of farm 

safety and the unique environment the farm poses in terms of making farms safer.  IRL also 

recognises the investment in awareness that has been made in recent years yet are very 

concerned that the fatality rate remaining stubbornly high with 2014 claiming 30 lives,- the 

worst since 2001.   



 

 

We welcome the opportunity to make this submission and the interest of the Seanad in 

looking at the Farm Safety situation.  IRL is calling for the prioritisation on the three key 

areas of training/mentoring, profitability and Policy in terms of dealing with the Farm Safety 

challenge. 

 

Irish Rural Link Farm Safety Mentor Programme 

Irish Rural Link with the support of the Health and Safety Authority undertook a pilot 

programme to engage farmers themselves in the communication of farm safety.   

The initiative involved the selection, training and mentoring of a number of farmers or 

dedicated individuals with a background in farming who demonstrated a strong passion for 

farm safety.  The pilot initiative took place in the defined geographic area of counties 

Westmeath, Meath, Cavan and Longford. 

The initiative resulted in the creation of farm safety awareness hubs in the pilot area with 

some very worthwhile initiatives undertaken.  Irish Rural Link (IRL) is calling for better 

supports for bottom up initiatives like the Mentor Programme that trigger attitudinal and 

behavioural change in the farming community. 

      

Profitability  

A recently completed report completed by DL Denton Noble on behalf of the HSA 

‘Determining underlying psycho-social factors influencing farmers’ risk-related behaviours 

(both positively and negatively) in the Republic of Ireland 2014’  explored psychological and 

social factors that could influence how farmers think and behave in relation to safety.  

Farmers interviewed stated that if restricted finances were not an issue, they would:- ‘replace 

old and dangerous machinery; upgrade cattle handling facilities; carry out maintenance / 

upgrade farm buildings; and recruit additional workers.’ 

Farmers are compromised in their ability to re invest in farm safety.   

The custodians of this indigenous sector need to ensure that there is supervision (legislation 

if necessary) to ensure a fair and equitable distribution of profits from the food chain to allow 

farmers reinvest in safety on their farms.  Meaningful grant aid should also be available to 

supplement the deficit in investment capacity on Irish farms. 

 



 

 

 

Policy 

Farm fatalities are not unique to Ireland with upward of 1000 people losing their lives in the 

EU on an annual basis.  The EU can be commended in the policy area for its protection of 

water quality and the environment yet with safety integral to farming, Farm Safety is often 

overlooked in policy debate.  There is an urgent need to prioritise farm safety at National and 

EU agricultural level and introduce a workable and responsible pan-EU policy.   

 

Irish Rural Link the Organisation 

Irish Rural Link (IRL), formed in 1991, is a national network of organisations and 

individuals campaigning for sustainable rural development in Ireland and Europe. 

IRL, a non-profit organisation, has grown significantly since its inception and now 

directly represents over 300 community groups with a combined membership of 

25,000. 

The network provides a structure through which rural groups and individuals, representing 

disadvantaged rural communities, can articulate their common needs and priorities, share 

their experiences and present their case to policy-makers at local, national and European 

Level. 

 

Irish Rural Link is the only group represented at the national social partnership talks solely 

representing rural communities’ interests. 

 

 

 

Irish Rural Link’s aims are: 

- To articulate and facilitate the voices of rural communities in local, regional, 

national and European policy arenas, especially those experiencing poverty, 

social exclusion and the challenge of change in the 21st century. 

‘Our vision is of vibrant, inclusive and sustainable rural 

communities that contribute to an equitable and just 

society’ 



 

 

- To promote local and community development in rural communities in order to 

strengthen and build the capacity of rural community groups to act as primary 

movers through practical assistance and advice. 

- To research, critique and disseminate policies relating to rural communities 

including issues such as sustainability, social exclusion, equality and poverty 

- To facilitate cross-border networking between rural communities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Our mission is to influence and inform local, regional, 

national and European development policies and 

programmes in favour of rural communities especially 

those who are marginalised as a result of poverty and 

social exclusion in rural areas.’ 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

SUBMISSION ON FARM SAFETY TO THE SEANAD PUBLIC CONSULTATION COMMITTEE 

From CLLR JOHN DOLAN 

I submit that part of your farm insurance should be discounted with the production of either a farm 

safety statement or attendance at a farm safety course. 

The same idea should be looked at in relation to applying for your single farm payment that a 

summary of a farm safety statement should be submitted. 

A machinery scrappage scheme for both tractors and dangerous machinery should be investigated 

how this is policed is that proof of long term ownership would be required to be produced to qualify. 

It is also important that the HSA is staffed and resourced properly in order to promote and enforce 

safety. 

A program of visits to rural National Schools to promote farm safety should be done to help 

influence rural children on farm safety. 

 

Many thanks 

Cllr John Dolan 

Avondale 

Kilgarvan, Fardrum, Athlone,Co Westmeath 

087 2278261 
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Submission to the Seanad Public Consultation Committee on Farm Safety  
 

By 
  

The Health and Safety Authority (HSA) 
The Metropolitan Building  

James Joyce Street 
Dublin 1 

 
 
In this submission the workplace Safety and Health approach and general performance in the 
Agriculture sector in Ireland is discussed in the context of the overall national performance and also 
in the context of the wider EU approach to Occupational Safety and Health (OSH). The challenge 
faced in improving workplace safety and health standards and performance in Agriculture is both 
complex and basic in nature. Basic in the reality of farmers and others on the land making simple 
mistakes, often due to pressure of work or high stress levels and paying the ultimate price where a 
moment’s thought might have prevented such a death or serious injury. Part of the complexity is in 
the demographics identified in agriculture in Ireland and indeed reflected generally across the EU, 
being characterised by an ageing and generally poorly or insufficiently trained labour force. All this 
places distinct challenges to improving OSH within agriculture, a situation that will become even 
more challenging in the context of the current expansion within the sector to achieve targets set out 
in “Food Harvest 2020” in Ireland, coinciding with the abolition of milk quota controls across the EU. 
 

Introduction 

The importance of the Agriculture sector in terms of its contribution to the economic, social, cultural 
and political life in Ireland, particularly in relation to its importance in rural communities is clearly 
identified as a priority by the committee. Given the economic difficulties experienced in Ireland in 
recent years ensuring a vibrant, growing, productive but safe & healthy agriculture sector has taken 
on increased national importance.   
 
The Health and Safety Authority was established under the Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act 
1989. It is the national statutory body with responsibility to secure safety, health and welfare for all 
persons at work (1.8million), the enforcement of Chemicals legislation affecting all of the people of 
Ireland (4.5million), EU market surveillance regulations, Accreditation in accordance with EU 
regulations and many other specific competent authority functions assigned to it in primary and 
secondary legislation.  
 
However in this paper the focus will be on workplace safety and health and in particular as it applies 
to the Agriculture sector. Workplace safety and health was first regulated in Agriculture following 
the enactment of the1989 Act which established the Health and Safety Authority. This act was 
superseded and modernised by the Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act 2005 along with a 
significant suite of other workplace safety and health legislation and chemicals legislation etc.  Much 
of the general provisions in workplace safety and health legislation applies to  
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
agriculture but it is notable that there are no sector specific workplace safety and health regulations 
applicable to agriculture as is the case  in several of the other high risk sectors e.g. construction, 
mining etc. The Authority advises the Minister for Business and Employment (or the relevant 
minister of the day) on the development and maintenance of an appropriate legislative framework 
for all sectors. 
 
The Authority has evolved into a highly efficient organisation with a challenging mandate and is 
tasked with promoting, encouraging and fostering the prevention of accidents and personal injury at 
work as well as enforcing health and safety legislation and other legislation as detailed above. This 
twin approach based on prevention and compliance has been central to the improvement of 
occupational health and safety standards in many sectors of the economy. 
 
This approach is also central to our work in the Agriculture sector where extensive but finite 
resources have been allocated to develop and distribute information, guidance and risk assessment 
tools as aids to prevention. The need for improved standards in safety and health on farms is further 
emphasised through our farm walk/talks and our farm inspection programme. 
We have a sanctioned staff of 164, of which 73 are health and safety inspectors involved directly 
with inspection, accident investigation, enforcement, information and promotion type activity across 
all sectors and the timely development of necessary legislation and guidance. 
 
The areas of work that we cover are as diverse as the economy itself.  Our workplace safety and 
health remit covers every person at work, every type of workplace and every type of work in the 
public and private sectors.  This ranges from places where the self-employed work such as 
agriculture to places where just one or two people are employed, to large corporations with many 
locations and thousands of people on their payroll. 
 
The Authority has a duty to ensure that safety and health in each workplace is a priority for everyone 
working there and that everybody plays their part in achieving and maintaining high standards.  This 
involves a multi-faceted and strategic approach by us.  Our strategy has two principal strands: 
 

 On the one hand it involves a focus on prevention, education and training,  

 On the other it involves the balanced enforcement of the law. 
 
When we refer to our work and to the improvement or otherwise in accidents or ill-health within the 
workforce, particularly to a public forum, we are mindful that the cold statistics we set out and 
discuss relate to the lives and wellbeing of real people and their personal welfare at work.  All 
comments made are placed in that context. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Creating a Culture of Workplace Safety and Health 
 
It is a fundamental right of each of the 1.8 million people at work in Ireland to go to work and to 
return to their families and communities without having suffered any impacts or injury to their 
safety, health and wellbeing (Charter of Fundamental Human Rights of the European Union:  
 
2000/C 364/01). Our mission is to prevent death, injury and ill-health from all work activity and to 
promote a culture of workplace safety and health where everyone involved in the world of work will 
embrace that culture in their work.  We are making consistent progress in this regard.  
 
 

Economic Impacts 
 
A culture of health & safety compliance contributes very positively towards national competitiveness 
by reducing the costs of workplace injury and illness. The economic cost of work related injury and 
illness is 2.5% of Gross National Product each year – equivalent to €3.7 billion in 2014. In that 
context, the Health & Safety Authority provides a critical role and value for money to the Exchequer 
and to the general economy for the budget that is expended. Balanced proportionate regulation also 
acts as an aid to ensuring that there is an even playing field in competitive terms.    
 

Health and Safety Performance on Irish Farms 
 
The Authority is now in existence for 25 years and in that time the rate of workplace fatalities in the 
overall working population has almost halved falling from a figure of over 5 deaths per 100,000 
persons per year to 2.7 deaths per 100,000 per year (HSA 2012). This significant reduction places 
Ireland in the top 5 best performers in workplace safety and health in the EU. 
 
In marked contrast to this positive story we have to tell about Irish workplaces in general, agriculture 
stands out because of the lack of any real sustained reduction in the rate of farm fatalities and the 
disproportionately high fatality rate within the sector.  While the Agriculture sector represents 
approximately 6% of the working population it consistently has the highest proportion of fatal 
incidents of any sector generally ranging between 35% and 45% of all workplace fatalities in any 
given year. This was evidenced again in 2014 where 55% (30 of the 55) of the fatal workplace 
incidents were in the Agriculture sector.  
 
In the ten year period between 2005 and 2014 there were 193 farm fatalities,  averaging over 19 
deaths per year or 16 fatalities per 100,000 workers in the farming sector, compared with an 
average of 2.7 fatalities per 100,000 workers across the general working population.  Put simply 
there is no significant reduction in fatality rates and you are almost 7 times more likely to die 
working on a farm in Ireland than in the general working population. (See details Appendix 1) 
 
Out of the 73 inspectors involved directly in inspection 15 have Agriculture as part of their annual 
inspection program while an additional 5 are full time specialists in the Agriculture  
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
Inspection Group.  In 2014 inspectors carried out over 2,800 farm inspections as well as giving talks 
to farmers at more than 50 meetings attended by a total of over 2,000 farmers.  
 
Since 2005 the HSA has spent approximately €5.5m in direct costs on prevention and promotion 
actions for the agriculture sector.  This does not include costs associated with carrying out the farm 
inspections or giving talks. Prevention and promotion activities include information, guidance, tools 
to assist in risk assessment, DVD’s of a range of topics including survivor stories,  
advertising, seminars national farm safety conference, attendance at nation agriculture shows and 
an extensive stand with safety demonstrations at the national ploughing championships. 
The full range of material can be accessed on our website at Agriculture & Forestry - Health and 
Safety Authority  and on the HSAchannel on YouTube HSAchannel - YouTube 
 
Social Dialogue 
 
In 2002, in order to involve the major stakeholders in the task of improving farm safety, the Health 
and Safety Authority set up the Farm Safety Action Group, which became the Farm Safety 
Partnership Advisory Committee (FSPAC), an advisory committee to the board of the Authority.  
The objective of this is to ensure achieving improved workplace safety and health performance is a 
shared objective of all of the players. This social dialogue approach aims to achieve real buy-in by the 
primary stakeholders to assist in developing and sustaining a safety and health culture within the 
sector, similar to that which worked very well in the Irish construction sector reducing the number of 
fatal incidents even during the construction boom. 
 
A very detailed strategy for workplace safety and health in Agriculture in Ireland, was developed by 
the FSPAC and was set out in the “The Farm Safety Action Plan - 2009 to 2012”.  That action plan had 
seven distinct goals to be implemented by seven Working Groups. While much work was done 
through this stakeholder group, leading to the development of extensive workplace safety and 
health resources, disappointingly the overall rate of fatal and serious incidents did not reduce within 
the sector indicating that other broader policy approaches may need to be considered to achieve 
improvements in this particularly problematic sector. The work of the Authority and other players 
has led to a very high level of awareness among farmers and in society generally but is has not 
translated into the safer behaviours to the level sought. 
 
A new Farm Safety Action Plan 2013 to 2015 was developed by the FSPAC, its makeup, terms of 
reference and resources produced to date can be viewed in Appendix 2. 
 
Considerable efforts have been made to ensure that farm safety and health is imbedded at all levels 
in the area of education from primary to third level.  The HSA publications “Staying Safe on the Farm 
with Jessy” and “Only a Giant can lift a Bull” explaining the dangers to children on farms were widely 
distributed to all primary schools. 
 
Breaking the cycle of death and injury on Irish Farms 
 
While the fatal accident rates in Ireland are truly shocking we must not be tempted to take any one 
year’s figure in isolation and while the sudden increase to 30 deaths in 2014 from 16 in 2013 raises 
alarm we must identify sustainable means of achieving a reduction. It must be recognised  
 

http://www.hsa.ie/eng/Your_Industry/Agriculture_Forestry/
http://www.hsa.ie/eng/Your_Industry/Agriculture_Forestry/
https://www.youtube.com/user/HSAchannel


 

 

 
 
 
 
that progress will require a multi-faceted approach as inspection alone cannot work. The Health and 
Safety Authority cannot have an inspector in every workplace nor should it. The ‘at- risk’ population 
of farmers must take personal responsibility to secure safety on their farms and deal  
 
proactively with the hazards and risk using the free tools, education, advice and information 
provided to them. Extensive efforts are ongoing to ensure the adequate education of the next 
generation of farmers with safety and health integrated into education at all levels. Extensive efforts 
are also being made to establish the true nature of the challenges faced in improving OSH in 
agriculture through extensive research. (See Appendix 3) 
 
There is a significant risk that the Irish agri-food sector could have its ‘clean, green’ brand image 
tarnished by the catastrophic fatality rate and could impact negatively on its future growth.   
  
It must be recognised that there is no simple or quick fix solution to the level of deaths and injury on 
Irish farms and finding long term sustainable solutions cannot be divorced from the influence of 
national and EU policy (See Appendix 4), however after 25 years of regulation we must look critically 
at what has been done and be open to new approaches.  
 
 
Some of these may include; 
  

1. Policy to encourage the allocation of specific funding from the CAP to support workplace 
safety and health initiatives and workplace safety and health compliance.  
 

2. National and European funding or grant aid schemes for Farming to have a strong 
occupational health and safety qualifying element which would be verifiable by robust audits 
to be carried out by DAFM/ HSA or Teagasc.  It could be argued that, should such pre-
qualifications be framed as a strong component of such schemes, there may be better use of 
the resources by the Authority yielding a double gain effect. 
 

3. Policy makers to look at influencing the age demographics in agriculture to encourage older 
farmers retire and hand on to more productive younger farmers with better workplace 
safety and health  performance and outcomes.  
 

4. A policy of support to elderly farmers over 65 should be actively pursued by DAFM in order 
to encourage early retirement or handover of farms.  Evidence of an elderly farmer having 
received incentivised retirement engaged at work on a farm would elicit 
penalties/deductions for the active farmer (e.g. son or daughter) who is in receipt 
of National or European support funds. 
 

5. That all state agencies involved in the sector to be required to include details of their 
approach to improving farm safety in their strategy statements. 
 

6. That all state agencies involved in visiting farms to conduct advisory, regulatory or 
assessment processes to be required to include prioritisation of farm OSH. 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 

7. That substantive funding schemes be provided by Government as part of a long term plan 
(minimum 5 years) to move the sector from its current poor performance to that of a 
reasonably safe and professional occupation. 

 
8. That DAFM funding schemes favour the use of professional agri contractors for key 

hazardous tasks. 
 

9. That policy makers look at ensuring a minimum level of education and training for those in 
agriculture, particularly those in receipt of EU funding, i.e. possibly requiring farmers  
 
to submit confirmation of attaining a half day or 4 hours training per year (to include some 
element of workplace safety and health  training) with their application for single farm 
payments. 

 
10. The development of mandatory training on farm safety, particularly for high risk activity. 

 
11. Evidence of a child under 14 years operating a tractor or other farm machinery or evidence 

of a child under 8 years being carried on a tractor or other farm vehicle would elicit 
penalties/deductions for funding schemes.  
 

12. The provision of a secure child play area to be mandatory on family farms where the home is 
adjacent to the working farm with an element of grant aid available. 

 
13. The development of a sector specific suite of regulations in support of some of the above.  

 
14. Seeking the support of the major agrifood companies e.g. Glanbia, Kerry Group,  Dairgold 

and other major co-operatives to specify safety and health compliance as a contract 
condition to be a supplier. 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
In recent years Ireland has made considerable progress reducing the number of workplace incidents 
and fatalities each year.  The total number of workplace fatalities in Ireland in 2010 had fallen to a 
figure of 48 - these represent 48 tragedies and 48 deaths too many, but potentially the lowest level 
of occupational fatalities on record. However of those 48 fatalities, 25 were in the agriculture sector, 
the highest level in a decade until 2014 when the level reached 30 deaths. It is unacceptable that 
farmers are 7 to 8 times more likely to die in their workplace than those in the general working 
population. 
 
Despite considerable efforts agriculture continues to be a difficult sector to achieve sustained 
improvements in safety and health performance. The challenges in Agriculture cannot be solved  
with the same approach as in other sectors, such as construction, as Agriculture is redominately 
made up of discrete units and self-employed individuals. The Authority strives to provide the 
essential prerequisites of a sound legislative base, user friendly guidance and, appropriate advice, 
information and an appropriate enforcement base.  However, through research we have established 
that while workplace safety and health awareness and intension to work safely is very high in the  
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
sector and many suggest that there is a general improvement, worryingly there has been no 
sustained reduction in the rate of fatalities. 
 
The Health and Safety Authority continues to prioritise Agriculture Safety and a reduction in the 
unacceptable level of farm injury and fatality.  Through our annual programme of work we are 
working with all stakeholders to bring about a change of culture on Irish farms, to one where 
farmers take the time to adequately address and manage key risks and hazards (See Appendix 5). In 
Ireland an added importance to improving our health and safety record on farms comes from the 
projected growth targets contained in the Department of Agriculture, Food and the  
 
Marine’s, “Food Harvest 2020” document.  The abolition of milk quotas in April 2015 presents a 
significant opportunity for expansion to meet the growing global demand for dairy products. But 
critically, it also poses great risks in increasing the rate of death and injury on farms. As EU 
agriculture grows in size and productive capacity, it will be crucial that establishing a culture of 
health and safety in farming is reflected in national and EU policies and given parity of importance 
with environmental issues. 
 
Awareness raising, assessing compliance and enforcing minimum standards of workplace safety and 
health is extremely costly particularly in agriculture and the Authority’s capacity and that of other 
national competent authorities is reduced significantly due to the general economic climate.  It is 
essential that we develop a culture of safety & health in agriculture through a balanced mix of 
prevention and enforcement activities. Farmers deserve a quality of life where they are not 
continuously working ever longer hours, exposed to risks to life and limb and under ever greater 
pressure to make a basic living. Given the demographics of farming with aging farmers, the lack of 
training, the predominance of self-employed individuals, unfortunately an increase in the overall 
rates of fatalities, serious injury and ill-health among Irish and EU farmers may materialize if some 
major policy shifts are not undertaken.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Appendix 1 

Fatal Incidents 
 
The Census of Agriculture 2010 estimated that there were 139,829 active farms in Ireland in 2010 
employing 165,370  annualised work units AWU’s. (Source: CSO – Census of Agriculture 2010). In 
total when family labour is included it is estimated that approximately 400,000 persons are exposed 
to health and safety risks on Irish farms. 
 
Fatal incidents in Agriculture and Forestry sectors in the last Five Years: 
 

2010 25 

2011 22     

2012 21 

2013 16 

2014 30 

 
 
Spiking of fatal incidents (11 in 2009 to 30 in 2014) is typical of this sector and so is best presented in 
a 5 year rolling average graph which initially showed a general downward trend from 1997. 
However, the significant increase in farm deaths in Ireland since 2009 is of grave concern and has 
interrupted and reversed this general downward trend to an alarming extent. (See Fig. 1) 
 
 
Average number of farm fatalities 

 
(Figure 1) Average Farm Fatalities 1993 – 2014 (Shown as 5 –year rolling average) 
                     (Source; Meredith and McNamara, Teagasc 2014). 
 
Deaths in agriculture, unlike many other sectors, generally involve family members including 
children and elderly persons. Age is a major contributory factor in farm incidents in Ireland (both 
fatal and non-fatal) with the average age of an Irish farmer now standing at 57 years and increasing. 
A serious incident to a young farmer if experienced by those over 65 years of age is more often fatal.  
 



 

 

Of particular concern in Ireland and across the EU is the ageing workforce particularly in agriculture 
as farmers tend not to retire.  According to the report “Rural Development in the EU- 2012” for each 
farmer under 37 years of age there are 9 over 55 years of age (2007 data) i.e. 90% of EU farmers are 
over 55 years old. In Ireland as with many other EU member states up to half of all farm deaths can 
involve farmers over 65yrs of age. Indeed deaths in Ireland to farmers over 55 years of age have on 
some occasions made up 70% of all farm deaths as indicated for 2007 & 2011 below. It is also 
significant to note that there were no deaths to persons over 65 years of age in 2009 which 
coincided with the collapse of the construction sector. (See Fig. 2) 
 

   
(Figure 2) Age distribution of fatal incidents in Agriculture 2003-2012 
                      (Source; Health and Safety Authority) 
 
 
Agriculture and Food is the single most important economic sector in Ireland in terms of 
employment, rural sustainability and economic output which reached €9bn in 2012. 
The maps below show areas of intense dairy farming with a map alongside showing the distribution 
of fatal incidents from 1993 – 2011. It is significant that the higher density of fatal incidents or 
“fatality black spots” coincide with areas of intensive dairy farming. Also while dairying accounts for 
just 17% of farm enterprises in Ireland it had 57% of fatal farm incidents in 2007 which makes dairy 
expansion an area of great concern. (Source; Teagasc & HSA)  
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Based on the reported fatalities by size of enterprise, 85% of those killed in agriculture are self-
employed. The major causes of farm deaths have remained consistent for many years. 
 
 
Fig. 3 Outlines the major causes of Farm Deaths in the 10 Year period 2005-2014. 
 

 
Figure 3: Causes of Farm Deaths in the 10 year period (2005-2014)  
                 (Source: Health and Safety Authority) 
As can be seen in Fig 3, almost half of all fatal incidents have involved tractors or machinery (49%). 
The next most hazardous activities causing death are working with livestock (13%), drowning while 
working close to slurry or water (11%), with falls from Height at (9%), and falling objects and working 
with timber on the farm both accounting for (7%). 
 



 

 

Injury and illness in Agriculture 
 
Statistics on fatalities do not provide the full picture and they generally only represent the tip of the 
iceberg when serious non-fatal incidents are considered. While little gets reported to the authority 
there are significant numbers of serious amputations and incidents causing long term disability 
within every rural community.  
 
In relation to farm injuries, it is important to bear in mind that the statistics are more difficult to 
compile than those for deaths.  This is due to the gross under reporting of non-fatal incidents and 
injuries by farmers, with the average reported to the H.S.A. of just 100 per year, despite their legal 
obligation to do so.  The Authority relies to a great extent on the findings of the National Farm 
Survey conducted by Teagasc for trends in non-fatal incidents. The 2011 National Farm Survey 
results estimated that farm injuries increased by 35% to 2,459 injuries per 100,000 farms reported 
for the year 2010 compared to the previous survey estimate of 1,815 per 100,000 farms in 2006. This 
is still a reduction in the numbers recorded in 2001. (See Fig 4) 
 

 
(Figure 4) National Farm Survey – Non-Fatal Farm Incidents per 100,000 farms. 
 
Injury Categorisation 
 
Injuries from trips, falls and blows are most frequent, accounting for 42% of injuries. Other major 
causes are livestock-related injuries (33%) and vehicle and machinery (11%) and chainsaws (3%) and 
other (8%). The trend over the various surveys indicates that machinery injuries have declined 
significantly which is welcome, but the proportion associated with livestock has increased. 
 
Person Injured 
 
The farmer or farm operator is predominately the person who has an injury and accounts for 73.3% 
of injuries. Other categories of persons injured are farm workers (8.9%); spouses (who could be male 
or female), 8.6% and family members (7.5%) and others (1.7%). A key message from this finding is 
that farm family members when combined suffer over 90% of all injuries on farms. 
Location of Injury 
 
The farmyard is where 71.5% of injuries take place. Other locations are farm buildings (18.7%) and in 
fields (9.8%). The farmyard is where the vast majority of farm work activity takes place, such as 
moving around on foot leading to having slips, trips and falls or being struck by falling objects along 
with the common work of tractor – machinery coupling/de-coupling & use, dealing with livestock in 
sheds or crushes or working in confined spaces, etc. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Indicators of Injury Severity 
 
Within the National Farm Survey, 95% of reported injuries required medical treatment which is an 
indicator of the severity of farm incidents as farmers are generally slow to seek medical attention. Of 
these 49% required hospital inpatient treatment and 36% required hospital A&E treatment. Almost 
90% of injuries caused 4 or more lost work days and 71% lost ten of more work days with 41% 
causing more than 20 days lost and 15% causing more than 100 days lost. It is clear from the data 
that the majority of injuries reported in the National Farm Survey are serious with many minor 
injuries also causing some lost time not seen as significant by farmers and going unreported. 
 
Occupational Ill Health 
 
There are many risks to health in farming. Farming as an occupation predisposes people to health 
problems. The principal causes of ill health in farming are musculoskeletal conditions, skin and 
respiratory diseases and hearing damage from noise exposure. A recent Teagasc/ HSA./UCD research 
indicated that almost 1 in every 10 farmers suffer a musculoskeletal injury annually with over 80% of 
injury victims being unable to work for three days or more. Of importance to note is that on several 
occasions during the research individual farmers referred to a single incident which lead to an acute 
injury and a lifetime of disability. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Further breakdown of Deaths in Agriculture over last ten years 2005 -2014  

 

 

Crushed 
73% 

Stuck 
10% 

Overturned 
12% 

Falls from 
Vehicle 

5% 

Deaths due to Tractors and Farm Vehicles 2005 - 2014 

Total 57 

Crushed by 
machinery part, 

14, 39% 

Struck by part of 
m/c, 12, 33% 

PTO 
Entanglement, 5, 

14% 

Caught in m/c 
mechanism, 3, 

8% 
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Deaths due to Machinery 2005-14  

Total 36 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tractors, 8, 36% 

Machinery, 
Trailers, 

Equipment, 7, 
32% 

Drowning, 4, 18% 

Falls, 
collapses, 

3, 14% 

Deaths of Children on Farms 2005 -2014  

Total 22 

Tractors, 14, 20% 

Machinery, 
Quads, PTOs, 16, 

23% 

Livestock, 15, 
21% 

Falls from height, 
7, 10% 

Falling Bales, 7, 
10% 

Drowning, 6, 9% 

Trees, 3, 4% Other, 2, 3% 

Deaths to Older Farmer 2005 -14  

Total 70 



 

 

 

 

 

Cows/heifers, 12, 
46% 

Bulls, 7, 27% 

Horses, 5, 19% 

Other Cattle, 2, 
8% 

Deaths due to Livestock 2005 -14  

Total 26 



 

 

Summary of Farm Fatalities 2014 – 30 

Fatal 
No 

Date Circumstances of accident Employment 
Status 

County Age 

F02/14 17/01/14 Pinned between body and chassis of trailer Farmer Cork 27 

F05/14 21/02/14 The deceased fell from a trailer attached to a moving 
tractor that was drawing tree branches from the 
farmyard to the rear of farm and he received crush 
injuries as the trailer wheel went over him. He was 
pronounced dead at the scene.   
 

Employee, 
Trainee Jockey 

Limerick 17 

F08/14 25/02/14 The victim went into a shed to feed cattle and came 
in contact with spikes (used to lift bales of hay) which 
were part of a front end loader on a tractor. The 
tractor was parked at the time and the loader was in 
a raised position with the spikes 1.4 meters off the 
ground. One of the spikes injured/cut his neck. He 
went back into his house and went unconscious 

Self employed Kildare 57 

F09/14 15/02/14 Deceased was herding two cattle from a field down the 
public road a short distance and into a pen. The cattle 
were almost in the pen when one heifer turned and ran 
and knocked down deceased. He fell and hit his head 
on the ground. He passed away on the morning of 
Saturday 22nd February 2014 at Beaumont Hospital in 
Dublin. 
 

Self employed Mayo 62 

F11/14 17/03/14 The victim was found crushed between silage bale on 
the front loader of his tractor and a feed gate on the 
front of a slatted unit 

Self employed Wexford 33 

F13/14 01/04/14 Indications are the deceased was transporting a silage bale, 
on the front loader of his tractor, along a lane, on his land. 
The ground was very uneven, with deep pot holes filled 
with mud. He had the bale raised, presumably to permit a 
view forward.  
He was making a turn through a gateway when the 
unbalanced tractor rolled over onto its side.  
He managed to escape from the cab, out from under the 
vehicle, into the mud. He was found the next morning by a 
neighbour, lying in the lane. 

Self employed Roscommon 83 

F16/14 19/04/14 The victim had reversed his tractor and sheep trailer close 
to a shed.  He went around the back and when he opened 
the trailer door the tractor slipped back crushing him 
against a wall. He was pronounced dead at the scene 

Self employed Donegal 78 



 

 

Fatal 
No 

Date Circumstances of accident Employment 
Status 

County Age 

F17/14 01/05/14 The deceased was walking beside the main storage shed 
in the farmyard  
when he was struck on the head by the bucket of a Volvo 
wheel loader causing fatal injuries 

Retired farmer Carlow 79 

F18/14 07/05/14 The deceased was erecting shuttering pans and while 
making adjustments to same they toppled, pinning him 
underneath. 
 

Self employed Kerry 59 

F19/14 08/05/14 The farmer was manoeuvring a tractor in his farm yard 
when he fatally injured the victim 

Child Cork 1 

F20/14 13/05/14 The deceased was found lying on the ground beside his 
round bale wrapper machine with head injuries. The pin for 
the lifting arm had been removed which allowed the lift 
arm fall. 

Self employed Wexford 27 

F22/14 16/05/14 The victim was helping his nephew to move cattle from one 
field to another. He entered the field with his dog and was 
attacked by a cow which had recently calved. The attack 
was initially on the dog but when the victim tried to 
intervene he was trampled on a number of times by the 
cow. He was taken to Letterkenny General Hospital and 
died a short time later. 

Self employed Donegal 84 

F25/14 20/06/14 The deceased was assisting his father in agitating slurry. 
He was overcome by fumes and collapsed into the slurry 
tank where he became entangled in the agitator 

Family member 
Butcher 

Cork 51 

F28/14 02/07/14 The victim was bringing his round hay bales into a barn 
from a field nearby. While he was working in the barn, a 
bale fell from a stack and struck him on the lower body. 
He was removed to hospital where he died on 10/07/14 

Self employed Tipperary 74 

F29/14 24/07/14 The deceased was painting the roof of a shed on his farm 
when he fell through a perspex roof-light on to the 
concrete floor of the shed below. 

Self employed Offaly 45 

F30/14 01/08/14 Child was struck by the bucket of an excavator and 
crushed against the side of a bank. The accident 
happened in the yard close to the farmhouse. 

Child Cork 4 

F31/14 04/08/14 Child struck by mower in field during mowing of whole 
crop silage 

Child Offaly 5 

F33/14 16/08/14 The deceased was found trapped under a round silage 
bale 

Self-employed Cavan 70 



 

 

Fatal 
No 

Date Circumstances of accident Employment 
Status 

County Age 

F34/14 20/08/14 The deceased was inflating a large tyre when it exploded 
knocking him to the ground and resulting in his death 
shortly afterwards. 

Self-employed Clare 38 

F35/14 03/09/14 The deceased had just loaded cattle into a trailer and 
appeared to be in process of securing the rear trailer 
gate when the tractor and trailer moved backwards, 
trapping him against the shed wall 

Self-employed Clare 57 

F37/14 24/09/14 The deceased was kicked to the ground and trampled on 
by cows whilst walking across fields.  
She was taken to hospital where she died later 

Farmers wife Roscommon 61 

F38/14 28/09/14 The deceased was in the environs of a tractor when the 
bucket attached to the front loader  
fell from the tractor making contact with the deceased 

Child Cork 8 

F42/14 14/07/14 It appears that the deceased was driving an articulated 
loader when it turned over. He sustained head and neck 
injuries and subsequently died in hospital on the 07-Aug-
2014 

Self- employed Wexford 80 

F43/14 23/10/14 The deceased was found inside a cattle ring feeder in the 
farmyard with a round bale of silage on top of him. His 
tractor with shear grab attachment was located 
alongside the ring feeder. 
 

Self- employed Monaghan 81 

F44/14 18/09/14 It appears that the deceased was leading a horse into a 
horsebox. He sustained injuries  
and subsequently died in hospital on the 08-Oct-2014 

Self- employed Tipperary 73 

F48/14 21/11/14 The victim and a partner had removed a wheel from a 
potato harvester to repair a puncture.   
They were inflating the tyre using an industrial air 
compressor. The men were leaning over the tyre when it 
exploded resulting in fatal injuries to both. 
 

Self- employed Donegal 51 

F49/14 21/11/14 The victim and a partner had removed a wheel from a 
potato harvester to repair a puncture.   
They were inflating the tyre using an industrial air 
compressor. The men were leaning over the tyre when it 
exploded resulting in fatal injuries to both. 
 

Self- employed Donegal 51 

F52/14 14/11/14 Deceased was clearing a blockage inside a grain storage 
shed when he became engulfed in grain and was 
suffocated 

Employer Wexford 55 



 

 

Fatal 
No 

Date Circumstances of accident Employment 
Status 

County Age 

F54/14 20/12/14 The deceased was moving a newly calved cow when it 
seems he was attacked. He was airlifted to hospital and 
died of a cardiac arrest 

Self- employed Roscommon 71 

 31/12/14 The deceased removing plastic from a bale  on the front of 
a tele handler when it moved forward and crushed him 

Self- employed Cork 40 



 

 

MAIN CAUSES OF FARM DEATHS IN 2014 
 

 
Cause 

  
Number deaths 

 
 

Tractor/Machinery/vehicle 18  

Livestock 5  

Drowning/ suffocation 2  

Electrocution   

Timber related (Forestry) 
 

  

Trapped/Crushed 
 

4  

Fall from height 
 

1  

 
 
 

Children/Young persons <18yrs: 5 
 
Farmers aged > 65years: 10 
 
Other Farmers: 15 
 
Other farm services:  
 
Counties with Fatal Accidents in 2014: 
 

Carlow 1 

Cavan 1 

Clare 2 

Cork 6 

Donegal 4 

Kerry 1 

Kildare 1 

Limerick 1 

Mayo 1 

Monaghan 1 

Offaly 2 

Roscommon 3 

Tipperary 2 

Wexford 4 

Total 30 



 

 

Appendix 2 

A new Farm Safety Action Plan 2013 to 2015 was developed by the FSPAC and agreed by the 
Authority following a review of the Farm Safety Action Plan 2009 – 2012. 
 

The current membership of the Farm Safety Partnership is as follows; 
 
Organisation 
 
Health & Safety Authority - Chairperson 

 
Member 
 
Prof. Jim Phelan  

Agri-Aware Nora Peters 

Agricultural Contractors Association John Byrne 
Coillte Gerard Mawn 

Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food Dr Robert Leonard 
FBD Ciaran Roche 

FRS Training Limited  Jim Dockery 
HSE 
ICA 
ICSA 

Dr Noel Richardson 
Liz Wall 
John Flynn 

ICMSA Willie O'Donoghue  

IFA Maura Canning 
IOSH Michael Cusack 
Irish Rural Link Vincent Nally 

Macra Na Feirme Michael Larkin  
PAC Ireland Tom Murphy 
Teagasc John McNamara 

Veterinary Council of Ireland Seán Ó Laoide 
Veterinary Ireland Pat Kirwan  

Health & Safety Authority Pat Griffin 
Health & Safety Authority John Kennedy 

Health & Safety Authority  (Secretary) Maura Kavenagh 

  
 
 

The terms of reference of the Farm Safety Partnership are as follows; 
 
To identify and prioritise the key issues related to improving safety on Irish farms 
To identify the actions necessary to deal with these issues  
To establish working groups/sub-committees to assist in the achievement of the agreed goals  
To set agreed targets for:  

1.  A reduction in injuries.  
 
2.  An improvement in compliance in the sector.  
 
3.  To develop a national action programme, co-ordinating the actions of the representative 

organisations and assigning tasks.  
 
4. To publicise, effect and monitor the programme.  
 



 

 

5. To carry out appropriate research and liaise with relevant agriculture organisations.  
 
6. To report regularly and formally at least annually to the Board of the Authority. 

 
 
The current plan focuses on critical issues to be addressed and sets out proposed actions in relation 
to 5 principal goals with named lead stakeholder organisations.  The goals presented in the plan are: 
 

 To establish and implement appropriate Safety and Health Training and Educational 
programmes for farmers and persons who are employed in the Agriculture sector 
(Lead organisations: Teagasc, FRS Network) 

 
 To develop programmes to prevent accidents and injuries to vulnerable persons (Children 

and elderly persons) in Agriculture. 
 (Lead organisations: IFA, FBD, Agri Aware) 

 
 To achieve cultural and behavioural changes related to risk taking in Agriculture  

(Lead organisations: Irish Rural Link, H.S.A.) 
 

 To influence farmers to manage high risk work activities and to improve standards in the use 
and maintenance of Tractors, Machinery and Farm Vehicles 
(Lead organisations: PAC Ireland, FTMTA) 

 
 To implement programmes to assist in protecting the occupational health of persons 

working in Agriculture 
(Lead organisations: HSE, H.S.A.) 

 
The committee’s “Farm Safety Action Plan 2013 - 2015” set ambitious targets in health and safety 
and identified specific detailed activities to achieve these targets. It can be viewed by clicking here. 
 
In response to the serious challenges faced in agriculture, the Authority along with the major 
stakeholders responded comprehensively with numerous initiatives, most of which are available to 
view on the authority website www.hsa.ie such as;  

 Establishment of a Farm Safety Code of Practice with a simple risk assessment approach. 

 An On-line farm risk assessment tool to mirror the above at www.farmsafely.com 

 An extensive DVD as part of the above COP giving practical visual guidance. 

 A revised code of practice for child safety on farms. 

 A child safety publication “Stay Safe on the Farm with Jessy”, distributed widely at events 
and sent to all 3,400 primary schools. 

 An Information sheet and other simple leaflets on child safety on the farm. 

 On-line e-learning tool for primary schools with farm specific elements. 

 A leaflet on the safe use of tractors called “Tractor Safety and You”. 

 A revised COP on Forestry Safety 

 Guide to safe working with timber and chainsaws. 

 Guidance on safety around overhead power lines. 

 Guidance and an information sheet on safe handling of livestock at marts and lairages.  

 Guidance and an information sheet on safe handling of cattle on farms. 

 An extensive DVD on safe handling of livestock on farms, particularly cattle.  

 A series of video clips of real farmers sharing real accident experience on Survivor Stories 1 
& 2 www.hsa.ie/farmincidents which have generated over 500,000 views. 

http://www.hsa.ie/eng/Publications_and_Forms/Publications/Agriculture_and_Forestry/farm_safety_action_plan_2013-2015.pdf
http://www.hsa.ie/
http://www.farmsafely.com/
http://www.hsa.ie/farmaccidents


 

 

 Annual extensive media campaigns involving national TV, national & local radio and in the 
print media. 

 A DVD “Older, Wiser, Safer” a practical guide to safety for older farmers. 

 A DVD “Slurry Gas – The Invisible Silent Killer on Irish Farms” was produced in a joint 
initiative between Irish Rural Link and the H.S.A and was widely distributed. 

 A Safety Sign on dangers of slurry gas developed as part of the same initiative above was 
also developed and sent as a flyer to all farms in a Department of Agriculture mail shot. 

 Actual physical signs were distributed at various agricultural shows during 20013 and 2014. 

 The Department of Agriculture plan to make this sign mandatory on all new agitation points 
in grant aided building work. 

 For several years now a National Farm Safety Conference has been held in carefully chosen 
locations to spread up-to-date approaches and information to the influencers within 
agriculture.   

 Farm Safety Stands with live demo areas have been a feature of the H.S.A./FSPAC stands at 
major shows such as the National Ploughing Championships, Tullamore Shows, etc 

 Continuous issuing of safety alerts as issues of concern arise.  
 
The material developed is focused on the major issues, is user-friendly, compliments existing 
guidance and gives practical tips on farm safety, designed to help farmers be more aware of current 
risks.  It is hoped that this will enable farmers to better protect themselves, their families and any 
visitors to their farms. While extensive material is in existence, the actual level of engagement and 
use of many of these resources is questionable and needs more promotion by all FSPAC member 
organisations. 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Appendix 3 

Research, Education & Training 
 
Securing the safety of the next generation of Farmers 
 
Considerable efforts are being made to ensure that farm safety and health is imbedded at all levels 
in the area of education from primary to third level. In recent years all primary schools were given a 
small stock of the publication “Staying Safe on the Farm with Jessy” designed to be read with 
children explaining the dangers on farms to children in a pleasant way. Also, a number of initiatives 
were run to involve both children and parents to think about farm safety notably colouring 
competitions to produce a farm safety calendar and a broader approach to produce a booklet of 
safety stories, poems, drawings, sketches by children which materialised in the production of a 
publication entitled “Only a Giant can lift a Bull”. This latter publication drew on over 7,500 entries 
and again was widely distributed to all primary schools. While a number of the FSPAC partners visit 
and give safety talks at primary schools it was recognised as very difficult to cover the over 3,200 
primary schools in this way. In 2014, all national schools were circulated with information on a new 
e-learning resource that gave an interactive series of on-line lessons which included a “Keep Safe on 
the Farm” module and can be viewed on www.hsa/learning.ie 
 
The Authority education unit have made a detailed submission to the Department of Education on 
the Leaving Certificate Ag Science syllabus to ensure appropriate course content and material is 
embedded throughout the syllabus. Working with Teagasc we have ensured that all third level 
courses in agriculture right up to degree level have farm safety & health integrated into the 
mandatory course content. In addition to this Teasgasc, H.S.A and FBD have run an initiative called 
“Champions for Safety” where all students attending Ag Colleges around the country get a half day 
of various presentations from these 3 organisations on the subject of farm safety. They are also 
given a resource pack of publications and DVD’s and asked to be champions for safety on farm 
placement.  
 
Joint Initiative with Teagasc & Research 
 
In 2005 the Authority established a “Joint Prevention Initiative” with Teagasc. At the heart of this 
joint prevention initiative was the objective of making workplace safety and health in Agriculture 
both attainable and sustainable. An early output of the initiative was the development, publication 
and distribution of the Farm Safety Code of Practice which was quickly followed by the 
establishment of a half days training course on its practical use. On farm implementation of the COP 
provides compliance with Section 19 & 20 of the SHWW Act 2005, that is to say the requirement to 
have a written risk assessment and safety statement for a work enterprise. Significantly, rates of 
compliance have increased from 12% to 62% since the establishment of this COP approach. 
 
Another key objective of the joint prevention initiative was to ensure that appropriate research was 
carried out to establish clearly the principal risks associated with modern farming and the means of 
achieving a sustained reduction in injury and ill-health within the sector. 
To date some of the key pieces of research supported in some way by the Authority and the joint 
prevention initiative with Teagasc include; 



 

 

Appendix 4 

EU Challenges 
 
Improving health and safety at work is a major part of the European social model and the roadmap 
for doing so was set out in the Community Strategy on health and safety at work – Improving the 
Quality of Work and Productivity for 2007-2012. While the 2007-2012 strategy (which had a core 

Study  Author   H.S.A. Role 

National Surveys of Farm Safety and 
Health (1992 &1997) 

Mr Kevin Reidy   
(1992&1997) 

 Sponsor 

Farm Accident and Ill Health levels.  
(PhD) 

Dr Anne Finnegan (2006)  Funded National  
Survey 

Farm Safety Code of Practice 
Implementation 

Mr John McNamara (2014) 
(PhD awarded) 

Joint Study with H.S.A. 

Geo-demographic study of  Fatal Farm 
Accidents  

Dr David Meredith  (on-going)  Supplied Data  

Animal Welfare and Safety  Dr Mickeal Mazurek 
(PhD Study) 

Supported Funding 
application to EU 
Leonardo da Vinci 

Impact of Disability Dr Shane Whelan (2012)   Not Involved 

Hydrogen Sulphide risks with Spent 
Mushroom Compost 

Dr. Balasubramanian Velusami  Not Involved 

Health of Farmers with particular 
reference to MSD’s  

Dr  Aoife Osborne (2012) Sponsor 

Rural Suicide Prevention Dr Maria Feeney  ( 2012) On Steering Committee 

Knowledge Transfer in H&S   
(KT Walsh Fellowship)  

Ms Marion Fox (2013/14) Not Involved 

Psychosocial Factors influencing 
farmers risk taking behaviours  (2013)  

GL Noble Denton (U.K.)  
commissioned by H.S.A. 
(2012/13) 

H.S.A Sponsored study 

Development and Evaluation for  
‘Health Booklet  for Farmers’  

Dr Noel Richardson/ Ms Diana 
Van Droon, IT Carlow (2010 -)  

Co-sponsored booklet 
on which study is based. 

Evaluation of Health Behaviours of 
Irish Farmers.  

Mr Aubrey Storey, 
Waterford IT (2013/-). 

Not Involved  

Evaluating the influence of dairy 
discussion groups on farmer OSH 
behaviour  

PhD Walsh Fellowship 
Awarded. 
( 2014/-)  

Co-Sponsor with 
Teagasc   

Labour Efficiency on Dairy Farms Dr Kevin O’Donovan (2005).   Not Involved 



 

 

target of cutting workplace incidents by 25%) has yet to be fully evaluated it is expected to show 
significant overall reductions in fatal and non-fatal incidents and ill-health across many sectors.  
However, due to the characteristics of the Agriculture sector with its persistently high and 
disproportionate levels of fatal and non-fatal injuries and ill-health, improvement is expected to be 
significantly less in that sector.  
 
While the 2007-2012 strategy was generally well received by the parliament and by member states, 
with many reflecting its contents in their own national strategies, the question must be asked if 
sufficient emphasis was or is placed on the high risk sectors of the community such as agriculture, 
forestry, fishing often populated by self-employed individuals on which EU Directives have little or 
no impact. Workplace safety and health in Agriculture is not covered by a specific EU Directive and 
while various EU Directives do address certain health and safety issues, self-employed workers are 
not well covered.   
 
As set out in the report “Rural Development in the EU- 2012”, agriculture is unique in terms of 
workplaces, the vast majority of farmers across Europe are self-employed, self-supervised 
individuals largely reliant on family labour (92% IE/76% EU-27), the farm is generally also a home 
populated by children and elderly who sadly often suffer fatal or serious incidents.  Also, almost 
unique to agriculture is the fact that those left behind following a fatal or very serious incident in 
agriculture (generally immediate family) have the added trauma of facing the machinery and/or 
location of these devastating events on a daily basis which can lead to other consequences. In the 10 
year period up to 2007, 5744 persons died in workplace accident in agriculture and forestry across 
Europe (EU – 15) excluding Belgium, Greece and Luxembourg for which data was unavailable.  
 
One of the problems in dealing with workplace safety and health  in agriculture in an EU policy 
context is the glaring lack of detailed standardised statistical information on the extent, route cause 
and nature of workplace deaths, injury and ill-health across all EU – 27 member states. While the 
numbers of fatalities have been reducing across most sectors, it is estimated that over 1,000 persons 
die in workplace incidents in the agriculture and forestry sector each year in the EU. 
 
Current figures indicate 13.7m farms provide employment to 17.5m persons representing 7.7% of 
total EU labor force. While the numbers of farms and numbers working on farms are reducing, 
agriculture remains a significant economic sector.  It must be accepted that establishing high 
standards in workplace safety and health is a prerequisite to achieving targets, must become a 
priority for the community and a foundation stone for this sector to ensure that it is well placed to 
satisfy the ever increasing European and global demand for high quality food, food security & the 
ever increasing food safety standards, all placing even greater pressures on farmers and producers.  

Number of Fatal Incidents Occurring in Ireland and Internationally 
 
Ireland has made considerable progress in recent years promoting health and safety at work and 
reducing the number of workplace fatalities each year. As a result, the country is now ranked in the 
top five EU member states based on safety performance at work. The Authority is now in existence 
for 25 years and in that time the rate of workplace fatalities in the overall working population has 
almost halved falling from a figure of over 5 deaths per 100,000 persons per year to 2.7 deaths per 
100,000 per year (HSA 2012). In pure figures this reflects figures such as 73 workplace deaths in 
2005 to 43 in 2009 being the lowest year on record.  
 
However, further reductions in the overall national fatality rate has not been achieved due to the 
number of workplace fatalities occurring in the Agriculture sector each year. Looking at a 5-year 
rolling average, the rate for Construction, the next worst major economic sector, is 6 per 100,000 
while the rate for Agriculture is over 16 per 100,000. While in the EU the average rate of farm 



 

 

fatalities is said to be 12.0 per 100,000 (2007), however there are no figures available since the 
expansion of the EU to 28 member states which is estimated to have increased the actual EU 
average rate in agriculture closer to that of Ireland.  
 
The best performers currently are some of the Nordic countries, New Zealand and our closest 
neighbour the UK which consistently have rates of approximately 10 per 100.000 or lower. That said, 
it is extremely difficult to make direct comparisons to many of these countries due to the significant 
differences in type of enterprise,  farm size, social security systems and even how fatalities are 
counted, notably with deaths to persons of non-working age in a number of Nordic countries not 
counted. Shockingly, there are rates of over 30.0 per 100,000 in the USA and in some EU member 
states which would indicate that there are possibly over 1,000 persons killed in agriculture across 
the EU every year.  
 
In summary, looked at the big picture, Ireland can take pride in the consistent improvements that it 
has made in workplace health and safety generally and in the fall in the overall number of workplace 
injuries and fatalities. However, this improvement is not reflected in Agriculture where there 
continues to be an unacceptably high level of death and injury which is of grave concern to the 
Authority. This concern is further exacerbated by the abolition of milk quotas in 2015 which is 
projected to give rise to further intensification in the dairy industry which is the highest risk sub 
sector within agriculture.  
 

Future Strategy 
 
The new Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) provides many challenges but it also provides an 
opportunity to make real positive long term changes to rural communities. It must ensure efficient 
use of taxpayer’s monies to establish future food security, high food quality standards, rural 
sustainability and environmental protection. It must see active farmers adequately rewarded for 
their efforts, but also support and develop small scale farmers and those in disadvantaged areas. It 
must provide the catalyst for innovation, while maintaining fair competitive balance across the EU 
27. The rollout of the new CAP will have major downstream effects on almost every aspect of 
agriculture and rural life, the level and type of employment, land use and land management, labour 
demographics, type of enterprise and diversification, attraction of young farmers into agriculture 
and also generally indirectly on workplace safety and health  performance.  
 
Poor workplace safety and health performance in the agriculture sector is a pan European problem 
and needs to be addressed by a pan European solution. According to current proposals, rural 
development policy should work in a coordinated & complimentary manner with other elements of 
the CAP and other various EU funds. One of the principal aims of the Rural Development Policy 2007-
2013 is “Improving the Quality of Life in Rural Areas,,….”. 
 
While most OSH professionals would agree that placing workplace safety and health requirements 
within the assessment process for direct payments would potentially achieve significant 
improvements this is not the principal suggestion here. However, with the above objective in mind 
and considering that improving the quality of life in rural areas must logically include the prevention 
of death, injury and ill-health to the custodians of the rural environment, our farmers and their 
extended families, the following needs to be considered;   

 

 Should the EU workplace safety and health  Strategy focus more on high risk sectors 
particularly agriculture and look at reviewing the application of EU workplace safety and 
health  Directives to consider their coverage of the self-employed? 
 



 

 

 Should the EU Advisory Committee on Safety and Health initiate specific targeted work to 
address the significant challenges in workplace safety and health in agriculture? 

 

 Is it possible to effectively deliver the broad objectives of the EU 2020 Strategy and indeed 
the “Food Harvest 2020” in Ireland with an aging workforce in agriculture marred by 
disproportionate rates of fatal and serious incidents?  

 

 Have we fully prepared for the expansion of the European Union and the increased ease of 
travel of its citizens which is seeing the increased movement of people, animals and 
foodstuffs across borders posing increased workplace safety and health risks to workers and 
other threats such as the spread of plant and animal disease? 

 

 Diversification leading to a more technological advanced agricultural industry and changes in 
the employment structure will place emphasis on skills training. While some 20% of farmers 
indicate that they have some level of training it is for the most part basic training with only 
8.5% having formal second or third level training, leaving the vast majority relying on 
practical experience alone. This lack of training and continuous professional development 
within the sector is seen as a major contributory factor in the disproportionately high levels 
of workplace incidents and ill-health. This needs to be addressed.  

 

 Weather is a key factor in farming with extremes of drought and prolonged wet weather 
now almost an annual occurrence. While it is generally a more significant issue for arable 
farmers who may risk losing a complete harvest in extremes of dry or wet weather, many 
dairy and livestock farmers face severe difficulties in managing their enterprise and 
spreading slurry due to prolonged wet periods.  Fatal incidents generally increase during 
harvest time or periods when farmers are under particular pressures and can be further 
exacerbated by poor weather conditions. As unpredictable weather patterns become the 
norm, including heavier rain in the summer months and autumn harvest months, which may 
lead to increased pressure and stress on farmers tempting them to take greater risks and cut 
corners, should consideration be given to targeted emergency aid funding? 

 

 Finally, we must ask whether each member state should continue to produce extensive 
guidance materials and run expensive media campaigns in an attempt to reduce death and 
suffering in agriculture.  Would some of the above policy changes have greater and more- 
long term sustained improvements? 

 



 

 

Appendix 5 

 

Extract from the Health and Safety Authority’s  Programme of Work 2015. 
 
 

Operational area  Planned actions Performance indicator 

Agriculture  Implement the three-year Farm Safety 
Action Plan of the Farm Safety 
Partnership. 
 
 
 
 
Develop and deliver coordinated 
initiatives with major stakeholders, e.g. 
awareness raising, safety promotion, 
training, special projects, further 
research, etc. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Progress the Joint Prevention Initiative 
with Teagasc and identify synergies with 
them to promote occupational safety 
and health in agriculture. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Share information, research and farm 
safety trends with the Health and Safety 
Executive UK and Northern Ireland (HSE 
NI) to address major risks in agriculture 
and forestry. 
 
 
 
 
 

Implement year 3 through the work of 
the five working groups established to 
progress the five stated goals of the 
Action Plan. Ensure all initiatives planned 
by each working group are delivered. 
 
 
Identify and develop opportunities to 
provide occupational safety and health 
training to farmers to improve safety 
performance within the sector.  
 
Develop a media campaign on the safe 
use of tractors and farm machinery.  
 
Look to major stakeholders for projects 
that allow farmer-to-farmer contact 
 
Develop a strategy to deal with a number 
of high risk activities including, working at 
height and work with round bales. 
 
Work with Teagasc to engage with 
farmers on health and safety matters 
through discussion groups (target 50 
discussion groups),  including the 
preparation and implementation of the 
Agriculture Code of Practice  
Undertake further research with Teagasc 
on occupational safety and health 
engagement through a Walsh Fellowship 
research project. 
 
Run a National Farm Safety Conference, 
smaller regional events and have a stand 
at the National Ploughing Championships. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Support the continued delivery of training 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Establish focused inspection and 
compliance programs to impact on key 
issues within different farming types  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Maintain and develop further resources 
for agriculture safety. 
 
 
Influence the supply chain of articles and 
substances used within the sector. 
 
 
Contribute at international level to 
promote greater focus on agriculture 
safety within EU 
 
Conduct a two-week farm safety 
campaign with involvement from farmer 
representative organisations. 
 
Launch the agriculture section of 
BeSMART by Q4 
 
 
Market Surveillance: Carry out an 
inspection programme on the 
manufacture of agricultural machinery 
and the supply of PTO drive units, quick 
hitches and earth moving equipment in 
compliance with the EU Machinery 
Directive 

on Farm Safety Code of Practice. 
 
Share the outcome of research and 
identify opportunity for joint working 
such as an All Island media campaign on 
farm safety. 
 
 
Carry out a national program of farm 
inspections (2300) focusing on high risk 
activities and addressing the key 
concerns of general safety management, 
machinery safety, animal handling, slurry 
handling, and child and elderly safety. 
 
Where requested support  direct 
interventions with individuals and groups 
of farmers through farm walks and talks 
to gain  commitment to improving farm 
safety on individual farms.  
 
 
 
 
Sector safety resources developed and 
available including publications, DVDs, 
risk assessment and e-tools. 
 
In particular engage with suppliers of 
machinery and materials into the 
agriculture and forestry sectors. 
 
Technical and policy contributions on the 
management of health and safety in the 
agriculture sector made available at 
national and EU and international levels. 
 
 
Farm safety campaign completed with 
involvement of representative 
organisations. 
 
Agriculture section with initial set of 
Business types live on BeSMART 
 



 

 

 
Develop initiatives to raise awareness 
among farmers and those involved in 
working at heights on farms of the 
dangers involved and the appropriate 
controls to be used.    
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Teagasc Submission on Farm Safety to the Seanad Public Consultation Committee 

The challenge of improving farm safety 

The challenge of improving farm safety is a global one, as the agriculture sector world-wide 

has a fatal accident rate record that’s about four times worse than the ‘all workplace’ rate. For 

Ireland, the fatal farm accident rate for the three-year period to 2006 was 15 per 100,000 

workers per year (Meredith et al, 2008), which was similar to the EU_15 average rate but 

about 20-30% lower than the USA and New Zealand. Within Europe, countries such as 

Sweden and the UK have a 25% lower fatal accident rate than EU_15. However within the 

UK the rate for self-employed farms is comparable to that of Ireland.  Thus the comparative 

data indicates that Ireland’s fatal accident rate is about at the average rate for EU_15 but 

higher than a number of individual European countries.  

These data reinforce the need to seek strategies to improve safety in the agricultural sector. In 

Ireland, the farm labour force comprises 247,700 persons (CSO, 2007) and over 400,000 

persons live on farms dispersed throughout the country. The occurrence of fatal farm 

accidents varies widely in Ireland, but has been in the 11-30 range per annum since 2000, 

with 2014 (30) being the highest. Slightly more than 28% of farm deaths are in respect of 

persons over 65 years old and 14% relate to children and young persons under 14 years old.  

The age profile of those dying in fatal farm incidents continues to change. Whereas fatalities 

were dominated by those over 64 years of age between 2003 and 2007 the largest share of 

fatalities between 2010 and 2014 was accounted for by the population between 45 and 64 

years of age.  

 The average number of child fatalities is growing and is increasing towards the long 

term historical average of 2.7 deaths per year. The number of child fatalities was 

lowest between 2007 and 2011 when there was an average of 1 per year. Between 

2010 and 2014 it stood at 2.4 per year.  

 Those populations between 15 – 29 and 30 – 44 have also seen an increase in the 

average number of annual fatalities from lows of 0.8 and 1.2 respectively to 1.8 and 

2.6 for the periods 2003 – 2007 and 2010 – 2014.  

 The medium-term trend in fatal incidents shows a substantial increase in the number 

of deaths amongst those between 45 and 64 years of age. Between 2003 and 2007 the 

average annual number of fatalities for those in this cohort was 3.8, in the most recent 

period, 2010 – 2014, it was 9.6.  



 

 

 Finally, the average number of fatalities accounted for by those over 64 years of age 

declined from 8.2 per year (2003 – 2007) to 4 per year (2009 – 2013) it has since 

increased to 6 per year between 2010 – 2014. 

 

Some of the developments noted above, particularly those associated with changes in the 

number of deaths amongst the elderly and those accounted for by the 44 – 64 group may be 

associated with the economic recession. As a consequence of the collapse of, particularly, 

construction related employment, there are more younger people working on farms, thereby 

reducing the work requirement for older farmers. The age profile of farmers in Ireland has 

increased in recent years and 51% of farmers are now over 54 years, which contrasts with the 

working population at large (DAFM, 2011). Myers et al (2009) in the USA report that the 

fatal farm injury rate is strongly related to age, with farmers over 55 years old having an 80% 

higher fatal  rate than the average.  

Most fatalities and serious injuries in agriculture occur when high energy is imparted to a 

person and where vulnerable body parts are involved. The major causes of fatal injuries on 

Irish farms outlined in HSA  data for the decade  2004 -2013 are as follows: 

 Tractor and machinery related (46%), principally where a person is struck or crushed. 

 Animal incidents (14%), principally where persons are attacked by a bull or cow.   

 Falls from heights/collapsing objects (18%) 

 Other (22%), including drowning/gassing; wood-related and electrocution. 

 

A recent study by McNamara (2014) indicated, in line with international evidence, that Irish 

farmers’ perceptions of the specific causes of accidents are inaccurate when compared to 

objective data.  For instance, the level of PTO accidents was overestimated by 100%, while 

virtually no ranking was assigned to the issue of childhood or older farmer safety.  

Teagasc’s role in promoting farm safety 

One of Teagasc’s key organisational goals is to promote occupational health and safety 

(OHS) on Irish farms. The promotion of OHS on farms is incorporated as a key component of 

our education, training, research and advisory programmes. We also work closely with other 

organisations, including the Health and Safety Authority (HSA) and member organisations of 



 

 

the statutory HSA Farm Safety Partnership Advisory Committee, to deliver an effective 

health and safety service. 

Teagasc deploys a national Health and Safety Officer to work jointly with the Health and 

Safety Authority and with its Farm Safety Partnership Advisory Committee to develop, 

evaluate and lead on an on-going basis the process of implementation of the Farm Safety 

Code of Practice among farmers in Ireland. We also maintain a national network of 30 trained 

Health and Safety Officers to implement both the internal Teagasc OHS compliance 

programme and to provide an OHS service to the farming community.  

Within our Education and Training programmes 3,500 students, annually, are required to 

complete a Health and Safety module. In 2015, about 1,000 additional students are 

undertaking training in response to CAP changes.  Another 30,000 farmers have completed a 

half-day training course provided by Teagasc on the Farm Safety Code of Practice Risk 

Assessment Document.  

Regarding research, Teagasc, together with UCD, has supported the completion of ten high-

level research projects (Ph.D. level) on farm OHS through its Walsh Fellowship programme.  

Approaches to improving agricultural OHS 

The Three-E programme of accident prevention, comprising Engineering (implementation of 

physical controls), Education and Enforcement (internally within organizations or externally), 

has had considerable success in industrial settings but not in agriculture (Murphy, 1992). The 

reason for this difference, according to Murphy, is that a greater level of control of work 

practices exists in the industrial workplace, especially within larger entities. By contrast 

SMEs and owner-operated entities, such as farms, appear to have a more lax attitude to 

adherence to sound OHS practices (Phelan et al, 2007; Glasscock, 1999 & Suutarinen, 2004).  

The statutory Farm Safety Code of Practice outlines the key issues required to improve OHS. 

There is strong international evidence that implementation of legislation where supported by 

training and advisory measures is likely to be far more effective than legislation on its own 

with both SME and owner-operated enterprises such as farms (e.g. Hasle and Limborg, 

2006). Also the use of the ‘discussion group’ approach among farmers has been shown to be 

an efficient and effective means of technology and practice adoption in Ireland (Bogue, 2013 

& 2014; Hennessy and Heanue 2012).  



 

 

Improving the physical environment of farms is also key in reducing the risk of accidents.  

The Teagasc National Farm Survey, however, has shown that many farmers have limited 

resources available for investment in farm infrastructure. The recent Department of 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine Farm Safety Grant Scheme provided, for the first time, 

grant aid for specific and targeted farm safety investment which greatly assisted these farms. 

Recommendations of additional measures to improve on-farm OHS 

1. Continued promotion of farm OHS  

Continued promotion of on-farm OHS issues in the media is required to influence farmers’ 

OHS behaviour.  The information conveyed on OHS should emphasise the causes and risks 

of farm accidents. Also media campaigns need to be informed by research on the behavioural 

motivations of farmers towards OHS issues.  

2. Promotion of education and training on the use of the Farm Safety Code of Practice 

 Farmers are required to complete a Risk Assessment Document (RAD) in association with 

the Farm Safety Code of Practice. To maximise the potential of this approach, additional 

resources to promote RAD training are required. Consideration should also be given to 

incentivise greater participation in these programmes through, for example, exempting those 

farmers that successfully complete the courses from an on-farm health and safety inspection 

for a certain period of time following the course. 

 3.  OHS improvement targets should be established for the new Agri-Food Sector 2025 

strategy 

Targets should be included in Food Harvest 2025 to reduce farm accidents and measures to 

achieve the reduction should be identified in the strategy.  

4. Referral of farmers with very unsatisfactory OHS standards to farm advisory 

services  

A relatively small proportion of farms (3.2%) have very unsatisfactory OHS standards     

(McNamara, 2014). These farmers will need on-going intensive advice and assistance to 

improve the OHS status of their farms. Consideration should be given to permit HSA 

inspectors to refer such farmers to advisory services (public and private) for advice and 

support to assist them in rectifying and actively managing their OHS issues. 
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Submission to the Seanad Public Consultation on Farm Safety 

ICOS, the Irish Co-operative organisation Society, is the Umbrella body for Agricultural and 

Rural Co-operatives in Ireland. Its members operate in areas such as dairy processing and 

marketing, to livestock marts, to agri trading and farm services to group water schemes, and they 

range in turnovers from as low as thousands to several billions. ICOS has 130 members, 

representing a combined membership of 150,000 farmers and rural dwellers.  

Accordingly, ICOS has been extremely concerned at the ongoing high level of farm accidents, 

resulting in 30 deaths in 2014, and in countless debilitating injuries. 

It is also concerning that the dairy sector, in which co-ops are most active, should suffer 

disproportionately from farm accidents. Of the 120,000 farms in the Republic of Ireland, only 17 

per cent are dairy farms. Yet those farms account for 57 per cent of farm deaths. This is probably 

due to the intensive nature of yard based operations on dairy farms, featuring the three high risk 

areas of machinery, livestock, and slurry. An analysis of the fatal accident statistics from 2014 

indicates that the majority of the incidents seem to have been preventable, and were perhaps a 

result of farmers operating under pressure, “in a rush”, and perhaps taking risks or shortcuts in 

order to get the job done. No accident was pre-ordained, they were all preventable, a moment’s 

thought would have prevented all of the needless suffering. 

Therefore, all stakeholders have a responsibility to ensure that farmers can take that moment to 

think, to take the appropriate steps to prevent such accidents. 

ICOS and its member dairy co-ops have been collaborating with FBD insurance to raise farmer 

awareness of safety issues, and to communicate with them the dangers associated with their 

everyday operations. We have already hosted FBD presentations at Co-op advisor meetings, to 

raise awareness at that level, and together we have developed the FBD ICOS and Co-ops 

“Champions for Change” Campaign. The campaign aims to leverage the Co-ops communications 

channels and influence with farmers to encourage them to think more seriously about farm safety, 

and to make the changes to their own behaviour to allow them to manage risks. 

 

Key components of the FBD, ICOS and Co-op’s “Champions for Change” campaign. 

The dairy co-op campaign will focus on the “Milk Suppliers” and the “Co-op Retail Stores”. 

FBD, ICOS & Co-op’s at National Level  

 Launch of Campaign in Late February to Mid March. 

 Media & Ad Campaign. 

 Farm Safety Leaflet to be distributed true all mechanisms promoting the campaign.  



 

 

 

 Regional Safety Meeting  

 Promotion of the “National Farm Safety Weeks” which will run from the 13th to 24th 

April 2015.  

 Ideally promotion of the campaign on the milk tankers by displaying the Co-op and 

Champions for Change logos. 

 A farm safety link should be placed on the ICOS and each Co-op’s website which 

promotes the campaign and gives farms easy access to practical farm safety information. 

Milk Suppliers 

After the launch, a farm safety pack is to be sent to every milk supplier. The pack will be branded 

with the FBD and ICOS logos, and there will be a space on each pack to allow the local Co-op to 

place a sticker of their logo on the pack. The packs will supplied by FBD and distributed by Co-

op’s. The pack will contain key farm safety information for dairy farmers. 

 Safety Pack 

 Farm Safety “Champions for Change” wrist bands 

 “Always Think Safety First” booklet 

 “Building in Safety” booklet 

 “Staying Fit for Farming” booklet 

 “Survivor Stories” DVD 

  “Safe Handling of Cattle on Farms” Information Sheet 

 A leaflet supplied by the HSA which will promote “Farm Safety Risk Assessment 

Training” 

 Quarterly farm safety information leaflets / newsletters to be issued by each Co-op 

member (seasonal issues to be addressed). (FBD will help write content for these 

quarterly information leaflets. Leaflets to be co-branded). 

 Dairy advisors should be encouraged to highlight hazardous observed and promote farm 

safety when visiting farms. 

 

 

 



 

 

Retail Co-ops 

 A 6 x 4 ft safety sign will be place at the entrance to all retail shops. This sign will give 

farmers a strong but simple farm safety message. The sign will also carry the ICOS and 

Champions for Change logos. This sign will be supplied by FBD. 

 Safety Posters & Leaflets to promote farm safety placed within each store.  

 Promotion of the “National Farm Safety Weeks” which will run from the 13th to 24th 

April 2015.  As part of this promotion there will be special offers on safety equipment 

and PPE in each Co-op store.  

 

9th January 2015 
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1. Introduction 
Professional Agricultural Contractors of Ireland (PAC) would like to thank Senator O’Donovan for 
affording the opportunity for Public Consultation in relation to the very important issue of Farm 
Safety.   

PAC is a long established independent body representing the interests of Irish agricultural 
contractors. Agricultural contractors provide mechanical services to the farming sector and are 
pivotal stakeholders in farm production.  

A PAC representative sits on Farm Safety Partnership Advisory Committee (FSPAC) and has done so 
since its inception, (FSPAC is a statutory committee of the Health and Safety Authority).  PAC is one 
of the few stakeholder organisations to have a health and safety professional at the disposal of its 
clients. 

In general, Health and Safety has become the butt of jokes and derision.  When the words “health 
and safety” are mentioned they are often received with a sigh and remarks about bureaucracy going 
mad. The perception is that to comply with health and safety requirements will mean spending huge 
amounts of money.  In farming, more than any other sector, this is not the case.  There are indeed 
farms that need work to make them safe; but when injury and fatality statistics are studied it is clear 
most are caused by human error.  

2. Background 
The Central Statistics Office (CSO) carries out a census of agriculture every five years, the last being 
completed in 2010.  Results indicate there are 139,829 active farms in Ireland, working almost five 
million hectares with a labour force of 85,100.  When farm owner and family members are added to 
the equation, Teagasc estimate that in 2010 there were approximately 272,000 people working in 
the farming sector.   

Fatalities and Injuries 

The Health and Safety Authority (HSA) was founded in 1989 and from the very first published 
reports, right up to the present day, the agricultural sector, along with construction, were identified 
as “risk alert areas”.  Year on year the agricultural sector has been in the top two sectors with the 
highest fatality and injury rate.  In recent years the agriculture has seen the highest rate of injury and 
fatality of any employment sector, culminating last year with 29 farm fatalities.   



 

 

There were 205 fatalities during the years 2004-2014.  The chart below shows a breakdown by 
causal factors.

 

 

It is also widely recognised there is significant under reporting with regard to farm workplace 
injuries.  Such under reporting undermines the formation of policy in relation to addressing farm 
safety. 

3. Challenges 
The risk factors encountered in farming differ from those faced in other workplaces.  The farmer and 
his family often live in close proximity to the farm with regular exposure to its inherent dangers.   

The FSPAC and others have worked hard over the years to devise strategies to reduce farm injury 
and fatalities.  There have been some successes; the introduction and promotion of the Farm Safety 
Code of Practice and the Code of Practice on Preventing Accidents to Children and Health and Young 
Persons in Agriculture saw a marked reduction in the number of children injured and killed on the 
farm.  Legislation, awareness campaigns and training have also had some impact.  However all of the 
foregoing interventions have not precipitated a significant improvement in the numbers being killed 
and injured on Irish farms. 

There is no doubt that pressure of work often overtakes everything.  It is also widely recognised 
there can be a problem with the farmer’s attitude.  Until a person themselves, a family member, a 
neighbour, or a friend falls victim to an accident, it can be difficult to get people to prioritise the 
management of safety on the farm.  The types of incidents that lead to serious injury or death are 
rarely “freak accidents”.  They could be prevented if safety was recognised as a top priority.   

4. Conclusion/Recommendations 
It is important that accurate and more wide-ranging information is gathered in order to direct  
policy and ensure resources are deployed effectively.  It is recommended that:-  
 

a. Records are maintained in all Accident and Emergency Departments to document injuries 
occurring on farm.  This exercise is already carried out in some Accident and Emergency 
Departments but the data is not utilised.   

b. More in depth information must be gathered during HSA investigations where injuries and 
fatalities occur on farms. 
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The HSA as an organisation is under-resourced; PAC recommends that:- 
a. To be effective the HSA must be properly resourced.  There is no benefit in having an 

organisation that cannot carry out the work necessary due to underfunding. 
b. The programme of farm inspections should not be curtailed but extended in conjunction 

with other strategies to reach the farmer through discussion groups. 
c.  The powers afforded to HSA inspectors must be actioned in farming sector, as they are in 

any other workplace. 
Some of our national and secondary schools include farm safety awareness for pupils and there are a 
number of excellent publications available to support this effort.  There are also workshops and 
training courses available to farmers and those working on farms.  However all these are optional 
and there is no requirement on the farmer to undertake any kind of training.  This is in complete 
contrast to all other employment sectors.  PAC would welcome the following:- 

a. Educational modules to raise awareness of the dangers associated with the farm should be a 
compulsory part of the school curriculum from the very young and through all stages of 
education 

b. There should be a legal requirement for farmers to undertake a recognised safety training 
course. 

c. Where farmers participate in training courses there should be a follow up procedure in place 
to establish the effectiveness of such educational interventions. 

d. When injuries and fatalities occur it should be established and recorded whether or not the 
injured party had received any safety training.  

 
Hard hitting awareness campaigns both in print, radio and on television have been shown to bring 
the safety message home.  However such campaigns need to be a regular feature and be supported 
by stakeholders in their communication programmes:- 
 

a. Ongoing, co-ordinated, seasonal, and hard hitting publicity campaigns. 
b.  Campaigns to be supported by stakeholders in their own publicity material. 

 
PAC welcomes Farm Safety Schemes that improve the standard of farm safety.  However PAC does 
have reservations with regard to scrappage schemes especially for PTO covers.  The PTO cover is a 
consumable and therefore a recurring maintenance overhead, as are other safety guards, tyres etc.  
These items need to be replaced on an ongoing basis and are a tax deductible expense.  PAC feels 
that resources could be spent more effectively as follows:- 
 

a. Ongoing Farms Safety Schemes with a reduced minimum spend requirement for each farmer 
for approved works. 

b. Involvement and consultation with farm machinery manufacturers with regard to the design 
of engineering solutions, for example to replace the PTO with a hydraulic system or an 
automatic braking system for when a driver leaves his seat.  

 
Even well maintained farm machinery has the potential to cause injury and death if operated in a 
dangerous or careless manner.  Machinery that is not maintained to a safe standard is an accident 
waiting to happen, no matter how careful the driver is.  PAC recommends that:- 
 

a. All tractors certified to a basic standard of safety in relation to areas such as braking, 
lighting, hydraulics, whether these are to be used on the farm or on the public highway.  

 

 



 

 

Conclusion 

PAC accepts that the challenges of health and safety regulation and monitoring in the farming 
sector, is more challenging than in other employment sectors.  The approach championed to date to 
encourage farmers to comply with safety regulations has been “the carrot rather than the stick”.  
This has not worked; the bottom line is that in 2014 there were 29 people killed on Irish farms and 
over the past twenty years there has been an average of over 20 fatalities every year.  This would 
not be tolerated in any other industry and cannot be allowed to continue in farming. 

It is time now to reassess how safety is managed on our farms and to formulate a new approach.  It 
will not be easy and will require a change of attitude by farmers and the support of the government, 
agencies, and all stakeholders.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

SEANAD PUBLIC CONSULTATION COMMITTEE INVITES 
SUBMISSIONS ON FARM SAFETY  
Martin Groves  
Clerk of the Seanad Public Consultation Committee  
Leinster House  
Kildare Street  
Dublin 2 

Name: ONADA (Dr) Oladele Olajide 

A BRIEF INTRODUCTION INDICATING ANY EXPERIENCE, EXPERTISE OR 

BACKGROUND YOU MAY HAVE IN THIS AREA  

I am presently undertaking Bachelor of Science in Health and Safety at the Institute of 

Technology Carlow. I had participated in Health and Safety, Risk Assessment and Hazards 

Control following the Safety, Health and Welfare at Work (SHW) Acts and the Regulations.  

I have developed the expertise in making risk assessment and hazards control in the work place 

including Irish Livestock Farm in Wexford.  

I had been practicing General (Internal) Medicine as an employee of the Health Service 

Executive from 2001 to date. I had worked in various Irish hospitals and observed the trend of 

occupational lung disease from farmers presenting to Irish hospitals. I had also worked with 

prominent Irish hospital centres with special interest in occupational lung disease, asthma, 

tuberculosis and lung cancer.  

I also have work experience in the use of English Language and speaking skills to a large 

audience just like the Seanad Éireann.  

I obtained Bachelor of Medicine and Bachelor of Surgery in 1997 from Obafemi Awolowo 

University and Obafemi Awolowo University Teaching Hospitals Complex. 

FACTUAL INFORMATION, OBSERVATIONS OR OPINIONS THAT YOU BELIEVE WILL 

ASSIST THE COMMITTEE IN DRAWING CONCLUSIONS  

Every farm and farmer should have a Safety Statement for the farm. The SHW 2005 Act enforces 

employers with three or less employees to have a Code of Practice as substitute for Safety 

Statement. The Code of Practice for farmers (tillage or and livestock) include risk assessment 

document for the activities on the farm and the safe system of work plan for the farm. The role of 

the farmer according to the SHW 2005 Act are:  

1. A safe system of storage of grains, hays, handling and use of articles and substances  

2. A safe place of work which includes farm building and farm yard  

3. A safe working practices and procedures  

4. A safe equipment and machinery  

5. A safe way in and out of the farm, farm buildings and the farm yard  

6. Information for farm employees with regular training of farm employes  

7. Wearing of high visibility and personal protective equipment  

8. Provision of water, toilet facilities and hand washing  



 

 

 

Famer’s Lung Disease (FLD) prevalence in the United Kingdom has been 420-300 cases per 

100,000 at risk persons. Scotland farmers have 2.3% to 8.6% of their farmers with chest 

complaints suggestive of FLD. When FLD is not diagnosed, it could become progressive with 

associated disability and fatality. It appears FLD is underreported in Ireland.  

Farmer’s Lung Disease is common in the winter or spring when dairy farmers are accessing the 

hays they have stored for their livestock from storage. The exposure to mouldy hays lead to 

hypersensitivity reaction of the lungs and result to cough, fever, chest tightness, wheezing, chills 

and headaches.  

The symptoms may subside after the winter when the exposure to the mouldy hays have stopped. 

Farmer’s Lung disease are common in tillage or livestock farmers exposed to thermophilic fungi:   

Saccharopolyspora rectivirgula  

Thermoactinomyces vulgaris  

Thermoactinomyces viridis  

Thermoactinomyces sacchari  

Improperly dried hays with high moisture content stored away for the winter feeds for livestock at 

high temperature and humidity allow the growth of thermophilic fungi. The fungi proliferate with 

production of spores over months to years depending with the length of time of storage of the 

hays. The lower hays are used for feeds with heavy concentration of fungi. Reportedly, the FLD 

are common with peak incidence in the winter or spring season.  

FLD may presently acutely within few hours following exposure to mouldy hays. When there is 

no clear source of exposure, removal of the farmers from exposure to the mouldy hays could see 

the resolution of the symptoms of FLD.  

Repeated exposure of farmers to mouldy hays could result to progression of the lung disease. The 

common complaints from farmers are progressive breathlessness. When the disease is not 

recognised and exposure to mouldy hays continue, 50% will become disabled within 5 years and 

0% - 20% will die from their lung disease within 5 years of symptomatic exposure to mouldy 

hays.  

Reports on Vital Statistics. Farmer’s Lung Disease 1992 – 2002 Ireland  

Year  Number of Deaths 

1992  5 

1993  13 

1994  10 

1995  13 

1996  9 

1997  13 

1998  11 

1999  2 



 

 

2000  4 

2001  14 

2002   94 

 

CHANGES THAT YOU BELIEVE NEED TO BE MADE TO LEGISLATION OR TO PUBLIC 

POLICY  

(i). Existing farm risk assessment should include risk of farmer’s lung disease. The risk for 

farmer’s lung disease should be carried out with the assistance of competent risk assessor for 

farmer’s lung disease  

(ii). Farm storage facilities should be designed during the farm construction to include the 

implantation of new technology for drying farm grains and feeds for livestock  

(iii). Government incentives for farmer’s to upgrade their grain and hays drying storage to new, 

cheap and affordable technology which prevents the risk farmer’s lung disease  

(iv). Farmers to keep records of condition of hays storage and records of exposure to mouldy 

hays.  

(v). Farmers to use approved mould inhibitor with straw, grain and hays  

(vi).Farmers to use portable respirators and facemask  

(vii). Health insurance subsidies for farmers who develop FLD  

(viii). Government to provide occupation incentives for farmers who quit their farms to take up 

new jobs which removes them from exposure to mouldy hays  

(ix). Education of farmers about new technology for grain and hays storage  

(x). Proper health records of all cases of FLD for Strategic Health Planning 5  

References:  

1. Robert E. D., Peter W. M. (1982). “Farmer’s Lung Disease”. Can Fam Physicians. Volume 28: 

pp 1817-1820  

2. Massen D, Klock LE, Wesel FJ. (1976). “The prevalence of farmer’s lung disease in an 

agricultural population”. Am. Rev. Respi. Disease. Volume 113: pp 171  

3. Campbell JM (1932) “Acute Symptoms following work with hay”. Br. Med. J. Volume 2 pp 

143-144  

4. Neil B., Terry O., Suzanne M (2008) “Ireland Needs Healthier Airways and Lungs, the 

Evidence (INHALE) Report. A Compilation of Statistical Data”: pp 24.  

5. Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act (2005). “General duties of employers”. Available 

from: http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/2005/en/act/pub/0010/  
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Name:  Alma Jordan T/A AgriKds 

Address: Ashbawn, Corbal-lis, Julianstown, Co. Meath 

Email:  alma@agrikids.ie 

Tel:  085 7716540 / 041 9811797 

 

A brief introduction indicating any experience, expertise or 

background you may have in this area- 

Kildare native, Alma Jordan departed the ‘Thoroughbred County’ for the ‘Royals’ in 2006.  Now living 

with her husband and young son on their farm in Julianstown, Co. Meath it is no great difference to 

the life she grew up with.  Alma’s own childhood was spent on a busy farm where tillage and beef 

where the main enterprises.  A keen equestrian in her day, Alma competed in many national events 

in the fields of eventing and showjumping. 

Professionally, Alma has worked in the area of sales and marketing in industries such as radio, 

mobile telecommunications, environmental and manufacturing.  Currently she is a shareholder in a 

financial advisory practice and works part time as a marketing consultant. 

During her time with Repak, Alma spent much time visiting schools as part of the An Taisce ‘Green 

Schools’ and ‘National Spring Clean’ programme.  Repak became a major sponsor of the ‘Green 

Schools’ initiative as it serves as a major contributory factor in Ireland’s recycling rates.  Alma 

witnessed at first-hand how proactive and passionate children could be in creating a recycling 

culture within the home and in encouraging and educating their parents on better recycling 

practices through the mantra ‘reduce, reuse, recycle’.  

With this in mind, Alma believes we should set out a new approach that is directly aimed at children 

but will also require the input of their parents, guardians, etc. 

Factual information, observations or opinions that you believe will 

assist the Committee in drawing conclusions- 

With the tragic deaths of Fionn Mulhall and Liam Lyons, the inquest into the death of Sophie Pearson 

and the tragedies in Co. Cork, 2014 saw the topic of farm safety make the headlines of main stream 

news as well as agri-media. 

As a mother, wife and daughter who lives and grew up on a farm, Alma understands how easy it can 

be for these tragedies to occur yet cannot understand how they continue to happen at such a scale. 

Current farm safety advertising and awareness campaigns are being directed solely to the farmer.  A 

self-employed individual who is faced with numerous regulations and constraints pertaining to their 

daily job, add the unpredictability of the weather and it is something of a pressure cooker situation.   

 

mailto:alma@agrikids.ie


 

 

With these factors in mind, one cannot help but wonder how effective these current campaigns are 

in changing this already over-subscribed frame of mind.   

Other farm safety messaging is coming from the classrooms where children are encouraged to bring 

the message and learning home, can we be sure this is happening? Is there a gap in these 

approaches and messaging between adults and children? 

Alma believes there is room for a strategy that will blend both these approaches together, 

making their impact greater and outcomes more effective. 

Alma therefore has worked on a strategy whose outcome will be to initiate a change in culture 

within the farming and rural communities. By bringing the learning strategy directly into the homes, 

Alma’s plan will initially seek to share the burden of farm safety awareness and practice with the 

farmer.  She is proposing to empower children through engagement to the dangers of living on or in 

close proximity to a farm.  In this way we are effectively instigating a culture of collaboration on 

greater farm safety awareness and practice. 

We need to share the burden of responsibility and work on a strategy of collaboration. 

Current advertising practices are being directed solely to farmers. 

By empowering the children through education & engagement we are also educating the 

adults 

In her newer role as the mother of a two year old boy, characters such as Tractor Ted and Tractor 

Tom have been hugely effective in raising his awareness of common farm practices and implements. 

It is this observation that sends out a clear message on where and how we can initiate a change in 

our tactics on the education of greater farm safety practices. 

   

Phase 1 –Story books and Online 

Working under the trading name of ‘AgriKids’ and divided into four phases, the strategy starts with a 

series of children’s story books, ‘Tales from Riverside Farm’, which are based on the theme of farm 

safety.  There are six books planned in the series, the first two ready to retail in May 2015. 

Each story will address various hazardous situations on a typical Irish farm.  The main characters will 

be a fictional creature and two young children, a girl aged 8 and her brother aged 10.  The children 

live on a working farm with their parents and come across the fictional character who sets out to 

keep the children safe when a dangerous situation arises.   

 



 

 

Tales from Riverside Farm. Alma Jordan, Illustrator, Martin Beckett 

Mr. Brambles – ‘Should you ever be in fear, call three times and I will hear’ 

‘Tales from Riverside Farm’ introduces readers to the hedge sprite, ‘Mr. Brambles’, a fictional 

character who will play a key role in engaging its audience on the importance of greater farm and 

rural safety. 

Targeting the 5-8 year old market, it is envisaged to have 6 stories in the series and will explore the 

most common risk areas to children. e.g. unsafe play areas, easy access to farm livestock, machinery, 

unfenced river edges, bales of straw, etc. 

This series of stories will not be marketed as an educational reading material, as this will send 

preconceptions to the readers, i.e. it’s a school book! Instead they will be promoted as story books. 

Using this method, both parent and child are in a position to read and learn from the story and to 

generate a discussion on the area of farm safety away from the class rooms.  

Initially the story book series can be sold individually or as a box set and based on their popularity 

there will also be an introduction of activity books. 

The website will be used as a retail and information channel.  Plans for its future development are 

outlined below in Phase 2 

Phase 2 –  Additional books and development of website  

1. Website, www.agrikids.ie development to include: 
a. Blogs 
b. Online store for agri merchandise, safety accessories, the story books, etc 
c. Teachers / Parents area with activity downloads 
d. Farming facts; livestock, enterprises, safety 
e. Affiliate schemes 
f. Website will be targeting older market up to 14 years. 

2. Social media to allow feedback and comments 
3. Branded merchandise: HI Vis vests, whistles, etc. to be sold online 

http://www.agrikids.ie/


 

 

 

Phase 3 –  DVD and APP Development  

1. A series of DVD’s using real farm footage and the main character as the narrator 
2. Develop an App similar to one in use for RSA that encourages engagement with the topic. 

 

Changes that you believe need to be made to legislation or to public 

policy. 

This will be factored in for Phase 4 of the plan. 

Phase 4 –  Joint learning 

1. Set up a national membership organisation for ‘AgriKids’.  The purpose of this organisation is 
to promote the benefits of rural living for children aged 10-14 and organise events and 
affiliate schemes. E.g. reduced cost for entry into major agri-events, tourist attractions and 
online savings on all merchandise on www.agrikids.ie. 

 

 This organisation can reach out to similar organisations around the world, e.g. 

 http://www.agrikidsnz.co.nz/welcome-to-agrikids-new-zealand/ .  

2. Through the existing class room based activity, direct the learning to include home tasks that 
should be put in place, e.g. Green Schools have encouraged greater recycling practises in 
Irish homes 
 

3. Incorporating family input into the HSA farm safety risk assessment that will encourage 
farmers to include their families in the compilation of the audit.  Include a safety cert that is 
to be displayed in the home and will serve as a constant reminder to their commitment for 
greater safety practices. 
 

4. Include farm safety category for children in existing awards, e.g. Farmer of the year, Health 
and Safety Awards, etc.  The category should seek to award those who actively promote safe 
farm practices on a regular basis and have made an impact on the lifestyle of their home and 
environment. 
 

5. Under the ‘AgriKids’ brand, set out safety guidelines and pin point strict ‘do’s and don’ts’, 
e.g. Farm yard is out of bounds once the tractor is in use, always keep a fixed distance away 
from slurry and silage pits, etc.   
Empower the children to recognise and respect these guidelines, actively encourage ‘pester 

power’ from young children. 

 

 

 

http://www.agrikids.ie/
http://www.agrikidsnz.co.nz/welcome-to-agrikids-new-zealand/
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OFFICIAL REPORT (TRANSCRIPT) OF THE MEETING OF THE 
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SENATOR DENIS O'DONOVAN IN THE CHAIR. 

Farm Safety: Discussion 

Chairman: I am very pleased to open the hearings of the Seanad Public Consultation Committee on farm 

safety. This meeting is the second part of a process which began last December with a public invitation to make 

written submissions to the committee. Members of the committee were heartened by the range and quality of the 

submissions they had received. We are glad to have the opportunity today to explore the ideas expressed with 

the organisations and individuals who contributed. 

Agriculture has a special place in Irish life. Its importance to the health of the economy and our export 

performance, in particular, cannot be overstated. The fact that over 400 international food buyers are in Ireland 

this week visiting farms and other food producers is tangible evidence of this. Agriculture also plays a very 

important part in our social and cultural life and contributes significantly to community and intergenerational 

cohesion. If it is to continue to make that contribution, it is essential that farming is a safe occupation for its 

workforce and that farms are safe places for families whose support is such a vital element in sustaining farming 

as a viable way of life. Unfortunately, farming can also be a dangerous way of life, with 30 lives lost during 

2014, almost twice as many as in 2013. An increasing number of fatalities among children has been a 

particularly worrying trend. The incidence of non-fatal injuries is also very high and owing to under-reporting 

may not be fully represented in the statistics. The risks to which those who work and live on farms are exposed 

are many. Tractors and machinery account for almost half of fatal accidents, but livestock, working at a height, 

slurry tanks and electricity also pose a significant danger. 

The delegates who will present to the committee today represent a wide range of roles, interests and experience 

in agriculture. We will hear from State bodies, farmers’ representative organisations and organisations with a 
commercial focus, while community representatives, including those with direct experience of the tragedy of 

farm fatalities and serious injury, will contribute also. We will also have youth and medical perspectives. Many 

of those who have made submissions to the committee are already playing an active part in improving the level 

of farm safety. 

The discussions we will have will allow us to consider positive actions but also to identify the weaknesses that 

need to be addressed. Following the meeting a draft report will be prepared by our committee rapporteur, 

Senator Martin Conway. The committee will review the draft report and publish its final report as soon as 

possible, I hope in the next few weeks. 

The meeting will consist of six sessions, during each of which representatives of a few groups will make short 

presentations. When the presentations in each session have finished, there will be time for questions and 

comments from Senators and responses from delegates. The first group is from the Department of Agriculture, 

Food and the Marine and the committee will hear from departmental officials. The Department supports the 

work of the Health and Safety Authority which has primary responsibility for health and safety and assists in the 

promotion of safe farming practices. The Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine, Deputy Simon 

Coveney, has taken several initiatives to support improved safety on farms. The Department is represented by 

Mr. Bill Callanan, senior inspector, nitrates, biodiversity and engineering division, and Dr. Robert Leonard, 

agricultural inspector. 

Witnesses are protected by absolute privilege in respect of the evidence they give to the committee. However, if 

they are directed by it to cease giving evidence on a particular matter and continue to so do, they will thereafter 

be entitled only to qualified privilege in respect of their evidence. They are directed that only evidence 

connected with the subject matter of these proceedings is to be given and asked to respect the parliamentary 

practice to the effect that, where possible, they should not criticise or make charges against any person, by name 

or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable. 

I invite Mr. Callanan to address the committee. 

Mr. Bill Callanan: Good afternoon. I thank the Senators for inviting the Department of Agriculture, Food and 

the Marine to make a presentation on farm safety at the Seanad Public Consultation Committee. The Minister, 

Deputy Coveney and the Minister of State, Deputy Hayes, regret their unavailability to attend this afternoon and 

wish to convey their support for the public consultation on this critically important area of farm safety. On 



 

 

behalf of the Department, we also offer our condolences to all families who have been affected by a fatal farm 

accident. 

To date this year, there have been three fatal accidents on Irish farms. This follows a very difficult year in 2014, 

when 30 people lost their lives on Irish farms due to workplace accidents. These three fatal farm accidents 

account for 60% of all fatal work accidents so far in 2015, while farming accounts for less than 6% of the 

workforce. While the Health and Safety Authority, HSA, has primary responsibility for occupational health, 

safety and welfare in the workplace, including on farms, the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 

supports the work of the agency in promoting safer and healthier farming practices. The Department is an active 

member of the farm safety partnership advisory committee, FSPAC, which is run by the Health and Safety 

Authority. Established in 2002, the farm safety partnership advisory committee is a sub-committee of the board 
of the Health and Safety Authority. Members of the committee actively work to promote safe farming practices. 

The FSPAC is chaired by a board member of the HSA, currently Professor James Phelan, and reports at every 

meeting of the board. These reports include the actions taken by each member organisation to reduce the 

number of deaths in the workplace. This committee also advises the HSA on farm safety. 

A number of actions have been taken by the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, the most 

significant being the Minister's recent launch of a farm safety scheme on 22 October 2014. This scheme, with a 

dedicated fund of €12.2 million, attracted 6,299 applications and all valid applications will be approved. 

Specifically, this scheme supports improvements on farms aimed at addressing safety risks. Equipment for safe 

cattle handling and electrical work are the most popular items to date in terms of approvals issued. All work 

under the farm safety scheme must be completed and a payment claim lodged with the Department of 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine by 31 August, 2015. A further farm safety scheme including a wider range of 

items will be made available under the 2014-20 rural development programme, RDP. 

In addition to the farm safety schemes, there will also be a mandatory health and safety element as part of all the 

knowledge transfer groups under the 2014-20 rural development programme. These knowledge transfer groups 

bring together small groups of farmers working with an agricultural adviser on their own farms with a strong 

emphasis on shared learning experiences. It is expected that this initiative will reach 27,000 farms over the 

course of the RDP period. Over the last four years, a farm safety leaflet has also been included with the single 

farm payment application packs, which are sent to over 130,000 farmers every year. This is a joint initiative 

between the Department, the HSA and the farm safety partnership advisory committee. This leaflet has targeted 
different risks in each year and this year is focused on machinery safety. There are approximately 140,000 

individual farms employing approximately 6% of the workforce. Each farmer must be reached and encouraged 

to manage farm safety. 

Research has shown that farmers are aware of health and safety issues and the real pressure is to drive 
behavioural change. This change has already occurred in other sectors. For instance, during the construction of 

Glanbia's new milk processing plant at Belview, County Kilkenny, there were only two minor accidents over the 

course of the whole building project. It is now time to ensure equally good outcomes in health and safety for 

farms supplying the plant and indeed all farms. By the nature of their work, farmers have to be able to undertake 

a wide variety of tasks. However, they need to ensure they know how to safely complete the required tasks. The 

"I have always done it this way" or "it will not happen to me" attitude needs to be eliminated. Although farming 

can be a dangerous occupation, most dangers can be reduced or eliminated by using the correct equipment in the 

correct manner. Machinery is getting bigger and animals are getting less used to being handled. Even the 

milking of dairy cows can be undertaken with robots.  Farms are active businesses and farmers need to invest in 

ongoing maintenance and upgrading of facilities to ensure a safe working environment. The Minister, Deputy 

Coveney, has particularly supported the raising of awareness of this serious issue and has taken every 
opportunity to highlight the importance of changing behaviour on farms and making farming a safer occupation 

for all. 

As a farm is a dynamic, ever-changing environment and in the majority of cases includes the family home, such 

changes in attitude are considered to be most critical in addressing the unacceptable number of farm fatalities. 

Chairman: It is time for questions from the members of the committee. All submissions received will be 

incorporated in the committee's report in order to synopsise and highlight the important points. Both the 

Minister, Deputy Coveney, and the Minister of State, Deputy Tom Hayes, were very interested in attending this 

meeting but it was not possible to arrange a date suitable for them and we have had to move on without them, 
unfortunately. It should be recognised that the senior Minister, Deputy Coveney, and the Minister of State, 



 

 

Deputy Tom Hayes, both expressed an interest but we could not find a date to suit everybody and none the less 

they have expressed their keen interest in this topic. 

Senator Martin Conway: I welcome the gentlemen. I share the Chairman's disappointment that the Ministers 

were not in a position to attend as I know they are committed to this issue. The hard questions are the ones we 

would like to ask the Ministers and we do not necessarily want to ask the witnesses hard questions. With that in 

mind, however, the witnesses are public servants of many years standing. I put it to them that it is only recently 

that the Department has taken the issue of farm safety seriously, given the spiralling number of deaths on farms. 

Approximately 400,000 people in this country live on farms. How would the witnesses react if I was to say that 

I have read the submissions and there seems to be a clear conflict between the various submissions we have 

received? For example, farming associations do not want to see legislative measures or penalties as such; they 
want to see education and awareness and a change in habits. However, submissions from the Health and Safety 

Authority suggest that it would like to see more penalties - that may be the wrong word - some sort of fines or 

prosecutions, perhaps. I would like to hear the witnesses' thoughts in this regard. 

Second, with regard to the issue of farm safety, would it be preferable for the Department of Agriculture, Food 
and the Marine if this issue was to be the responsibility of an independent organisation that could bring the 

various organisations together? For example, I refer to a one-stop-shop which would be independent of all the 

agencies but working with them and with the sole remit of farm safety and able to make recommendations 

binding on the Department as well as on other operators, as opposed to the Department and the Health and 

Safety Authority dealing with it. Would it be better to have one organisation to which the Department and other 

agencies would report and co-operate with, as opposed to the current structure? 

Chairman: I propose that the questions from members be banked. I call Senator Comiskey and I ask him to be 

brief. 

Senator Michael Comiskey: I will be very brief. 

Chairman: Senator Comiskey is usually brief in his questions. He is an excellent contributor. 

Senator Michael Comiskey: I welcome the people from the Department to the meeting. This is a very 

important topic. I also welcome the people from the farming organisations. We all know that it is very important 

to highlight the issue of farm safety and there have been far too many deaths on farms over the past year. Our 

condolences go to the families of those people who have been lost. 

I am actively involved in farming and I was farming this morning before I left home. I fed a very dangerous cow 

that calved on Friday - these are the things that need to be highlighted - because we could not go into her pen for 

about two or three days. Some farmers do not realise the dangers and they will walk in and the next thing they 

are penned against a wall or seriously injured.   I welcome the farm safety scheme that was introduced by the 

Department several months ago, because it will encourage farmers to put in place slag covers, safety gates for 
handling cattle and all that. The question now, as alluded to by Senator Conway, is how we implement the 

recommendations that are coming forward. We all have our own ideas about that. It is very important we raise 

awareness of the issues among young people in schools and agricultural colleges. We have seen through the 

environment projects in schools how young children will tell their parents about the importance of recycling and 

so on. If we create an awareness among children of the relevant issues, it will be helpful into the future. We 

should avoid imposing more inspections and red tape on farmers in the course of their duty, because they are 

doing a very difficult job. We must, however, make farmers aware of the risks. The big question, as I said, is 

how we move on from here with that end in view. 

Senator Maurice Cummins: When we have completed our report, we will have statements in the House which 

will be attended by the Minister. It is for this reason we decided to proceed with these hearings despite the 

Minister's lack of availability. As I said, he will be in the House when we discuss the report we intend to publish 

after hearing representations from all the organisations that have made submissions. 

In regard to the inclusion of a farm safety aspect in all training courses conducted under the rural environment 

protection scheme, what type of response has the Department had to these training courses? In the case of text 

alerts to farmers aimed at increasing awareness of safety issues, has there been feedback on the success of that 

approach? 



 

 

In the ten years from 2004 to 2014, the majority of farm deaths - 96 - involved vehicles and machinery. Are they 

the consequence of old machinery and, if so, might a grant scheme be introduced to replace old machinery, or 

would Mr. Callanan say it is more about poor practices? 

Chairman: I invite Mr. Callanan to respond to that group of questions. 

Mr. Bill Callanan: Senator Conway referred to legislation. To clarify, there is legislation in place since 2005 

which indicates the farms which are subject to that legislation. It is important to note that. Principally, however, 

we tend to leave decisions in this regard to the Health and Safety Authority. The Department tends to focus on 

attitude and behavioural change and supporting engineered changes on farms through the grant scheme. Our 

concern is to create a safer environment for farmers through support with, for example, rewiring, slat 

replacement and fencing. These are engineered actions on the farm that create a better work environment. 

On the question of the independence of relevant organisations, the Department works very strongly with the 

farm safety partnership advisory committee, a sub-committee of the board of the Health and Safety Authority, 

and my colleague, Dr. Robert Leonard, is a member of the committee. That forum brings all the partners into 

one room, including representatives of Teagasc, the farm bodies and companies like FBD, under the 

chairmanship of the HSA. It creates an avenue for a combined approach to addressing issues and bringing things 

to light. Each body has its individual responsibilities, but that forum facilitates a combined and united approach. 

Senator Comiskey asked about recommendations for the future.  The Minister has shown a strong interest in any 

recommendations that might emanate from this committee and we will certainly consider what is the most 

appropriate organisation for their implementation. 

Participation in REPS and the knowledge transfer groups is voluntary. Farmers self-select if they want to 

participate but once they participate there is a mandatory element. They cannot avoid being exposed to farm 

safety training if they decide to join the schemes. Some 60,000 farmers in REPS would have been in this 

category and there are 27,000 in the knowledge transfer groups who will now have a greater safety requirement. 

Representatives of Teagasc are present today and 30,000 of their farmers would have done a mandatory half-day 

course on the completion of the code of practice to identify the various risks. 

In my view, text alerts have proved successful. We are hitting some 90,000 farmers and we use them in a 

number of different areas. Our belief is that farmers are more attuned to using texts than written letters and there 

is more likely to be a recognition of the objective of a text because it is quite short and sharp in comparison to a 

lengthy letter, which may just be fired into the dustbin. As with any such system, however, people become 

immune to texts if they are overused. 

There is no doubt that older farmers are more at risk and the statistics show that 40% of deaths are of older 

farmers. One can reasonably expect that younger farmers who have accidents are more likely to survive. Their 

injuries may be serious but not fatal, whereas for older people an injury such as those sustained when dealing 
with a cow post-calving is more likely to be fatal. The Department has many different measures to support 

generational change within farms to bring younger farmers into play. For example, the young farmer schemes 

provide priority access to entitlements under the single farm payment. Under the next grant schemes there will 

be a dedicated expenditure on farmers under 40 years of age and this will encourage the involvement of younger 

farmers, who tend to have fewer accidents. Younger farmers will also have been subject to training under 

FETAC level 6 and will have had exposure to health and safety training as part of their general agricultural 

education. Many of these measures will be positive in helping to reduce accident rates among farmers. 

Senator Gerard P. Craughwell: I thank the witnesses for coming today. I am not from a farming background 

and the closest I get to a farm is when I drive past one but a number of issues concern me. Senator Cummins 

referred to the 96 deaths on farms in the past ten years. The terrible thing about a death on a farm is that a farm 

is a living thing and families have to go on living there after a fatality, frequently having to pass a point where a 

fatality occurred. On Saturday, I heard a moving story on RTE on that particular subject. 

I have relations who are farmers and I am concerned at the very young age at which family members are put into 

machinery such as monstrous tractors. At this time of the year a lot of machinery will be moved around and I 

sometimes feel it is far more dangerous in fields than it is on roads.  Sometimes I feel that it is far more 

dangerous in fields than it is on the roads. That is one of the things about which I am concerned. 



 

 

Another concern relates to the area of innovation and how long it takes the Department to appraise and grant aid 

a new safety device or procedure when somebody comes up with an innovation. To pick up again on something 

that was said on Saturday morning, a device was designed to prevent people falling into slurry pits, especially 

when the pits are agitated. Has that been brought to the Department's attention? Has it been seen by the 

Department and is it providing grant aid for it? 

I listen to the radio show every Saturday morning and I compliment the Department as it comes out of it well 

every time. However, somehow or other the information that is available online does not seem to be getting the 

hits from farmers. A comparison was made between an issue that came up on social media and a safety issue 

which showed that the social media issue got more hits than the safety issue. That concerns me. I am delighted 

to hear the text messaging system is working. 

The final area on which I wish to focus relates to education. Every farming community is within striking 

distance of a local education and training board, ETB, school. Does the Department see a role for liaison 

between the ETBs and the Department in order to deliver basic safety training? At the gate of every farm a 

notice should display the number of accident-free days as that would focus people on the dangers that exist as 
they arrive on a farm, but more importantly, it would remind the farmer every day that he or she is living in a 

dangerous environment. 

Chairman: I call Senator Coghlan. We are running over time already. 

Senator Paul Coghlan:  I very much welcome this exercise today. It is very important and timely that we 

examine farm safety. I thank everyone for their worthwhile submissions. As someone who drove a horse and 

cart to the creamery for three months for each of five summers----- 

Chairman: Senator Coghlan----- 

Senator Martin Conway: That was a long time ago. 

Senator Paul Coghlan: I am a jack of all trades and perhaps master of none. I then tackled a buckrake to a 

Fordson Major, picked up cocks of hay and later brought in bales with a trailer. I thank my lucky stars and the 

man above - I had a great guardian angel - when I think of some near misses that I had in my youth. Thankfully, 

we were not as concerned then with health and safety as is the case now. I lost a friend last year, a poor man 

from Firies, who was pinned overnight by his tractor and was not discovered until the following day. Is there 

any way we could mandatorily immobilise tractors in order that as soon as a person steps off it, the throttle 

would go off? Am I correct in saying that many of the accidents in the past year in particular occurred with 

tractors and moving machinery? Has the matter been examined? 

Mr. Bill Callanan: Yes. 

Senator Paul Coghlan: I would recommend that we would do something in that area if it is not already in hand. 

I look forward to hearing a response in that regard from Mr. Callanan and Dr. Leonard. 

Chairman:  I thank Senator Coghlan. I wish to add a few brief questions before we conclude this tranche of the 

meeting. When young farmers do their green certificate or take part in the new grant scheme, is it mandatory 

that a day is set aside for farm safety training and coaching? If a worker goes onto a building site, whether he is 

30, 40 or 50 years old he will not be allowed on the site if he has not completed a safety certificate. The 

regulations have become very strict in that regard, which is proper order. The best approach to take is to educate 

young farmers, be they male or female, when they are starting off because when one learns something at a 

young age it stays with one. It is very hard to get an old farmer or even an old politician to change tack. We are 

fairly stuck in our ways. Is there a mandatory farm safety element in the training process under the REP or 

GLAS schemes or what was known as the old green certificate course which young farmers completed in order 

to avail of the exemption from stamp duty among other things? If not, why not?   My other worry is based on 

my having a farming background and living in west Cork. There is concern among farm organisations about 
over-regulation. While we must have regulation, farmers to whom I speak daily are concerned about over-

regulation and red tape in farming. The intention of this committee is not to seek extra regulation; we are trying 

to shine a light on the fact that last year 40 people died on farms, which is 40 too many. Is there a way of 



 

 

proceeding by way of education rather than introducing another tranche of regulation, which is very burdensome 

for the farming community? 

Mr. Bill Callanan: I will answer Senator Coghlan's questions on young people operating machinery. A young 

person can drive an agricultural vehicle on the road from the age of 16. FRS Network runs a course for young 

farmers on being prepared for the management of machinery. I understand it is supported financially by FBD, 

and the HSA might refer to this during its session. 

On the question of innovation and the country-wide programme, I will allow my colleague to answer on whether 

it is covered. 

Dr. Robert Leonard: The safety cage for agitation points is going to be covered under the next safety scheme. 

We are aware of it. We are just doing a little more analysis on it to make sure it is as sturdy as it appears. It will 

be included. 

Mr. Bill Callanan: Let me give the members a warning on that. The process of approval is prompt in that we 

are very open. We are mindful, however, that some initiatives proposed for grant aid are designed to address 

inadequacies of a basic nature that should be addressed elsewhere. A particular example concerns the internal 

agitation of slurry. There have been a number of proposals made recommending the supporting of machinery 

that will assist, but the Department's stance has been that one should cure the basic problem, which is that one 

should not have an internal agitation point. It needs to be externalised. With regard to many of the proposals that 

are made, we are amenable to what can be supported but mindful that some recommendations can address the 

symptom rather than the problem in the first instance. 

There has been a fantastic upswing in the use of online services by farmers, particularly the more intensive and 

younger farmers. I have responsibility for nitrates. We have moved to a fully online application process. Last 

year, before it became fully online, 85% were using the online system. Another example is that there are now 

over 1 million calves registered online. This is half the total calf number registered online so farmers are 

certainly involved with the online system, although perhaps not as much as we would like regarding the safety 

aspect. 

I take on board the comments on the number of accident-free days of the farm. I have seen businesses identify 

the number. Glanbia publicised heavily the fact that there were only two minor accidents in its whole building, a 

plant worth €165 million. We need to reflect this on farms. 

Certain tractors have immobilisers. I know of plant used in the construction industry that requires the use of 

grips. One must remember there is not just one set of controls in a tractor so it might be difficult to design a 

system that requires a constant action. Certainly, however, we take on board what is proposed and will consider 

it. 

Senator O'Donovan asked about the mandatory period. Teagasc will answer that question during its session 

here. My understanding is that anybody acquiring a green certificate must do a mandatory farm safety element. 

This is not a prerequisite for obtaining a farm safety grant, if that is what the Senator is suggesting.  The 

requirement to have had that part of training in advance is not currently in place. If the Chairman's suggestion is 

that farmers who avail of grants might be required to have that training in advance, the answer is that they are 

not currently required to do so. 

Chairman: Is it something that Mr. Callanan might consider in future? 

Mr. Bill Callanan: It is certainly something we will take away from today's meeting. We are mindful that we 

have to be able to administer it. When something is included as a condition of any scheme, we must be able to 

verify and audit to the European Commission standard to confirm that the control and compliance is there, if it 

is a necessary element of gaining a grant. It is always a balance in terms of what one requires versus what one 

can control. 

Senator Gerard P. Craughwell: May I mention two small issues? 

Chairman: We are considerably over time. 



 

 

Senator Gerard P. Craughwell:  Very quickly. First, on the quad bikes, we are now back where we were with 

tractors in the 1960s, with regard to what happens if one of those rolls over and a person is trapped under it. 

Second, I was referring to 12 to 15 year olds using heavy farm machinery on the land, not on the road. 

Mr. Bill Callanan: Children under 14 are not allowed to and should not be driving that machinery. 

Chairman:  They should be under parental control as well. I am sorry, but we are running out of time so we 

cannot continue with that. There will be no cows milked tonight if we keep going the way we are. I sincerely 

thank Mr. Bill Callanan and Dr. Robert Leonard for their assistance with this part of the discussion. 

Our next tranche of the farm organisations includes the IFA, the ICMSA and the ICSA. We will take them one 

after the other. I ask all the witnesses to take their seats now because we will roll one into the other. Before 

hearing the oral evidence, I draw the attention of witnesses to the fact that by virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the 
Defamation Act 2009, witnesses are protected by absolute privilege in respect of their evidence to the 

committee. However, if they are directed by the committee to cease giving evidence on a particular matter and 

they continue to so do, they are entitled thereafter only to a qualified privilege in respect of their evidence. 

Witnesses are directed that only evidence connected with the subject matter of these proceedings is to be given 

and they are asked to respect the parliamentary practice to the effect that, where possible, they should not 

criticise or make charges against any person, persons or entity by name or in such a way as to make him, her or 

it identifiable. 

The first of the three farming organisations is the Irish Farmers' Association. The IFA is the largest farming 

organisation in Ireland, with nearly 90,000 members nationwide. The IFA is represented here today by its 

president, Mr. Eddie Downey, and Ms Maura Canning. I will give Mr. Downey five minutes, or as close as 

possible, to make his case. I do not want to be too strict on anyone, however. Ar aghaidh leat, Mr. Downey.  

Mr. Eddie Downey: I thank the Chairman and other Senators. I have a written submission but I will try to go 

through it as quickly as possible. It is excellent that this committee has met today to discuss farm safety, which 

is a major issue for us. I have already made it our main issue within the IFA for 2015. Throughout the year we 

will be making farm safety a top priority. 

Ms Maura Canning is the chairperson of our farm family and social affairs committee. Her committee is charged 

with looking after this whole area and ensuring it is kept in farmers' minds as much as possible, and in public 

awareness, to ensure that we can make farms safe. I have met every one of the officers within the organisation 

and have told them quite clearly that there must be a farm safety element in every presentation made at 

meetings. It is absolutely essential to get that message out there.  Last year was an absolute disaster from 

farmers’ point of view with 29 people losing their lives on family farms. We have to think of that as 29 farm 

families sitting down to Christmas dinner with an empty chair at the table. We cannot contemplate this high rate 

of farm fatalities happening again. It is the highest rate in years and is a significant problem. One also has to 
take into account the effect on those who survived a farm accident, their families and the way they have to 

change their business. 

There is a huge responsibility on us all, particularly those involved in the agribusiness sector, to deal with this. 

We need to change attitudes and mindsets to make farming safer. We have to start to think “Safety First” 
through work practices, awareness and to reduce risks as we farm. One typical example of that is that if one has 

a tractor with the loader up and a spike on it, it is a lethal weapon. If the loader is dropped to the ground with the 

points down, it is safe. A tractor with the handbrake off is a lethal weapon. If it is pulled, it is safe. These are 

simple measures which we can do and we need to raise awareness of these. 

That is why we put forward our Save Lives, Think Safety campaign across the country. We have issued 95,000 

calendars with the farm safety message across them. Every day, one is reminded of the need for farm safety. We 

are distributing farm safety pens, leaflets and tractor stickers with every membership package. Every month, we 

publish a farm safety message in the IFA page in the Irish Farmers’ Journal. We are also working with the co-

ops and agribusinesses to get the message across, along with the Acorn Group, which represents 11 major grain, 

feed and fertiliser merchants, which has promotional posters for farm safety on its trucks, fertiliser bags and 

other packaging. We have been heavily involved in farm safety day. This year 21 July is designated as farm 

safety day. 



 

 

While raising awareness and education on the matter is the best way forward, risk assessment is critically 

important on every farm and we want every family involved in this. It is not just good enough for a farmer to 

tick the boxes. We want the mothers involved because they will also show family members the dangers on the 

farm. If we get a collective family effort, we can raise more awareness and resolve this problem. Teagasc 

research shows that age and behaviour are the main risks in farm safety. We have to target information through 

an education campaign in which farmers take responsibility for their own farms. Every farmer knows a farm is a 
dangerous place but they do not think their own farm is dangerous. We need to change that attitude and to get 

them to think defensively. They need to think that when they leave the kitchen in the morning that their 

objective, along with every other person working on the farm, is not necessarily to get the work done but to get 

back to the kitchen safely that evening. That is why they need to farm and be defensive towards safety. 

 

Internationally, regulations, sanctions and legislation for farm safety have not worked, had limited impact and 

did not change behaviour. We are opposed to this whole area as we believe bringing in cross-compliance to the 

single farm payment would actually increase stress levels on farmers. If a health and safety inspector came onto 

my farm, as they have done in the past, and fined or sanctioned me, then they are an enemy. What we need, as 

has happened in the past, is for the inspector to help farmers make farms safer. We need advocates to resolve 

this problem, not people who penalise farmers.  We believe that linking it to the single farm payment would lead 

to increased stress, which leads to ill health, a tendency to take short cuts, and accidents. This debate on the 
single farm payment and sanctions is an unnecessary distraction and needs to be taken out of the system. It is not 

a solution to the problem and we need to move forward from that. 

The evidence is there. If we want to change something, we need people who are willing to change. Am I out of 

time? 

Chairman: Almost. 

Mr. Eddie Downey: We need people who are willing to change. There is no reason to worry about the 

agricultural sector. Farmers are willing to change. Look at the uptake of the farm safety scheme. It involves 

6,500 farmers. In respect of health and safety research, there is strong attention to changing attitudes and 

working safely. I welcome the opportunity to be here today. In respect of the work being carried out by the 

Health and Safety Authority and discussion groups, education is the best way forward. Young, educated people 

have raised income levels on farms by 50%. It would be a good step if we could repeat that increase in respect 

of safety and reduce deaths and accidents for the rest of this year. 

Chairman: We will now hear from the Irish Creamery Milk Suppliers' Association, ICMSA, which represents 

dairy and livestock farmers and lobbies at local, national and EU level. The ICMSA is represented today by its 

president, Mr. John Comer, and Ms Mary Buckley. I will allow Mr. Comer five or six minutes to make his 
presentation. If any of the speakers wish to emphasise a particular point when questions are asked, they are 

entitled to come back in by way of replying to an answer. I am sure there will be a lot of questions coming their 

way. I invite Mr. Comer to proceed. 

Mr. John Comer: The ICMSA welcomes the opportunity to shine a torch on where the focus and investment 
should be in trying to avoid fatalities. Members might say I have a vested interest in this, and they would be 

right because, number one, I am a farmer, and number two, I want to stay alive. It is in the interest of everybody 

participating in farming every day of the week to try to find a pragmatic approach so that they stand the best 

chance of getting back into the same bed they got out of in the morning. The statistic that a person is eight times 

more likely to die on an Irish or European farm than in any other occupation is shocking and damning. There 

should be an onus on all stakeholders to find a workable solution. 

First, I wish to back up Mr. Downey with regard to representing and being an advocate for farmers. We have 18 

statutory management requirements relating to cross-compliance. This puts farmers under enormous stress. We 

can blame many things, but what primarily puts farmers at risk is the adoption of a "bigger, cheaper, faster" 

policy. Farmers are becoming busier. They need more livestock numbers to be economically viable and have far 

more paperwork. A full-time farmer on the average farm now dedicates one day per week to paperwork. If we 

add in another layer and another plethora of potential inspections, paperwork and sanctions to the single farm 

payment, it will heap stress upon stress and will be a retrograde step. We support the endeavours of the Health 

and Safety Authority to encourage inspections and to bring people along with the carrot approach rather than the 

stick approach, because we know this will work. Anybody here today who expects a quick fix is in the wrong 
forum. It will take a generation to turn this around. Ireland has 15.1 fatalities per 100,000. The average in 



 

 

Europe is 12 per 100,000. We are on the wrong side of that statistic, but it is similar across the rest of Europe. 

The nature of the occupation involves multitasking and always being in a hurry, which puts many farmers at 

risk. The ICMSA has put a lot of emphasis on knowledge transfer and the discussion groups, in which people 

engage with their peer groups and visit other farms.  As has been pointed out, a person does not see risk on their 

own farm, but as soon as they walk into somebody else's situation, because they are not looking at the bullocks 

which need to be fed, they focus on the overview. Knowledge transfer through visiting other farms is of primary 

importance to learn the triggers for very dangerous elements. 

With regard to upgrading farm equipment, there is room in the farm safety scheme for a scrappage scheme and 

we propose the committee should examine this. It would give an incentive to farmers and business people to 

make the first move to replace outdated equipment and machinery which could potentially be death traps. We 
also want the forum to examine the green low-carbon agri-environmental scheme, GLAS, which does not have a 

farm safety element. It is difficult enough for the more intensive farms, where most accidents occur, to access 

GLAS because there are not enough measures to draw down payments to make it worth their while. We need to 

encourage the Minister and the Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine to 

examine incorporating a measure to deal with this. 

With regard to the Irish Cattle Breeding Federation, ICBF, and livestock docility, angry cows, angry bulls and 

difficult to manage livestock make a big contribution to farm accidents. We need to focus on genomic selection 

and the data available from the ICBF on breeding in docility and the hereditary aspect of this gene and ensure 

farmers have this tool at their disposal when they access the indices in order that they can breed quieter and 

more manageable stock. 

I do not want to be like RTE and provide for repeats. Much of the rest of our submission has been outlined. This 

is the first time I have heard about placing a sign at a farm gate and I do not like the idea. It would be too 

poignant for many family members who have lost someone to have a sign stating how many days the farm has 

been accident free. It is by the grace of God many of us have not gone there. It sounds like a boast to put up a 

big sign to state a farm is 2,000 days accident free. It does not wash. This is my initial reaction, but I have not 

studied it in-depth. 

Three times a year we distribute a newsletter to all dairy farmers, and we always highlight farm safety. Our 

slogan is it is better to lose one minute in life than to lose your life in one minute. I wish the forum the very best 

and we will try to make as positive a contribution as we can. My colleague, our policy officer, Mary Buckley, 

has put much work into research which may come up with some solutions as to how we can make the industry 

safer. 

Chairman: The next group in this tranche is the Irish Cattle and Sheep Farmers Association, ICSA, 

representing drystock farmers with a view to identifying and responding to key issues concerning the beef and 

lamb sectors. The representatives are Mr. Patrick Kent, the president, and Mr. Eddie Punch. I will allow Mr. 

Kent the same latitude as other speakers. I apologise for the fact that not all the witnesses could sit on the front 

bench. I have spent all my life trying to get onto the front bench and I still have not made it. 

Mr. Patrick Kent: I thank the Chairman. The ICSA welcomes this opportunity to appear before the committee. 

Farm safety is very important and we feel immense sympathy for the families of those who have died as a result 

of farm related accidents. We must avoid knee-jerk responses to what was an exceptionally bad year for 

fatalities. While fatalities grab the headlines, we must look at the wider context of overall health, safety and 

well-being. Farmers are suffering and even dying from stress related illnesses, but this receives much less 
attention. We suggest much of the commentary on farm fatalities is based on relatively narrow and inappropriate 

levels of statistical information, and inappropriate comparisons have been made. Is it appropriate to compare 

agricultural figures with figures from other sectors, such as manufacturing, retail, professional or construction? 

It is comparing apples with oranges. The only worthwhile and meaningful assessment of where we are is to 

compare farms in other EU member states. Irish farm fatality rates are neither better nor worse than comparable 

EU averages. An example of the difficulties associated with placing too much emphasis on fatality figures is 

that while the 2014 figure of 30 fatalities was the highest in more than 20 years, the figure for the previous year 

was well below average at 16. Fatality numbers decreased in each consecutive year from 2010 to 2013.  One 

exceptionally bad year does not confirm a trend. It is fair to say there are unique circumstances around farming 

that do not prevail in other sectors, including the unpredictable nature of livestock challenges posed by working 

in solitary conditions; the older age profile of the agricultural workforce and low farm incomes linked with price 

take. I would like to speak briefly about each of these sectors. 



 

 

On the unpredictable nature of livestock challenges, a typical example would be the challenge of working with 

freshly calved animals which are unpredictable and frequently dangerous. Top-class animal handling facilities 

such as calving gates help, but they have limitations. The farmer must get the animal into the facility which may 

be a danger point. Following calving, the animal must be released to become familiar with the newborn calf. If 

the calf does not suck, the farmer must intervene or the animal will die. It is easy to say the farmer should put 

his or her own life before that of the animal, but the reality is that if he or she does not intervene on a regular 
basis, the result will be the death of a number of animals. The risk is multiplied at peak calving time when 

several calvings might happen within 24 hours, leading to exhaustion. For many farmers, in the peak calving 

season they are required to work 18 hour shifts. The economics of farming do not allow for shift work such as 

pertains in factories where there might be three cycle shifts. 

Aside from calving, there is always a risk attached to animals which, in some cases, is next to impossible to 

foresee. In 2014 a farmer was killed when an animal, having been startled by cats, stampeded across a field and 

trampled her and another woman. The increase in suckler cow numbers, combined with part-time farming, is 

creating potential risk as suckler cow derived animals are more unpredictable. Part-time farming increases 

further the incidents of dangerous cattle that are not used to human interaction. 

On solitary working conditions, unlike other workplaces, the vast majority of farming activity is carried out by 

single operators who are often under pressure from weather conditions or in having to deal with emergencies 

such as cows calving. The problem is made worse by the fact that many farmers, owing to income issues, have 

to work off-farm and squeeze in their farming work during the evening or at weekends. 

One approach to farm safety is to enforce industrial or construction site standards on farm workplaces. 

However, it is necessary to consider that work practice norms in factories, offices or construction sites are 

generally influenced and facilitated by the number of people present at work. The advantage of specialisation 

and having well defined job roles allow an approach that is not easily replicated on a farm. There is little doubt 

that a huge amount of the work carried out on a farm by a solitary individual would not be permitted in an 

industrial setting or on a building site. The nature of farming requires each farmer to be a jack of all trades. The 

relentless squeezing of farm incomes during the years means that there are fewer opportunities to hire outside 

help. Where a machine breaks down and the weather is due to break, there is immense pressure to get things 

fixed instantly. If a call out repair service is available, it is typically unavailable when a farmer wants to make 

hay. As dealing with all breakdowns is urgent, farmers tend to undertake the job themselves. 

Another unique factor is the age profile of farmers. Of the 30 fatalities in 2014, six involved individuals in their 

70s, while four were in their 80s. Some 50% of fatal accidents in 2011 involved farmers over the age of 65 

years. In excess of 40% of fatalities in five of the past ten years involved farmers aged over 65 years. In other 

sectors retirement policy would preclude people of this age from continuing to work. The implication might be 
that older farmers should retire, but in the view of the ICSA this would be utterly wrong. Older farmers are 

obviously more vulnerable to livestock accidents, but this is counterbalanced by the reality that farmers who 

continue to be active in their later years derive benefit from it in terms of physical fitness and mental well being. 

Unquestionably, the ideal model is where an older farmer retains an involvement in farming alongside a young 

farmer, either a successor or a farm partner. In many situations poor income prospects in farming mean that 

there is no successor on the farm. Better facilities for handling animals are a necessity, but the reality may be 

that the most vulnerable older farmers cannot afford them. The introduction of tax incentives to encourage long-

term leasing and the emerging focus on farm partnerships may lead to some older farmers moving away from 

farming on their own into old age. These initiatives are welcome. 

Low farm incomes is a huge issue. Those who expect farmers to produce far below the cost of production or 

have insanely difficult levels of productivity must own up to their responsibilities. We now hear that a single 

operator can look after more than 100 dairy cows.  We know farmers are price-takers and the returns from cattle 

farming are not sufficient for state-of-the-art facilities that minimise risk. It is fair enough to say that every 

power take-off shaft should be replaced or covered. How does a cost of several hundred euro compare with the 

taking of a life? There is also the need to replace all swinging doors with sliding doors, which could involve a 
cost of several thousand euro. The oldest tractors should also be upgraded and indoor agitation points should be 

replaced with outdoor points. Electrical work might also need to upgraded, and this could lead to many 

thousands of euro being spent on many farms. This is easy in theory but not if one wishes to put bread on the 

table and the bank refuses an extension to an overdraft, for example. 



 

 

We believe the following proposals can make a significant improvement in this respect. The Irish Cattle and 

Sheep Farmers Association has highlighted the education of children as being vital, and it should be on a 

curriculum, in combination with road safety, etc. Staying alive is the most important lesson that children can 

learn. More reflection on low incomes in farming is required by policymakers at an EU and national level, and it 

is unacceptable that the EU Commission or the Government would threaten to cut EU supports for safety 

shortcomings when there are general reductions to farm incomes caused by policy decisions, such as the closure 
of the Rural Environment Protection Scheme, a reduction in Pillar 1 payments and insufficient action against 

multinational traders taking more margin from product and making it more difficult for farmers to ensure that all 

facilities and equipment are top class and up to date. We submit that a cut to supports worsens this problem and 

extra funding for farm safety grants is instead required, particularly given that the most recent scheme has been 

oversubscribed. Discussion groups were mentioned by a previous speaker and they are a major help. There is 

also the matter of ongoing education awareness through farm organisations and Teagasc, the minimising of 

stress and prioritising mental health issues. 

I will conclude with the following thought. The ongoing squeeze on farm margins by processors and retailers, 

along with increasing stress levels caused by bureaucracy, cannot escape its share of blame. The message to 

farmers is to "get busy" producing more but there comes a point when something must give. 

Chairman: My position as Chairman is a bit like a referee. We do not always get it right but we often get the 

blame if things go wrong. I ask those who now wish to speak to direct a question at one of the organisations 

rather than everybody. We could have a bit of cohesion with such an approach. 

Senator Martin Conway: I thank each of the speakers, who have put forward very powerful positions on the 

issue. I would take heed of what they say more than many of the other people as these are the representative 

organisations of farmers. We all agree with the comment about farm inspectors being advocates. What do the 

witnesses think should be done by the Department and the Health and Safety Authority that is not being done 

now? Should a specific recommendation be carried through that has not yet been made? The various initiatives 

are admirable, as is the co-operation with industry and so forth. Nevertheless, we will ultimately have to write a 

report making specific recommendations. Will the witnesses outline one or two issues that are an absolute 

priority and which should be completed as a matter of urgency? 

Senator Michael Comiskey: I thank the representatives of the organisations for being here. Perhaps I will be 

making comments rather than asking questions. I wholeheartedly agree with the president of the Irish Farmers 

Association, Mr. Eddie Downey, as it is vital that the HSA works with the farmer and educates rather than 

penalising him or her. That is key. My colleague, Senator Coughlan, mentioned the possibility of a device to 

disable a tractor or machine and some time ago I heard of a cable that could be used to attach to an implement. 

If there was a problem with the power take-off shaft, the engine would be stalled immediately. It should be 

simple to operate such a device, which would be very beneficial. 

We are heavily involved with knowledge transfer processes with the sheep and beef discussion groups. There 

will be much more of that taking place with the new regime of payments coming in for farmers. The Green, 

Low-carbon, Agri-environment Scheme, GLAS, has also been mentioned. Knowledge transfer among farmers is 
crucial and these issues must be pointed out when farmers visit other farms. The witness spoke about having a 

loader with a spike in a raised position. I have walked into farms and notice shear grab implements open in the 

raised position. They are deadly in such a position.  It is crucially important we learn from each other. 

Senator Paul Bradford: I welcome the delegations. My question probably relates more to the IFA and the 
ICMSA from a milk production perspective. We are all aware that milk output and milk processing will increase 

very dramatically in the short to medium term, or that is to what we aspire as a nation, and, accordingly, activity 

on dairy farms across the country will increase fairly dramatically. As the ICMSA delegate said, a dairy farmer 

is expected to milk 100 cows to be economic. Given that this is a known-known, that is, that we will have such a 

major increase in dairy activity, are there any safety areas we should address in the short term? Would the 

delegates like to make proposals in that regard? 

Senator Mary Ann O'Brien: I thank the delegates for coming in. I will direct my question to the IFA 

president. I have listened to all the excellent presentations and we need time and money. What collaboration 

exists between all the organisations, the Government and the HSA? Are they splintered? There is no doubt from 

listening to delegates that they would have great power if they could all come together. Is the HSA's risk register 

part of all the organisations' thinking? Do they ask farmers to complete that? In regard to the Save Lives, Think 



 

 

Safety, Farm Safely campaign, did that involve all the organisations coming together because, as I said, it is 

more powerful if they act as one. 

Senator Gerard P. Craughwell: I take the ICMSA's point about having so many days accident free. Maybe a 

sign like that is not quite the way of getting it across. However, I think there should be very visible signage 

around farms, in particular for people like myself who visit farms but who have no great knowledge of the 

dangers of the machinery, of slurry tanks and so on. 

In regard to the Irish Cattle and Sheep Farmers' Association, I was particularly struck by the education for 

children point in its statement. Maybe today is not the day but perhaps it will e-mail me at some stage in regard 

to what it would like to see on the curriculum in terms of education and where it starts. Does it start at national 

school and go the whole way through? Should we have some sort of certification for education of children in 

farming communities? I acknowledge the point made about the squeeze on prices from both sides, so to speak, 

and the bureaucracy involved. Bureaucracy is killing many of the industries in our country. We just heard today 

that a farmer spends a whole day on the administration side of his or her business. I sympathise with the 

delegates. Do they have any ideas as to how we might limit the bureaucracy? There is not a lot we can do about 

the economic squeeze but surely there is something we can do about bureaucracy. 

Chairman:  I think Mr. Downey got the heavy load this time. Some of the questions were specifically directed 

to him. 

Mr. Eddie Downey: The first question was about what we can do now and what we can do going forward, 

which is really why we are all here. The first thing is to educate young people. We are fully supportive of an 

occupational health and safety module in all education processes. We need to educate people and to put a proper 

module in place in all agricultural education to cover that. The TAMS was particularly successful and 6,500 
people applied for it. There is an appetite for that, so let us ensure TAMS II is for the full duration and let us get 

thinking on it. 

We suggested a scrappage scheme for PTO shafts a long time ago, which goes along with what has been said 

here. Currently, if one walks into a workshop to get a cover put on a PTO shaft, the guy behind the desk will tell 
one that he will give one a brand new one for the same price as the cover.  As a result, one walks out with two 

shafts - a perfectly new shaft with a cover on it and the lethal weapon with which one came in the door in the 

first place. The lethal weapon should be scrapped. It is as simple as that. We need a scrappage scheme for that. 

Senator Comiskey spoke about the rope or wire that goes behind the PTO shaft to stop it. We have got a lot of 
people thinking now that they need to stop the PTO when they get off the tractor. At least we have got that far. 

We really want them to stop the tractor and apply the handbrake. Everybody talks about the big cost issues in 

this context, but these things do not cost money. We should not put cost in front of this as a problem. It would 

be better to deal with the things that cost nothing first. We need to realise that money is scarce out there. It costs 

nothing to transmit a simple message like "stop that tractor, pull that handbrake and put down that loader". That 

is what we need to do. 

Senator Bradford spoke about the increase in milk activity. I suggest we can work quite safely along the way 

and make things different there. 

Senator Mary-Ann O'Brien asked whether we are working together. Everybody in this industry and others is 

working together. There is no division on this, as far as I can see. Teagasc, the Health and Safety Authority, 

everybody represented at this meeting and the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine are working 

together to try to reduce the number of deaths. The aim of all the campaigns is to save lives. Everybody is 

working to the same end. There is no difficulty at all with that. 

We were also asked about farm signage. I would have a difficulty with putting up signs saying that there have 

been no accidents. Mr. Comer quite rightly pointed out that this would be just too raw and too difficult for 

people on farms where there have been accidents. When I was campaigning right around the country to become 

president of the IFA, I was told by canvassers in many parts of the country that we should not visit a certain 

farm because there had been an accident there. While I do not think we need to highlight that, I agree that we 

need loads of other signage on farms. There is a lot of signage on farms already. Signs are put up to identify 

where dangers exist. We are working towards getting more signs out there for people. 



 

 

Mr. John Comer: I would like to refer back to some of the comments that have been made. I agree that the 

accident-free day proposal would not work. That is not to say that signage does not have a value. It certainly has 

a strong value. It gives a clear signal that the farmer is taking responsibility. The owner of any business has to 

take responsibility. That must be a key message. Nobody is trying to get off the hook here. We certainly have to 

take responsibility. Signage is very important in the context of the key question of how to disseminate 

information and make it relevant to each farmer. The ICMSA and Zurich Insurance, which are involved in the 

sustainable dairy quality assurance scheme, have developed new signs to be put up at the farm gate. 

I would like to highlight a specific proposal that might be examined as part of any scrappage scheme. Perhaps a 

person who replaces a PTO shaft or buys a piece of safety equipment might be able to get some sort of VAT 

rebate on it, rather than having to pay 23%. It might not sound like much, but I suggest it could kickstart the idea 
in a person's mind that there might be something coming back from here. Perhaps that can be examined as a 

practical measure. I will not go back over what has already been mentioned about the knowledge transfer 

proposal, other than to say it might be one element of what is examined. 

Mr. Patrick Kent: I have given quite a lot of thought to the education proposal. I think a video-type module 
could be developed for the different age levels through primary and secondary education and maybe at a later 

stage also. Kids of a certain age need hazards to be identified in a very simple and basic way. We do not want to 

frighten them too much. We do not want them to lose sleep when they go to bed at night. We do not want horror 

stories to discourage them from being farmers. When we are telling children that farms can be very dangerous, 

we need to match what we are saying to the level of the child's intellect. A comprehensive video-type module 

could make it very easy for teachers to identify the possible consequences of not identifying hazards, for 

example. I think it could be incorporated with road safety. The most important education that children and 

young people can receive involves teaching them to stay alive and to stay healthy. Many aspects of modern 

society, including junk food and drugs, can be incorporated into the module to which I refer. Farm safety and 

road safety are huge issues too. The benefits of socialising, participating in sport and taking physical exercise 

could be emphasised as a way of addressing mental health issues. If all of these things were incorporated in a 

module, it would have really good benefits for society as a whole.  It needs to be done forthwith. 

Ms Mary Buckley: I wish to address the issue of education, particularly at primary level. A high percentage of 

children attending rural schools leave a family farm in the morning, return in the evening, dump their schoolbag 

inside the door and get up on a tractor or do other work. That is the reality of life on the family farm. While the 
curriculum provides that schools may offer a module on farm safety, this is not taken up in many schools. In 

2013-14 in Northern Ireland, a farm safety programme was implemented in 93 rural schools, covering more than 

12,000 children. This possibility should be considered. 

As part of the transition year offered in post-primary schools, students often participate in work experience. 
Perhaps they should be offered similar opportunities to work on a farm. There are definitely opportunities in 

primary schools. We should catch children young because many of them are the farmers of the future. Transition 

year in secondary schools offers another ideal opportunity. 

Chairman: The committee does not have a monopoly on wisdom in this matter. Our role is to listen and try to 
help farm organisations improve the position by highlighting what is taking place. Most of those who have 

appeared before us, notably Mr. Kent, have referred to stress levels, bureaucracy and red tape on farms. I grew 

up on a farm and I do not seek to create a rural-urban divide. There is a perception, however, that farmers are 

hard-working people who lead a healthy lifestyle and do not experience stress or mental health problems. 

Modern farming is stressful. I ask the various organisations to comment briefly on the stress and bureaucracy 

farmers face. 

I am pleased to note that the Health Service Executive and Teagasc work closely to try to improve farm safety. 

In private conversations with a number of individuals from farming organisations, I have been told there is 

enough red tape. I hope the work we are doing will not add to the bureaucracy faced by farmers as it is certainly 

not our intention. Perhaps Mr. Kent will make a brief comment before we conclude. 

Mr. Patrick Kent: It is imperative that farmers are recognised in society for producing the high-quality food for 

which Ireland is renowned. Farms are clean and green but we also want to be very safe and bring up children 

who are knowledgeable about and appreciative of life in rural areas. While they should not view rural life as a 

hazard, they also need to be aware of the hazards, including those to which I referred. It is imperative that a 

comprehensive educational programme is implemented. We must also make industry leaders aware of the 



 

 

importance of agriculture. Farmers need to be remunerated properly for all the work they do and appreciated for 

the fine food they produce. I have seen a slogan: "It is better to pay the farmer than the doctor." We need to 

appreciate the role of the farmer. The first thing we do each morning is eat breakfast. We have to appreciate 

quality food and those who produce it by ensuring they are protected and paid adequately. 

Mr. John Comer: Everyone who spoke referred to the 30 deaths on farms last year. We also have to face up to 

the 3,000 serious injuries on farms last year. As I stated, the whole dynamic has shifted towards the mantra, 

"Bigger, cheaper, faster". I have come from a meeting on the 2025 agrifood strategy which is making 

projections and recommendations for growth in agriculture. To be sustainable, primary producers and individual 

businesses require an economic model which reflects the fact that they need labour and cannot do everything 

themselves. This is not the current model. 

In terms of lifestyle, there has been a shift from a lackadaisical approach where one was able to talk to one's 

neighbour to one of intense pressure and busyness, as it were. We also need to face up to this issue if we are to 

reduce the average age of farmers and make the sustainable model work all the way back to the primary 

producer. 

Mr. Eddie Downey: The perception is that farming is a great and stress free life. I have a 21 year old son at 

home who is farming with me. He grew up running after me and now I am running around the yard after him. 

That is the nature of the life on a farm. My 90 year old mother walks around the yard once a week or so to look 

at cattle or something else. If she falls in the yard, she is counted as a farm accident statistic, but if she falls 
when walking down the road she is counted as a road accident. Should we keep her away from doing what she 

does? No way, because that is what keeps her well and alive. That is the family nature of farming and what is 

important is to manage that. 

The question was asked whether there are stress and health issues with farming. There are huge issues. 

Loneliness is a serious issue because farmers are working on their own on a continual basis. Without a mobile 

phone, they would be totally cut off. Discussion groups have played a huge part in this regard over the past 

period and we need to develop these groups further. They are bringing farmers to meet each other. Farmers may 

speak about having to go to a discussion group meeting, but these meetings get them out and have helped 

significantly. Group learning helps change people's attitudes unknown to them. We must continue to follow this 

route and work on getting farmers to meet. If one's neighbour moves on and does things matter, one tends to do 

the same. That is what we try to ensure. Every organisation in rural island is working to bring the numbers in 

regard to farm safety back in line. Even one casualty is one too many. 

Chairman: We are interested in and have learned from Mr. Downey's contribution and before he leaves, I 

would like to recount a tale from my childhood. We were threshing corn and the small belt came off the finisher. 

The man who owned the Fordson Major machine turned down the power but did not turn it off totally so that 

when he approached the belt it broke his arm and he collapsed. The man who was helping him went off with the 

machine for help and about seven miles away turned over in a ditch. However, both men survived. We have 

come a long way. 

Lest the impression would go out that many people on farms are careless, I wish to acknowledge that the 

farming organisations and Teagasc are very responsible and I welcome their contribution today. Hopefully, we 

will hear the positive side of this issue and hear that major strides have been made over the past number of 

years. We cannot put down the number of fatalities to human error and will always have some fatalities. I 

sincerely thank the three organisations who have made presentations. What they have said, along with their 

written submissions, will be taken on board. 

We will move on now to the next groups of witnesses who are dealing with the youth perspective. I invite any 

witnesses who have already spoken who have the time to remain to hear these worthwhile contributions. We 
will have two presentations now, one from the Mizen Rovers under age GAA club, represented by Tim Sheehan 

and Connie O'Driscoll and one from Mr. Patrick Duffy. We also have two ladies, Mary Hayes and Anne 

Murnane, in the Gallery. As all of these participants have been here from the outset, I will not repeat the 

privilege statement. Each group will have five minutes to make its presentation. As I live in west Cork, I want to 

give a particular welcome to the people from Mizen, who had a long way to travel. Many of them will know the 

famous Deputy from that part of the country who said it was easier for him to get to the White House than to get 

to Dublin. Just imagine how far Goleen and Schull are from Dublin. Connie and Tim have travelled a long way 



 

 

and are more than welcome. I now invite whichever of them wants to begin to give his perspective on farm 

safety. 

Mr. Connie O'Driscoll: Go raibh maith agat. In the next few minutes, we would like to tell the committee how 

we finished up here in Seanad Éireann on a Monday afternoon. We would be much more at ease back on the 

highways and byways of west Cork, in our comfort zone.  I would like to tell the committee a bit about our club, 

Mizen Rovers, the programme in that club, care for our players, how that prompted us to make a submission to 

the committee and how the ideas in that submission might in some way help us reduce the number of fatalities. 

Those who suffer serious injuries have not been mentioned, but this can have an impact on the continuation of 

their farm business. I commend the Oireachtas on setting up this committee to deal with such a serious issue for 

rural Ireland. We believe it requires drastic but co-ordinated action. We need to resolve the problem because it is 

now a crisis. 

On behalf of our club, Mizen Rovers and the community we left early this morning, I thank the Chairman for 

inviting us here. We feel privileged and honoured to be among the elite of the farming communities. We are 

from a very small GAA club at the far end of west Cork and are humbled to be here in Seanad Éireann to be part 
of this process. At the same time we feel it is appropriate that we should be here because we represent a GAA 

club and the GAA should play a big part in resolving this problem. Of course its core business is playing games 

but the remit for care of the players should be broadened beyond playing the games. We do not officially 

represent Croke Park but in a strange way we have an unofficial mandate to represent the GAA family, which is 

a big family in Ireland with its roots in rural Ireland. The tradition began in farming. We do not come with any 

statistics or figures. We come with simple suggestions that could be very effective if put into action. The fact we 

come from, were reared on, and have reared families on farms gives us a bit of credibility to speak on this issue. 

We coach kids at all levels in our GAA club and at regional level. 

We made a submission for several reasons. Our area is no different from any other area, we are not immune 

from farm accidents and we have had tragedies in recent years and have seen their effect not only on families 

but on the farming community and the community that surrounds it. Often the GAA is called in to support 

families in that situation and it is very good at doing that. We come from a very small club at the far end of the 

Mizen Peninsula in west Cork, probably one of the most beautiful parts of Ireland, and we think it is the most 

beautiful part of the world. If one has not been there, one has not lived. It is a really nice place. 

Chairman: That is right. 

Mr. Connie O'Driscoll: There are fewer than 100 players In our club, from the youngest aged six to the adult 

players. Our core business is hurling and football. In 2010 we began to look outside that and talk about other 

issues that affect our players. Our numbers are very tight and we saw the importance of the survival and health 

of our players from the neck up and the neck down. We need them in full health - alive - to sustain our club. We 

need them to be in good running order. 

In 2010 we set up the care for our players programme which we think is unique to our club. We used three 

headings: road safety, health and well-being, and jobs and enterprise. Under health and well-being we operate an 

amber flag programme for suicide awareness and hold positive mental health days once a year. Under the jobs 

and enterprise remit we talk about promoting local enterprise and shop local, using billboards to advertise. Our 

road safety programme has been recognised locally and regionally and has won a national award from the Road 

Safety Authority, RSA. In 2014 farm safety became so topical that we felt we should go beyond road safety and 

include farm safety.  We looked at what we might do and realised that machinery was the big issue, so we 
organised to take some of our players over to a good facility, the Bantry Driving Academy, which has an off-

road track purpose built for learner drivers. It is mostly for learning to drive cars, but we used it on that day with 

the help of farm relief services, who supplied us with a tutor to teach our people about tractor safety. We got 

some funding from our local FBD office and those involved had a very nice day out there. They learned about 

farm, tractor and machinery safety and we thought it was appropriate and worked very well. It is something we 

intend to do a lot more of. It touches on what has been talked about, especially by the three organisations that 

were here a few minutes ago. 

I am disappointed that the image of living on a farm has become seriously tainted because of the discussion 

about farm safety over the last years. Now, it seems undesirable to rear children on a farm. We were brought up 

on small farms in west Cork and have reared families on farms. It was always a tradition that children would 

visit farms but that has become a bit of a no-no because parents are so conscious of the risks. A lot of what they 



 

 

hear now are adverse comments on the safety of farms. It has become a serious issue. We have some great 

memories of growing up when we were young on the farm. The few times every year or every second year when 

my siblings and I meet, we talk about the memories of growing up on a farm long ago. Are we going to deny the 

next generation or the generation after that the same enjoyment? We need to reverse the trend in farm accidents 

so that we do not deny them that. 

With regard to what is to be done, some of the material in our submission is very simple but effective. These 

measures would work well and are not expensive. Money has been talked about and, from our own experience, 

low income on farms has contributed to farm accidents and deaths. We have no doubt about that. We tend to try 

and fix a lot of things, to be builders, engineers and welders - we try to be everything and maybe we do not 

master anything. 

We have two words for solving this problem - awareness and education. They have both been mentioned 

already today. We would distinguish between the youth and the more seasoned farmers or the fellows who are 

farming now at whatever age. We need to start young because if we get the message to the schoolchildren and 

convince them, they will go home and convince their parents. We need to start the programme in primary school 
and to put a big emphasis on the programmes in transition year. Already there are safe driving programmes in 

schools and they should be expanded to safe driving in agri-business - tractor and machinery safety. There 

should be much more focused training programmes in the agricultural colleges as they are the people who will 

be farming in the future and will be rearing families on farms. The RSA has been mentioned here more than 

once, along with the campaign it ran to reduce road fatalities - my God, was it successful - and farm safety 

deserves exactly the same attention. 

There are so many groups doing so many good things individually. Some we hear about and some we do not but 

they need to be co-ordinated.  We would have an issue with the HSA running this because we think there should 

be a dedicated farm safety group looking after it. We think it deserves that. It is a no-brainer because the RSA 

did a successful campaign. We have no doubt that some of the same images and television campaigns that the 

RSA used to reverse and lower the number of road deaths need to be used in this case as well. This is what 

needs to be done. I repeat that the GAA should be involved much more. For example, there are some high-

profile GAA players who would be good at spreading the message. Young people look up to them, as do adults 

and farmers. We need to use them more. We also need to use the ICA more because if a farmer was to listen to 

no one else I can guarantee he would listen to the wife, the partner or the girlfriend. If she says it, he might 

listen. 

I am delighted to see the farming organisations are here. They need to work together and with all others as well. 

In our view it is a case of hitting the young people with stark messages and using the stick with them and in the 

case of the more seasoned farmers, use the carrot approach because they will not react to too much stick. 

I thank the committee for having us. We wish the members well in their work. Farm safety is a big issue in rural 

Ireland. We ask the committee to report pretty quickly, using a language that we can understand and giving 

practical suggestions. I say this because farmers will react to practical suggestions. They are the leaders in 

practicality. If the committee gives us the leadership we will do the rest at no cost to the State whatsoever. 

Chairman: I welcome Mr. Patrick Duffy who has travelled from the opposite direction, from Ballybay, County 

Monaghan. Patrick is 16 years old and he works regularly on his father's and uncle's farms. He has conducted 

research on farm safety for a school project that has designed a farm safety board game which he has sent to the 

committee and which will be circulated. I invite Patrick to make his submission to the committee. He is very 
welcome and it is good to see young people here because they are the future of farming. Patrick will be farming 

long after a lot of us are gone, politically and otherwise. 

Mr. Patrick Duffy: Is mór an onóir dom a bheith anseo inniu le bheith ag caint faoi sábháilteacht ar an bhfeirm. 
Gan dabht, is ábhar fiorthábhachtach é an t-ábhar seo agus tá áthas an domhain orm deis a fháil labhairt faoi. My 

name is Patrick Duffy and I am from County Monaghan. I am a member of the farming community. As the 

Chairman said, I work regularly on my own farm at home and on my uncle's farm down the road. I am currently 

a transition year student at Ballybay Community College in County Monaghan. 

As a young person living in rural Ireland today I believe I have some knowledge and some experience of farm 

safety. Today I will talk about farm safety from a young person's perspective. Of the 30 people who died on 



 

 

Irish farms last year, five were children. Three of these children were under the age of seven. According to the 

HSA, 22 children died on Irish farms between 2005 and 2014. This is an extraordinarily high number for such a 

small and young age group. 

In my view there is currently a lack of awareness among young people regarding farm safety. If we want to 

lower the number of deaths and accidents among young people, this attitude must change. The way forward to 

promote this awareness, as has been mentioned earlier, is through education both at home and at school.  

In my submission I called for farm safety to be taught as a compulsory subject throughout primary school, from 

junior infants to sixth class. This education should be continued on to second level as part of the transition year 

programme. 

As part of a school project two or three years ago I designed a farm safety board game which is aimed at 

primary school children to teach them the rights and wrongs, per se, of safety on the farm. It is a very simple 

game. If the dice rolls on a positive space, such as "farmer wearing a reflective jacket" or "farm safety signs in 

place", the player goes forward two or three spaces.  On the other hand, if I land in a negative space such as 

"children playing in a field with a bull" or near "an open slurry tank", I have to go back two or three spaces. The 

aim of the game is to highlight the dangers on farms in a fun and interactive way. Children often learn better this 

way than they do in reading information in a book. Not only will the game be a good tool in the classroom, if 

children bring it home to their families and play it with parents, grandparents and siblings, they will also be 

teaching these other family members about farm safety. This was a point made by one of the Senators. Believe it 
or not, sometimes it is the child who can teach the adult. I attended an IFA meeting in County Monaghan 

recently at which a farmer told me he how he had wanted to bring his son with him one day in his tractor. The 

child refused to go because he knew about the Health and Safety Authority's regulation banning children under 

the age of seven years from being in a tractor cab. This young boy had heard about the regulation on the news or 

heard other farmers talking about it. It was because he was informed and educated that he could, in turn, inform 

and educate his parent on an issue to do with farm safety. I see no reason this cannot happen and I am sure this 

will happen on a broader scale if there is more education on these matters in schools. 

My board game is only one example of the many ways in which we can teach farm safety to young people. 

Another tool I wish to bring to the committee's attention is "Stay Safe on the Farm with Jessy", a joint 

publication by the HSA and Teagasc. It tells the story of a dog bringing her puppies around the farm on which 

they live, pointing to the various hazards and how to avoid accidents. It is from this book that I learned most of 

my knowledge of farm safety. When we were small my parents would sit us down as a family and read the book 

to us, emphasising the various dangers on our farm and other farms. Every farm family should have a copy of 

this book and ensure it is read to their small children. 

There is a lack of awareness among young people involved in farming regarding farm safety. The way to 

increase the level of awareness is through more education at home and in school, at both primary and secondary 

level. There must be greater co-operation between young people and their parents on this issue. If that is done, 

we will see a decrease in the number of on-farm fatalities and accidents involving young people. 

Chairman: Mr. Duffy was the seventh person to make a presentation to the committee but the first to finish 

right on time. He must have a stop watch. 

Senator Maurice Cummins:  I compliment Mr. Connie O'Driscoll of Mizen Rovers GAA Club and Mr. Patrick 

Duffy on their presentations. Until Mr. O'Driscoll spoke we had not heard as much about Goleen since P. J. 

Sheehan was a Member of the other House. However, we never forget about it. It is highly appropriate that a 

small club which represents an organisation that has roots in the rural community and is present in every parish 

in the country should be to the forefront in promoting farm safety. Mizen Rovers has taken a novel approach in 

using prominent GAA players to raise awareness of the issues involved. It is a worthy initiative which should be 
taken up by the Health and Safety Authority and everybody involved in the promotion of farm safety. I 

compliment Mizen Rovers GAA Club on its proposals and care for players. I have noted the details included in 

its submission of its driving academy and so on. It is clearly a very progressive club.   Mr. Duffy's board game is 

a novel idea. He stressed what most farming organisations have already stressed, namely, that education is the 

key to farm safety. He was able to quote from the HSE-Teagasc booklet, where he got most of his information 

from and where he was taught farm safety, and this shows the importance of leaflets in education, especially that 

of young people. 



 

 

A number of people have spoken about transition year and primary schools and I agree that if we inform people 

at a young age about farm safety that is how we will win because, mar a deireann an seanfhocal, "Mol an óige 

agus tiocfaidh sí." That is what we should be doing as regards farm safety. 

Chairman: Senator Marie-Louise O'Donnell was listening very intently and taking copious notes so I am sure 

she has very good questions. 

Senator Marie-Louise O'Donnell: I do not so much have questions. I want to say to Mr. Duffy, "You are the 

business". He is everything the organisation could wish for, namely, an articulate young person talking about 

farm safety. I am sure the mantle will fall to him some day. This is exactly what the Seanad Public Consultation 

Committee is about; it is about bringing in new life, new thought and new ideas and marrying them with what is 

already there as we move forward. I compliment Mr. Duffy and Mr. O'Driscoll for the great way they discussed 

the whole area and for the way they brought it to life. They have created new ways to educate young people and 

I agree with them that unless things start in primary school they will not be relevant to people in their 20s. Not 

everybody has the privilege to grow up with a lot of very good mentors around them. 

I congratulate Mr. Duffy. I should not say he has a future career in politics because it might not be what he 

wants as politics can close down a lot of creativity. I also congratulate Mizen Rovers for all they have done and 

for the way they have looked at the trajectory of the GAA going forward in the context of the development of 

farm safety. I have the privilege with RTE of spending a lot of time on farms around the country and it never 

ceases to amaze me how, in an instant and in any season, something can happen involving machinery when we 

are not paying full attention. 

I thank the witnesses again. They were most informative. 

Chairman: They are very welcome to go down to Goleen, Mizen or Barley Cove. 

Senator Martin Conway:  I agree with the articulate way Senator O'Donnell described the witnesses' 

contributions. When we as a committee advertised for submissions we hoped we would get interesting ones and 

not just from professionals in the State agencies. We hoped for submissions from other people which would give 

us inspiration and belief that there are ideas and people who can make a difference. Mr. Duffy's board game is 

inspirational and if he is demonstrating these skills at transition year level the world is his oyster in terms of 

what he can achieve in his professional career when he develops it. 

I have seen people submit ideas to "Dragons' Den" that have more of a social dimension than a money-making 

dimension and the dragons have offered finance for the person to achieve his or her objective. I suggest Mr. 

Duffy would do a lot worse than going before the next "Dragons' Den" series to help put this board game in 

every school and public library in the country. I am sure representatives of the HSE are in the Visitors Gallery. 

They act as the dragons on this occasion by providing the funding.  It probably would not cost a great deal to 

provide that type of support but it could achieve a lot in a subtle and inoffensive way. Mr. Eddie Downey spoke 
earlier about advocating for farmers rather than penalising them. Mr. Duffy's invention is worth pursuing as a 

means of getting the message across in a helpful way. His board game is only at its inception and can really be 

driven forward. 

The GAA is not an organisation but a movement which is represented in every parish in the country. My wife is 
the secretary of our local club and I will be advising her that it should do something similar to what is being 

done at Mizen Rovers. She might not like me telling her what to do, but this is a great initiative and the GAA 

has a critical role to play on this issue. It should begin by hiring a full-time farm safety officer at headquarters. It 

already has equality officers and integration officers, who play a very important role. I have worked with the 

integration officer at Croke Park and have attended meetings there. One often sees at matches a message 

displayed on the big screen about the importance of treating everybody with respect. The GAA has made great 

strides in breaking down barriers to participation by the new Irish and members of minority communities. If it 

were prepared to put a few quid into this by hiring a full-time farm safety officer, what Mizen Rovers has 

achieved could be replicated in every club in the country. Such an initiative would ultimately save lives. 

Senator Diarmuid Wilson: I thank Mr. O'Driscoll and Mr. Duffy for their excellent presentations. Senator 

O'Donnell summed it up when she said Mr. Duffy is the business. Many of us seasoned politicians would have 

great difficulty giving as balanced and well delivered a presentation as he gave us today. He should be very 



 

 

proud of himself. Has Mr. Duffy taken any action in the direction of Senator Conway's suggestion that he look 

into producing his board game as a commercial venture? Has he spoken, for example, to any of the 

organisations in County Monaghan or at national level about it? Mr. Duffy has the gift of delivering a message. 

Has he considered going out to the wider community in Monaghan or even venturing as far as his neighbouring 

counties of Cavan and Louth to give his presentation to secondary schools initially and then perhaps to primary 

schools? I am sure many educational institutions would be very willing to sponsor him to do so. It certainly is 
something worth pursuing. I urge him to keep up the excellent work he is doing. He is a credit to his family, his 

school in Ballybay and his county. 

Will Mr. O'Driscoll indicate what sparked the initiative at Mizen Rovers to establish a road safety programme, a 

health and welfare committee and a jobs and enterprise committee? Most GAA clubs have a health and welfare 
committee but I doubt if many also have a road safety programme or a jobs and enterprise committee. It is a 

very welcome initiative by Mr. O'Driscoll's club. Is he aware of the same thing being done anywhere else in the 

country among the GAA community? Has Mizen Rovers considered putting down a motion for the next 

congress calling on the GAA to employ a farm safety officer at national level, with a view to working down 

towards local communities?  As Senator Conway said, the GAA is a movement represented in every parish in 

the Thirty-two Counties of this country. Farm safety is an issue for the Thirty-two Counties of this country, not 

just the Twenty-six Counties of the Irish Republic. I thank the delegates again for their presentation and for 

coming all the way from west Cork to make a presentation to members and the Chairman, Senator O'Donovan. 

Chairman: I ask contributors to be brief in their questions and answers. If there are comments in favour of what 

has been said, they should be taken on board as positive. A number of questions have been asked, including by 

the Leader of the Seanad, Senator Maurice Cummins, and Senators O'Donnell and Conway. I will allow the 

delegates answer the questions asked to them and we will then move on because Senator O'Brien has indicated 

she has a question or two. I invite Mr. Duffy to speak first. Youth is honourable this time. 

Mr. Patrick Duffy: Let me answer Senator Wilson's question. I hope to produce my game and make it available 

to families and schools. If I do not, it will go to waste. An idea I have is to go to agricultural shows around 

County Monaghan and, as suggested, Virginia in Cavan, to make the board games available there. 

With regard to the community, I have visited my old primary school in Ballybay, Scoil Éanna. I played the 

board game there with students from sixth and third classes. They had fun, which is good, and more important, 

they learned something. I asked them a couple of questions afterwards on farm safety and 71% got all the 

answers right or had one question wrong. I was very happy with those results. I would like to make the product 

available to more schools, both primary and secondary, because this is where most value can be gleaned from it. 

I will definitely be considering this in the future. 

Chairman: Mr. Connie O'Driscoll has some questions to answer. 

Mr. Connie O'Driscoll: I wish to respond to Senator Wilson. I will leave the question on the GAA congress to 

my colleague, Mr. Tim Sheehan. 

I mentioned where the idea came from earlier. We need all our players. We have a saying that might sound 

crude to some. We always say that jerseys should be on young players' backs on the field and definitely not on 

coffins. I know that is crude and hurtful to people who have suffered but it is a reality. Much of the time, jerseys 

are where they should not be because of road accidents. That brought it home to us. Two lads from our club 

were lucky to escape a pretty serious road accident. It came home to us that there were other factors to be 

considered. We certainly need the youth to play games but we should have an input into other areas of their 

lives. Often, young players would start training with us in February and March and play games throughout the 

summer, shedding blood, sweat and tears. They would disappear in September and would not be seen again until 

March. We believed we needed to have more input into their lives. We believed the GAA club was the ideal 
organisation through which to deal with some of the problems they experience. That is where the idea came 

from. We broadened the initiative from one focusing on road safety to one including health and well-being, in 

addition to the jobs and enterprise element, which was a really serious issue in 2010 and still is. If the parents 

are not working in an area, there will not be kids to play the games. 

I will leave the question on congress to Mr. Sheehan. 



 

 

Mr. Tim Sheehan: The GAA congress is a means of the club going forward into the county. We have not 

thought about the Senator's idea, to be honest. He is the first person that has triggered it. It appears to be an 

option to be considered. To get it beyond Frank, it might be difficult. It is probably worth a shot, however. It 

sounds like a good idea. 

Chairman: By "Frank", does Mr. Tim Sheehan mean Mr. Frank Murphy of the Cork GAA county board? 

Mr. Tim Sheehan: Yes. 

Chairman: Senator Mary Ann O'Brien wished to ask a question, and I will also have a question to conclude this 

tranche. 

Senator Mary Ann O'Brien:  Yes, I will be very brief. I wish to say how much I enjoyed Mr. Connie 

O'Driscoll's and Mr. Patrick Duffy's presentation. I wish I had been Mr. Duffy's student at school because I 
would probably have ended up as an A student. Play makes a subject come alive and he brought it alive today. It 

engages the right and left sides of the brain. Albert Einstein described play as the greatest form of research and 

the easiest way for people to learn. 

Our Leader, Senator Maurice Cummins, comes from Waterford where Hasbro, the board game company, is 
based. We have to help the witness go national with that board game. It is a gift for the young and is the easiest 

way to bring the whole subject alive for them. Well done to Patrick. He is an inspiration. I do not know if he 

will ever make a politician because he is an entrepreneur first. He will be in business before long. 

Mr. Patrick Duffy: Thank you. 

Chairman: I think he would be lost in politics. 

Mr. Patrick Duffy: I must thank my teachers in Ballybay who have given me a lot of encouragement, 

particularly Ms Noone and Ms Harvey who helped me find printers. We are still looking. 

Chairman: You will find them. We have a saying down our way: "All work and no play makes Jack a dull 

boy." I wish to wrap up this tranche now. I am encouraged by Mr. Patrick Duffy's presentation. If farming 

attitudes are to change, young people like him are the ideal role models. We are here to listen but if he and his 

peers at that age can reflect positive thinking on farm safety, the next generation will have a lot less to fear than 

we had. 

I am also encouraged by Mr. Connie O'Driscoll and Mr. Tim Sheehan, my friends from close to home, and the 

way in which they have an integrated approach to their community. Apart from farm safety, they also touched 

on the mental health of their players, which is hugely important. Have they ever considered creating a model 

farm, if possible, in order that people could visit and see how to do things? 

More than many other clubs, Mizen Rovers suffers from emigration. It is 80 miles from Cork city, so emigration 

is an ongoing problem. I was also encouraged by the fact that the members took it upon themselves to visit the 

centre near Bantry where that woman began training farmers. One can learn to drive tractors there and it is one 

of the first such places in Ireland. It is encouraging that a community as remote as theirs is represented here 

today to make a presentation to this committee. Theirs is a really rural community, so I acknowledge the fact 

that they have come here to comment on farm safety. 

I will let Mr. O'Driscoll or Mr. Sheehan have the last word. In the final minute or two they can wrap up on what 

I and Senator Mary Ann O'Brien have said. 

Mr. Connie O'Driscoll: I thank the Chairman and Senator Mary Ann O'Brien. This arose out of a necessity for 

education and awareness of farm safety. We have a small base of players, so every player is vital to us. We need 

to protect them in every possible way. We are a long way from anywhere so journeys do not frighten us. We 

may have to make a round trip of 80 miles to play a game. That would frighten most guys, but it does not 

frighten us. It is like going on holidays when we go to play an away game. 



 

 

We are lucky to have the centre in Bantry that is close to us. We can access it, as it is only 15 miles away. It is 

handy to have that unique facility both for car and tractor driving. All these things are important.  As we said 

earlier, a co-ordinated approach is very important in dealing with the problem. I hope the committee will suggest 

a mirror organisation like the Road Safety Authority to deal with the farm safety problem. It is vital. I do not 

want to be too critical of the HSA but it is seen to deal more with construction. I accept it has a farming section 

but what is needed are people who understand farming to deal with this issue. There needs to be a big input from 
the farming organisations. We would call for more of a carrot than a stick approach when it comes to established 

farmers. They need encouragement but they are willing to change which they have proved many times over the 

years. I am sure they will not be found wanting on this matter. 

On the point of change in the GAA and getting it to broaden its remit, we would find that difficult. 
Organisations tend to deal with their core business and stick to it. It is difficult at times to get them to think 

outside the box. We will not stop nagging them, however, and encouraging them to change. I believe it will 

happen and the GAA will have a significant role in promoting farm safety. I like the idea of it appointing an 

officer in this regard. I know Colm O’Reagan based in Croke Park whose remit could be broadened to 

concentrate on this. 

Senator Paul Coghlan: What breed is the black bull Mr. Patrick Duffy has on his board? Is it a Kerry bull? 

Chairman: He could be any kind of a bull. 

Mr. Tim Sheehan: Listening to the presentation one would think we are focused on safety with machinery but 

there is another side to this. Earlier the ICSA referred to farm stock, an issue which needs to be addressed. A 

mothering cow is far more dangerous than any bull I have ever seen. Cattle are not being handled as much or as 

often as before, even on dairy farms, and are proving to be very dangerous, especially with young kids and 
elderly people. This issue needs to be taken on board as well but I am not so sure how to come around to it. It is 

mostly through awareness and being careful. As Senator Marie-Louise O’Donnell said, an accident can happen 

in a split second, so awareness is important. 

Chairman: On behalf of the committee, I thank the delegations for their enlightening submissions. All their 
points will be taken on board and will be included when Senator Martin Conway, the rapporteur, will do our 

final report. It is hoped we will be able to invite the delegations to its launch in May. 

Sitting suspended at 4.15 p.m. and resumed at 4.30 p.m. 

Chairman: The committee will now hear presentations from a number of contributors with their roots in rural 

and farming communities and families. Embrace FARM, or farming accidents - remembered and missed, was 

founded in 2014 by Mr. Brian Rohan whose father, Liam, died as a result of an accident on his farm in County 

Laois in 2012. The organisation was established to provide bereavement support to widows and family members 

of farmers who died at work. Embrace FARM sent the committee links to videos which it has produced and they 
stand as eloquent testimony to the lives of those who have died in farm accidents. They remind us of the real 

people behind the statistics and of the families and friends who are coping with the loss. Embrace FARM is 

represented today by Mr. Brian Rohan and Mr. Peter Gohery, who are both directors of the organisation. 

We also have representatives from Irish Rural Link, which was formed in 1991 as a national network of 
organisations and individuals campaigning for sustainable rural development in Ireland and Europe.  The 

organisation has undertaken a number of farm safety initiatives and has identified three key areas for priority 

action. Irish Rural Link is represented by Mr. Séamus Boland and Mr. Vincent Nally. Councillor John Dolan 

represents the Athlone electoral area on Westmeath County Council, and in his submission to the committee he 

has put forward a number of practical proposals to improve and promote farm safety. The witnesses are all very 

welcome. 

Before we begin, I remind witnesses that their position before the committee is that of a witness. Witnesses are 

protected by absolute privilege in respect of the evidence they give to the committee. However, if they are 

directed by it to cease giving evidence on a particular matter and they continue to so do, they will thereafter be 

entitled only to qualified privilege in respect of their evidence. They are directed that only evidence connected 

with the subject matter of these proceedings is to be given and are asked to respect the parliamentary practice to 



 

 

the effect that, where possible, they should not criticise or make charges against any person by name or in such a 

way as to make him or her identifiable. 

All of the submissions made will form part of our report. I invite the Embrace FARM representatives to address 

the committee. We will then move on to the other groups in this tranche, followed by questions and answers. 

Mr. Brian Rohan: I am accompanied by Mr. Peter Gohery, a survivor of a serious accident on a farm, in which 

he unfortunately lost a leg. He will deal with any queries on surviving a farm accident. My wife Norma and I 

founded Embrace FARM last year following the death of my father Liam as result of an accident on our family 

farm in County Laois in 2012. 

Embrace FARM was established to hold a remembrance service for all those lost on the farms of Ireland. The 

first national remembrance service was held in Abbeyleix, County Laois, in June last year in honour of all those 

people who had been killed or seriously injured in farm accidents. The service was led by Roman Catholic and 

Church of Ireland bishops and was attended by more than 600 people, including the Taoiseach's aide-de-camp, 

Commandant Kieran Carey, the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine, Deputy Simon Coveney, the 

Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade, Deputy Charles Flanagan, and the heads of numerous farming 

organisations and companies, including our provincial ambassadors for Embrace FARM - Mr. John Hayes, who 

represents Munster, Mr. Adrian Flavin from Connacht, Mr. Rory Best from Ulster, and Mr. Sean O'Brien from 

Leinster - and the former GAA president, Mr. Nicky Brennan. 

As families made contact to ask that their loved ones' names be remembered at the service, many relayed quite 

harrowing stories of the practical fallout of farm fatalities, which, of course, added to the awful emotional toll. 

The practical toll included financial and legal issues, particularly for widows. Not only do they have to take over 

the farm, but their hardship is compounded by their bank accounts' being frozen and the fact that they cannot 
provide an income for their families or pay bills on the farm, no matter how well the business is operating. In 

some cases, widows are completely new to the business of farming and have no knowledge of what to do on the 

farm or how to deal with the reams of paperwork. 

Following a meeting with the Minister last September in which we outlined the difficulties that can arise when 
the main farmer dies suddenly, whether as a result of a farm accident or otherwise, we requested a liaison officer 

within the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine to assist families in dealing with the paperwork, on 

issues as simple as when to fill out forms and how to complete them. The Minister, to his absolute credit, 

granted the request within two days. I must also commend him on the safety grant for farmers. We also 

requested a safe play area for children, which is needed on some, but not all, farms. 

We have held a number of bereavement support counselling sessions with farm families affected by fatal 

accidents. The sessions have proved enormously beneficial and helpful to attendees, to the extent that there are 

now requests from across the country to roll out similar sessions, something that Embrace FARM is seeking to 

develop, including counselling and support for survivors of serious accidents. Financing these is our current 

obstacle. 

 

As we already mentioned, we have come across many hardship cases. We know of one young widow with 

children who cannot access the farm business bank account and, therefore, is left struggling to provide for her 

children, not to mention trying to run the family farm business, pay for feed and fertiliser and buy cattle. In 

another situation, a woman has had to hire two solicitors, one to represent herself and another to represent her 

young children. She now has to take legal action against her children's estate in order to provide for her children, 
as she was not married to the father. We are also aware of a situation in which a bank is trying to take the family 

home of a widow in lieu of debts owed but the widow does not have the means to appoint a solicitor to act on 

her behalf as the farm's bank account has been shut down. This type of impasse must be addressed as a matter of 

urgency.  In the case of a family farm with heavy borrowings and no will or life cover in place, it compounds an 

already unbearable situation for a woman who has lost her husband, the father of her children and her family's 

breadwinner. 

Based on the demand for supports, we have moved to put the organisation on a more professional and formal 

footing. We have set up a board of ten directors for Embrace FARM. We are in the process of registering as a 

charity. Our mission is to become a support network for those affected by fatal and non-fatal farm accidents. 

Our key objectives are to establish regional support networks for families, including bereavement groups, and to 

highlight to farming organisations and Government and State bodies that a lack of services is available to the 



 

 

farming community after accidents take place. As an organisation, we want to emphasise that some changes are 

necessary, not least within the banking sector, to enable the family to access the farm bank account following 

the death of the account holder, simply in order that the business can continue to operate, a wage can be paid to 

a farm worker or manager to keep the business running and provision can be made for the widow and children. 

We also suggest that when a bank gives a farmer a mortgage, life cover must kick in on day one with no opt-out 

facility. We believe there is a need to compel farmers to make a will. Perhaps this could be linked to farm 

insurance or EU payments. Perhaps it would not be possible to obtain farm insurance in the absence of a will. 

Senators may be aware of our farm safety awareness campaign, What's Left Behind, which we launched last 

year and details of which have been circulated to the committee. This campaign was initiated in response to the 

dramatic rise in the number of farm fatalities, which had increased by 87% since 2013. The campaign, which 
involved the production and circulation to the media of a series of videos featuring family members who had 

lost loved ones through farm fatalities, has received huge national and local media coverage. One particular 

video has received more than 250,000 views. It is hoped that the campaign will shed light on the growing 

dangers on our farms - last year was the worst year for farm fatalities for more than 20 years - and encourage 

greater farm safety practices. 

The Embrace FARM campaign would not have been possible without the support of the ABP Food Group, 

which funded it in its entirety without any request for mention. I record our gratitude for the support of this 

group. I also thank the families of the bereaved for their incredible generosity in allowing their harrowing stories 

to be told, simply in order that others might not have to face the same dreadful ordeal. We believed that this 

foray into farm safety awareness was essential. While our focus will remain on providing supports to the 

bereaved, we are asking the Government to fund a national farm safety advertisement campaign on television 

and radio, much like the successful campaign undertaken some years ago by the Road Safety Authority that led 

to a reduction in the number of road deaths. We are also asking the Government to consider rolling out a schools 

programme to educate the farmers of tomorrow about farm safety. 

I would like to conclude by extending to all the Senators and farming representatives who are in attendance an 

open invitation to attend this year's Embrace FARM remembrance service, which will be held in Abbeyleix, 

County Laois, on 28 June 2015. If they attend, they will be able to see for themselves the devastation that is left 

behind following a death or serious injury on a farm in Ireland. I thank the committee for inviting me to address 

today's hearing. We would welcome any questions Senators might have. 

Chairman: We will move on to Mr. Seamus Boland and Mr. Vincent Nally of Irish Rural Link. 

Mr. Seamus Boland: Irish Rural Link, which has been going since 1991, represents a range of community 

groups throughout the country and its theme is sustainable rural communities. My colleague, Mr. Vincent Nally, 

will speak in a moment about a pilot programme that is organised by Irish Rural Link and funded and supported 

by the Health and Safety Authority. The aim of the programme, which is entitled "farmers inspiring farmers", is 

to facilitate farmers in mentoring other farmers and to move the focus away from inspectors, directives and 

legalities in order that ordinary farmers can learn the on-farm skills and forms of knowledge that make their 

farms safer. Farmers are by their nature very busy. They may not have the yard in perfect order. It is not a 
demonstration plate. Farmers can relate to other farmers who understand what it is to have a yard which may be 

dangerous. I ask my colleague, Mr. Vincent Nally, to speak further about the pilot programme. 

Mr. Vincent Nally: I will explain a little bit about the mentor programme. Irish Rural Link was asked to be 

represented on the farm safety partnership. For my sins, I was chosen. Initially, I did not realise the importance 
and weight that sat on my shoulders. Even though I was farming myself, I did not realise what was happening 

on farms.   Irish Rural Link examined what input we could make and developed what was probably the first ever 

bottom-up approach to farm safety, one which triggered farmers to become involved and part of the process. We 

decided to recruit a number of farmers for a programme by trying to give them something. We delivered a train 

the trainer course with a farm focus. The course is capacity building and aimed at giving farmers the skills they 

need to communicate the message. It has been very successful in terms of outcomes and achievements. We 

ended up with 13 active inventors on the ground, all of whom were ordinary farmers who would speak to fellow 

farmers. They have delivered big in terms of outcomes. The programme was delivered in four midland counties, 

which together are considered a blackspot. While the use of statistics can be difficult, it should be noted that 

only one of the 29 deaths last year was recorded in the mentor programme area. 



 

 

The focus of the programme was to train farmers to target fellow farmers. They utilised media such as 

discussion groups, marts, agricultural shows and other large shows in the catchment area and used different 

ideas to target farmers. One particular initiative, which was widely discussed, was generated from an idea from 

farmers themselves. It involved securing a discounted offer from a local provider of dry shaft covers. The 

importer and local distributor offered a purchasing group of 100 farmers a dry shaft cover for €5 in return for 

promotion among at least four friends and neighbours. When the importer called me to say he had a problem 
with the programme, I thought I was in trouble. The problem, however, was that his stores were empty of covers 

because the initiative had been a sell-out success. 

The process produced a number of worthwhile ideas from farmers. We were capitalising on the peer-to-peer 

approach. There is great empathy among farmers who share many of their ideas and we capitalised on this in the 
programme. Among the ideas that emerged were an improved calving gate design and the use of retractable 

spikes for loaders. The most worthwhile idea, about which the committee will hear more in future, is an 

invention that removes the dangerous gas, hydrogen sulfide, from slurry. It involves using a retrofit slat that has 

been worked on with an engineering company. This invention has the potential to make slurry gas safe and 

provide an energy source for farmers. It could have significant environment benefits in terms of treating slurry 

in a low temperature unit. We are working on this device as we speak and have taken out a patent on it. We hope 

to develop the idea with funders in the next few weeks. 

It was unbelievable what emerged when farmers came together and engaged on the topic of safety. Farmers 

share many ideas on grass management and breed improvement. They need to include safety in their vocabulary 

and day-to-day communications with each other. Irish Rural Link is pleased to have an opportunity to address 

the committee on this issue. I emphasise the need for better supports and a bottom-up approach, which has never 

been tried before. We heard today about a carrot-and-stick approach. Surely farmers should be supported on an 

issue such as this. We had efforts to save bats, birds and bees with GLAS and the rural environment protection 

and agri-environment options schemes, yet support has never been provided for a farm safety initiative. Farmers 

must be involved in the process and better supports must be provided for bottom-up initiatives that trigger 
attitudinal and behavioural change. This is the common denominator that is not being triggered.  We hope the 

pilot could be looked at as a model that should be mainstreamed and supported. The farmers who got involved 

in this did so gratis. I see the network that has evolved from the process and I feel it has significant potential to 

be mainstreamed. Hopefully, this message is communicated here today. 

Mr. John Dolan: I thank the committee for the invitation to present my recommendations to it. In particular, I 

thank Senator Conway for making me aware of this process in the first place. I am a dairy farmer from outside 

Athlone in County Westmeath. I am married with three children, one of whom is in agricultural college and will 

farm with me. I worked in the pharmaceutical industry as a quality assurance inspector before becoming a full-

time farmer. I know of five people who have lost their lives through farm accidents and this has given me an 

interest in trying to change the serious death rate in Irish agriculture. As we know, 30 people were killed in 

agriculture last year. This must change. 

As I mentioned previously, I have worked outside agriculture, which many of my farming colleagues have not 

done. The attitude to work safety in other industries is totally different and safety is accepted as part of normal 

work practice. I worked in Elan Pharmaceutical Technologies outside Athlone. I would never have been allowed 

to bring my children into work with me for obvious reasons as it would have been too dangerous, yet I never 

gave a thought to bringing them on the farm. I am not advocating preventing children from being out on the 

farm but I am just pointing out the difference in attitudes between industry and agriculture. Attitude is the most 

important word that will be used here today and it is key to improving the situation. Nobody sets out to kill or 

injure or to be killed or injured on their farm. A farm is a unique workplace as it is usually located beside the 
family home and involves help from family labour both young and old. A vast and unique set of skills is also 

required to run this farm as well. A farmer must be a vet, a mechanic, a labourer, an accountant, a negotiator, a 

personnel manager and a businessman or businesswoman. In most cases, the farm is run by one person who, at 

various times of the year, is working very long hours. This is the person who must also be a safety officer now. 

Unfortunately, many farms are not very profitable so the amount of income and cash available to invest in 

different measures may not be great. This is no excuse for having a dangerous farm, but it is definitely a factor 

in some of the dangers around the farms in Ireland. 

How do we improve farm safety? We can use a stick approach or a carrot approach. I believe in the carrot more 

than the stick. Attitudes need to change and this can only happen through education and awareness of the 

dangers in farming today. I recently ran an information night in Moate which was attended by almost 60 people, 



 

 

many of whom were young people, so there is an interest in farm safety and I think that most of us recognise 

that the industry has to change. My first recommendation is that every farmer should complete the half-day 

safety course provided by Teagasc. I believe the cost is €25. This should be voluntary at first but if things do not 

improve, it should be made compulsory and be part of our code of good farming practice. I think someone said 

earlier today that nobody would be allowed on a building site without a basic safety course and the same should 

be true of farming. Regional on-farm safety open days, similar to the normal demonstrations of good 
management at the various open days I have attended, should be held to show what the practical issues are on 

farm. Discussion groups were mentioned. I am a member of a discussion group and I think they are the ideal 

medium for getting the message out there. Discussion groups meetings should be targeted to give live 

demonstrations on how to repair faulty covers and make farms safer. They should probably be included in one 

or two meetings per year. We meet every month. That would be the regular meeting of discussion groups.   To 

incentivise the improvements required we need to extend the successful farm safety scheme. We also need to 

expand the range of options to include equipment now available, for example a slurry gas detector which one 

wears on one's belt. It is not included in the present scheme but it is a relatively cheap item at a cost of few 

hundred euro. It should be included in the next scheme to incentivise it . The person agitating the slurry wears it 

on his or her belt and it emits an alarm when gas is detected. People cannot detect the gas as it does not smell. 

A scrappage scheme was mentioned and I would definitely support this. It should be considered for tractors and 

dangerous machinery. PTO shafts were mentioned earlier, and it was suggested it would be good to have a 

switch at the back of the tractor to turn off the PTO shaft. If part of one's clothing is caught in a PTO shaft 

travelling at 540 revolutions a minute it will be dragged in at 2.4 meters a second, which does not give one much 

time to reach for a switch to turn it off. 

Young tractor drivers should be made display an "L" plate and complete a Teagasc farm safety course before 

they are given a licence at the age of 16. Often these young drivers, who have little experience of driving, work 

very long hours with silage outfits, perhaps travelling on a tractor with 10 tonnes to 12 tonnes of grass on a 

trailer behind it. At least a very basic safety course would make them aware of the dangers associated with the 

machinery they are driving. 

Unfortunately none of us have all of the answers, and no matter how careful we are accidents will happen, but 

we must try to minimise the dangers with sensible and rational solutions to help people educate themselves, 

upgrade their farms and save lives. 

Senator Maurice Cummins: I compliment Embrace FARM, Irish Rural Link and Councillor John Dolan for 

their presentations. I compliment Embrace FARM for its counselling and support for bereaved families. Would 

Mr. Peter Gohery like to discuss his farm accident and let us know what happened? It is entirely up to himself. 

Irish Rural Link and Councillor Dolan mentioned discussion groups and farmers meeting farmers. This is the 
key. The message must come from the bottom up as has been mentioned. The carrot and stick approach has also 

been mentioned. Much of the regulation we have is necessary but according to the vast majority of the 

submissions, encouragement and education are key, particularly educating young people. It is good that similar 

proposals are being made. The scrappage scheme was mentioned by a number of speakers and must be 

considered. This will form part of our report and recommendations. 

Senator Paul Coghlan: I compliment Embrace FARM, Irish Rural Link and Councillor John Dolan. As 

Senator Cummins stated, a number of issues have been raised several times, particularly the dangers of PTOs on 

the back of tractors and a scrappage scheme. As Senator Cummins stated, please God they will be in our 

recommendations. The event to be held in Abbeyleix on 28 June will be important. The proposal with regard to 

slurry gas is excellent and would make it safe. The fact it has a beneficial side effect which can be put to good 

use for the farmer is excellent, and is something else we will examine and, please God, advance further. As 

Councillor John Dolan stated, it is all down to good farming practice.  As has been stated, if a successful farm 

safety scheme does not come about with a carrot, the use of the stick must be imposed down the line. The issue 

is too serious now. Best practice can be evident in industry but farms are industries in their own way, so best 

practice must apply there as well. 

I compliment the witnesses, as their submissions have been excellent and very worthwhile. Hopefully we will be 

able to further advance those ideas through our rapporteur. 

Senator Martin Conway:  I offer my sympathies to Mr. Gohery on his bereavement. At least something good 

is coming out of it because of what he is doing and the work in which he has engaged. The proposal to have this 



 

 

public consultation came after I heard a Clare FM interview with Mr. Eugene Hogan, who lost his brother in a 

farming accident in Offaly. The following week I proposed a public consultation on farm safety. I am thankful 

the House agreed to it and we are here today. 

Embrace FARM is doing great work, as we saw with the appearances on the "Late Late Show". I have been on 

that programme so I know the impact it has. In an indirect way, the publicity will save lives because it is raising 

awareness. Irish Rural Link has always done great work and it is no surprise to me that it has embraced this as a 

very important rural issue. We had people from the GAA before us earlier and they also have a critical role to 

play. I hope that as a result of today's work, we might see a national movement within the GAA. I proposed to 

the delegation that it would go back to the organisation and seek a full-time farm safety officer to be based in 

Croke Park. That, in itself, would drive other clubs to engage in safety awareness days. 

Mr. Dolan's testimonial today has been very powerful as he has had experience on both sides. He has run a farm 

and worked in industry, so he knows the different practices. Sometimes, farmers who do not work outside the 

farm and have been full-time farmers who would not necessarily see the difference between the farm and 

industry. We will take Mr. Dolan's suggestions on board and I thank him for the submission and his testimony. 
When we draft the report, we will draw a distinction between industry and farming. It is important for all of us 

to remember there are 245,000 people engaged in farming on either a full-time or part-time basis. Equally, there 

are 400,000 people living on farms in the country. I thank the witnesses, as the engagement has been very 

worthwhile. 

Senator Rónán Mullen: I join in the words of congratulations to our speakers and there is a great breadth of 

expertise. The work of Embrace FARM is very inspiring and I look forward to hearing what Mr. Gohery has to 

say because I have had the pleasure of meeting him and learning from him. He has particular issues to raise and 

to teach arising from his own experience. Irish Rural Link has done Trojan work, and I welcome the public 

representative who is combining his knowledge as a public representative with his farming background. 

I have a couple of questions. It strikes me that the mentoring programme from farmer to farmer is brilliant and 

survivors of farm accidents can make really great teachers. There is nothing as powerful as personal testimony. I 

am conscious of the fact that we have different constituencies, as well as people who suffered bereavement. I 

have a friend in Roscommon whose brother was killed in a tragic farm accident; he was a very skilful farmer 

who knew the business inside out. He was a highly regarded farmer but was attacked by a newly calved heifer. 

The work is so unpredictable and, as has been mentioned, tragedies can happen very quickly. There is the work 

that must be done for those who have been bereaved and we must also consider what can assist people who have 

survived farm accidents. 

We are very familiar with the way people can get their cars adapted when they have a disability. Is there a need 

for resources or potential for grant aid, for example, to enable farmers to get back behind the wheel of the tractor 

or whatever machinery is involved? We have heard in this session about the tremendous financial burden on 

people and uncertainty about banks, insurance and wills, etc. For those who survive farm accidents, is there a 

financial burden and what can be done to ameliorate it? 

Are resources needed for the work in educating people and enabling people like the excellent young man who 

we heard from earlier and who has developed a board game? Is there a way for farm accident survivors to share 

their expertise and knowledge or tell their stories in schools, which would be important? Starting early with 

young people to inculcate habits of safety is important. It is like learning to wash one's hands when leaving the 

bathroom. It must get to the point where it is second nature, as farm accidents happen so quickly. How can we 
inculcate habits of safety in young people? It takes culture a long time to change. I am sure the witnesses are 

familiar with the Saw Doctors and a famous song called "Hay Wrap". That involves a child asking his father if 

he can go on top of the trailer. In recent years, Mr. Leo Moran of the Saw Doctors became so conscious of farm 

safety that he added a new line about not going on the trailer when bringing home the hay and that a farm is not 

the place to play, etc. As the witness acknowledged, it takes time for that message to get through. In developing 

habits of safety among young people, it is surely important to get often to the schools, and particularly rural 

schools. I would love to hear what the witnesses think would be needed to enable people in such work. 

There is the issue of dealing with poisonous gases in slurry, and there have been positive comments in this 

regard. Only yesterday I spent two or three hours speaking with a friend who is involved with a local group 

water scheme. I met a businessman from Kerry who was talking about something similar and working on the 

aeration of slurry instead of having a hard crust that needs to be agitated and produces poisonous gases. I would 



 

 

be interested to know a little more about that project. It struck me as well that apart from the issue of farm 

safety, there would also be a potential reduction in nitrates, which would also be of interest to farmers. There 

may be a "win-win" scenario in this case. Resources are at the heart of my questions. What can be done to assist 

both the education process and those who have survived farm accidents? 

Chairman: Sometimes I can get confused, even as Leas-Chathaoirleach of the Seanad. We have just had 

questions and comments from Senator Rónán Mullen and now I am calling on Senator Michael Mullins. They 

might be related. 

Senator Michael Mullins:  As others have done, I extend a welcome to the representatives from Embrace 

FARM and Irish Rural Link, as well as Mr. Dolan. This has awakened in all of us the need for everybody, 

particularly farmers but also the general public, to be aware of the dangers on the family farm. We acknowledge 

that Senator Conway, as a result of the interview he heard on Clare FM, raised this issue in Seanad Éireann one 

morning. That has made everybody sit up and think, and today's process is a very productive follow-on from the 

intervention made by the Senator that morning. 

Mr. Rohan's statement brought home the terrible difficulties that a survivor of a tragic farm accident can have. 

There are legal and financial difficulties, for example, and there is a need for the State or organisation to provide 

support for people who find themselves in such a difficult position. Irish Rural Link is involved with everything 

that is significant in rural Ireland and it has put forward some very interesting suggestions. Councillor John 

Dolan has, like me, worked in industry. I spent many years as secretary of a safety committee in a multinational 
company in which I worked.  That committee met every two months and looked at various problems throughout 

the organisation. It put deadlines and targets in place for supervisors and managers who would have to account 

for themselves at the following meeting. A huge amount of time and effort is put into safety in multinational 

companies which contrasts sharply with how little time and resources are available to address the issue of safety 

on family farms. Some very significant and interesting suggestions have come forward from the contributions 

we have heard in the last half an hour. The whole area of education is important. Young learner drivers must 

display L plates and young farmers taking part in Teagasc farm safety courses should be mandatory in this day 

and age. The machinery that young farmers are handling now is so different to the machinery on farms in the 

past. The power of the equipment is so much greater now. If Teagasc can lay on a farm safety course over a half 

day for every farmer for €25, then it is a no-brainer that every farmer should be encouraged to take part. It is all 

about education and heightening awareness through advertising on radio, television and through local and social 

media. 

I ask the witnesses to comment on how we can start engineering some of the problems out of the farm. The 

detection of gases, for example, is one area but there are probably business opportunities for people who are 

close to farms and who see the potential problems which could be engineered off the farms. I am referring in 
particular to equipment, power take-offs and so forth. The witnesses have made us all sit up and think with their 

contributions. Unfortunately, all of us here know people who have either been very seriously injured or who 

have lost their lives through farm accidents. It is incumbent on all of us as public representatives to heighten 

awareness and continue to work with the various representative organisations to keep spreading the word about 

the need to be much more careful and safety conscious on farms. 

Chairman: The purpose of Senators being here today is to ask questions of our visitors, not to make prolonged 

statements. We are nine minutes into this segment and four questions have been asked. We will go straight to 

the answers now because --- 

Senator Martin Conway: Can I just clarify something I said earlier? I mixed Brian Rohan and Peter Gohery up 

in my comments and I just --- 

Chairman: That is understandable but the witnesses know to whom you were referring. We will now move on 
to getting answers to the questions that were asked and move away from the glorious commentaries, saying that 

the witnesses are great people and so forth because I said all that at the start. I would be interested, if possible, to 

hear a brief account from Peter of how his accident occurred. 

Mr. Peter Gohery: I am delighted to be here today to tell my story. Six years ago I never thought I would make 
it to this place or even to Dublin. I was very involved in construction, worked at home on the farm and would 

have known a lot about safety. Yet, when I went home in the evening, everything went out the window. Farm 



 

 

safety was just forgotten about. I never thought it could happen to me but when I had people working for me, I 

made sure that every safety mechanism was in place for them. Six years ago it was a lovely, fine day and we 

were probably under pressure to get work done. At around 6 p.m. on that Saturday evening I let my guard down 

and stood too close to a power shaft that was unguarded, a piece of loose clothing got caught and I lost my leg. I 

very nearly lost the second leg too and it took months to recover. 

At that time, when I went to hospital there were very few people to talk to and that is why I got involved with 

Embrace FARM. At the time, the organisation seemed to me to be all about those who had gone and there was 

nothing about the survivor but when I talked to Brian and Norma Rohan, I realised that they were there for the 

likes of me too, namely, a survivor. There were very few survivors to whom I could talk. I spent 16 weeks in 

Dún Laoghaire but there was nothing there for a farmer or an amputee. That is something that needs to be 
highlighted and funding for organisations like Embrace FARM is very important. There are farmers who will 

talk to members of Embrace but they will not talk to a professional. Members of Embrace have been involved in 

the same or similar situations and are able to relate to other farmers. There is no point in talking to someone who 

reads about these situations from textbooks and who does not really know what it is like. To take the example of 

child birth, I can read all about it but can I describe the pain of it? No, I cannot because I have never experienced 

it. 

On the issue of insurance, I was involved with the banks and had insurance for both personal accident and 

critical injury. One of the banks had no problem in paying out. The other bank was involved with the business. 

My wife phoned them to find out what they would pay out and they asked what had happened. She told them 

that I had lost the leg and that the other one was just barely hanging on. They told her to get back to them when I 

lost the other leg and they would pay out then because the policy stipulated that I had to lose two legs in order to 

collect. I know what people are going through when they cannot get insurance. I know what is going on there. 

The Department of Agriculture, Food and Marine also needs to cop on, for want of a better phrase. I remember 

when departmental officials came out to do a farm inspection. I was walking around on crutches but they had no 

sympathy for me. It is not as if we are trying to pull the wool over anyone's eyes. This all needs to be examined. 

The question is often asked as to why we do not make more safety-based investments on farms. If we were 

getting a better price for our product we would have more money to do so, like the big companies which are 

able to invest in safety. A contributor spoke earlier about working with Elan, which has an enormous budget for 

health and safety. Unfortunately, the budget on farms is limited. I am a suckler and beef farmer and the average 
take home pay for farmers like me last year was about €10,000. If the transmission fails on the machine in the 

morning, it is gone but I still have to support my family. That is where we are coming from. We do not have big 

budgets on farms. If anyone would like to talk more to me about this, I am happy to give my phone number to 

the committee and members can call me at any point. Others wish to speak today so I will let them continue. 

Chairman: I invite the other witnesses to pick up on the questions posed by Senators. 

Mr. Seamus Boland: Senator Mullins asked, in the context of various experts being here, where we go from 

here. We sympathise with the work being done by Embrace FARM. We would argue that a lot of farmers out 

there are very busy people. They are particularly busy at hay time, milking time and so forth and those are the 
times when accidents happen. The term "culture" is used in many different contexts but we must change the 

culture on farms. We have got to get people to walk around yards, their own or their neighbours' and notice 

risks. They have to see, for example, that a pallet should not be lying there, that a tractor should not be left with 

its loader up in the sky and so forth. It is a culture of noticing that we need to develop. Farmers have to think of 

everything else - they need to get this, that and the other together - and they forget about the guard and the 

safety. It is a safety culture that Embrace FARM, Mr. Dolan and all of the others who have presented today want 

to generate. We need to change the mindset of farmers. 

In the midlands, we got ordinary farmers to turn up to discuss these issues, to see what they do best and to 

respond to their colleagues. When a departmental inspector comes into a farmyard, farmers are worried about 

what he or she is looking for. No offence to the representatives from the Department of agriculture, but when an 

inspector arrives, the farmer's main objective is to get him or her out of the yard as quickly as possible instead of 

listening to his or her advice. When a farmer colleague or neighbour comes into the yard, on the other hand, 

farmers will listen to him or her. Indeed, farmers may compete with one another, saying to themselves, "He has 

a great yard but wait until I get my yard together. I'll soon show him".  It is a culture. One must notice the 

mistakes and notice the potential. The potential for organisations that have presented here to do so in some sort 
of proper safety forum is crucial because one has survivors who can speak and tell the truth, and people like 



 

 

ourselves who are ordinary farmers, many of whom have not experienced accidents but who now know what 

could cause them. The answer is to bring people together to share the experience. Irish Rural Link would like 

such a pilot scheme to be extended all around the country. The midlands were a blackspot before the pilot 

scheme was introduced and there was a reduction in accident numbers during the process. Tipperary and Cork 

are now blackspots and they need help. 

Mr. John Dolan: Senator Mullen referred to what can be done. To put it in perspective at farm level, my father 

milked 15 cows and he and my mother worked together. The farm was a different place then. My son and I 

intend to milk 200 cows with probably another half labour unit. That involves pressure due to the timescale. 

That is not just the case with me; it is the same for everyone across the industry. The committee will not come 

up with a solution to it but reference has been made to the income squeeze that is evident. Much of the problem 
centres on that. The point was made in the previous session that the impetus towards cheap food has cost lives. 

If one is to remember one line from today's meeting, it is that cheap food has cost lives. 

I was at the opening of an extension to the PPD pharmaceutical factory in Athlone recently. We walked down an 

aisle covered in safety glass and we could look at people working in laboratories all along the wall. We were all 
handed safety glasses prior to our walk around. There was as much chance of winning the lotto as of something 

going into my eye as I walked along the aisle. When we came out, a man with me said that I would go home to 

my farm to milk my cows that evening and he asked whether I would even think of putting on safety glasses. I 

said if anyone saw me wearing them they would laugh at me. That is the attitude. I am aware of the issues that 

exist. 

There are two things we can do in terms of education. There should be a farm safety module in agricultural 

science for the leaving certificate. Every child who does agricultural science for the leaving certificate is usually 

from a rural area. The IFA in Offaly brought rural schools into county libraries and gave them a talk on farm 

safety. It is probably an initiative that could be extended to local authorities that would involve county 

veterinary officers working with rural schools. There is an opportunity in that regard. 

Chairman: I have two brief questions. A couple of speakers referred to progress in terms of dealing with gases 

emitted by slurry tanks. A system is being developed by an engineering company to extract the poisonous gases 

from the slurry tank which would prevent a farmer or his son inhaling them. That would prevent people 

collapsing and falling into slurry pits, which unfortunately happens too frequently. Last year, there was a very 

high profile case in Northern Ireland which involved tragic circumstances. There was another case last year 

close to where I live in west Cork in which a fit, young man lost his life. How advanced is progress in that 

regard? 

My other question relates to using a belt. When a fisherman goes overboard, a bleeper goes off when he hits the 

water. Is there a system in place whereby a bleeper would sound if gas levels reached a dangerous level? How 

much progress has been made in that regard? I am a farmer's son and I live in a farming community. Farm slurry 

tank accidents should not be happening in 2015. There are limited times during the year when one can agitate a 

tank with the intention of filling a slurry spreader in order to spread the slurry and the basic approach should be 

that people ensure they are not caught out, yet every year one, two or three people are caught, which is most 

unfortunate. 

I wish to respond to what Mr. Rohan said about making wills compulsory in certain circumstances. I am 

interested in the point as I work as a solicitor as part of my day job. There are situations where a couple is not 

legally married but they have children and difficulties can arise with the banks in the event of a farm fatality. 
Could the Succession Act be changed to incorporate some of the ideas he outlined? I am very interested in Mr. 

Rohan's ideas but I am not sure how they could be progressed. The law is a fluid entity and change is always 

possible. What was not possible in 1940 has since been changed. Without holding up matters unduly, I would 

welcome a brief comment from the witnesses on those two final issues. 

Mr. Vincent Nally: The storage of slurry on farms is a relatively new concept. In terms of shed design, we 

heard about manholes and internal manholes in earlier presentations. It has been a huge learning curve in a very 

short space of time, probably a period of 20 to 25 years. Huge volumes of slurry are now being stored. Another 

issue that is leading to a problem is the power of the machinery for agitating and moving the slurry prior to 

spreading. As the machinery is able to move the slurry so fast, there is a massive movement of gas out of the 

slurry in a very short period. The problem with the slurry gas is that it is a silent, invisible killer. It is heavier 

than air. The fatalities are likely to occur under two circumstances. The first is on a very calm day when there is 



 

 

no air movement. Farmers to whom I have spoken have either experienced it or know a neighbour who has 

experienced an animal being lost on slats. They are usually animals that are lying on the slats that have not been 

removed and when the gas rises to their nostrils, they are dead as soon as they get one lungful. The animals that 

are standing usually panic and when there is commotion, the farmer runs in to let them out. He is exposed then 

as soon as he enters the shed. 

Last year, we worked in partnership with the HSA. Ideas also came from the group of mentors. We came up 

with signage which listed eight best practice guidelines farmers should follow when agitating. We produced 

some such signs and got them out to farms. We also put up a number of them in marts and are seeking other 

mart managers to put them up. Combined with the work outlined we produced a DVD. We got a famous Galway 

footballer from the 1960s who had lost his son, Noel Tierney, to co-operate. It took two months to convince the 
Tierney family to do the testimonial but it has been a very powerful piece of work. As of a fortnight ago, it had 

70,000 hits on the Internet. It is only a tool but, again, it is using farmers to communicate the message. 

As Mr. Gohery mentioned, investment capacity is a major constraint. We looked at the problem with slurry and 

spoke to fellow farmers. It is the policy of the Health and Safety Authority that monitors give a false sense of 
security. Monitors are a piece of technology which, first, can malfunction but, second, needs annual if not 

biannual calibration. Not alone is there a purchase cost, but it is also a sensitive piece of equipment that needs 

ongoing calibration. The HSA has rowed away from supporting gas monitors in favour of using best practice, 

namely, staying away when agitating, the removal of animals from the shed and keeping pets away. 

The sad reality is that we have seen a number of fatalities even in the past year. There were very sad cases, for 

example, of a father in Cork who tried to save his son. Slurry gas is a silent, invisible killer. We know that it is 

the one type of accident that can take multiple lives such as in the case of the three members of the Spence 

family. There was a tragedy in Poland last year where seven members of the one family died. We are at the 

stage where we have a retrofit slat idea that any farmer can use. It is ideally suited to a farmer who is building 

extra slurry capacity on his farm. Instead of building an extra tank, he builds a digester and he diverts his slurry 

from his existing slatted floor system into the digester, which gives him the extra capacity.  When the digester is 

finished, the digestive goes back into the original tank. It is a very simple concept but, again, it will require 

support. We are speaking to the likes of SEAI and the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine about 

what we will do with the idea. That is where we are with that. 

Chairman: One thing that troubles me is that it is not that long ago since €1.3 billion was spent on farm 

pollution control, which is a substantial figure. Slurry deaths are relatively new, although they were happening 

20 years ago. All this investment - €1.3 billion - has been put into farms in the current economic climate, but 

that scheme was not dreamed of. I think the grant was double the amount being paid in Northern Ireland, for 

example. I am not looking for an answer, but €1.3 billion has been spent, much of it in the last decade. Much of 
that went into slurry storage, among other things, so why was some element of it not spent on trying to save 

lives? However, that is not a question for the witnesses to answer. 

Mr. Peter Gohery: On Senator Rónán Mullen's question about adaptation, in my accident I lost the clutch leg 

for driving a tractor, but there is no funding to get one's tractor adapted. If a farmer is paralysed from the waist 
down, there is no funding for a hoist. As I am self-employed, there is nothing there for me, but if I was an 

employee, my employer would get every kind of funding to get me back to work and to facilitate me. Why is 

that not available for us? Not many farmers have serious accidents, but those who do want to get back farming 

and there should be a little bit of funding for them. They can adapt their cars but they cannot adapt their tractors. 

Some of them do not want to buy a car or a Jeep. If a few euro was made available or if the VAT was removed, 

it would not be missed. It would be something simple. 

Chairman: I thank Embrace Farm and Irish Rural Link, which are doing exceptional work throughout rural 

Ireland. I also thank Councillor Dolan. We are grateful for their attendance. 

Mr. Brian Rohan: I refer to the Chairman's query about wills. When we organised Embrace Farm, I spoke to 

the head of agri-strategy in one of the leading banks in the country. I asked if there was anything the bank could 

do in the case of a farmer being killed and the account being frozen, and I was told that the banks are governed 

by wills, so if wills were made compulsory, it would be helpful in that situation. 



 

 

In regard to legislation, had the health and safety inspector visited our farm the morning of Dad's accident, we 

would have been passed as fit for purpose, because our farm was always a safe farm and Dad was always safety-

conscious. One of the last things he did before he was killed was to change the PTO cover on a slurry tank. I 

said to him that it was not that bad but he said it was damaged and that if he lent it to anybody and something 

happened, he could not forgive himself. It goes to show what can happen no matter how careful one is. Farmers 

must take responsibility for their actions. When Dad was working on the machine, he probably should have put 

more safety standards in place for it. 

It must start with education. We must start with children at national school and educate them, whether through 

books, videos or otherwise, and work up. As one of the contributors said earlier, all this farm safety could be a 

generational change. 

Chairman: I thank the witnesses. We are very grateful for their submissions and their oral evidence, which will 

be taken on board and will form part of our eventual conclusions. 

We will now move on to group five, State agencies. The committee will now hear presentations from two State 

bodies which are central to the promotion and support of farm safety. The Health and Safety Authority, which 

was established in 1989, it is the national statutory body with responsibility for ensuring that workers, whether 

employed or self-employed, and those affected by work activity are protected from work-related injury and ill-

health. The Health and Safety Authority is represented by Mr. Martin O'Halloran, CEO, and Mr. Pat Griffin. 

Teagasc, which was established in 1988, is the national body providing integrated research and advisory and 

training services for the agriculture and food industry and rural communities. Teagasc is represented by Mr. 

John G. McNamara, health and safety officer, and by Mr. David Meredith, spatial analysis and rural 

development. They are all very welcome. 

Before we begin, I remind witnesses that their position before the committee is that of a witness. Witnesses are 

protected by absolute privilege in respect of the evidence they give to the committee. However, if they are 

directed by it to cease giving evidence on a particular matter and they continue to so do, they will thereafter be 

entitled only to qualified privilege in respect of their evidence. They are directed that only evidence connected 
with the subject matter of these proceedings is to be given and are asked to respect the parliamentary practice to 

the effect that, where possible, they should not criticise or make charges against any person by name or in such a 

way as to make him or her identifiable. 

I invite the representatives of the Health and Safety Authority to address the committee. Each group will have 

five minutes and we will then have a question and answer session with the Senators. 

Mr. Martin O'Halloran: Táim an-bhuíoch den Seanad as ucht an cheist seo a phlé inniu. We are very 

appreciative of the work of the Seanad Public Consultation Committee in bringing this topic forward. It is 

something to which we are very committed. We have provided the committee with a submission but I do not 

propose to go through it in detail. However, I will cover some of the key elements of it. 

The first point on which to reflect is that our work tends to be focused on risk. One of the charts we have 

provided shows that the primary cause of fatalities and, indeed, non-fatal accidents in agriculture is tractors and 

farm vehicles, followed by farm machinery. Between them, they account for almost 50% of all fatal accidents, 
followed by livestock, drowning, gas and falling from heights. Those five basic causes cover more than 80% of 

the fatal accidents arising. That is really where the focus of our effort must be. 

In terms of the work of the authority, analysis points to dairying as the single highest-risk sub-sector within 

agriculture by a significant margin. In the context of the economic evolution of agriculture in Ireland, with the 
abolition of quotas, dairying will become an even more important sector, with significant projected growth. This 

morning I heard the figure of projected economic output rising to €10 billion, so it is very important to work 

individually and collectively to achieve significant improvements, because it is not acceptable that we are a 

world-class food producer at the cost of the lives of farmers, their families and workers. 

I will give an overview of some of the work the authority does. Sometimes there is a perception that we are 

prosecutorial body. That constitutes a minority of our activity. The main thrust of our work is education, advice, 

information, guidance, inspection on a collaborative basis, discussion groups, codes of practice, farm safety 



 

 

walks, talks and conferences. In terms of the agricultural community and our engagement with it, what I call the 

enforcement aspect is quite minimal. We tend to operate in a partnership and supportive model. We work 

collaboratively with all of the organisations that made presentations today. That is the first thing I would like to 

stress. 

In terms of education, it is not always known that we have a module available on our e-learning website which 

is available to every primary school in the country, and we have communicated that to each of the more than 

3,000 schools. It is a free e-learning online module on farm safety, which is available to every school. We also 

have interventions at second level and at territory level. We work with colleges and universities to influence the 

content of the syllabus for agricultural science degrees and those professions which ultimately end up in 

farming. 

In terms of advice, we give advice through our website. Each year, although not limited to agriculture, we have 

in the region of 1 million downloads and many hits. We work through social media, including YouTube, Twitter 

and LinkedIn. We also produced a code of practice a number of years ago which was issued free to every farmer 

in the country.  It is also available for completion online and later this year, we expect to go live with a 
BeSMART tool. This tool is available free online to anyone who wishes to use it. It is a self-help tool to help 

people to do hazard identification, risk assessment and identify the necessary controls. Indeed, I saw the board 

game the young man presented earlier. It is not dissimilar, in terms of progress, in that it starts off asking what 

are the hazards, what are the risks, what are the controls and how does one do them. 

The farm safety partnership was established in 2002 but was given renewed life a number of years ago. On that, 

we have participation from all of the farming stakeholder bodies. Approximately three years ago, we were 

probably a bit of a lone voice articulating the agenda for farm safety. However, we really welcome and see it as 

progress that it has now become a significant national agenda item. In 2015, we will progress with discussion 

groups. We will do approximately 2,500 farm safety visits. We tend to use the language of farm safety visits 

because, by and large, they are positive, advisory and provide information and farmers are invited to participate. 

We also do farm safety walks and we provide inspectors to conferences. Indeed, many of the farming 

representative organisations seek to have an input from an inspector, so inspectors willingly provide that input 

morning, noon and night. They are willing to travel. 

In terms of some of the initiatives we believe will have to happen, we wish to lead with a positive approach but I 

remind the committee that, in terms of achieving the cultural and behavioural change that is necessary, it must 

be a mix of what one might call the carrot and stick approach and positive and not so positive incentives. I 

remind the committee that the success Ireland has achieved as a world leader in terms of plastic bags was 

through advice and information but there was a sting in the tail when everybody had to pay 22 cent per bag. 

Similarly, we have achieved world leader status on the smoking ban in which the Health and Safety Authority 
was very much involved. That was achieved through a combination of advice, awareness raising and 

information but it did pose a challenge to those who did not comply. Equally, drink-driving and all of the other 

significant behavioural changes which have been achieved in Ireland have had a number of discrete elements. 

We work in collaboration and closely with Teagasc and we will continue to do so. 

Chairman: I invite Mr. John McNamara of Teagasc to make his opening statement. 

Mr. John McNamara: Teagasc welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to and appear before this 

committee. Teagasc as an organisation is deeply committed to assisting farmers to reduce the level of 

occupational injury and ill health to the greatest possible extent. We know such occurrences cause great tragedy, 

pain and suffering, disability and farm business loss. Today, I am joined by my colleague, Mr. Larry 

O’Loughlin, who lost his father in a farm accident in 1959. We do know the consequences of farm accidents. 

Teagasc operates a research knowledge transfer model which is regarded as a Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations best practice model. We apply our and other international research to and 

with the farming community to the benefit of farmers and society as a whole. Teagasc has completed ten high-

level research studies into occupational health and safety over the past five years. We wish to have this 

knowledge applied. I thank our colleagues from the Health and Safety Authority for co-funding several of these 
studies. My colleague, Dr. Meredith, has done a demographic study of fatal farm accidents. I have done a study 

on the adoption of the farm safety code of practice. We have done studies on the impact of disability on farm 



 

 

households, rural suicide prevention, safety with livestock and farmers’ physical health. The latter is interrelated 

as people in poor health tend to have more accidents on the farm. We have recently completed a knowledge 

transfer studying advice and training. We also have studied work organisation on farms and how they affect 

farm accidents. We are about to commence a study of discussion groups and their role in farm safety. We have 

done measurements of slurry gas issues and slurry aeration. 

Teagasc is a member of the farm safety partnership. We greatly appreciate working with all State and farming 

organisations to promote health and safety. We have a memorandum of understanding with the HSA to develop 

a code of practice and seek its implementation. 

On the ground, Teagasc produces media articles on farm safety. We do training with all the farming community. 

We have a strong training programme in place that every new entrant gets. We also provide training to adult 

farmers on the code of practice. We run advisory events on farms, farm walks, discussion groups and give 

strong advice on health and safety issues. Teagasc has a committed staff of 30 trained health and safety officers 

who provide a service at county level. 

Our researchers have discovered that when there is a facilitated peer engagement of farmers talking to farmers in 

a practical way focusing on an issue on an ongoing basis, it tends to lead to greater adoption of the code of 

practice.  As part of our programmes, we are increasingly emphasising discussion groups. The Department of 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine has indicated that it plans to incentivise discussion groups in future TAMS 

schemes, and this is a very positive and constructive development. 

Dr. David Meredith: The work I do is around statistical analysis of the trends we see with regard to farm 

fatalities with the objective of getting a much greater understanding of what is driving these trends. While we 

have been doing this for a number of years, taking the period since 2008, the number of fatalities is above the 
long-term average and the increase has been driven by a growing number of deaths among the population aged 

between 45 and 64 years. This is 57% above its long-term average, which equates to three additional deaths per 

year. This is most likely driven by increases in the size of that population and the amount of work that 

population is engaged in. The population aged between 45 and 64 years is growing as a consequence of farm 

succession issues. People are inheriting farms when they are in their late 40s or early 50s. Those who had been 

working off-farm and lost their jobs during the recession have returned to working on the farm. There has been 

much farm expansion in recent years, particularly in the dairy sector, and this has resulted in an increase in the 

number of hours worked and, consequently, a very substantial increase in the exposure to risk. I thank the 

committee for its time and attention. 

Chairman: Is it true that, by and large, the older farmer is being hit rather then the young person aged 16 or 17 

who is driving a tractor? In terms of European averages per capita, how much above average is Ireland? Do the 

witnesses have those figures? 

Dr. David Meredith: We do not have such figures, not because we have not sought them but because it is very 

difficult to get comparable information. Different countries record statistics on fatalities in very different ways. 

Although one would think a farm fatality is a farm fatality, different countries record them very differently and 

it is very difficult to make international comparisons. A larger proportion of all deaths on farms are accounted 

for by older farmers. However, since the onset of the recession, this has reversed and younger farmers, 

particularly those aged between 45 and 64, are beginning to make up most of the deaths. Those are the raw 

numbers; we can also examine the rate. Considering the number of fatalities per person aged over 65 years, 

older farmers are much more likely to die. We think this reflects the fact that while people may have accidents 
throughout their lives, as they age the accidents become fatal. Whereas a person who has an accident aged 16, 

26 or 36 may end up in hospital, a person aged over 65 who has an accident is more likely to die from it. 

Chairman: Dr. Meredith mentioned that farmers are inheriting landholdings at a much older age. Does this not 
contravene the Department's policy of incentivising farmers to hand over to their younger relatives as early as 

possible? During the past 25 to 30 years, the Department, under various Governments, along with farming 

organisations, have encouraged farmers to hand their farms over when their successors are in their 20s rather 

than in their 40s. There seems to be a contradiction between policy and what is actually happening. 



 

 

Dr. David Meredith: While I do not think there is a specific policy, there have been incentives down through 

the years to try to encourage early succession. All the evidence available to us internationally indicates that early 

succession results in greater levels of on-farm investment and better long-term viability for the farm enterprise. 

Chairman: And safer farms. 

Dr. David Meredith: It should encourage safer farms, with the qualification that in Ireland, very few people 

retire from farming at any age. Given that farmers generally remain engaged in some respect even after handing 

over the farm to a son or daughter, the risk still exists for them. 

Chairman: That might contravene farm retirement schemes. A retired farmer is supposed to be retired. We will 

not go into it. 

Senator Maurice Cummins: Although Mr. O'Halloran mentioned that there are online e-learning tools for 
primary schools with farm-specific elements, we have heard submissions from various people today saying there 

is a need for such e-learning to be available for schools. If this e-learning is already there, there is obviously a 

need to market it and outline to all the organisations and people involved in farming that it is available. The 

HSA needs to get the message out there. Discussion groups have been mentioned. It has been advocated that we 

should have more discussion groups and we have discussed their benefits with other witnesses. What type of 

incentives will be put in place to encourage more discussion groups? 

Senator Martin Conway: I thank the witnesses for their submissions. A number of different groups have come 

before us, and the witnesses were in the Gallery during some of the hearings. Education is a theme that arose 

across all the participants. I am concerned that there does not seem to be enough joined-up thinking between the 

various agencies, and I would like the witnesses' thoughts on it. Although Senator Cummins spoke about the 

very useful educational video that is available on the website, we are told that this education is not available to 

schools. Do we need some sort of overall authority or a one-stop-shop to pull together all the various groups that 

are doing very valuable work in an overall strategy? It is a shame that a toolkit is available but schools are not 

using it. I would like the witnesses' thoughts on whether farm safety should be a compulsory module at second 

level, perhaps for the leaving certificate exam or during transition year, so that we could educate people at 

young age. 

The IFA came before us earlier today and said they wanted farm inspectors to become advocates as opposed to 

putting the fear of God into farmers when they come onto their farms. I am sure the witnesses would agree. Are 

there are measures that the witnesses are taking, could take, or that the Government could assist them in taking, 
to try to change the culture, from the perspective of both the farmers and the inspectors coming onto their 

farms? 

Senator Rónán Mullen: I thank our guests again for their very informative presentations. I have some 

questions for our guests from Teagasc. Am I correct that there are approximately 140,000 farm families in the 
country? What number of people are likely to be working on a farm on any given day, apart from people who 

would come onto farms to deal with farmers?  Are we talking about 200,000 people at least? How many of those 

people are on Teagasc's books? In the earlier session, Councillor Pat Dolan referred to the half-day course 

provided by Teagasc, which comes at a cost of €25. I am aware there are other educational initiatives, and there 

is the website material and so on. While I am conscious of not making myself unpopular with fellow people 

from a farming background, has any thought been given to making some of those courses compulsory or tying 

them in with single farm payments, or would that cause a revolution? How does one get people to do basic 

compliance? 

Senator Michael Mullins: I welcome our guests. Mr. Martin O'Halloran mentioned that there were 2,500 farm 

visits per annum. How are the farms selected for visits? Are the visits announced? Does the farmer know in 

advance that a farm safety inspection is to take place? Where safety issues have been identified, is there a 

follow-up, and, if so, at what level? Would the representatives support the concept of a certification, similar to 

the Safe Pass that applies on a building site, to enable one to work on a farm? 

Chairman: This question is directed at Mr. O'Halloran. Four years ago I visited a family about 48 hours after a 

young man had died tragically in a farm accident. I knew the family fairly well and wished to sympathise with 

them. The young man who died was 20 or 22 years of age. I met the young mother, who said she had been 



 

 

looking through her window for the past day or two at health and safety officers and gardaí around the place, 

and she said, "You would think we killed the young man, my own son." She did not say that in a derogatory or 

nasty sense, but she was very upset about it. I think the investigation was nearly over at the time. How close 

does the HSA work with the farm organisations? I have heard it said in west Cork and Kerry that we are over-

regulated by the HSA. There have also been references to the Garda investigating the fishing industry and the 

Sea Fisheries Protection Authority, SFPA, coming down on top of people. In one sense, the HSA is a group in 
command and in control and has a very important job to do - I am aware that its representatives visit schools - 

but how can it bury that myth and reach out to do a job, while at the same time educating and giving advice? I 

hope Mr. O'Halloran does not take my suggestion in the wrong way. I will never forget that woman who asked 

if I could do something. She was looking at where the accident happened, about 50 or 100 yards across the farm. 

She asked me to tell the HSA and the Garda that her family did not kill the young man - it was a simple 

accident. As they had been on the farm for the previous two days, that was her concern. That is a concern, 

perhaps because of overuse of the stick and under-use of the carrot. Perhaps Mr. O'Halloran would touch on that 

issue before he concludes. 

Mr. Martin O'Halloran: I will try to go through the questions in the order in which they have been asked. I 

apologise in advance if I miss any of them but, if so, please remind me. 

 The online module for schools was launched late in the third quarter of last year. The evidence and the feedback 

is that it is being used. Notwithstanding that, we will certainly take on board the point made by Senator Maurice 

Cummins. We wrote to the Secretary General of the Department of Education and Skills asking it to bring it to 

the attention of all 3,500 schools. However, we will renew our efforts in that area and ensure it is brought to 

attention through any channel of communication. 

In regard to other aspects of education, we do have initiatives at second level. There are transition year modules 

on safety which cover aspects of farm safety and general safety. In 2013 we ran an art and writing competition 

for children which saw the participation of more than 10,000 children nationally. Through that we produced a 

book which was distributed to every school and every library in the country: Only a Giant can Lift a Bull.  It 

was the testimony of children themselves, their stories of farm experiences and farm accidents. It was their 

feedback. In terms of second level, we have been in consultation with the National Council for Curriculum and 

Assessment as we have a concern that the curriculum for agricultural science has not been updated for a long 

time. We have made a submission stating that we believe it must be updated and brought into line with modern 
practices and modern thinking. One of the speakers mentioned the size of the animal, the size of the machinery, 

the speed and intensity. That has all changed, and the curriculum is based on a world of agriculture that is 

already 30 or 40 years back in history. We would welcome that.  

We feel there would be merit in having a Safe Pass type of model. The concept is valid. Our colleagues in 
Teagasc touched on this, but we would envisage a link with the targeted agricultural modernisation scheme to 

create a positive incentive - that there would be a compulsory training element associated with the grant for 

improving farm safety. The training materials are available and there is a structure in place to deliver them. 

They are being delivered but we would like to see that go further. 

In terms of the experience of farm inspections, my colleague Mr. Pat Griffin will touch on this issue. After our 

inspectors go to any workplace, we randomly select a number of the workplaces that have been visited by 

inspectors to check back on what has been the experience of that person, and overwhelmingly the experience 

has been positive. The number of cases of visits to farms resulting in formal enforcement is very small. I will 

invite Mr. Pat Griffin to cover the follow-up on inspections and how they are chosen.  

Following a fatality on a farm, the arrangement is that generally the Garda will be the first responder. It is an 

extremely tragic event. The investigation is probably one of the most difficult and challenging that any inspector 

or garda will carry out. Often, inspectors will go to a farm where there has been a brutal and tragic accident. I do 

not want to go into the graphic details, but such accidents can be very brutal and bodies can be mutilated. That is 

a very traumatic experience for the people visiting and is even more traumatic for the family. After an incident 

occurs on the farm, every day when the family go in and out, that is a perpetual reminder of where they lost a 

loved one. It is not easy. We are always learning, but feedback shows that the inspectors will go when alerted to 

a fatal accident and will generally back away and leave their card with the family and re-engage when the family 

have had an opportunity to get themselves into a better place where they can engage with the regulatory body. 

That is a great challenge for us. 



 

 

In regard to the discussion groups and the inspection process, I will hand over to my colleague, senior inspector 

Mr. Pat Griffin. 

Mr. Pat Griffin: I thank the Chairman and members for the opportunity to speak. In relation to our inspection 

process, we have limited resources for the inspection of workplaces across the country. However, we have 

maintained a huge level of inspection relative to other sectors within the agriculture sector. We plan to inspect 

2,300 farms across the country this year.  This represents giving 25% of our inspection resource to a sector 

employing 6%, so we give the agricultural sector quite an element of our inspection resource. With regard to 

how they are selected, we look at the trends throughout the country and the chart on death black spots which we 

developed with Teagasc and which was included with our submission. It shows pockets where there are 

significantly higher levels of farm deaths. We focus on high-risk areas first, and we also consider where there is 
expansion and movement and try to focus on this. With regard to carrying out the selection process, we do not 

have a full database of all farmers in the country. Inspectors are given counties to look after and they will decide 

to go out on inspection for a week or two. They look for progressive farms, farms where it seems much work is 

being done, and bigger farms. 

The process is non-confrontational. We agreed with the farming organisations to rename our farm safety 

inspections as farm safety visits to show that we are not confrontational and that we want to be there to help 

farmers. All our inspectors are asked to be a help in the first instance and to provide guidance and reassurance to 

farmers and help them in what they do to protect their families and themselves from risk. The general feedback 

from all of our inspections is very positive, and this morning Mr. Eddie Downey recounted his positive 

experience of inspection, but we do find situations where something on a farm can be wrong. Farmers can be 

found to be operating a machine without a PTO guard, or there can be open slurry tanks. In such cases of clear 

and visible breaches we issue an enforcement notice in the form of an improvement notice and give the farmers 

a certain period of time to fix the problem. Generally we do not have issues. We have regulated the agricultural 

sector for 20 years, and within this period we have had seven or eight prosecutions, which were generally on 

foot of asking the farmers in question two or three times to make a certain repair job on machinery or change a 
certain process. We have not used much of the stick. Normally the follow-up process involves issuing written 

advice to the farmer listing the primary issues that need to be fixed. We do not normally require a repeat visit, 

but if an improvement or prohibition notice has been issued we do return to the farm to see that the issues have 

been put right. Four years ago we increased farm inspections by almost 100%, from 1,500 to 3,000 per year, and 

maintained this rate of inspection until this year, when we decided to reduce the level of inspection to 2,300 to 

facilitate getting involved with discussion groups. 

We certainly do not have the answers, and this is a huge problem throughout the world. According to figures for 

ten member states in 2007, the death rate throughout Europe was 12 per 100,000 employed in the sector, but 

since then no figures on which we can rely have been produced. We can be told how many calves will be born 

in Europe this year but not how many farmers will be killed. I estimate 1,000 farmers in Europe are killed every 

year. We work with other organisations to deal with this issue. We work closely with Teagasc and examine the 

research it does. It has found the discussion group model has been hugely beneficial with regard to farmers 

taking on new technology and developing. We wanted to see if we could track the use of discussion groups to 

get this culture change, particularly in the high-risk areas that farmers need to change. This year we will get 

involved with 50 discussion groups as a pilot. We have also been in discussions with the Department of 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine on the knowledge transfer groups which will be formed later this year. We 

have made a submission to make health and safety a mandatory element of the discussion group model. 

Chairman: We are running more than half an hour late. Some groups have been here since 2 p.m., and we are 

going beyond our time remit. 

Mr. John McNamara: The scientific literature indicates the discussion group model is the way to go, as people 

speak and are animated. Teagasc has 800 discussion groups and the Department of Agriculture, Food and the 

Marine plans to incentivise further discussion groups over a three-year period. In the recent past the dairy 

efficiency programme incentivised discussion groups. Our researchers Thia Hennessy and Dr. Kevin Heanue 
found it was very economically beneficial to do so. Discussion groups or similar vehicles are also used in other 

spheres, such as health promotion, to achieve desirable change. 

Our submission notes there are approximately 228,000 farmers, 247,000 labour units on farms and 

approximately 400,000 people living on farms. It is worthwhile pointing out to the committee that self-



 

 

employment is an issue. The majority of farmers are self-employed, which is fundamentally different from being 

employed by somebody. 

We have provided training on risk assessment with the Health and Safety Authority to approximately 30,000 

farmers. The majority of them have been related to Teagasc. We have 44,000 clients but provide the public 

service to all farmers. Our submission proposes the introduction of incentives to increase the number of people 

attending half-day courses. Any work we do on health and safety is public and available to private consultants 

also. Our submission points out the need for further incentives in this area. 

Chairman: I thank the witnesses for coming before the committee. Their evidence forms an important 

component of our work. I hope they did not think I was rushing them, but we want to bring in the final group, 

comprising two organisations with commercial development mandates and a medical doctor. The Irish Co-

operative Organisation Society, ICOS, is an umbrella organisation which serves and promotes commercial co-

operative businesses and enterprise. It was founded in 1894 and its roots are in the agricultural co-operative 

movement. Today it is represented by Mr. T.J. Flanagan, its dairy policy executive. The Professional 

Agricultural Contractors of Ireland, PAC, represents the interests of Irish agricultural contractors. It is 
represented on the Health and Safety Authority's farm safety partnership advisory committee. The organisation 

is represented by Mr. Tom Murphy and Mr. Dessie Cunningham, a former honorary chairman. Dr. Oladele 

Olajide Onada has been practising general medicine as an employee of the Health Service Executive since 2001. 

His submission to the committee draws particular attention to the incidence of occupational lung disease among 

Irish farmers. They are all very welcome. We will begin with ICOS, and I invite Mr. Flanagan to make his 

opening statement, for which he has approximately five minutes. 

Mr. T.J. Flanagan: I thank the Chairman.  I will be reasonably brief. ICOS is the umbrella body for 

agricultural co-operatives so we do not represent farmers per se. Rather, we represent the bodies where they 

come together to do business. Like most stakeholders, we have been particularly concerned about the level of 

on-farm deaths, particularly deaths and accidents in the dairy sector because we are more concerned with this 

sector as the co-operative business is more evolved there. Dairy farmers are probably three times more likely to 

suffer a serious farm accident or death on farm. We are particularly concerned in the context of expansion and 

future planned expansion in the dairy sector and on farms where farmers and their facilities will be particularly 

stretched over the coming years. Their management abilities, including their management of time, and the 

facilities they have in terms of machinery and slurry-handling facilities will be stretched. Nobody has an ideal 
set of facilities but if we are going to expand by 50% or 60% plus over the next number of years, they will be 

even more stretched, which is a particular worry for us.  

We were approached by FBD Trust before Christmas to find out whether we could collaborate with it around 

improving communication of risks, particularly with dairy farmers. We welcomed the approach and have 
collaborated with it. One needs to be careful about how one communicates with farmers and gives them 

information. We all receive a lot of stuff in the post, particularly as we approach an election, and we need to be 

careful about how we communicate with people and the quality of information we give them. In collaboration 

with FBD Trust, we have developed a pack to circulate in the first instance to all 18,000 dairy farmers. This 

pack includes a number of DVDs; brochures on safety and health, including mental health; and some 

promotional stuff for farmers' children to get them thinking about their father or mother's safety on the farm. 

Our member co-operatives are circulating 18,000 packs to their dairy farmer members to get them a bit more 

focused. When they come in from their very busy day in the evening, they might browse through some of this 

information and it might strike home.  

We have developed 250 signs that will go up in co-operative branches, which are trading retail outlets, and co-

operative marts. The signs are big six foot by four foot aluminium signs with a safety message of "Champions 

for Change", a campaign developed by FBD Trust. The third aspect of the campaign we are running with FBD 

Trust and the co-operatives is a series of promotions in co-operative stores during Farm Safety Week, which I 

gather is in May. I think the promotion of farm safety equipment was mentioned earlier by one of the other 

speakers so it is planned that there will be increased merchandising of farm safety equipment highlighting the 

fact that it is Farm Safety Week. 

Chairman: I thank Mr. Flanagan. I was complimenting Mr. Duffy, the young man from Ballybay, earlier. I 

think Mr. Flanagan has just broken his record. We will hear next from Professional Agricultural Contractors of 

Ireland. 



 

 

Mr. Tom Murphy: On behalf of Professional Agricultural Contractors of Ireland, PAC, I thank the Chairman 

for affording me the opportunity to address the committee on the very important issue of farm safety. Since 

1994, every HSA annual report has identified agriculture as a risk alert sector. Although the introduction of the 

code of practice relating to children in farming saw a marked reduction in the number of children injured or 

killed, we have seen no sustained downward trend in the overall number of farm accidents and fatalities. 

Conversely, figures over this time show that total fatalities in other employment sectors have halved. Farming is 
a stressful and high-risk occupation and managing health and safety in the busy and potentially dangerous 

working environment of a farm is challenging for farmers and legislators. 

Since 2004, some 206 people have lost their lives on Irish farms and thousands have sustained serious injury. 

The figures for injury rates are only the tip of the iceberg as it is accepted that there is serious under-reporting. 
Between 40% to 60% of fatalities and injuries involve tractors and machinery with victims being crushed, 

trapped and struck and falling from vehicles. Such incidents suggest an element of human error along with 

vehicle maintenance issues. 

PAC believes there should be a legal requirement for all tractors to undergo testing every two years to ensure 
minimum safety standards. This is the case for machinery in all other sectors, regardless of whether it is used on 

the public highway or in the workplace. The Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act 2005 requires all 

employers, including farmers, regardless of whether or not they have employees, to make sure that persons 

operating machinery are trained to ensure they are competent. Over the past decade, farm machinery has 

increased in size, power and complexity. However, machines are delivered to the farm with no requirement for 

training in their safe use or maintenance. The same is true of smaller machinery such as chainsaws and all-

terrain vehicles. PAC believes the machinery industry should be obliged to provide appropriate training where 

such machinery is purchased. 

In respect of wider safety issues, the introduction of compulsory safety awareness training for all persons 

working on farms would ensure that farmers are not at a disadvantage in comparison to those working in other 

employment sectors. The HSA's farm safety partnership advisory committee, of which PAC is a member, has 

along with other stakeholders expended considerable energy in raising awareness of farm safety. However, 

economic restraint in recent years has resulted in a 25% cut in the authority's budget from €24 million to €18 

million per annum and a subsequent 25% reduction in staffing levels. To be effective, the HSA must be properly 

resourced. There is no benefit in having an organisation that cannot fully carry out its work due to underfunding. 

PAC makes the following recommendations. It recommends that the programme of HSA farm inspections be 

extended and not curtailed and that the programme of safety awareness discussion groups be expanded to reach 

the maximum number of farmers at local level. In order to direct policy and ensure resources are deployed 

efficiently and effectively, hospitals should be required to furnish the HSA with data relating to patients 
presenting at accident and emergency departments with injuries resulting from farm accidents. We believe the 

identification of engineering solutions to specific machinery safety issues should be pursued with manufacturers 

as a matter of urgency and that tractor testing every two years should be introduced to ensure a minimum 

standard. We believe training by suppliers upon purchase of certain machinery is essential and that compulsory 

safety training for farmers should be introduced as part of an ongoing process. 

In conclusion, PAC believes that multiple strategies are required to improve farm safety. In our submission to 

this committee, we discussed many aspects of farm safety and made appropriate recommendations. However, 

we have focused today on issues relating to vehicles and machinery. It is now time to reappraise our approach to 

farm safety. For decades, enforcement bodies have adopted the carrot and stick approach but this has not 

worked. Farmers often say that managing safety is a costly business but in most cases, the cost of change is 

minimal and outlay is, after all, tax deductible. We need a sea change in the attitude of the entire farming 

community and for farmers to recognise that safety legislation is not a stick to beat them with but a means of 

support to keep them alive and well and their families and employees safe. We believe that with the support of 

Government and all stakeholders, Irish farms can become safer places to work and in the not-to-distant future, 

farm accidents and fatalities will be a rare occurrence. 

Chairman: The next speaker is Dr. Oladele Olajide Onada who has five minutes. 

Dr. Oladele Olajide Onada: Thank you, Chairman. I thank the Senators present and the Seanad Public 

Consultation Committee for the opportunity to make a presentation on farmer's lung disease as it relates to farm 

safety in Ireland. 



 

 

As we all know, the economy grew by 5% in 2014 and agriculture grew by 10%. In 2015, the Irish economy has 

been growing at a rate of 4.8% of GDP with falling unemployment, increasing employment and sustainable 

investment in the agricultural sector. Economic growth and trade is above the 1.7% average for the EU and the 

eurozone average of 0.8%. Irish consumer spending has increased with the increase in domestic consumption of 

Irish agricultural products and services. Exports to Europe and the USA have also increased. This increase in 

agricultural economic activity along with economic growth should be reflected in farmers' health protection. 

When farmer's lung disease is not recognised or diagnosed in hospitals, it can become progressive and can result 

in associated disability and fatality. When farmers come to the emergency department, they usually have chest 

complaints, including difficulty with breathing, chest discomfort coughing and wheezing. Chest complaints may 

also be accompanied by high fever, chills and so on. The exposure to mouldy hay during the winter or spring 
months can lead to a hypersensitivity reaction in the lungs. The chest complaints can result after the winter 

months when exposure to the mouldy hay has stopped. Farmer's lung disease is common in tillage and livestock 

farmers. Farmers who suffer from exposure to mouldy hay can see a resolution of the symptoms of farmer's lung 

disease. However, sustained exposure leads to progressive breathlessness. 

Our medical group has made a recommendation for legislative changes in the area of risk assessment of farms to 

the effect that risk assessment for farmer's lung disease should be included. These legislative changes should be 

incorporated into the Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act 2005 and all its applications. Moreover, we 

recommend that the Government should provide financial incentives to farmers to upgrade their grain and hay 

storage technologies with a view to preventing farmer's lung disease. Farmers with established physical 

disability from farmer's lung disease should receive a health subsidy and financial incentives in respect of 

leaving farming, in addition to social benefits. We also propose education for Irish livestock farmers to help 

prevent farmer's lung disease. 

Chairman: Before we move on to questions, I acknowledge the presence of another group, AgriKids, that came 

to us too late to be included today. I was in touch with Alma Jordan, who is in the Gallery. I acknowledge that 

the group is doing tremendous work in the area. The submission we received from the group will be 

incorporated in our report. As someone said earlier, no organisation or political body has a monopoly of wisdom 

in the area of farm safety or on how we can improve farm safety. If we work together, remain united and take an 

integrated approach in the education of young people involved, it may be the best way to improve over the next 

ten or 15 years. We will probably never eliminate deaths on farms. It is a little like deaths on the roads in that 

human error plays a part. However, that is the hope we are going with. Did Senator Cummins wish to speak? 

Senator Maurice Cummins: I have looked at Dr. Onada's proposals for legislative changes to risk assessment 

on farms in view of what we have been hearing during the day. Most of the organisations have suggested that 

regulations and legislative changes should involve speaking to farmers and a preference for information and 
education rather than legislation. The proposals are very worthy. The risk of lung disease is something farmers 

should be well aware of. Does Dr. Onada believe it can be done by informing farmers and all their organisations 

without legislating? Does he believe it can be done through education and information sessions rather than 

legislation? 

Chairman: We will address the questions presently. I wish to make a follow-on point to Dr. Onada. I would 

have thought that in modern times and in the 21st century the incidence of farmer's lung, as we call it, would 

have been eliminated. There has been a major shift from hay in the past 40 years, primarily to silage. A farmer 

may have become ill from working with hay 30 or 40 years ago, but I would have thought we would have come 

to the stage where farmer's lung was a thing of the past. It is concerning. Dr. Onada may wish to think about it 

and come back to the point in a moment. Is there someone else? 

Senator Michael Mullins: I have a follow-on question to the question on farmer's lung. Dr. Onada suggested 

that it was associated with mouldy hay. He went on to say that it was common in tillage and livestock farming. 

Dr. Oladele Olajide Onada: Yes. 

Chairman: You can reflect on that and come back, Dr. Onada. Our rapporteur, Senator Conway, wishes to 

make an intervention. 



 

 

Senator Martin Conway: I thank all the witnesses for their submissions. It has been a long day, but most 

informative. I am keen to get the views of agricultural contractors on a scrappage scheme. One theme that has 

percolated through many, if not all, the submissions is the idea that a scrappage scheme is desirable. Obviously, 

if that is to materialise, it would have to be done at budget time by the Minister for Finance and it would have 

cost implications. 

Reference was made to bringing equipment up to date. We heard an example of someone who wanted 

equipment upgraded. He was told he could get new equipment for the price of what it would cost to upgrade the 

old equipment. I cannot remember exactly what it was. As a result, he ended up bringing back the old equipment 

as well as the new equipment. That defied the purpose, because if something dangerous is lying around, it can 

be used. 

Dr. Onada's contribution was very interesting and something that we, as a committee, may develop at a later 

date. 

Chairman: When we are referring to the PAC we should be careful, because the PAC in this House means the 

Committee of Public Accounts. 

Mr. Tom Murphy: We had it first. 

Chairman: Would it be fair to say that there are not so many fatal accidents for farm contractors and 

agricultural contractors in general in their work? Can they say it has not happened on their watch? They do their 

job, whether it is cutting silage or whatever, and most of the people involved are professional and have good 

gear. The days of the machines breaking down two or three times a day are probably gone. If they have not, one 

might as well get out of agricultural contracting. I am keen to hear a general comment on that. 

The first group of questions were centred on you, Dr. Onada. Perhaps you could provide a brief response. 

Dr. Oladele Olajide Onada: I thank the Senator for his question and for showing an interest in farmer's lung 

disease. The question of whether we need legislation to enforce safe practices with regard to farming, in 

particular, in respect of exposure to mouldy hay and the associated risk of developing farmer's lung disease was 

raised. Almost everything in Ireland is done by legislation. Most people are law-abiding citizens and take things 

seriously when legislation is in place. When people know that there is a penalty to be paid if things are not done 

properly or in an appropriate manner, they take these issues seriously. Farmer's lung disease is a serious issue. 

People can develop farmer's lung disease if the symptoms are not detected and at times it is difficult to detect in 

hospitals. Most of these patients who come to the emergency department in hospitals have breathlessness and 

chest complaints.  At times, they might think they have asthma or bronchitis but, if one probes further and asks 

them about their occupation and exposure to mouldy hay, and what they have been doing over the winter 

months, one will be able to say what it is. Not every hospital has the facilities to make a diagnosis of farmer's 

lung disease because the farmers have to do a series of tests before a diagnosis is arrived at. If a farmer comes to 
the hospital and the diagnosis is not detected on time, and if it is a progressive disease, then over a period of five 

years they may actually die. Some 50% of farmers who are exposed to mouldy hay and then develop farmer's 

lung disease eventually die. 

To look at the vital statistics for Ireland, between 1992 and 2002 there were fluctuations in the annual data. The 
highest number of deaths recorded was 14, but even one death from this condition is too many. We have to put 

in place legislative instruments that force farmers, who may not actually be doing the farming themselves but 

instead employ people to farm for them, to put in place technology for storage of grains or feeds which will 

prevent development of farmer's lung disease. It is cheaper to go the way of education and develop DVDs and 

pamphlets. However, we also have to consider the fact some employees on farms may have limited education 

and may not understand what is being communicated to them. Some employees may come from east Asia and it 

may take them some time to adjust to the information being given to them. It is the responsibility of the farmer 

under the law to put in place technology to prevent farmer's lung disease. 

The Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act 2005 states that an employer with three or fewer employees must 

have a code of practice as a substitute for a safety statement. The code of practice for both tillage and livestock 

farmers should include risk assessment documents for the activities on the farm and a safe system of work plan 

for the farm. The role of the farmer, according to the 2005 Act, is to provide the following: a safe system of 



 

 

storage of grains, hay handling and use of hazardous substances; a safe place of work, which includes farm 

buildings and safe working practices and procedures; safe equipment and machinery; a safe way in and out of 

the farm, farm buildings and the farm yard; information for farm employees; regular training of farm employees; 

and high visibility clothing and personal protective equipment, which will also include the wearing of face 

masks and preventing exposure. There has to be some form of legislative instrument to protect employees from 

developing farmer's lung disease. In addition, we can also put in place videos, DVDs, e-mails and text messages 

reminding employees working on farms about the risks of farmer's lung disease. 

Chairman: Thank you. That concludes our work for the day. On behalf of the Seanad Public Consultation 

Committee, I thank all those who have contributed to today's meeting. I believe it has been a very valuable 

exercise for us all and we have heard a wide range of experience and opinion from various groups. Full account 
will be taken of today's discussions when the draft report is being prepared and copied, and the final report will 

be sent to all contributors. 

Before I adjourn the committee, I thank our secretariat and the clerk, Mr. Martin Groves, for all the effort they 

have put into it. Seeing as we are on the Martins, we should also give a special word of praise to Senator Martin 
Conway who recommended to our committee that we should take this issue on board. We will have to keep 

thanking the Martins, so my thanks to Senator Conway. 

The committee will have a good bit of work to do to pull all of this together and to produce a report that will, in 

some way, help in this direction. We do not expect to have all the answers but, as a result of today's session, 
perhaps we can take some small step towards improving farm safety and even saving someone's life. Many 

thanks to all concerned, including my Seanad colleagues, for turning up today. Most of the committee were 

present, bar two members who were unfortunately absent. It has been a very worthwhile exercise for us and I 

have learned a lot from it. 

Mr. Tom Murphy: I would like to respond to the question on scrappage, if I may. People should not hold their 

breath in this regard. Scrappage would really be a subsidy on production. There is a very good, successful group 

of agricultural contractors who, over the past 50 years, have done work on farms. Even with scrappage, there 

would not be sufficient work on a farm to warrant the cost of buying a new tractor or machine. 

On the question of safety, thank God fatalities have been rare among contractors in the past ten years, with just 

one fatality. That is down to the good offices of Mr. Dessie Cunningham and other contractors who keep their 

machinery well-maintained. That is the secret - maintaining machinery - which is why we believe testing of 

machinery has to come. It is the only way to bring safety on the farms. 

Senator Martin Conway: I also extend my thanks to the witnesses, to the Chairman for his continuous support 

on this project, and to Mr. Martin Groves and Mr. Ronan Curran, our secretariat, who do a fantastic job which is 

often unrecognised, although certainly not by us. 

Chairman: We must not forget the Leader of the Seanad, Senator Maurice Cummins, who ran with the ball 

Senator Conway presented in the House and said the committee should look at this. If he had not accepted 

Senator Conway's suggestion, it might not have happened. 

I believe it is a very important day's work and I hope something good will come out of it. I apologise to Mr. 
Murphy. It was remiss of me not to allow him to answer the queries, one of which I raised myself. None the less 

it was a good day's work. I thank all who contributed and all of the staff who helped. The House does not 

usually sit on a Monday and it can sometimes take a pretty extraordinary effort to get politicians here on a 

Monday because they usually have other work to do in their constituencies. I appreciate the support from all 

angles to make this day, hopefully, a progression in the right direction for the whole area of farm safety. We 

cannot applaud enough the voluntary groups and all the organisations which have great concern and interest in 

this whole area. It is the coming together of various interested groups and joined-up thinking that will, 

hopefully, improve our record in order that we may, in ten years time, be seen as the best in Europe rather than 

lagging behind. 

The committee adjourned at 6.50 p.m. sine die. 


