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Introduction 
This report, presented by Ed Hanbidge at the National Hemp Conference, explores the journey and 

insights of a farmer navigating the emerging field of hemp cultivation in Ireland. As a seasoned 

farmer with experience in both traditional and innovative agricultural practices, Ed provides a first-

hand account of the opportunities, challenges, and potential solutions for establishing a thriving 

hemp industry in the country. 

 

Transition to Hemp Cultivation 
Ed Hanbidge began his journey with hemp in 2015, initially focusing on fibre crops. Despite the 

promise of this new venture, he faced significant challenges in finding a market for his produce, 

resulting in an initial setback. Recognising the need for adaptation, Ed shifted focus to hemp seed 

production, a move that provided a lower barrier to entry and has been the core of his operations 

since 2020. By 2022, Ed had successfully placed his hemp seed products on retail shelves, marking a 

significant milestone in his journey. 

The transition to hemp was facilitated by support from Climate-KIC, a program run through Trinity 

College aimed at mitigating carbon emissions. This initiative provided Ed with a €4,000 grant, which 

was instrumental in launching his hemp venture (Hemp Tech). This support highlights the 

importance of financial assistance in enabling farmers to explore and establish new agricultural 

practices. 

 

The Viability of Hemp in Ireland 
Ed Hanbidge underscores the exceptional suitability of Ireland for hemp cultivation, pointing to the 

country's rich, fertile soils and the favourable climate that have historically supported high crop 

yields. Ireland's unique agricultural environment provides an ideal setting for hemp, a crop that 

requires well-prepared seedbeds and adequate nutrition to flourish. The country's ample rainfall and 

moderate temperatures further enhance the potential for robust hemp growth, aligning well with its 

agricultural strengths. 

Despite common misconceptions, Ed clarifies that hemp, while resilient and fast growing, is not 

entirely self-sufficient. It cannot thrive on poor soils or without appropriate inputs. Hemp's rapid 

growth rate means that it has substantial nutrient demands, particularly for nitrogen, which is crucial 

for achieving high yields and robust plant development. Nitrogen plays a vital role in photosynthesis 

and protein formation, both essential for the rapid biomass production typical of hemp. 



Ed, an organic farmer, employs a variety of natural methods to meet these nutritional needs. He 

relies on farmyard manure and slurry, both of which provide a rich source of organic nitrogen and 

other essential nutrients. These inputs not only feed the hemp plants but also enhance soil health by 

boosting organic matter content and microbial activity. Additionally, Ed utilises seaweed, a natural 

soil conditioner, which offers a broad spectrum of micronutrients and growth hormones that 

support plant health and resilience. Seaweed's unique properties help improve soil structure, retain 

moisture, and provide a slow-release nutrient source. 

Moreover, Ed incorporates soil conditioners that promote mycorrhizal fungi and beneficial bacteria, 

enhancing nutrient uptake and soil fertility. These practices contribute to a sustainable farming 

system where hemp not only benefits from enriched soils but also contributes back to the 

ecosystem. As hemp grows, it sheds leaves that decompose and add organic matter to the soil, 

further improving soil structure and fertility. This natural cycle of nutrient replenishment positions 

hemp as a crop that can significantly enhance soil health over time, aligning with broader 

sustainability goals. 

Through these insights, Ed highlights the importance of understanding and managing the specific 

agronomic needs of hemp to fully harness its potential as a sustainable and profitable crop in 

Ireland. His approach exemplifies how traditional and innovative agricultural practices can be 

combined to support both economic and environmental objectives. 

 

Economic Considerations and Market Challenges 
Ed Hanbidge places strong emphasis on the economic potential inherent in hemp cultivation, 

recognising its ability to yield substantial amounts of fibre—up to 10 tons per acre. This output 

positions hemp as a formidable agricultural product, yet current market prices for hemp fibre lag 

behind those of more established crops like maize. This pricing disparity underscores a significant 

challenge: the need for competitive market positioning to make hemp a financially attractive option 

for farmers. 

A primary obstacle to realising hemp's economic promise in Ireland is the absence of established 

infrastructure and processing facilities. These facilities are crucial for transforming raw hemp into 

valuable products, such as fibre for textiles or hurd for construction materials. Without the means to 

process and add value to the crop, even the most bountiful hemp harvests struggle to achieve their 

economic potential. This bottleneck in the supply chain limits the ability to capitalise on hemp's 

versatility and diverse market applications. 

To address this infrastructure gap, Ed advocates for a collaborative approach among farmers. He 

envisions regional cooperation as a pathway to overcoming individual financial constraints, 

proposing that farmers pool resources to invest in essential processing equipment, such as 

decorticators. These machines are vital for separating the valuable fibre from the woody core, or 

hurd, of the hemp plant. By establishing shared facilities, farmers can create localised hubs of hemp 

activity, thereby reducing transportation costs and enhancing community engagement and 

economic development. Such hubs could serve as the foundation for a vibrant hemp industry, 

stimulating local economies and creating jobs. 

Ed stresses that substantial investment is necessary to establish this infrastructure. He estimates 

that an injection of €100 million would be required to build the processing facilities needed to kick-

start the industry. This figure, while significant, is viewed as an investment in the future of Irish 

agriculture. By creating the conditions for a thriving hemp industry, Ireland can diversify its 



agricultural sector, reduce reliance on traditional crops, and position itself as a leader in sustainable 

agriculture. The development of a robust hemp industry would not only open new revenue streams 

for farmers but also contribute to broader economic resilience and sustainability goals. Through 

strategic investment and regional cooperation, the economic potential of hemp can be fully realised, 

benefiting both individual farmers and the wider community. 

The strategic cultivation and processing of hemp could be pivotal in offsetting potential fines, as the 

crop's carbon sequestration capabilities contribute to reducing overall greenhouse gas emissions. By 

investing in the development of a hemp industry, Ireland not only positions itself as a leader in 

sustainable agriculture but also safeguards its financial future by avoiding costly penalties which are 

estimated to be somewhere between €8 and €26 billion. Through this dual approach of economic 

development and environmental stewardship, hemp can play a transformative role in shaping a 

sustainable and prosperous future for Ireland. 

 

The Broader Impact and Future Vision 
Ed’s vision for hemp cultivation reaches far beyond the confines of individual farm profitability, 

positioning hemp as a transformative force capable of driving both economic and environmental 

progress on a broader scale. He envisions the development of a vibrant hemp industry as a key 

catalyst for creating numerous jobs, invigorating local economies, and significantly contributing to 

Ireland's ambitious carbon reduction targets. By focusing on domestic manufacturing of hemp-based 

products, Ireland can strategically reduce its dependence on imports, thereby enhancing its 

economic resilience and securing a stronger foothold in the global market. 

The potential of hemp extends into the realm of environmental sustainability, offering promising 

solutions to some of the most pressing ecological challenges. One of the standout opportunities lies 

in hemp's capacity to replace conventional plastics with biodegradable alternatives. This aligns 

seamlessly with global sustainability goals aimed at reducing plastic waste and minimising 

environmental impact. Hemp can be processed into a wide array of biodegradable products, from 

packaging materials to consumer goods, offering a sustainable substitute that supports waste 

reduction and environmental preservation. 

Ed emphasises the opportunity to produce everyday items from hemp, catering to both farmers and 

the general public. This shift towards biodegradable, hemp-based products not only reduces 

environmental impact but also supports the principles of a circular economy. In a circular economy, 

resources are used efficiently, waste is minimised, and products are designed with their entire 

lifecycle in mind, ensuring that they can be reused, recycled, or biodegraded. 

By championing hemp as a versatile and sustainable crop, Ed advocates for a future where economic 

growth and environmental responsibility go hand in hand. The widespread adoption of hemp-based 

products can play a crucial role in reducing the ecological footprint of agriculture and industry, while 

simultaneously creating new economic opportunities. Through strategic investment in hemp 

cultivation and processing, Ireland can lead the way in developing a sustainable, circular economy 

that benefits both current and future generations. 

 

Conclusion 
Ed Hanbidge's experience and insights underscore the potential of hemp as a transformative force in 

Irish agriculture. While challenges remain, particularly in market development and infrastructure, 



the strategic cultivation of hemp offers significant opportunities for economic growth, 

environmental sustainability, and innovation. By investing in infrastructure, fostering collaboration, 

and leveraging Ireland's natural advantages, the country can establish a thriving hemp industry that 

benefits current and future generations. 


