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The Burren - a ‘High Nature Value’ (HNV) farmed landscape…
72,000ha in size, c.30,000ha SAC, managed by 450-500 farm families.



…with a deeply interwoven cultural heritage: ‘One vast memorial to bygone cultures’

‘densely settled and intensively farmed’ some 4,500 years ago (Jones, 1997). 



Farming intensity

In recent decades, the rate and scale of change in farming has outstripped the Burren’s 
ability to adjust, resulting in a growing imbalance between farming and nature.

When under-farmed or over-farmed, the Burren’s heritage becomes eroded.

Our focus – restoring the balance between farming and the Burren



1. Reframing the Narrative – community as a (sustainable) conservation resource

Recognising farmers as part of 
the Burren, not apart from it.

‘… the majority of local people have not taken ownership of their own heritage, both 
cultural and natural... is once more imposed ‘from above’ and ‘from outside (O’Rourke, 2001).



 

Scientists and farmers co-creating 
solutions to deal with specific local 
issues: e.g. supplementary feeding.

Joint Winner ‘Best Ever’ LIFE Nature Project in Europe  

2. Co-creating Solutions and earning trust



0/10 = €0/ha

RBAPS approach helps to improve farmer engagement, value for money and environmental impact. 

The Burren Programme pays farmers for Ecosystem Services on a ‘results-basis’ 

and also provides funding for actions to help address underlying environmental problems

9/10 = €135/ha

+ fund to address the environmental problems on farm Annual performance payment

+

“RBAPS: ‘Result Based’ Agri Environment Payment Schemes”

3. Rewarding positive management (paying for ecosystem services)



4. Providing training and support at a local level



IMPACT: Environmental (extracts from BP 2020 report)
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Encroaching Scrub 

removed 

320ha (1.4% 

of BP area)
Scrub pathways  205.5km

Stone wall repair  127.5km

Wire fencing  50km
Gate installation  844
Water Troughs  530

Feed Troughs  221
New Access Tracks  28.7km

Upgrade Access 

Tracks

37.4km

Habitat Restoration 

Jobs  

161
Substantial improvement in high-scoring farmland

All work co-funded by 
farmers.

Must apply to get funding 
(currently 60% of farmers 

have undertaken work)

Conservation infrastructure 
completed since 2010



An additional, not an alternative, product, the price of which is guaranteed for 5 years.



Improvements in farming infrastructure (and cultural heritage)



5. Reconnecting people with their place and their role in caring for it



Community wellbeing initiatives

Community Engagement:
• Better understanding between farmers and public 
• Stronger, more connected communities
• New business opportunities – e.g. farm tours
• Better outcomes for biodiversity and heritage



The need for a new, more inclusive, positive narrative…and for peer learning

‘To change the world, let’s start by changing the way we talk about it, and 
let’s highlight those initiatives that are having a positive impact on people & 
the planet, to renew our confidence and spur us into action’ (Sparknews)



Community as a resource – management, knowledge, education…

Robert Creswell Collection © Kinvara Community Council



Recognition of this resource: Burren Winterage included in register of Intangible Cultural Heritage 



Challenges: mass tourism, limited infrastructure, resources, plans, enforcement …



Field Monuments 
Advisor Programme

Designations important but…



Working with farmers - some lessons I have learned

The importance of understanding why people do things, 
rather than blaming them for doing them.

The central, and potentially positive role of farming in 
sustaining heritage, and our collective failure to harness it.

The depth and strength of the connection between farmers 
and their land, their livestock, their community, their ‘place’.

The importance of money in influencing decision-making, 
but the realisation that it’s not the only motivation.

The importance of a strong evidence base in making change.

The value of deep listening – to build trust, understanding 
and knowledge – and a mistrust of external ‘experts’ 

The power of partnership and the disaster of division.

All farms and farmers are different, this complexity is 
challenging but it’s what makes our countryside special. 



Farm families (and the broader community) are a conservation ‘resource’. To use this 
resource we need to influence the farmer’s pocket, head and heart:

• Do better at making farmers feel part of the solution  - not the problem 

• Reward and acknowledge farmers who deliver what we want to do so.

• Provide farmers with practical, relevant (local?) technical support.

• Clearly explain what it is we want farmers to deliver on their land and why.

Summary


