
 

 

 

 

Update September 2018  
September 2018’s newsletter will bring up detail on progress and activity within the Social Farming 
Support Service for Northern Ireland during July-September 2018. During this period, work has continued 
to promote the concept and practice of Social Farming and support existing and new Social Farming 
initiatives within Northern Ireland. The first meeting of the Social Farming Advisory Committee in Northern 
Ireland was held – this will be an important function for the strategic development of the practice. 
Promotion opportunities such as The National Ploughing Championships in the Republic of Ireland, a 
significant event in the all-Ireland farming calendar, and health and social care information events were 
utilised. Continued and renewed collaboration on a national, cross-border, and international basis remains 
a core value of the Social Farming Support Service.  
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Social Farming Referral Fund Update 
The Social Farming Referral Fund is a partnership fund between the Health and Social Care Board (HSCB), 
the Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA) and the Public Health Agency 
(PHA). The cross-departmental fund was established to increase Social Farming activity on a regional basis 
through providing opportunities across the 5 Health and Social Care Trusts. 
The Referral Fund has been in place since October 2017 and over 288 sessions have been delivered on 11 
farms by the end of September 2018. Participants referred for this opportunity are individuals receiving 
support from a Learning Disability or Mental Health service who have expressed an interest in engaging in 
farming activity. Farmers have increased their Social Farming delivery, returned to delivering a service or 
had the opportunity to deliver sessions for the first time under the Referral Fund. This increased delivery 
and participant engagement is key to the development of Social Farming in Northern Ireland. 
The Referral Fund is facilitated through the Social Farming Support Service which acts as an intermediary 
between the farmers and staff from each of the 5 Health and Social Care Trusts making referrals. A key 
element of the Referral Fund is a scoping exercise to record the impact of engagement for participants 
and farmers. An independent consultant with experience in the area of Social Farming is assisting the 
Support Service for this exercise and the final report is now at draft stage. 
In addition to more Social Farming delivery, progress under the Referral Fund has and will focus on 
promoting a sustainable funding and referral model so that service users can continue to benefit from 
participating in the service and farmers are supported to continue in service delivery. This has been 
achieved for 4 participants to date who engaged in Social Farming under the Referral Fund.  
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QUB Medical Students visit Social Farm 
 

 
QUB Medical Students with Annie Mullan, Social 

Farmer Butterlope Farm, Plumbridge 
 

 
 

 
Annie Mullan, Social Farmer Butterlope Farm, 

Plumbridge outlining how individuals benefit from 
participation engagement on the farm  

In September, a group of seven Medical students from Queen’s University Belfast visited Rural Support as 
part of their chosen elective ‘Rural Health’ module. By choosing this module, the students had the 
opportunity to gain an understanding of the health and social care related challenges in rural communities 
and the existing supports to address these. As part the overview provided on Rural Support as a charity 
providing services to promote a resilient rural community in Northern Ireland, the students were 
introduced to the concept and practice by Social Farming by the SFSS Coordinator. As future health and 
social care professionals and therefore potential commissioners or referrers to Social Farming, the 
opportunity to promote Social Farming was significant. The students were welcomed to Butterlope Farm, 
where owners Annie and Vincent Mullan provided an insight into how Social Farming is delivered on their 
farm. The students were able to observe participants working with the sheep on the farm and see the 
different farm activities they routinely engage in. 
   

 

Southern Health and Social Care Trust School Information Evenings  
 

 
SHSCT Social Farmers                                   

Marie Kelly & Dorothy Heath 
 

The Social Farming Support Service was invited to exhibit at 
a series of School Information Evenings in the Southern 
Health and Social Care Trust. These events provide the 
families of young people due to transition from Special 
Education Schools to Adult Learning Disability services with 
the opportunity to learn about the different options 
available. A significant interest in Social Farming was evident 
at all three evenings, supporting its inclusion on the menu of 
Day Opportunities available to service users. The SFSS 
Coordinator outlined the opportunities available to engage 
in Social Farming in the Southern Trust region. At the final 
evening, Marie Kelly from Yellow Road Social Farm CIC in 
Hilltown and Dorothy Heath from Heath’s Farm in Ballyroney 
were in attendance to explain the specific Social Farming 
services which they are currently offering and hope to 
expand on. 
 



 

 

National Ploughing Championships 2018  
The 2018 National Ploughing Championships took place between 18th-20th September in Screggan, 
Tullamore, Co.Offaly. This event is a stand-out in the annual farming calendar for farmers in the Republic 
of Ireland and also in Northern Ireland. The Social Farming Support Service/Rural Support exhibited at the 
Championships within the Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA)’s tent.  
Despite weather conditions affecting the second day of the Championships, the event proved to be 
extremely useful in promoting Social Farming to the farming community.  
 

 
SFSS Coordinator with Young Farmers’ Clubs of 

Ulster’s Hannah McKeown 
 

 
Rural Support’s Chief Executive Jude McCann and 
Board Member James Speers with Jim Nicholson 

MEP 
 

ERSA Conference – ‘Places for People: Innovative, Inclusive and Liveable Regions’ 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Presenters at the ERSA conference session on 
Social Agriculture including SFSS NI Coordinator  

In August, the SFSS NI Coordinator presented within 
at the ERSA conference within a special session on 
‘Social Agriculture for Social Innovation and Viability 
in Rural Areas’. The presentation entitled ‘Social 
Farming in Northern Ireland: Growth and Next Steps 
– The SoFarm Project’ provided an overview of the 
development of Social Farming in the country and 
used the SoFarm project in the north-west as an 
example of best practice. Within this project, 
participants on Gortilea Social Farm in Claudy and 
Butterlope Farm in Plumbridge were supported to 
achieve training qualifications. 
The conference was an opportunity to promote the 
Northern Ireland experience to individuals involved in 
Social Farming at a European level. The collaboration 
between the efforts of the SFSS in Northern Ireland 
and Social Farming Ireland was highlighted. 
 

 



 

 

Continued Collaboration  
 
 

 
 

 

The collaborative efforts of the SFSS in Northern Ireland and Social 
Farming Ireland continued during the July-September 2018 period. 
On 23rd July, Minister of State for Disability Issues for the Irish 
government visited Annagh Social Farm in Derrylin, Co.Fermanagh. 
The farm is owned by Simon and Jennifer Bullock who have been 
delivering a Social Farming service since 2013.  The focus of the visit 
was demonstrating the engagement of participants on the farm 
through the Social Farming Referral Fund, which has been in 
operation in Northern Ireland since 2017.   
A real highlight of the afternoon was the opening of the fruit maze 
on the farm, by Ben Geddis, a Social Farming participant. The maze 
was an ongoing project which the Social Farming participants had 
completed over a period of time and is now a unique feature on 
the farm. 

 
Annagh Social Farm owners Jennifer & Simon 

Bullok with Minister McGrath and Western Health 
& Social Care Trust staff representatives 

 

 
Ben Geddis, Social Farming participant opening the 

fruit maze with Annagh Social Farm owners, 
Minister McGrath and DAERA TRPSI Lead Paul 

Donnelly 
 

Get in Touch  
Please visit the Social Farming section of the Rural Support website: www.ruralsupport.org.uk or follow 
Rural Support on social media (Twitter: @RuralSupport; Facebook: Rural Support) to keep up to date on 
developments. You can also contact the Social Farming Service Coordinator on the details below.  
 

 
 

Aoibeann Walsh, Social Farming Service Coordinator 
Mobile: 07736158983 
Office: 028 86760040 

Email: aoibeann@ruralsupport.org.uk 
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