Opening Statement on behalf of Teagasc, by Prof. John McNamara,
Senior Health and Safety Specialist Advisor and Dr David Meredith,

Senior Research Officer, related to the role of Teagasc in promoting
Mental Health and Wellbeing among the Farming Community.

Good afternoon, Chair and members of the Committee, we thank you for inviting us today to
discuss the role of Teagasc in promoting Mental Health and Wellbeing among the Farming
community particularly related to the Teagasc/ Mental Health Ireland publication: ‘Sowing the

Seeds of Support’.

Teagasc’s key mission is to promote farm sustainability and competitiveness involving the
economic, environmental and social sustainability elements of farming. Social
sustainability measures, in particular, involving assisting the farming community with health
and safety is a key focus of Teagasc programmes. These are organised as research and
knowledge transfer programmes which involves both Advisory and Education and Training

services.

Teagasc actively communicates health and safety messages directly to the farming community
on an on-going basis. It should be noted that the farming community is predominantly self-
employed where the health and wellbeing actions of individual farmers are based on individual
attitudes and beliefs, so promotion trusted sources is particularly to gain culture change over

time.

Teagasc, in its Statement of Strategy adopts the ‘Total Health Model,” where injury prevention
and both health and mental wellbeing are promoted. Poor health is associated with disability,

along with farm income reduction and increased levels of farm workplace injuries.

The Teagasc Strategy is closely aligned with the goals of the Department of Agriculture Food
and the Marine strategy ‘Food Vision 2030 - A World Leader in Sustainable Food Systems’

which has specific goals related to promoting mental health in farming.

Teagasc as the agriculture and food development agency focuses on farming issued which can
lead to stress, such as income, workload, adequate farm infrastructure and farm administration.
Teagasc also co-operates with health promoting organisations to ‘signpost’ farmers towards
strategies to maintain and enhance their health and wellbeing. Key such organisations include
the Department of Health, Health and Safety Executive, Mental Health Ireland, and the
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National Centre for Men’s Health. Teagasc is a member of the Health and Safety Authority
Farm Safety Partnership advisory committee which is representative of State and Farming
Organisations with a role to play in occupational safety and health. This committee produced
a ‘Farmers Health and Wellbeing’ booklet recently. Teagasc assists both Embrace Farm and

Macra na Feirme in promoting their services related to mental health among farmers.

One particular programme that | wish to describe ‘On Feirm Ground’ jointly sponsored
DAFM and DOH. This programme provides a bespoke training programme to persons
who are in contact with farmers through their work, including Farm Advisors. In the one-
day course, participants gain proficiency in skills and knowledge to signpost farmers
towards health gain and maintenance, particularly mental health. This ongoing national
programme has been evaluated by means of a Teagasc PhD Walsh Scholarship which
found that advisors reported increased levels of knowledge, capacity, and willingness to

support farmers with mental health issues.

I would now like to discuss the Teagasc and Mental Health Ireland publication ‘Sowing the
Seeds of Support: Positive Guidance for the Farming Community’. This leaflet was released
in 2024 and provides an easy-to-use blueprint on managing mental health in farming. | am
pleased to say that the approach in the document has been endorsed by the European
Commission in its recent European Commission publication: The Future of Agriculture and

Food in Europe: A New EU Vision .
The Sowing the Seeds of Support document has the aims:

- It describes Stress conditions in a clear way. It should be noted that the term stress
covers a range of conditions from temporary anxiety to serious conditions requiring
professional health care.

- It outlines coping strategies for managing stress. Strategies include Social Involvement,
Achieving Health-related Goals, Farm Management to minimise stress and achieving
Work Life Balance.

- The leaflet provides key metrics related farmer stress parameters. For example, in the
Farmer have Hearts Cardiovascular Health programme, 13.5 % of participants reported
stress based on a validated scale, which declined to 8% following various intervention
activities including receiving messages from a health ‘coach’ or by text (Van Doorn et
al, 2022). Irish research also indicates that 25% and 50% of farmers reported burnout

and sleep issues, in a cross-sectional survey (O’Connor et al, 2024).



- The leaflet provides contact information for Helpful Support options for the farming
community. Irish research indicates that farmers have challenges identifying support
options, but that this knowledge gap can be readily addressed (Firnhaber, 2025).

The leaflet is ‘evidence based’ drawing on the 20 or so peer reviewed stress related paper

prepared jointly by Teagasc and 3™ level Institutions in recent years.

The leaflet is available to the farming community and is also intended as a support for
communications and advisory and training programme activities related to stress management

such as at training and advisory meetings and discussion groups.

| emphasise that Teagasc competence is in the area of agricultural development, and it
encourages the farming community to avail of its services.  Advisors can assist farmers in
numerous ways, for example, improved work organisation reduces both ‘hurry’ and ‘tiredness’

which are associated increased stress with increased risk of farm accidents.

Dr David Meredith will now provide the committee with more detailed information on
research conducted related to farmer stress and wellbeing.

Teagasc has funded and undertaken substantial research in collaboration with others working
in this area, including the following:

- With National Centre for Men’s Health at the Southeast Technological University (SETU),
which focused on the development and evaluation of the On Feirm Ground initiative.

- Separately, with SETU an evaluation was undertaken of overall wellbeing of farmers and the
extent to which wellbeing is linked to the frequency of experiencing stress

- With Dublin City University a Farmer Mental Health project research evaluated the
relationship between stress and burnout amongst farmers with colleagues. Currently a Farm
Family Mental Health project is in progress.

- With UCD, a longitudinal analysis of the rate of death from suicide amongst those classified
as farmers compared to the non-farming population over 15 years of age.

- Teagasc also funded a PhD Walsh Scholarship programme exploring the implications of
isolation for farmers during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Effective policy requires accurate assessment. The approach for which my colleagues and I in
Teagasc advocate is one of evidence-based resource allocation that targets need whilst avoiding

the unintended consequences of crisis narratives that can undermine the attractiveness of



farming as an occupation of choice for the next generation. This approach is reflected in the
design of the recent research projects described, which sought to overcome a basic limitation

in most international research in this area.

Systematic reviews indicate that comparative studies - those actually comparing farmers with
similar occupational groups - represent only 17% of the literature (Daghagh Yazd et al., 2019),
with resilience as a mental health outcome of interest in only about 6% of studies (Hagen et
al., 2019). The research that we have undertaken and will continue to develop focuses not just
on quantifying the challenges facing farmers and farm families, but on exploiting this
knowledge to create practical and implementable supports that either help them prevent or
reduce occupational stressors, or provide them with knowledge, resources and support to assess

the services they require.

Ongoing research in this area includes identifying practices that protect the wellbeing of dairy
farmers over the course of the working year, and, through the EU-funded SafeHabitus Project
which Teagasc leads, developing an understanding of the system of formal and informal
supports required by farmers and farm families in the aftermath of injuries. We will also start
a new Walsh Scholarship-funded project in the new year that focuses on understanding the
impact and implications of 'private governance' of farming practices relating to environment,

biodiversity and animal welfare.

Teagasc research demonstrates the benefits of longitudinal, comparative studies that examine
farmer mental health in context, which help identify the positive aspects of farming, and
compare farming populations with similar rural and occupational groups. This will ensure
policy makers and policy stakeholders have evidence on which to develop strategies and

measures that enhance the quality of life of farmers, farm families and rural communities.

In summary, Teagasc's approach recognises that whilst some farmers face mental health
challenges, the evidence suggests a more nuanced picture than universal crisis narratives
suggest. The 'Total Health Model' addresses the full spectrum of farmer experiences, including
the considerable resilience and coping strategies that characterise Irish farming communities.
Whilst media coverage often presents farmer mental health as uniquely severe, international
research suggests farming communities demonstrate considerable resilience. Research also
indicates that crisis-focused messaging can inadvertently increase stigma and discourage help-
seeking. Our evidence-based approach emphasises practical farm management solutions that

address stress at its source whilst building on farmers' existing strengths. Our role in Teagasc



is to support this resilience through practical, evidence-based interventions rather than

pathologising farming as inherently harmful to mental health.

We thank the Committee of the opportunity to address you, and we are pleased to answer

questions and to provide follow-up information requested.
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