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Executive Summary

The goal of this study was to examine the current scope and future opportunities for social/care farming in Northern Ireland. Rural Policy Division of DARD was particularly keen to explore the need and appetite for social farming as another form of farm diversification. Research conducted included an extensive literature review and compiling data collected from case studies with organizations and individuals with a current or potential interest in social farming, a survey of rural development experts at the UK Rural Networking Conference, and discussions from social farming workshops at the same conference. Data collected was utilized to compile the potential opportunities and barriers associated with the development of social farming in Northern Ireland.

Social farming utilizes farming and agriculture as a therapeutic tool to provide health, social or educational care services for one or a range of vulnerable groups of people, which can include people suffering with mental health problems, physical disabilities, learning disabilities, and drug/alcohol addiction as well as adults and young people on probation. It is a growing movement across Europe that has been recognized by the European Union and has a growing presence in the Republic of Ireland and Britain. 

Social farming has demonstrated a number of health, economic, and societal benefits.  A study by the University of Essex presents evidence that vulnerable clients utilizing care farm services in the UK experience statistically significant improvements in self-confidence and mood. Economically speaking, research has demonstrated that care farms provide new employment opportunities to rural communities while generating millions for rural economies. In terms of society, social farming provides new links to agriculture and rural communities while providing the opportunity for a joined-up government approach to address an issue.

Study results indicate the need and support for social farming in Northern Ireland while pointing to a call for for further recognition of the concept across the country. The key opportunities for social farming in Northern Ireland include: 

· Excellent opportunity for farm diversification & sustainability

· A joined-up solution that provides an innovative, needed service

· Equipping vulnerable groups with new skills, knowledge and confidence

· Improve individuals’ health

· Rural communication & community cohesion

· Employment opportunities

· Educational opportunities 

· Synergy with the organic and local farming movements

· Rural Development Programme (RDP)

The perceived barriers for social farming include:
· Lack of awareness and understanding of the concept

· Funding 
· Bureaucracy
· Farmer buy-in
· Lack of skills and support for farmers
· NIMBY issues
· Matching supply and demand
· Research of cost benefit analysis for Northern Ireland

After analyzing these opportunities and barriers, social farming is a potentially viable option for social service delivery, farm diversification, and rural development in Northern Ireland. Social farming has been tried in the past to success, and there is a real need for this type of approach in care service delivery and farm support again. However, steps will need to be taken to ensure the successful implementation of care farming. Recommendations for the advancement of social farming across Northern Ireland include:

1. Champion organization to bring players together

2. Social Farming Network NI

3. Guidebook, training, and support for interested and active social farmers 

4. Pilot/Demonstration projects
5. Develop and finance a business model

6. Integrated engagement and marketing strategy

Study Background
The goal of this study was to examine the current scope and future opportunities for social/care farming in Northern Ireland. Rural Policy Division of DARD was particularly keen to explore the need and appetite for social farming as another form of farm diversification.

Social farming is a growing movement across Europe. The European Union recognized the concept by commissioning the SoFar study in 2006 with the goal of supporting the building of a new institutional environment for social/care farming. Since the study, social farming has become more integrated with Rural Development Programmes across the EU. The concept is increasingly viewed as a good joined up government approach to improving health and farm diversification. 

A network on care farms has been growing in mainland Britain, and they are keen to expand into Northern Ireland. Likewise, a research body in the Republic of Ireland at University College Dublin has been keen to expand their research on the field north of the border.

Social farming presents an opportunity for DARD to explore the issue as a potential avenue for farm diversification. This fits within DARD’s role as the Rural Champion to explore new initiatives to grow Northern Ireland’s farms and rural communities into thriving, sustainable enterprises. In addition to the interest of DARD and potential benefits to farmers, social farming has potential to fulfill a real need in alternatives for the delivery of care services.
Methodology

After an initial period of background research and literature review, the project progressed by identifying and contacting relevant parties and organisations, including social service providers, farmers’ unions, and established/interested social farmers. Meetings were held with parties that responded to interview and discuss their views on the topic. 

A survey was also carried out of rural development practitioners at the UK Rural Network Conference on March 10-11, 2010 in Belfast. The questionnaire was used to gauge knowledge and support for social farming while asking about perceived opportunities and barriers. 

After compiling the list of opportunities and barriers, a set of recommendations were developed that would facilitate the development, growth and sustainable success of social farming as an application in Northern Ireland.

What is Social/Care Farming?

Social, or care, farming is a growing trend across Europe. However, it is a movement that lacks an official definition as it is interpreted differently across sectors and national borders. This section attempts to illustrate the range of definitions that exist among academics, practice groups, and networks in the field of social farming. The section also details that state of social farming across Europe, including the Republic of Ireland and the UK.

In a study of social farming across Europe, Di lacovo & O’Connor (2009: 12) state:

“In particular we may speak of social farming (or ‘care farming’ or ‘green care’) as those farming practices aimed at promoting disadvantaged people’s rehabilitation, education, and care and/or towards the integration of people with ‘low conceptual capacity’ (i.e. intellectual and physical disabilities, convicts, those with drug addiction, minors, migrants) but also practices that support services in rural areas for specific target groups such as children and the elderly.”

Further, they provide a tentative definition as:

“Social farming is both a traditional and innovative use of agriculture frequently introduced from ‘grassroots level’ by both new and established farmers. Social farming includes all activities that use agriculture resources, both from plants and animals, in order to promote (or to generate) therapy, rehabilitation, social inclusion, education and social services in rural areas. However, it is strictly related to farm activities where (small) groups of people can stay and work together with family farmers and social practitioners.” 

According to Di lacovo & O’Connor (2009:21-22), social farming adopts a multifunctional view of agriculture where health and employment, education or therapy stand alongside saleable produce as the main products. This type of agriculture offers opportunities for disabled or disadvantaged people to participate in growing food or working with animals while being integrated in a living context, where their personal capabilities may be valued and enhanced.

The Social Farming Community of Practice Group in Ireland describes social farming as being “based on the recognition that working with animals, earth and being out in the natural environment has special value for peoples’ well-being.” They state that social farming is “being utilised as a service option for people with mental health difficulties, people with disabilities (intellectual, physical and sensory), drug/alcohol rehabilitation services, prisoner rehabilitation services, services for older people, therapeutic activities for children and so on.” They illustrate that in social farming the relevant farm remains a working farm at its core but invite people to participate in farm activities through link-ups with social service providers.

The UK National Care Farming Initiative simply says “care farming is the therapeutic use of farming practices.” However, they list the many tenets that care farms possess. 

Care farms:

· Utilise the whole or part of a farm. Be they commercial agricultural units, smallholdings or community farms.
· Provide health, social or educational care services for one or a range of vulnerable groups of people. Includes people with mental health problems, people suffering from mild to moderate depression, adults and children with learning disabilities, children with autism, those with a drug or alcohol addiction history, disaffected young people, adults and people on probation. 

· Provide a supervised, structured programme of farming-related activities, including animal husbandry (livestock, small animals, poultry), crop and vegetable production, woodland management etc. 

· Provide services on a regular basis for participants, where clients/participants attend the farm regularly as part of a structured care, rehabilitation, therapeutic or educational programme. 

· Are commissioned to provide care farming services by referral agencies such as social services, health care trusts, community mental health teams, education authorities, probation services, Connexions etc. Clients can also be self-referred as part of the direct payments scheme, or be referred by family members. 

While the definitions may vary, in short, social farming utilizes farming and agriculture as a therapeutic tool to provide health, social, or educational care services for one or a range of vulnerable groups of people, which can include people suffering with mental health problems, physical disabilities, learning disabilities, and drug/alcohol addiction as well as adults and young people on probation.

Social farming in a European, Irish, & UK context

Europe

In Europe, social farming has been a growing topic of interest. In 2006, the EU Commission funded a multi-country research and support project with the specific goal to support the building of a new institutional environment for social/care farming. The project, titled “So-Far”, lasted 30 months and included seven nations. The seven nations were Belgium, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, and Slovenia. The findings and recommendations of the project were published in 2009 in a work titled Supporting policies for Social Farming in Europe – Progressing Multifunctionality in Responsive Rural Areas (Di lacovo & O’Connor). The project estimated over 4,200 social farms of differing types within the seven nations studied. Recommendations of the projected centred on providing better organization and recognition for social farming within the EU. The key priority areas included innovative strategies for improving knowledge of social farming, building networks, and developing a common judicial framework and shared vision.

Ireland

Research on social farming in Ireland was primarily carried out by Deirdre O’Connor at Aideen McGloin at University College Dublin. In their work, “An Overview of Social Farming in Ireland – The State of the Art” (2007), they report that social farming as a concept is not readily known or understood, but the use of agriculture and horticulture as used in care settings has a long history in Ireland, including the earliest modern efforts that started in the mid-1960s. By their estimation, there were 90 social farms operating in the Republic of Ireland in 2007. These range from private care farms to the well established network of Camphill Communities. Social farming projects in the Republic of Ireland also included peace building projects along the border with Northern Ireland such as the Community Food Project in County Leitrim. 

UK

Previously mentioned, the National Care Farming Initiative (NCFI) is the national network for the UK with the mission of providing a voice and supportive services for care farmers, inspiring decision makers and to developing policies and actions that will support care farming in the UK. According to NCFI, care farming is an embryonic, but growing movement in the UK. Currently, there are 126 care farms across the UK registered with NCFI. These numbers show an increase from a 2008 scoping study by Hine et al, which estimated there were at least 76 care farms across the UK. Of NCFI’s membership, there are 8 care farms in Wales, 5 in Scotland, 2 in Northern Ireland, and the remainder in England. While care farming is new to Northern Ireland, there are other active and developing social farms who are either unaware or have not had the opportunity to register with the NCFI.
Benefits of Social/Care Farming
As a growing movement, social farming presents many potential benefits for clients, farmers, social service providers, and rural communities. This section seeks to summarize the key benefits of social farming in terms of health, economics, and society.

Health 

A study from the University of Essex by Hine et al (2008: 68-75) examines the evidence of benefits to the UK from the burgeoning social farming movement. Hine et al point to the growing evidence of the positive relationship between exposure to nature and individual’s health. They studied 72 participants on 7 care farms around the UK to gain data on psychological health and well-being effects. Participants were surveyed before and after spending time on a farm. The results showed a very statistically significant increase in the self-esteem of participants after spending time on the farm. In total 64% of the participants experienced improved self-esteem. 
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The participants also registered statistically significant improvements in mood as 88% recorded improved overall moods. The mood test charted decreases in anger, confusion, depression, tension, and fatigue while demonstrating improved energy and vigour of the participants. Their study provides a clear demonstration that participating in care farming activities is effective in enhancing self-esteem and overall mood, which means care farming provides an ideal way to help people to feel better.

Economic

The University of Essex study by Hine et al (2008: 55) also demonstrates the economic benefits of care farms. This UK scoping study generated 76 responses from care farms across the country. These 76 farms reported employing 355 full time employees and 302 part time employees with 741 volunteers. From this data, the average staff on a care farm is 5 full time employees, 5 part time employees, and 12 volunteers. These farms are providing valuable employment opportunities in conjunction with their care services. In additions to benefits for employment on the farms, the study investigates the cost savings to social service providers as care farming has demonstrated its cost effectiveness and efficiency in treating the different disabilities, illnesses, addictions, and criminal tendencies of clients.

In 2008, the UK NCFI released a briefing report on the potential development of care farming in the UK by using projections from Dutch research. The Dutch research showed that the 2005 annual average revenue from care activities on care farms was €73,000 (£52,517). Using this data, Dover (2008) projected that care farming would be generating £149 million for the rural economy in 10 years from the delivery of care alone, which excludes the associated health and social welfare benefits. The projections were broken down by region and show that Northern Ireland has the potential over 10 years to generate £12.6 million in income for the rural economy.

Societal 

Social farming has the opportunity to make positive impacts on different sectors and whole communities by providing a new link to agriculture. Di lacovo and O’Connor (2009:24) extol that social farming has broad impacts in its ability to link other sectors (education, health, etc) to agriculture and rural communities. They see this link having the affect of enlarging the number of stakeholders, changing society’s perception of farming, allowing farmers to build new networks to promote their production, and providing a source of direct income for farmers in return for their services. In terms of rural development, social farming has the potential of creating more sustainability for farmers and rural communities. The new links between agriculture, social and health sectors, education, and society will strengthen urban-rural relationships. As a tool of diversification, social farming presents rural areas with new economic opportunities. It will also improve social capital and social responsibility while strengthening social services in rural areas to create more vibrant communities.
Case Studies

This section seeks to detail the visits to farms and social service providers across Northern Ireland. The case studies provide an overview of the different organizations, their relation and/or interest in social farming, perceived opportunities, and existing barriers. These provide a portrait of the current state of social farming in Northern Ireland, including planned development and challenges that must be overcome. 

Growing Connections

Growing Connections is a community based voluntary organisation based at a private farm outside Bangor in Northern Ireland. The project was set up in February 2009 with the goal of creating a fully fledged care farm. Still in its beginning phases with a strong reliance on volunteers at this stage, Growing Connections is working to put in place the necessary infrastructure, which includes polytunnels, raised beds, and a hen enclosure. Their core vision and mission involves building community by bringing people together to work on the farm. The farm aims to target those with mental health issues and their carers. With a specific focus of bringing the community to support one another while emphasizing how everyone is similar instead of different, the project believes that being around one another while engaging in meaningful work will benefit each individual’s mental health. The founders and volunteers of the farm all draw from their personal experiences of dealing with family members affected by mental disabilities and hope to see the project provide opportunities for other disabled community members. Barriers to the project have included bureaucracy and organization. They have managed to secure clearance for working with vulnerable people and to put health and safety policies in place. They have also focused on networking with mental health groups to the get the word out about care farming and opportunities via their project. Currently, there is a group of 60+ volunteers with a core base of 15-20 individuals. A smaller group of eight individuals help to manage and run the project. Future plans include community allotments, an organic fruit and vegetable shop, and the training and employment of individuals with mental health issues and learning disabilities. 

Probation Board for Northern Ireland
The Probation Board for Northern Ireland (PBNI) is a non-departmental public body of the Department of Justice (DOJ) which helps to prevent reoffending by assessing offenders, challenging their offending behaviour, changing their attitudes and behaviour and thereby protecting the public. The PBNI deals with offenders mostly between the ages of 18 and 70, and most of these are under the age of 35. Around 9% (around 300) of their offenders are females. As they have used farm work for offenders in the past, the PBNI would be open to using social farming as a service, especially for younger offenders. This service would be a strong fit for offenders with a history of alcohol abuse, mental health problems, unemployment, and low educational attainment. Social farming would provide a much needed regional service outside of the main urban areas. A pilot project in the West in Counties Tyrone or Fermanagh would be a strong fit for PBNI’s current needs. When dealing with offenders, judges mandate the number of work hours that they must complete, and the PBNI supervises a probated work force of approximately 100,000 hours annually. Offenders could care for animals and learn to grown food on care farms, which would help them with their personal education while teaching them about health and nutrition. For such a project to work, farmers would need to provide good supervision and be aware of offenders and their issues, including dealing with sex offenders or protecting offenders from being “outed” in the community. Furthermore, an assessment mechanism would need to be put in place to match offenders with farming as the most useful remedy for them. Once pilot projects are put in place, the PBNI would be willing to consider the purchase of placements on farms for offenders to meet their work hour requirement.

Camphill Clanabogan
The Camphill Community movement has been growing strongly around the world since it was founded by Dr. Karl König over 70 years ago. Currently, there are 119 Camphill communities in 21 countries in Europe, North America, southern Africa and Asia. Camphill communities are residential "life-sharing" communities and schools for adults and children with learning disabilities, mental health problems and other special needs, which provide services and support for work, learning and daily living. The Camphill movement focuses on seeing the person behind the disability and integrating them into the community. Farming with care for the land and sustainability are core tenets of the communities as they grow their own food with some ever geared to sell produce.

Camphill Clanabogan was started in 1984 and is situated on approximately 150 acres outside of Omagh. The farm itself includes 15-20 dairy cattle that are also used for beef. Dairy products are strictly for community use with excess milk being used for butter and cheese. The farm usually has poultry and pigs, while growing field vegetables and a garden. Larger crops include grain, rye, kale, silage, and hay. Besides the farm products, the community maintains a bakery, a weaving shop, and a wood-working crafts shop, all of which sell their goods to the general public. The community also actively uses renewable sources of energy. In 1998, they installed the first wood/biomass heating system in Ireland. Other sources of renewables employed on the farm now include solar, wind, photovoltaic pumps, and a lagoon for foul water. 

The community has between 80 and 90 residents. Approximately 30 of the residents have some form of a learning disability. Residents choose to come by a mutual agreement with a gradual move in process. The care provided ranges from non-residential day care to one-on-one supervision. Members of the community work on the farm as a volunteer with their needs taken care of. There are only a few employees, and the residents do not work for money. However, the residents do take great pride in their work. While they may be slow to learn a task, many enjoy the repetitive tasks and are quite good around the animals with many teaching new volunteers the proper way to interact. 

Funding is a constant issue for the community as it has to be pulled from several different areas. Money comes from the health trusts for care and support, including day care. Meanwhile, government funding also exists from the housing trust/executive for providing 6 life sharing homes. The community also has a revenue stream in the goods they produce and sell. Transportation is also an issue for those that work at the farm on a day release basis that Camphill staff must deal with as they want people to actually be able to do something instead of being stuck in a bus all day. Currently, people are brought to the farm by local colleges, minibuses, or even on their own in taxicabs. 

Cedar Foundation

The Cedar Foundation is an organization with the vision of playing a leading role in the achievement of a community in which people with disabilities are valued and participate as equal citizens. Their Active Futures Programme in partnership with The Northern Health and Social Care Trust supports young people (ages 16-25) with physical and/or sensory disabilities, in the Causeway area, to ensure a smooth transition from school into employment, further education and community based programmes across a range of social, recreational, voluntary, vocational, and educational sectors. The Transition programme works with people leaving school to find voluntary and sometimes paid work, and the Inclusion programme provides a person-centred focus to help find sustainable work for people that do not have experience or qualifications. The Cedar Foundation’s clients can handle the responsibility of work and some might even be independent, but the Foundation provides the necessary support and motivation to help them feel confident.

Currently, the Cedar Foundation has around 80 total clients at their two locations in Ballymoney and Ballymena. Clients are referred from social workers or through self referrals. They have a tailored approach that insures clients while at the Foundation and make sure that they are covered at individual placements. They keep a registry of available placements to help meet their clients’ needs and interests. The Cedar Foundation would be keen to have social farming in the area as it would provide a sense of community for these people in the rural area, and they see this opportunity for community building stronger benefit than the individual benefits. Social farms would be a good fit both for clients that wish to be outdoors as well as those that could do indoor tasks such as bookkeeping for the farm. The Cedar Foundation has seen the benefits of farming for the disabled as they have a former client with a brain injury who has continued to do voluntary work on a pig farm for 3 days a week in a mutually beneficial relationship for the disabled individual and the farmer as the farmer gets extra help and company while the client gets to be involved in meaningful work to improve his self-esteem. They have several clients interested in farming and/or gardening, but few placements currently exist in the area. The Cedar Foundation also does not have the funding to pay for any placements, which would include farmers that might take on clients.

Youth Justice Agency

In operation since 2003, the principal aim of the Youth Justice Agency (YJA) is to reduce youth crime and to build confidence in the youth justice system. The Agency works with children aged 10-17 years who have offended or are at serious risk of offending. The agency delivers a range of services, including diversionary interventions through a network of 17 community-based offices, youth conferencing (a restorative process in which victims have a say), and custody for the most serious offenders. YJA averages around 1,000 referrals from the courts each year. The agency is always looking for service opportunities that get young people back into the community. Most of these placements provide service to charities and community voluntary organizations.  
YJA had been previously approached about social farming but had initial reservations. Initially, they were unsure of the merits for young people working on farms and were more interested in day placements instead of residential placements. For social farming to work, farmers would need to be vetted for children’s safety guidelines and maintain public liability. They would also expect potential farmers to already have a range of skills including knowledge about interacting with youth, protecting confidentiality of clients in the local community, good health and safety skills, and limiting use of certain tools and the opportunities for reoffending. YJA does deal with rural offenders and has a few placements in rural areas, but in general, transportation is an issue for these rural youth. Essentially, the YJA has financial concerns as they do not have a budget for this type of work presently. They would be keen to see examples of costs involved from other areas. The agency does feel that social farming may work better as work experience opportunity instead of a court ordered service placement. They fund these work experience opportunities as a form of mentoring for at-risk youth. 
Southern Health & Social Care Trust
The Southern Health & Social Care Trust provides a wide range of hospital, community, and primary care services primarily to the populations of Armagh, Banbridge, Craigavon, Dungannon, Newry and Mourne. The Trust provides a wide range of medical services including treatment and rehabilitation for mental health issues and learning disabilities. The Trust has some understanding and experience with social farming as they utilize horticulture as a treatment and skills providing option for some of their patients. The Trust sees potential for social farming in providing daytime opportunities that would get patients back into their own communities, although there would be supervisory requirements. A network of farms that can provide different opportunities as needed would best fit the needs of the Trust. They hope that social farming could help patients find bridges into employment opportunities. There are questions about the economic viability of such operations, especially in tough economic times and tightening budgets that threaten cuts in frontline services in mental health for the Trust.

Rathlane Farm

John Farr is a community worker and farmer based in Glenavy, near Crumlin. Through the Church of Ireland, John got involved in working with young people and saw the opportunity to keep young people engaged in activities in rural areas. On a trip to the Netherlands, he first encountered the social farming concept and saw it as an opportunity for development in Northern Ireland. Using his existing family farm, Rathlane, he began to develop his care farm by gaining planning permission and building infrastructure. Today, the farm features a 12 bed residential facility, a stable block for horses and small animals, polytunnels, raised beds, covered activity space, and outdoor activity space on the shore of Lough Neagh. Many of the facilities are nearly completed and need minor finishing touches including fire doors, wheelchair access, and a communal dining facility. The farm has great potential due to its central location near Belfast.
The next stages of development for the farm are still being explored. Having invested his own money into the farm, he has looked into funding opportunities with Invest NI and Local Action Groups. However, he now finds himself in a chicken and egg situation where funders wish to see concrete demand for his business, while potential clients will not commit to contract with him until the facilities are completed. He has run some pilot projects involving engaging young offenders in working with horses with the Youth Justice Agency and has approached other organizations including Praxis. One barrier he has encountered is the lack of recognition for social farming and the need for the caring profession (health, justice) to recognize the values of the concept. Currently, people only see the risk and forget that this is a proven concept that has been shown to make remarkable impacts on people with disabilities and other clients including young offenders. He also feels that networking is necessary to bring potential farmers, clients, and social service providers together to market the concept and get the wider community to buy into the services. 

Additional Visits

Other conversations were held with the Ulster Farmers’ Union and the Rural Development Council to gain feedback on the concept. Their feedback on potential benefits, opportunities in the field, and possible barriers that would need to be overcome in order to make social farming successful in Northern Ireland was incorporated into comments collected from the questionnaires.
Results & Study Findings

This section describes the results from a survey conducted of rural development experts at the 2010 UK Rural Network Conference. The survey details the level of knowledge and support for social farming in Northern Ireland and across the UK. Data from case study visits and the surveys were utilized in conjunction to create a full list of potential opportunities and barriers associated with the further deployment of social farming as a social service and tool for farm diversification.
Social Farming Questionnaire

On March 10-11, 2010 the first UK National Rural Network Conference was held in Belfast, Northern Ireland. The conference brought together over 250 rural development experts and practitioners to network and share ideas. The conference was locally planned by Northern Ireland’s Rural Development Council (RDC). A meeting was held with RDC in February to discuss social farming as a part of the conference agenda. Workshop sessions on social farming were being planned and would be led by Debbie Wilcox of NCFI and Aideen McGloin and Deirdre O’Connor from UCD. In addition to the workshops, RDC gave permission for the use of a questionnaire to gauge conference participants’ knowledge and interest of social farming. 
The workshops were held on the first day of the conference. Each of the three social farming sessions averaged around 10 attendees. The conversations focused on the need for the expansion and broader implementation of social farming across Northern Ireland. Many of the attendees were representatives of Local Action Groups, who were very keen on the concept. They recognized social farming as both a new method of farm diversification and a solution to the shortfall of social service options in rural communities. The Local Action Group representatives really expressed a strong desire to see the further development of the social farming concept in Northern Ireland in providing required alternative care services and new options for farm diversification. Notes from these three sessions’ discussions have been included in the opportunities and barriers lists.
During the morning general session on the second day of the conference, summaries of all the workshops were presented to around 100 attendees. After the discussion of the social farming workshop, the attendees were asked to complete the prepared questionnaire. 65 questionnaires were collected from the participants in the session. Respondents were asked a range of questions to gather data on demographics (country of origin, occupation), knowledge of social farming, level of support for the concept, and any perceived opportunities and barriers for implementation. 

The majority of the respondents were from either Northern Ireland or Wales as demonstrated below.
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A key question asked, “Have you heard of social farming before today?” For the entire UK, 54% of respondents had heard about social farming before the conference.
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A further analysis revealed that for attendees from Northern Ireland a full 60% were familiar with the concept of social farming. This figure is impressive as 11 of the 20 Northern Ireland respondents identified themselves as members of a Local Action Group, a potential body for funding social farming projects through the Rural Development Programme. This group also included 2 existing social farmers and 2 farmers interested in the concept.

[image: image5.png]Have you heard of social farming before today?
NI Responses

No
40%





Respondents were then asked a series of scaled questions to test their feelings on and support for social farming, including the innovativeness of the concept, potential need for the services, viability as an option for rural development, and potential for barriers that will have to be overcome. Results were very positive across the board. 

· 85% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that there is potential and need for social farming as a social service.

· 89% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that social farming was an innovative concept that should be further employed across the UK and Ireland.

· 80% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that social farming is a viable policy option for rural development and supporting farmers.

· However, as expected, 80% of respondents also agreed or strongly agreed that social farming would have to overcome many barriers to become successful and widespread.
The collected data for these four questions can be seen in the following figure on the next page.
The final questions of the questionnaire were open-ended questions. Respondents were asked to answer in their own words what they see as the opportunities for social farming and what they see as the barriers social farming faces. Respondents were also provided with the opportunity to leave additional comments about social farming as well as providing their contact information if they were interested in further developments with social farming.

Study Findings

Data from the questionnaires, the case studies, discussion from social farming workshops, and other organizational visits were compiled to analyze the perceived opportunities and barriers for social farming in Northern Ireland. The following analysis provides a comprehensive picture of the current and perceived prospects and limitations on the future development of social farming as a social service and a tool for farm diversification and rural development.

Opportunities:

· Excellent opportunity for farm diversification & sustainability: Across the board, the top prospect for social farming in Northern Ireland is to provide new opportunities for farmers to diversify. Social farming has the potential to serve as a new income stream while adding value to farms, which will serve to make the farms more economically sustainable. Social farming can also add to the sustainability of the family farm in that this option could be seen as particularly appealing to farmers and spouses with a background, interest, and experience in the health care sector.
· A joined-up solution that provides an innovative, needed service:  Social farming is seen as an issue that can bring together different sectors including agriculture, health, justice, and education. This type of joined-up policy that works across sectors allows people to collectively address issues by implementing targeted solutions. A joined-up government that tackles mutual policy issues is particularly favoured by the public. Social farming is particularly relevant and innovative as it provides much needed service options for vulnerable groups that integrate delivery into rural areas. Moreover, social farming is seen as a local solution to a national problem that has the potential to really bring communities together.
· Equipping vulnerable groups with new skills, knowledge and confidence: One of the main benefits that social farming has demonstrated is the ability to increase the self-esteem and mood of clients. However, besides just improving their confidence levels, clients at social farms learn real skills and knowledge from their experience on the farm working with animals, growing produce, and participating in other activities. Social service providers in Northern Ireland including those from the health and judicial sectors are quite keen on their clients learning skills that can help them to eventually find employment as a part of their rehabilitation to overcome health or criminal issues. New skills, knowledge, and confidence gained from social farming can better help members of vulnerable groups reintegrate into society.
· Improve individuals’ health: As previously described, social farming is a great service for improving the health outcomes of people with mental health problems, physical disabilities, learning disabilities, drug and/or alcohol addictions, and criminal records. Research has demonstrated the positive effects that natural rehabilitation and working with animals and plants can have on personal health. Social farming recognizes and promotes the value of this type of green health care. As social farming has also been shown to be a cost effective treatment service, it also fits in with the growing movement towards personalised medicine, which allows patients to choose the care that best suits them through the use of personal health budgets. This effective concept is needed in Northern Ireland to supply patients with alternative choices for the delivery of care services.

· Rural communication & community cohesion: Social farming has the potential to reconnect people to rural areas in Northern Ireland. It will serve as another means for the government and general public to engage in meaningful communication with rural communities and farmers in implementing social farming. Besides connecting outside communities with rural, social farming will have the effect of improving the local cohesion of rural communities where it exists by integrating the vulnerable members into society and by building new rural infrastructure. Farmers will also benefit from new social interactions with clients and social service providers, which would have positive impacts on the well-documented loneliness problems faced by farmers.
· Employment opportunities: Social farming operations could potentially provide new employment opportunities in rural areas. If the trends from the Hine et al study carried over, each social farm could employ on average 5 full time and 5 part time employees with 12 volunteers. The operations themselves would be providing agricultural training to clients and volunteers who make up the unemployed and underemployed segments of society, which also includes young people.
· Educational opportunities: According to data collected, social farming in Northern Ireland should include educational curriculum for children and others. It should not simply be limited to rehabilitation services. Social farming provides a setting to teach children about nature, science, farming, personal health, and the environment. Through field trips or sustained projects, school children would be able to have a hands-on learning experience through the agricultural setting of social farms. 
· Synergy with the organic and local farming movements: Social farming places an emphasis and recognition of the social and therapeutic value of the land. This holistic viewpoint has strong correlations with the organic and local farming movements. In Europe, there are strong links between social farming and organic farms. The values associated with organic farming and local agriculture are familiar to those found in care farming. Organic and local farms are just another potential opportunity for the development of social farming in Northern Ireland.
· Rural Development Programme (RDP): Social farming is a good fit for funding under the RDP, the rural development funding scheme from Europe and managed by DARDNI. Axis 1 of the RDP provides funding for future business planning through the Farm Family Options scheme, which could be utilized by those exploring developing a social farm. Further funding could then be sought through Local Action Groups (LAGs) under the farm diversification scheme Axis 3. Comments from LAG representatives in the questionnaire and workshops seemed open to and interested in social farming applications for Axis 3 funding.

Barriers:

· Lack of awareness and understanding of the concept: A lack of awareness and understanding of social farming is seen as the top barrier in Northern Ireland. This lack of awareness extends from politicians to public agencies to farmers and to the public at large. For people across the country to support the concept, they will first need to be informed about the concept and its benefits. While there are interested farmers in the field, politicians and government agencies in the agriculture, health, judicial, and education sectors would be seen as the priorities for engagement on social farming. Visibility of social farming is needed to build a national profile, and an integrated approach with all sectors on board is necessary for success.
· Funding: Funding is also seen a strong barrier to the development of social farming. While there are potential opportunities under the RDP, currently, it has not been supported by the RDP because of a poor recognition of the concept by funders and farmers. To make social farming economically viable, there would also need to be funding from the social service providers for start-up and maintenance of the ventures. In times of an economic recession and intense budget shortfalls that threaten frontline services, funding for new services is a daunting prospect. Funding issues also affects the access to clients for social farms.
· Bureaucracy: Concerns about bureaucracy incorporate a large number of potential barriers associated with legislation and red tape issues. Potential issues include insurance, liability, access and vetting for working with vulnerable adults and children, planning constraints, environmental health laws, hygiene and bio-security, and health and safety standards including working with animals and machinery. A plethora of bureaucratic and legal requirements is quite difficult to navigate for interested farmers and social service providers. The requirements will need to simplified or clearly explained in order to facilitate the development of social farming.
· Farmer buy-in: For social farming to be successful, farmers will have to buy-in to the concept. Without a proper appeal to farmers to help them understand social farming, there is a potential for oppositions for farmers. However, social farming is not going to be a good fit for everyone. Farmers will need a passion and interest for providing care services, and there may be limits to who is actually suited to the task. The aging population of farmers is also considered a barrier to buy-in as these older farmers may not be willing to take on a new venture of diversification.

· Lack of skills and support for farmers: For farmers pursuing the development of a social farm, a barrier that they will likely encounter is a clear of skills and knowledge for providing the care and supervision needed for the clients. Many of these concerns stem from the bureaucracy of legislation and red tape. However, there will also be issues such as teaching people with learning disabilities a task, eliminating barriers for the physically disabled, limiting opportunities for criminals to reoffend, and protecting the confidentiality of all clients. Some farmers would need additional staff to help as they might not have time to supervise and manage the farm. Support will be needed to answer farmers’ questions and provide training to deal with these issues.

· NIMBY issues: With any new development, there are always concerns about public opinion. Social farming could have to deal with community members that cry NIMBY (Not in my backyard). There are many reasons that the public might oppose new development as social farms might bring new construction and traffic, or it might have effects on the landscape. There is also potential for prejudice and negative attitudes towards people with disabilities, mental health issues, and addiction. This would also apply to offenders, especially those with more egregious criminal records. The community would need to understand the benefits that social farming has for the clients and their community in order to limit NIMBY issues.
· Matching supply and demand: As social farming is being developed across Northern Ireland, there are bound to be problems with supply and demand initially. At first, there is a likelihood that there will be more demand for the services than what farmers can supply. If farmers have made commitments to accept a certain number of clients, it will be imperative for them to meet this demand. Otherwise, the social services sector and clients could become disenchanted and lose interest in the service. It is less likely that the supply of social farms would outpace demand as this will be a niche development, but the quantity of social farms should be monitored to protect against a surplus as well.
· Research of cost benefit analysis for Northern Ireland: While the cost effectiveness of social farming has been documented across Europe, there has been no such research specific to Northern Ireland. In order for both farmers and the social services sector to fully embrace the concept, research may need to be carried out to demonstrate the financial viability of social farming, including a full analysis of estimated costs and benefits to all involved parties. There is also potential for further research with disability support groups in Northern Ireland such as PraxisCare and the Orchardville Society.
Overall, the comments received via the questionnaires, workshops, and visits were all quite positive on the concept of social farming. Social farming is seen as a great concept and an interesting idea that is needed and has great potential for Northern Ireland. People believe that development and implementation will be a slow and cautious process. There are risks associated with the concept that will have to be taken into account in order to mitigate any potential barriers. In order to ensure success, key policy makers and other players will need to be engaged early on. Social farming has potential long-term benefits in social and financial terms for Northern Ireland, which will help to gain buy-in if the concept is adequately marketed and thoroughly explained. As a tool for farm diversification and rural development that will add to sustainability, social farming should be seriously considered and pursued across the country.
Recommendations

This section provides key recommendations for moving forward with the development and implementation of social farming across Northern Ireland. The recommendations take into account the key opportunities that exist while providing steps to surmount the perceived barriers that exist. These recommendations will provide a strong starting point for creating a joined-up effort to enact a concept that will provide diversification opportunities to farmers, new rehabilitation options for vulnerable groups, and effective, efficient, and much needed service alternatives for social service providers.

1. Champion organization or individual to bring players together:  In order to get the social farming movement jumpstarted in Northern Ireland, there needs to be a lead organization/individual and a point of contact for all interested parties. This organization/individual needs to have ties in the rural community to bring farmers, developers, and funders together to pursue the advancement of social farming. It is envisioned that a champion organization would be able to communicate effectively with stakeholders while helping them to make plans and promote the social farming concept. The lead organisation would require the support/endorsement of DARD to bring other government sectors on board such as health, education, and justice.
2. Social Farming Network NI:  Much like the National Care Farming Initiative (NCFI) on the mainland of Britain, an integrated network is needed for social farming. A network would provide opportunities for interested parties to get together and discuss plans and best practices, while learning what has worked and what problems others have faced. An organized network also provides social farming with a strong, unified front to lobby and push for the concept with policy makers and politicians. The Northern Ireland network should reach out and include the Camphill Communities as the only long-established social farming operations in the country. While new developments might differ from the residential Camphill Communities, there are many lessons to be shared over issues of funding, bureaucracy, organization, and day-to-day operations. The network can link up with the NCFI and groups in Ireland to further engage, network, and learn from others’ experiences.
3. Guidebook, training, and support for interested and active social farmers:  One of the major problems that interested farmers are likely to face is their inexperience and lack of knowledge with the intricacies of social farming, providing care and supervision, and cutting through bureaucracy to set up their venture. There is a need for a guidebook that provides basic background information on the concept and benefits of social farming. The guidebook would also lay out the step by step process of reorganising one’s farm to provide necessary facilities and access, along with including all of the red tape hurdles that one must overcome to be in compliance with the complex legislation. A guidebook would also contain best practices, frequently asked questions, and a topic specific contact list for issues that might arise. There also needs to be a support and training mechanism put in place. The ideal support system could be similar to the DARD Rural Enterprise Advisors in helping interested farmers to set up their own care farm. Ongoing training also needs to be provided on topics ranging from supervision for people of different disabilities to the importance of confidentiality to innovative methods of teaching farming techniques that best reach and benefit clients. Training could potentially be provided through universities. With proper guidance, support, and training, social farm operators will be best prepared for success. The guidebook, along with support and training mechanisms, could be put together and managed in a collaborative effort between the social farming champion organization and the Social Farming Network NI.
4. Pilot/Demonstration projects:  Since social farming is still a relatively new concept in Northern Ireland, it would be helpful to have demonstration projects across the country that would provide recognition of the concept and its benefits. Social farming projects that are currently under development would be great examples when they become fully operational. Funding could be pursued to move them along in this process. However, there is also a need for pilot programs where there is a defined need such as in the West of the province in Counties Fermanagh and Tyrone. In the research, the West was seen as having a need for the social services that care farming would offer. This highly rural and underdeveloped area would also likely reap the greatest benefits from the investment and development. Using these demonstration and pilot programs as a test run for the social farming concept will provide visibility and offer needed services while collecting data on the cost effectiveness and benefits that can be utilized in further pushes for greater social farming development.
5. Develop and finance a business model:  Funding for social services is a hot issue across Northern Ireland, especially for the potential development of a new service like social farming. In order to combat budget shortfalls and to provide new social farming ventures with financial viability, a sustainable business model needs to be crafted. A social farming champion organisation/individual should work with the agencies that would be involved in providing social services to develop a plan that provides necessary start-up funding and ongoing payment for the delivery of services. By constructing a business model in advance, a litany of funding streams can be identified and utilized in a piecemeal fashion that splits the cost of operations equitably across several sectors. Working together in such a fashion will allow a viable funding scheme to come to the forefront in getting social farms up and running while preparing them to be sustainable down the road.
6. Integrated engagement and marketing strategy:  If social farming is to succeed, there must be a greater public recognition and understanding of the concept. A strategy for engaging with the public and marketing the concept must be crafted. The strategy needs to address all different levels of society. Pressure should really be applied in engaging with politicians. The best targets would be those from rural areas that can see the benefits of social farming for rural communities and farmers. Politicians have the ability to bring social farming to the forefront of government policy. There should also be continued efforts to bring the necessary government sectors together in a joined-up effort. Farmers must be educated on the concept so that anyone with the necessary skill set or passion can get involved. A wide marketing strategy will also be necessary to educate the public through feature media stories, public service announcements, and advertisements. If the public is brought on board in support of the service, it is more likely that social service providers and farmers will move forward on social farming. An engagement and marketing strategy will help to make connections between farmers, potential clients, social service providers, and the general public.
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Appendix 2: Contacts List

Meetings were held with:

	Organization
	Location
	Type
	Contact

	Growing Connections
	Bangor
	Social Farm
	Joan Woods

	Rathlane Farm
	Glenavy
	Social Farm
	John Farr

	Camphill Clanabogan
	Omagh
	Social Farm
	Martin Sturm

	The Cedar Foundation
	Ballymoney
	Social Services
	Joseph Martin

	PBNI
	Belfast
	Social Services
	Cheryl Lamont

	Youth Justice Agency
	Ballymena
	Social Services
	Orlaith McGibbon

	Southern Health & Social Care Trust
	Portadown
	Social Services
	Francis Rice



	Ulster Farmers’ Union
	Belfast
	Farmers Union
	Kate Cairns & Angela Martin

	Rural Development Council
	Cookstown
	Rural Support Org
	Teresa Canavan

	University College Dublin
	Dublin
	Research
	Aideen McGloin & Deirdre O’Connor

	National Care Farming Initiative
	England
	Research & Advocacy
	Debbie Wilcox


Letters about social farming were also sent to:

	Organization
	Location
	Type

	Belfast Health & Social Care Trust
	Belfast
	Social Services

	New Horizons Partnership
	Strabane
	Social Services

	Downpatrick New Horizons
	Downpatrick
	Social Services/Social Farm

	Northern Ireland Agricultural Producers Association
	Cookstown
	Farmers Union

	Northern Health & Social Care Trust
	Ballymena
	Social Services

	Southeastern Health & Social Care Trust
	Dundonald
	Social Services

	Kilcreggan Urban Farm
	Carrickfergus
	Social Farm

	Western Health & Social Care Trust
	Derry/Londonderry
	Social Services

	Praxis Care
	Belfast
	Advocacy/Social Services


Appendix 3

Survey/Questionnaire used at the UK Rural Network Conference

11 March 2010

Exploring the scope & opportunities in Northern Ireland for Social Farming

Rural Policy Division – DARDNI
Rural Policy Division has recently been exploring the appetite for social farming in Northern Ireland. Social farming (or care farming) utilizes farming and agriculture as a therapeutic tool to provide health, social or educational care services for one or a range of vulnerable groups of people, which can include people suffering with mental health problems, physical disabilities, learning disabilities, and drug/alcohol addiction as well as adults and young people on probation. Social farming could potentially provide opportunities for farmers through farm diversification schemes.

The movement for social farming has a strong presence throughout mainland Europe, especially in countries such as the Netherlands, Italy, France, and Belgium. Among the British Isles, the UK Care Farming Network has membership in England, Wales, and Scotland, while the Republic of Ireland is also home to many social farms.

This survey will take just a few minutes to complete, and your participation is greatly appreciated.

Please follow the directions carefully for each section.

Section 1: Please answer the following background questions by placing a √ or an X next to the most appropriate answer.
1. What type of organization/background best classifies you?

□ Social Service Provider
□ Existing Social Farm Operator

□ Local Action Group
□ Interested Farmer

□ Farmers’ Union

□ Other (Specify):




2. Where have you travelled from today?

□ Northern Ireland


□ Scotland

□ England



□ Wales

□ Republic of Ireland 

□ Other (Specify):



3. Had you heard about social farming before today?

□ Yes



□ No
4. If yes, where did you first hear of it?
   

Section 2: Read the following statements and circle the corresponding response on how you feel about each item.
1. Social farming is an innovative concept that should be further employed across the UK & Ireland.

Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

1
       
         2

         3

        4


5

2. I believe that there is potential and need for social farming as a social service.

Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

1
       
         2

         3

        4


5

3. Social farming is a viable policy option for rural development and supporting farmers.

Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

1
       
         2

         3

        4


5

4. As a scheme, social farming will have to overcome many barriers to become successful and widespread.

Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

1
       
         2

         3

        4


5

Section 3: In your own words, please answer these questions honestly using the provided space.

1. What do you see as the opportunities for social farming? 


























































2. What are the barriers that social farming faces?



























































3. Do you have any additional comments social farming? 















































Section 4: As Rural Policy Division continues exploring the opportunities for social farming, we would like to keep in contact with you on further developments. If you are interested, please provide your details.

Name:
 










       

E-Mail:












Address:










       Phone:











Social Farming: An Opportunity for Northern Ireland





2010





Adam Harbison


DARDNI Rural Policy Division


29/04/2010








1

