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Delivering for Suckler and Sheep Farmers 

 

June 15, 2021 
 

Opening Statement to Joint Oireachtas Committee of Agriculture  
on Organic farming 

  
Firstly, we want to thank the Committee Chairperson and the Committee members for 

inviting us to this forum.  

 

We welcome the recent opening of the scheme for new entrants. At European Union level, 

there is a stated objective that 25% of farmers would farm organically which is ambitious 

but can be achieved if the proper supports are put in place. With this in mind, we want to 

welcome the recent opening of the organic scheme but are concerned with regard to the 

scheme’s accessibility. 

 

Scheme Access 

In recent times scoring systems for potential applicants showed there is a lack of ambition in 

Ireland by attempting to limit applicants to sectors which have a deficit in supply. There 

should be more ambitious plans in place to promote and market produce from all sectors, 

and it is not acceptable that sectors like the sheep sector should be left behind because of 

the perception that there is not enough demand. A proper marketing campaign would 

increase demand for all organic produce. 

 

Stocking Rate Provision 

Possibly the biggest stumbling block for Irish farmers joining the organic scheme is the 0.5 

livestock unit level set to get a maximum organic payment. For farmers on high nature value 

land, our uplands and our Natura 2000 lands, this stocking rate is too high, and there 

doesn’t seem to be an understanding that a prescribed maximum stocking rate (well below 

the 0.5LU) may already apply on some of these lands. Farmers trying to achieve the 0.5LU 
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level stocking rate on some land types could actually damage the environment and 

biodiversity and would be too dependent on very expensive compound feeds. This stocking 

rate provision is an Irish addition to the terms and conditions and needs to be removed or 

amended if we are to see any substantial increase in organic farming. 

 

Commonage Farmers 

While farmers with commonage lands can join the current scheme, they are not paid on the 

lands they farm in common. More often than not, the commonage lands are our hills where 

the spreading of compound fertiliser or any spraying has never featured. Where this can be 

easily established these lands should be available for support under any organic scheme.  

 

Payment Rates 

The payment rates per hectare need to be reviewed and adjusted to make it more attractive 

to join the scheme. This should involve a higher payment on the first 20ha to support 

smallholders. There is also a need to review the certification costs for organic farmers, 

which we believe are prohibitive. One possibility is that they could be absorbed by the 

Department of Agriculture. 

 

Knowledge Transfer & TAMS support 

There needs to be a provision in the next CAP to set up specific knowledge transfer groups 

for organic farmers. This small cohort of farmers feels isolated and need a mechanism to 

share knowledge and experience as organic farmers. 

Research and development in organic farming is deficient in Ireland and needs to be 

stepped up to maximise the huge opportunity to increase organic farming levels. 

Organic farmers face additional capital expenditure to comply with higher standards of 

welfare and production. While we welcome the current TAMS grants available to organic 
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farmers, we would strongly argue that 60% grant rates should apply to incentivise good 

practice and facilitate organic farm management and development. 

To reflect the fact that organic farmers have to travel further distances to access organic 

markets for livestock, livestock trailers should also be grant-aided under TAMS for organic 

farmers. 

 

Agri-Environmental Schemes 

Access to Agri-environmental schemes for organic farmers must be prioritised as these 

farmers are already delivering for the environment and biodiversity. Organic farmers should 

be entitled to Agri-environmental payments and organic payments on the same land. This is 

currently prohibited in GLAS. 

 

Additional Actions 

Red clover protein-rich swards should be further incentivised as should the introduction of 

diverse swards. 

Areas of Agroforestry introduced on organic farms should have the land involved eligible for 

all payments going forward. 

In conclusion, there is a great opportunity for organic farming in Ireland, but the current 

parameters are stifling the sector's development. On this basis, we do need a full review of 

the entire sector that facilitates oversight by all farming organisations. 
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