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È Setting the scene: 350 years of socio-
economic and landscape change

È HNV Areas of Ireland
È Extensive Livestock Production
ÁWestern Hill Sheep Production
ÁBurren Extensive Beef Production

È Vision for CAP supported HNV system



È Self Sufficiency

È Gaelic legal code governing society (Detailed 
Written Law Texts 7 th & 8th Century)

È Cattle = Currency

È Free Elite: Hierarchy of nobles (Kings and Lords) ð
Apprentice farmer (14 ha grazing)

È Unfree (bound to land): cottiers, tenants and serfs

È Relatively prosperous rural economy (i.e. enough 
food for all)

È Regularly undermined by political strife, weather 
and disease.

Source: J. Feehan(2003). Farming in Ireland. History, Heritage and Environment. University College Dublin.



È Year round grazing systems (no meadowing )
È Mainly dairying,  also pigs, sheep, horses
È Farm size 28ha-280Ha. Home farm and summer 

milking lands (wetlands and foothills). Mountain 
grazing open to all

È Dairy diet: >20 milk drinks, curds, butter and 
cheese

È Blood drawn to drink
È Farmstead: fertile ground for cultivation (<1%of 

holding), outfield for grazing, access to common 
lands and water

È Monasteries: Arable important

Source: J. Feehan(2003). Farming in Ireland. History, Heritage and Environment. University College Dublin.



È Anglo -Norman 
Tradition (East): Better 
soils, arable, cattle and 
sheep, large open field 
system/village 
settlement

È Gaelic Tradition 
(West/South -West): 
predominantly gaelic
pastoralism (in decline), 
no nucleated settlement 
(monasteries exception)

Ref: J. Feehan(2003). Farming in Ireland. History, Heritage and 
Environment. University College Dublin.



È Mixed Tradition 
(Midlands): Mixed 
soils, arable, livestock, 
village settlement. 
More intensive than 
gaelic areas. Local 
variation.

È Scots-English 
Tradition (North -
West): New 
Plantations

Ref: J. Feehan(2003). Farming in Ireland. History, Heritage and 
Environment. University College Dublin.

Petty (1672)
Å2.8 M Ha Grassland
Å0.2 M Ha Tillage



Landscape  a mix of 
open pasture, 
wood pasture, 
woodland and 
ebb and flow of 
scrubland.

Large areas of 
peatlands and 
wetlands

Source: E. McCracken (1959). The woodlands of Ireland Circa 1600. Irish Historical Studies. 11 (6) pp 271-296 



È War 1641-1653: 
Á tillage completely abandoned. 
Á 75% of all cattle destroyed. 
Á 25% - 80% people dead (war, famine and disease). 
Á80% of best land òlay waste and uninhabitedó.  
Á Extensive areas reverted to scrub.

È Relatively rapid recovery
È Main export later half of century: cattle, wool, 

corn, butter and fish (2,000 tons salmon/year), 
large quantities of timber

È End of century
Á Population grew to 1 million 
Á Land privatised



È Reluctant agricultural revolution

È Growing population

È Increasing importance of drystock

È Exports: linen, wool, beef, butter and pork.

È Potato : staple diet for 75% of pop.

È Largely unenclosed at beginning of century. 

È Gaelic system still prevalent in western areas

È Woodland disappears ðpipe staves, barrels, 
charcoal for ironworks  (10-15% in 1600s to approx. 
1% in 1800s)

È Turn to peatlands for fuel.



È Rapidly growing population (1M 1600 to 8.1M 
1841)

È Facilitated by and dependant on potato for 
subsistence

È Reclamation schemes and further enclosure

È 0.8M Ha potatoes, oats as cash crop

È Gaelic pastoralism on marginal land replace by 
large pastoral estates ðlarge expanses grazed 
by cattle managed by few herders (large sheep 
herds in limestone lowlands)

È Large Demesne Estates ðmixed agriculture 
(better soils)



ÁCommunal lease on marginal land

ÁHouses and byres at centre

ÁUnenclosed tillage infield (oats and potatoes), outfield, 
then common grazing each shareholders allocated 
number of òcollopsó for sustainable grazing

ÁSeaweed and sand used as fertiliser

Á Income supplemented by cottage industries (weaving, 
knitting, sale of turf, seaweed)

ÁPopulation increase, breakdown in system ð
overstocking, soil impoverishment

ÁSub division of land, smaller more fragmented holdings

ÁDependence on òLumperó potato



È Human tragedy, socio-economic watershed 
with far reaching political repercussions

È Pop decline 1841 (8,196,597) to 1861 (5,798,967)

È 1 million died, >1 million emigrated

È Recurring blight, famine (west)1879, 1889-1890.

È Remodelling of Irish Agriculture



È Number of cattle and sheep doubled

È Depopulation of western hills 

È Increase in large scale sheep farming: Cheviot 
and Scottish Black Face

È Irish landlords under political and economic 
pressure

È Land Acts 1860-1933, change in ownership

Á130,000 landlords in 1870, 500,000 tenants

ÁBy 1933 6M ha changed hands to make 450,000 
holdings



È Established in 1891 in response to socio-economic 
situation in west

È Promote infrastructural development and 
modernisation of agriculture

È Second wave of compulsory purchase to redistribute 
land into viable holdings

È CBD ladder farm replace more informal clachan 
system
ÁAim: holding of 9 -12ha
Á7 ha potential arable and commonage grazing
ÁFarms with regular fields, new farmhouses and 

roadways
È òModel of social reform:  inclusive, democratic, 

progressive, agenda determined by local and regional 
needsó Feehan2003



È Modernisation and intensification of agriculture

È Associated environmental consequences

È Join EU in 1973 

È CAP-Headage payment and unsustainable growth in 
livestock numbers

È High nature value farmland areas still remain 
Á Centred on Gaelic tradition areas of 17th century

Á Marginal land

Á Worst hit areas during the Famine

Á The congested district areas of the early 20th century

Á Ravaged by unsustainable grazing practices, direct result of 
CAP headagepayments

Á Time we had a sustainable solution to òWestern problemó.



È Gaelic pastoralism, Clachan-Rundale, CBD-Ladder 
Farm (war, famine, disease to improved socio-
economic situation)

È Current conservation management advocates 
traditional management techniques. 

È Originally developed to meet needs of people 
within the prevailing regional environmental 
constraints. 

È Effectiveness of traditional management practices? 
È Marrying science with traditional knowledge to 

develop sustainable management practices.
È HNV Areas not fossilised
È The current situation



ÅPhysical limitation - soils, topography, 
climate and remoteness
ÅHigh biodiversity, landscape and socio -
cultural values
ÅUnder threat


