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Project Overview
Social Farming is an 
innovative use of agriculture 
to promote therapy, 
rehabilitation, social 
inclusion, education and 
social services in rural areas. 
Central to the concept is: 

1.  the farm, which remains 
a typical working farm 
where people in need of 
support can benefit from 
participation in farm 
activities in a non-clinical 
environment and 

2.  the farmer, who is 
remunerated for the 
provision of the service. 

During the months of March 
to May 2016, 8 farms across 
the 5 Health and Social Care 
Trusts in Northern Ireland 
delivered 6 taster sessions 
of Social Farming to 29 
service users, totalling 148 
engagements. A taster 
session was termed such as 
it offered an opportunity for 
service users who had not 
previously engaged with 
Social Farming to do so. The 
service users were identified 
and referred to the sessions 

by their support staff within 
the Learning Disability and 
Mental Health services 
which they engaged with. 
Service users were referred 
to as participants on the 
farms and within this 
summary. 

Social Farming activities 
provide vulnerable people 
of a variety of backgrounds 
with the opportunity to be 
looked after in a 
non-traditional care setting 
in which their personal 
needs are met through 
participation in farming 

activities. By its nature 
Social Farming promotes 
social inclusion and 
citizenship. Small groups of 
service users visit a working 
farm and participate in 
activities on the farm with 
the farm family. 

The Social Farmers have 
had training which equips 
them to work effectively 
with people of differing 
abilities and provide 
meaningful and enjoyable 
tasks which encourage the 
learning of new skills.

1.   Armoy

2.  Ballyclare

3.  Saintfield

4.  Ballyroney

5.  Hilltown

6.  Derrylin

7.  Plumbridge

8.  Limavady

Map of Social Farms engaged in this project
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

As a result of the research conducted alongside the facilitation and delivery of the project, 
recommendations can be made for future development in relation to three key groups.   

Regional Day 
Opportunities Cross 
Departmental Group

1.  Consolidate a regional 
approach to the provision 
of Social Farming as a day 
opportunity

2.  Support a range of funding 
arrangements to enable 
long term Social Farming 
opportunities for service 
users

3.  Take a cross departmental 
approach to secure 
sustainable transport 
options for Social Farming

Rural Support

1.  Develop a Code of Practice 
for all Social Farmers to 
promote professionalism 
and good governance

2.  Cooperate with Health and 
Social Care Trusts to ensure 
sufficient information about 
the service user is shared to 
ensure a positive 
experience

3.  Engage with stakeholders 
across all relevant 
government departments 
to further the development 
of Social Farming

Department of Agriculture, 
Environment and Rural 
Affairs

1.  Explore options regarding 
offering grants to cover 
capital/improvements 
costs for Social Farmers

2.  Collaborate with and 
leverage support from 
other government 
departments to resource 
Social Farming and identify 
suitable participants

3.  Offer long term adequately 
resourced support to the 
Social Farming Support 
Service within Rural 
Support

“Looking forward to the fresh air, the scenery, 
the peace and quiet”

[Female participant 1, WHSCT Farm, 14.03.2016]

“I have never been so happy in a long time. I am 
tired when I get home but it’s a nice tired. I feel like 
I have contributed something and that feels good. 

Please could the Trust provide some funding to 
continue this as I prefer it to being at home or in 

day care. It’s a dream come true.”
[Male participant 2, BHSCT Farm, 20.05.2016]

The full report is available to download from the Rural Support website 
(www.ruralsupport.org.uk) or in hard copy by request to the Social Farming Service 

Coordinator Aoibeann Walsh (aoibeann@ruralsupport.org.uk, 07736158983). 
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Social Farming 
Improving Lives
Research by Hine et al. 
(2008) highlighted a 
reduction in feelings of 
anger, confusion, depression 
and tension among 
participants after attending 
a care/Social Farm. The 
participants included people 
with disabilities and mental 
health needs, people who 
were unemployed, 
homeless, recovering from 
addictions and injuries, 
disaffected young people 
and the vulnerable elderly. 

Calculating The Unit 
Cost
Calculating a unit cost for 
Social Farming activities is 
integral to the growth of the 
practice in Northern Ireland. 
Based on the research 
conducted alongside the 
taster sessions, it is 
suggested that the fee per 
day for Social Farmers 
(based on attendance of 3 
service users) is £180 for 
short to medium terms of 
service (between 6 and 20 
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Aims of Research
The aims of this research project were to: 

1.  Calculate a unit cost of Social Farming activities to inform the 
Public Health Agency and the Northern Ireland Health Service

2.  Evaluate the taster sessions in order to provide required evidence 
on how Social Farming can improve the wellbeing of service users

3.  Make recommendations to the Health Service, Rural Support and 
DAERA based on the findings of this report

Positive Changes in Participants
1.   Improved mood
2.   Increased motivation
3.   Increased confidence
4.   Increased physical fitness and improved dexterity 

“Ryan gets out of bed readily on farm mornings—whereas it is 
usually difficult to get him up and going in the mornings. So 
nice to see him animated about an activity”
[Key worker of Male Participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 20.05.16]

Positive Social Farmer Experience

1.   Personal satisfaction
“I have found it very personally rewarding. I didn’t think when 
I started that I would have enjoyed being involved as much as 
I have. It has been good for me”
[Social Farmer, BHSCT Farm, 29.04.16]

2.   Satisfactory session rate
The farmers were paid £180 per session, which they all 
agreed was equitable in relation to their input and costs 
incurred.

Methodology
•  Participants:
Questionnaires/structured interviews completed by participants 
supported by care givers, and participant observation

•  Social Farmers:
Open ended questionnaire and cost verification exercise

•  Health and Social Care Trust Employees:
Questionnaire, phone and face-to-face interviews

weeks) and £160 a day for 
longer terms of service (20 
to 40 weeks).

In calculating the cost of a 
Social Farming programme, 
the cost of the Social 
Farmer’s input, appropriate 
insurance cover, and 
minimum material costs had 
to be considered. 

Consideration was also 
given to the expected 
necessary costs of materials 
on a typical farm and the 

associated benefits to the 
farm/farmer and the need 
for a Social Farming capital 
grant scheme to be 
resourced from others such 
as DAERA. 

Moreover, the influence of 
the Social Farmers on each 
farm was observed to be 
critical to the positive 
changes identified in 
participants, highlighting the 
valuable role they can play 
in individual’s lives.

THE ROLE OF RURAL 
SUPPORT 

•  Rural Support’s Work to 
Anticipate Challenges and 
Limit Risk
Rural Support recognised 
the need to establish 
safeguards in order to 
promote a positive safe 
experience for all involved in 
the taster sessions. This 
included Access NI 
Enhanced Disclosure checks 
on all Social Farmers, 

appropriate farm insurance, 
and providing training on 
Keeping Adults Safe.

•  Positive Perception of 
Rural Support’s Role 
Through effectively 
coordinating the Social 
Farming taster sessions 
project Rural Support 
demonstrated its ability to 
be a point of focus for all 
those involved in the 
sessions.

“The PHA funded taster 

sessions offered Rural 

Support the opportunity to 

promote the development of 

Social Farming in Northern 

Ireland through engaging 

with new participants and 

Social Farmers and all five 

Health and Social Care 

Trusts”

[Aoibeann Walsh, Social Farming 

Service Coordinator]

EVALUATION OF THE 
TASTER SESSIONS
This was the first 
opportunity for Rural 
Support to facilitate Social 
Farming sessions and the 
experience as a whole 
appears to have been 
predominantly positive, 
although there were a few 
challenges and negative 
experiences, about which 
feedback and discussion 
was welcomed. 

In the report’s evaluation 
section the successes and 
limitations are highlighted in 
relation to each stakeholder 
group.

Teamwork securing the chicken run in Hilltown Walkway maintenance in Derrylin
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