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Farming is a risky business and 
the best way to manage risks 
is to plan for them. Some are 

within our control, and by manag-
ing what is within our control, we 
make the business stronger to meet 
the challenges from beyond the farm 
gate. 

For example, by using good genet-
ics, we can ensure that when we sell 
animals, milk or crops that we get 
an above average price, even if  the 
general price available is poor due to 
market forces outside our control.

What should a plan look like?
Most farm plans that I have seen are 
a document that could run to 20 or 
30 pages, but plans do not need to 
be any longer than a few pages. For 
some, the farm plan is about keeping 
the farm business going more or less 
along the same lines, while making 

Plans do not have to be ambitious. 
Many farmers are part-time now. If  

challenge might be achieving a good 
work/life balance by running the op-
eration with fewer hours. For others, 
the goal could be a succession plan. 

Taxes on transferring assets to the 
next generation can be very high 
without good planning, and by delay-
ing making a plan, you could run out 
of  options. So what do you think your 
plan should look like?

What will this cost me?
Most of  us when we hear the words 
‘farm-planning’, think there is a lot 
involved and that it will be costly. 
Often, plans are completed as part of  

There are many different kinds of plans and  
every farm family should have one

James McDonnell 
Financial specialist, Teagasc 
Rural Economy Development 
Programme.

When a 
plan comes 
together 
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Figure 1: Contribution of Direct Payments to Family Farm Income  
1994 – 2018 (source NFS). *From 2012 onwards farmers with sales of less than 
€8000 were excluded from the data

a bank loan application, contain lots 

by the untrained eye. 
But most plans should not cost 

anything more than some time, if  you 
have the right tools at your disposal. 
The main purpose of  the plan is to 
achieve something, so the cost will be 
more than covered by the return, as 
the saying goes: “You must throw a 
sprat to catch a salmon.”

Where do I start?
Teagasc has planning tools that you 
can use to help. You may need guid-
ance on which tools to use or how to 
use them, depending on the purpose 
of  the plan. This is when you need 
some help from your advisor, mentor, 

-
cial, succession, time management or 
other. 

Financial plan

step is to analyse the farm business 
as it stands now. The requirement 
here is to look at yourself  as a farm 
manager and ask: “Have I being doing 

a good job managing the farm?” To 
answer this question honestly, a set of  
management accounts is needed. 

with this. By getting your business 
analysed in this way, you can bench-
mark your farm business against 
other farms with the same mix of  
enterprises. This benchmark is your 

Many farm business are not as ef-
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How does a plan reduce risk?
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