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The Burren Winterage School 

First of all I want to welcome you all to the inaugural Burren Winterage School – something that we 

hope will become an annual event.  

The Burren Farming for Conservation Programme, the Burren branch of the Irish Farmers Association 

and the Centre for Environmental Research Innovation and Sustainability at IT Sligo, wish to create a 

forum whereby farmers across Ireland can engage in creative discussion on issues relating to 

sustainable farming. The Burren Winterage School will provide a positive, inclusive and 'grounded' 

space to discuss these issues, to learn about Ireland's rich diversity of farming systems, to engage in 

discussion about 'what might be' and to avail of a great opportunity to network with likeminded 

individuals. 

This year’s theme is People Food and Nature-a vision for a sustainable future (Fig. 1). 

 

Fig. 1: People, Food and Nature-A Vision for a Sustainable Future 

So to start the ball rolling, over the next few minutes I’m going to outline my thoughts on where the 

conversation is at in relation to people food and nature i.e. sustainable agriculture. 

Sustainability 

At a global level the move towards sustainable development is widely recognised as essential for our 

continued survival with the concept of sustainability dating back over 40 years (IUCN 2006). 

Definitions of sustainability have evolved over the years but the most widely accepted one is from a 

United Nations meeting of the World Commission on the Environment and Development in 1987, 



commonly referred to as the Brundtland Report. It states that sustainable development means 

meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs (United Nations 1987).  The principles of sustainable development have received 

almost universal acceptance since the Rio Earth Summit in 1992. But the challenge of turning 

principle into practice is ever present across all sectors including agriculture. Numerous initiatives 

have begun at government and industry level to improve the sustainability of agriculture and food 

production. Prominent examples include the Sustainability Assessment of Food and Agriculture 

Systems (SAFA)  initiative of the Food and Agriculture  Organization of the United Nations 

(http://www.fao.org/nr/sustainability/sustainability-assessments-safa/en/),  the industry led 

Sustainable Agriculture Initiative Platform (http://www.saiplatform.org) and the  Origin Green -

working with nature initiative of Bord Bia (http://www.origingreen.ie/).  

Understanding sustainability and creating a vision at local community level is very challenging. 

Sustainability at its core has 3 pillars with economy embedded in society which in turn is embedded 

in the environment in which people live (Fig. 2). Essentially the local economy and community are 

dependent on a healthy environment to provide the raw materials to sustain them. 

 

Fig. 2: The three pillars of sustainability with the economy embedded in a society which in turn is 

embedded in the environment in which the society lives.  

Taking this down to an individual level one of the best ways I have heard this described is by Pavan 

Sukhev (leader of the Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity Initiative). He makes the point that 

each individual is dependent on society, community and nature for well-being.  You also like your 

house, railroad and car but you cannot live with a house, railroad and car alone, you also need clean 

water, air, food, friends and family to live. I have often heard farmers put the sustainability concept 

in a very straight forward manner i.e. a wish to hand the land on to the next generation in a better 

state. 

Current development policy is often very one dimensional. “It’s the economy stupid” a common 

theme.  This current imbalance in our approach to development needs to be addressed. This is very 
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well illustrated in the latest edition of the Living Planet report  (WWF 2014). As part of the report 

individual countries ecological footprints and human development indices are compared and 

contrasted.  Global consumption patterns currently outstrip the bio capacity of the earth by 1.5. In 

other words we need 1.5 planets to support current consumption. We are using up the natural 

capital of future generations. The case is much worse in western countries. If the entire world had 

the consumption patterns of Ireland for example it would be equivalent to the bio capacity of more 

than 3 planets (ranked 14th highest in world). On the other hand we have a high human development 

index, which is a measure of the socio-economic development of a country using levels of education, 

income and life expectancy. We are currently ranked 7th out of 187 countries globally, with major 

improvements recorded over the last 30 years (UNDP 2013). The sustainability challenge is how can 

we maintain/improve human development while reducing our ecological footprint and improve 

environmental performance. 

The need for ground up, locally focused initiatives 

The national and international initiatives are very welcome but their success at ground level is 

questionable based on the current consumption patterns and pressure on natural resources. In 

order for sustainable agriculture to become a reality we need locally focused initiatives. After all the 

world is just a large collection of local communities.  

What we are hoping can be achieved today is improved understanding and to start developing a  

vision of a sustainable future for our own local areas.  We are not alone. Similar initiatives are going 

on around the world as part of a global landscapes for people, food and nature initiative 

(http://peoplefoodandnature.org/). 

Engaging with policy 

At the end of the day we all realise that agriculture and rural development policy in Ireland and in 

our local areas occur within the framework of the Common Agriculture Policy which has a 7 year 

programming period. The current programme (2014-2020) is being finalised, so now is the time to 

take stock, analyse where we are at and where we want to go. Based on the timeline for the 

development of the current policy framework, I have put together a possible timeline for the 

development of agriculture policy for 2020 (Table 1). As you can see many of the major decisions will 

be made by 2018 when the legal proposals for the common agriculture policy are drafted. 

Table 1: Possible timeline for the development of the CAP post 2020. 

CAP Reform Key Steps Timeline for CAP 
2014-2020 

Timeline for CAP post 
2020 

Legal proposals for CAP reform published by 
European Commission 

Mid 2011 Mid 2018 

CAP legislation agreed by European Parliament, 
Commission and Council 

Early 2013 Early 2020 

Delegated Acts finalised and implemented Late 2013 Late 2020 

Member states start development of Rural 
Development Programme, Pillar II and  
Implementation Measures for Pillar I 

Early 2013 Early 2021 

Commission approves member states proposals 2014 2021 
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At local level we often come to the debate too late when regulations are drafted and budgets 

decided. The discussion then comes down to competition between different sectors for their slice of 

the pie rather than any coherent vision on what needs to be achieved.  

Finally, I would like to outline where the idea for the school started. As with many ideas it happened 

over a pint in the local pub where myself, Brendan and Michael meet one evening to discuss where 

we can go next with rural development, CAP and all that is intermingled with the sustainable 

agriculture debate and future direction of rural areas. After a couple of hours it soon became 

evident that more people need to be involved in the conversation, so that has led us to today. I 

firmly believe that a conversation like this starting at the edge of Europe can echo across the whole 

of Europe. 

“Welcome to the conversation and over the next few years let’s see how far the echo can ripple!” 
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