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Introduction and Welcome
Sarah Turner farms in Castlecove on a leased holding, with her 
husband Aaron and their three children. Aaron farms successfully 
on another nearby farm. The farm was leased with the intention of 
allowing Sarah to indulge her passion for animals and farming. This 
farm is in its second year of Organic Conversion. 
Sarah joined the Growing Organics Monitor Farm Programme in 
2023. Her participation will run for a five-year period. The programme 
is aimed at promoting the adoption of best practices at farm level 
to increase the future viability and sustainability of the increasingly 
important Irish Organic sector. 
Given the particularly beautiful and sensitive environment that is 
present, and the nature of the terrain, Organic Farming was seen by 
Sarah as an attractive option both financially and for the benefit of 
the land and animals. As of 2024 there were 358 Organic farmers in 
Co. Kerry and a further 58 applicants for the 2025 Scheme.
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Farm Details and Land Use	

Map of the Turner Farm

The farm is comprised of a number of blocks, amounting to 61.49 
Ha in total. All the land is long term leased. Given the geography and 
changes in the farm landscape it was possible to lease land in this 
area in such scale.

Land Description Ha
Extensively Grazed Pasture 6.14

Low Input Grassland 9.51
Permanent Pasture 45.84
Total Area Farmed 61.49

Organic Area 36.4

Table 1 – Land Use as of 2025
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Given that 25 Ha of the farm is commonage, it is not eligible for 
payment in the Organic Scheme but is eligible for payment in the 
ACRES Scheme, which makes participation in both schemes very 
attractive. The farm stocking rate as of 2024 is 0.17 LU / Ha.

Soil Type
As would be expected given the terrain, soil types range from Gleys 
and Blanket Peats to exposed rock. It makes it ideal territory for Hill 
Sheep farming, with Sarah also keeping a number of Dexter cows as 
a recent initiative. Parts of the farm reach an altitude of around 380 
metres, which makes accessibility a challenge at times. 

Animal Breeds and Numbers
60 ewes of Mayo, Lanark and Scotch breeds mainly – lambing in 
April. Scanned ewes carrying twins or triplets are housed in advance 
of lambing. Single carrying ewes lamb outdoors.  6 Dexter cows – 
calving July.

Soil Fertility
As is understandable there is a substantial range in soil test results. 
The two major elements normally sampled for are Phosphorous (P) 
and Potash (K). Samples for P were generally low, with a small area 
of the farm very low. Potash results were generally higher, with K 
levels moderately low on a substantial part of the farm. Given the 
low stocking rate on the farm (0.17 LU / Ha in 2024) there is a valid 
argument to be made that Index Levels of 2 are sufficient to meet the 
levels of grass productivity required. 
In relation to lime, higher rainfall and peaty soils in the West of 
Ireland can often lead to higher levels of soil acidity. That is the case 
here. In standard mineral soils an optimum pH of 6.8 – 7 is desirable. 
But the difficult terrain in some areas of the farm make spreading of 
lime impossible. 
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Table 2 - 2024 Soil Results

The table above outlines that soils are generally deficient in 
phosphorous (P) and have moderate to high levels of potassium (K). 
Lime deficiencies range from slight to significant.
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Soil Nutrients and Manure Management
Management of organic farms should ensure regular inputs of 
manures and a level of microbial and earthworm activity sufficient 
to breakdown organic matter and ensure continuous and efficient 
nutrient cycling.
Keeping soils at a pH that facilitates organic matter breakdown and 
nutrient recycling is essential for successful organic farming.
Organic manure nutrient content can vary widely depending on the 
source of nutrients and it is advisable to have the nutrient content of 
manures checked through laboratory analysis. 

Sources of Nutrients used on Farm
•	 Nitrogen from atmospheric fixation by clover
•	 Farmyard manure created during lambing.

Other sources allowable in the Organic Scheme
•	 Imported slurry and FYM.
•	 Dairy sludge.
•	 Rock Phosphate.
•	 Sulphate of Potash.
•	 Commercial approved fertilisers.
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Animal Welfare in Organic Farming
Livestock Health
•	 A healthy herd in organic farming is achieved by a combination of 

good management, sound nutrition and good animal husbandry 
skills.

•	 When a farm undergoes conversion to organic status an Animal 
Health Plan is required to be drawn up with the veterinary 
practitioner, who specifies the current animal health issues on the 
farm and how the farmer will tackle these problems into the future, 
while conforming to the requirements of organic certification 
standards.

•	 Detection of problems needs to be early, and timely veterinary 
advice is invaluable – when an animal is ill the organic farmer 
reacts in the same manner as their conventional neighbour and 
veterinary assistance is required immediately.

Conventional Veterinary Treatments Permitted
•	 Animals for meat consumption: one course of antibiotics within 

12 months. 
•	 Animals for breeding: two courses of antibiotics within 12 months.
•	 Dairy Mastitis: two courses of antibiotics allowed within 12 

months, otherwise the cow is removed from the milking herd. 
•	 If limits exceeded, organic status is taken away from animal.
All withdrawal periods shall be doubled.
Unless the medicinal product used indicates a withdrawal period, the 
specified withdrawal period shall not be less than:
1.	 14 days for eggs
2.	 14 days for milk 
3.	 56 days for meat from poultry and mammals
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Health Practices on the Turner Farm
The standards for organic livestock production emphasise preventative 
strategies based on the principles that an animal is allowed to exhibit 
natural behaviour, is not subject to stress and is fed high quality feed 
to meet its nutritional requirements so that the animal has optimal 
natural resistance to combat disease. The relatively low stocking rate 
on this farm will help reduce disease pressure.
For the avoidance of foot problems, an inactivated vaccine is used 
for immunisation of sheep against footrot caused by  Dichelobacter 
nodosus.
An injectable immunisation which reduces mortality in sheep and 
is used in the control of  pasteurellosis  pneumonia  and clostridial 
diseases in sheep such as  lamb dysentery, pulpy kidney, struck, 
tetanus, braxy, blackleg and black disease. 
A broad spectrum anthelminthic is used primarily for the treatment 
of rumen fluke. No plunge dipping takes place on the farm. 
Given the terrain and presence of scrub and bracken an ivermectin 
product has been used for the treatment of ticks.
For the prevention of clostridial diseases cows receive a dose of a 
clostridial vaccine - if given while to the cow whilst in-calf immunity 
is transferred to the unborn offspring. Cows receive a pour on for 
lice and ticks also. Sarah has a backpack that is used when checking 
animals containing a number of items that are essential for immediate 
treatment of animals.
•	 A folding shears.
•	 A sheep crook.
•	 Gloves and lubricant.
•	 A sheep restraint.
•	 Fox Oil.
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Complying with Organic Certification 
Requirements
Detection of problems needs to be early, and timely veterinary advice 
is invaluable – when an animal is ill the organic farmer reacts in 
the same manner as their conventional neighbour and veterinary 
assistance is required immediately. Failure to treat sick animals may 
result in the withdrawal of organic status for the entire farm. (i.e. 
treatment must be administered even if the result would mean an 
animal losing its organic status).
Veterinary medicinal products or antibiotics may be used under the 
responsibility of a vet provided that their therapeutic effect is effective 
for the species of animal and the condition for which the treatment 
is intended. The use of chemically synthesised allopathic veterinary 
medicinal products or antibiotics for preventive treatments is 
prohibited.

Withdrawal Periods
The withdrawal period between the last administration of an allopathic 
veterinary medicinal product to an animal under normal conditions 
of use, and the production of organically certified products from such 
animals is to be:
1.	Where a zero withdrawal period is specified on the product, no 

withdrawal period should be required.
2.	Where no withdrawal period is specified on the product, the 

withdrawal period should be 48 hours.
3.	For mastitis treatments, the withdrawal period should be three 

times the legal withdrawal period.

Number of Treatments Permitted
The organic standards sets out the number of veterinary treatments 
permitted per animal.
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1.	 Animals for meat consumption: One course of treatment of 
veterinary medicinal products or antibiotics is allowed within a 
twelve month period.

2.	 Animals for breeding: Two courses of treatment within a twelve 
month period.

3.	 For Dairy Mastitis Control: Two courses of treatment for dairy 
mastitis control are allowed within a twelve month period.

A course of treatment means all necessary measures taken to restore 
the animal to health following a particular disease episode. If the 
number of treatments permitted are exceeded, the animal should 
then be sold conventionally or undergo a further conversion period. 
Excluded from this are vaccines, internal and external parasite 
treatments and compulsory eradication orders.

Use of Antibiotics
The use of antibiotics in clinical cases only is a restricted practise 
where no other remedy would be effective or after major trauma as a 
result of surgery or accident

Use of Vaccines
Vaccination is permitted only in cases where there is a known disease 
risk (confirmed in writing by the veterinary surgeon) on a farm or 
neighbouring land which cannot be controlled by any other means. 
The simplest vaccine should be used for the disease to be treated 
where required, more complex vaccines may be used. Single, two in 
one or four-in-one vaccines are preferred to more complex vaccines 
unless such cover is specifically required. Vaccine choice and use 
should be agreed with the nominated veterinary surgeon to ensure 
adequate disease protection during the conversion phase with, where 
possible, progressive reductions in use as the organic unit becomes 
established. A veterinary surgeon should be consulted on appropriate 
vaccinations. The vaccinations used and the reasons for their usage 
must be recorded in the Health Plan.
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Financial Analysis
In general, organic farming systems are no different to any other 
farm enterprises. In order for any farm enterprise to be profitable, 
an excess return over the costs of production must occur. We can 
say in general that Organic farms have lower stock numbers, which 
results in a better quality of life due to lower labour requirements. 
Total costs are generally lower on organic farms, which results in less 
cash flow pressures and a lower risk business model. Dramatically 
reduced feed and fertiliser inputs combined with lower stocking rates 
lead to a greatly reduced whole farm carbon footprint, which really 
adds to the sustainability credentials of organic farming systems.

5 Key Elements of Successful Organic Conversion.

This image underlines the 5Ps of a financially sustainable organic farming business. 
The five factors above interlink, with Payments & Grant Aid in addition to Inputs and 
Cost Reduction particularly significant on this farm.
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Sarah completes an annual Profit Monitor and is a participant in the 
National Farm Survey. She is meticulous at recording both animal 
events and costs as they arise on the farm. The importance of direct 
payments on a holding like this cannot be understated. The following 
payments are received for scheme participation:

•	 Organic Payment - €300 per Ha in conversion, €250 per Ha in 
Years 2-5. Participation payment of €2000 in Year 1 and €1400 per 
year in years 2-5.

•	 BISS Scheme payment – Average national value is €155 per 
entitlement.

•	 ANC Payment – Maximum payment of €4240 on Category 1 land.

•	 ACRES Scheme - €7311 per year maximum for ACRES general. Co-
operation offers a maximum of €10,500 a year with a maximum 
results-based payment of €7,000 with an extra non-productive 
investment and landscape maximum of €3,500. 

•	 Sheep Improvement Scheme - €12 per breeding ewe, action 
dependent.

•	 National Sheep Welfare Scheme - €13 per ewe.

Below are some of the preliminary standout figures for Sarah’s 2024 
Profit Monitor, which is a benchmarking tool used by Teagasc to 
compare performance across farms.

Table 3. Importance of Direct Payments to the farm:

Direct Payments €
Environmental / Organic 16928

ANC Payment 4240

Sheep Direct Payments 1204

Total Direct Payments 22372 + BISS
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Table 4. Variable Costs 2024

Headline Variable Costs Cattle € Sheep €

Purchased Concentrate 886 1219
Purchased Forage 448 752

Vet 318 1382
Sundry Variable Costs 614 881

Bedding 550 650
Total Variable Costs 3128 5610

Table 5. Animal Transactions 2024

Animal Sales 2024 €
Lamb & Ewe Sales 3504
Cattle Purchases 3250

Whilst a direct comparison with 2024 across all sheep enterprises 
is not yet possible we can say that despite the costs shown above in 
addition to the cost of the farm lease and depreciation and machinery 
purchase costs not included above the farm is showing a healthy 
Family Farm Income for 2024. The Organic and ACRES payments are 
a significant proportion of this income

Table 6. Components of average sheep FFI 2023:

Components of FFI 2023 €

Gross Output 58061
Direct Payments 20283

Total Costs 45417
Family Farm Income 12625

Average Gross Margin €/Ha 797
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Organic Sheep Farming – Factors to 
consider and producing lamb on an 
organic farm. (Elaine Leavy, Teagasc).

Factors to consider 
There are a number of factors that should be taken into account when 
considering the transition to an organic sheep farming system. 

Breeds and Breeding 
A crossbred ewe is ideal and a cross of any two existing breeds can 
produce good quality ewes. Research has shown that the Texel breed 
has substantially better resistance to parasites than the Suffolk. 
This gives the Texel a distinct advantage in an organic system and 
the breed also produces a lean carcass. The Belclare breed carries a 
proportion of Texel genes and therefore has advantages over the 
Suffolk in parasite resistance. If aiming to lamb ewes early it is an 
advantage to have Suffolk cross ewes. Organic sheep farmers tend 
to choose breeds with a high tolerance to worms. A crossbred ewe 
can be mated with either Texel, Suffolk or Charollais rams to increase 
lamb growth rate. 
Breeding your own replacements in an organic system is of great 
benefit as it reduces the chances of introducing disease into the flock 
and helps build up resistance to pathogens on the farm.
Rams may be purchased from a non-organic farm for breeding 
purposes. If suitable organic female breeding stock is unavailable, 
with prior permission from the OCB it is permitted to buy in non-
organic female breeding stock, up to 20% of the adult flock.

Flock Health
Disease prevention is key to good flock health. At the application 
stage of converting to an organic system a flock health plan is drawn 
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up in consultation with a veterinary surgeon. The flock health plan 
addresses issues such as:
•	 What diseases are currently on the farm 
•	 How can these be controlled or prevented 
•	 What modifications can be made at farm level to reduce the risk of 

disease.

Operating a closed flock is a big help in keeping sheep healthy and 
measures such as double fencing boundaries and good general hygiene 
will reduce the risk of infection from various sources. A clean grazing 
policy minimises the risk of internal parasites, as routine dosing is 
not permitted in the organic system. A clean grazing plan provides 
clean or lightly infected pastures for grazing by the ewes and lambs 
during the first part of the grazing season. These are then changed to 
another pasture at weaning time. 
After weaning, lambs should continue to graze good quality pastures 
such as silage aftermaths which provide clean grazing and will greatly 
reduce parasite burden.

Diet
Grass is the main component of the diet in an organic sheep system. 
As 100% of the feed must be from organic or in-conversion sources, 
you need to produce your entire forage requirement on your farm. 
However, organic grain and compound ration can be sourced when 
required. A rotational grazing system is preferred to set stocking 
as it is easier to control grass quality; a rotation with three to four 
paddocks or fields.

Housing
Sheep can be outwintered. If housed, they must be provided with a 
bedded solid floor area. Up to 50% of the total area can be slatted. 
The total space required per ewe is 1.5 m2 /head (minimum) with an 
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additional 0.35 m2 /lamb. Plenty of straw should be used to keep the 
lying area for the ewes dry at all times. Conventional straw may be 
used for bedding.
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Greater Habitat Diversity On Organic 
Farms

Agriculture and Biodiversity Factsheet No. 1548 FiBL 2023
In addition to the intensity of management on agricultural land, the 
proportion of biodiversity areas on farm holdings is crucial for the 
preservation of biodiversity. Hedgerows, species-rich and structurally 
rich meadows and pastures, wildflower strips, fallow land and small-
scale structures constitute habitats, refuges and hibernation sites 
that are essential for the survival of many animal species.
Comparative studies of organic and conventional farms in 
Switzerland, Denmark and England show that the proportion 
of biodiversity habitats on organic farms is higher than on their 
conventional counterparts. In many cases, organic farms are 
characterised by smaller plot sizes, greater plot diversity and more 
varied land use. An analysis of all Swiss agricultural farms showed 
that organic farms hold an average of 22 % and non-organic farms 
13 % of their productive land as biodiversity habitats. Organic farms 
thus implement approximately two thirds more measures.

Figure 1: Proportion of biodiversity habitats on organic and non-organic farms
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The biggest differences relate to extensively and less intensively used 
meadows as well as hedgerows and standard fruit trees in the plains 
and hill zones. In highly productive favoured regions, however, there 
is also a significant deficit of valuable biodiversity areas on organic 
farms.

Positive effects at the landscape level
Organic agriculture promotes biodiversity not only locally, but also 
at the landscape level. This positive landscape effect has been noted 
in annual crops and permanent crops for the arable weed flora, 
pollinators and various groups of beneficial insects. In general, the 
positive effects of organic farming systems are most pronounced 
in landscapes of moderate complexity. In contrast, homogenous 
featureless landscapes with few and isolated organic managed areas 
lack sufficient source and exchange areas of biodiversity. As a result, 
organic sites are unable to exploit their potential.
The positive effects on species increase with a growing proportion 
of organic land in the landscape matrix. In the context of agri-
environmental programmes, organic agriculture can thus play a 
complementary and synergistic role in promoting flora and fauna. The 
effects of large-scale contiguous areas under organic management on 
the various groups of flora and fauna have not yet been investigated 
and are the subject of further research.

Improved ecosystem services with organic management
Rich species diversity is fundamental to the functioning of many 
processes in natural systems. Species- rich habitats are more 
productive and better able to adapt to environmental changes such 
as climate change. Species-rich meadows, for example, are less prone 
to soil erosion, produce more stable yields during periods of drought 
and have a longer growing season. The higher species diversity and 
greater population densities of certain species that have been noted 
on organic farms impact important ecological processes. Evidence 
shows that organic farming can improve ecological functions such as:
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Natural pollination
The higher cover and diversity of the accompanying flora in organic 
cereal plots supports flower-visiting insects such as honeybees and 
wild bees. There can be a three times higher species diversity and 
seven times higher abundance of bees in organic fields compared to 
conventionally farmed land.
Organic farming can promote wild bee diversity and abundance not 
only at farm level but also at the landscape level. Several studies have 
shown that organic agriculture promotes species diversity, abundance 
and reproduction rates of wild bees.
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Organic 
Certification in 
Ireland

A major factor that distinguishes organic farming from other 
approaches to sustainable farming is the existence of internationally 
acknowledged standards and certification procedures.  The standards 
for organic production within the European Union are defined and 
enshrined in law by Council Regulation EC 834/2007 as amended.
In Ireland the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine is the 
competent authority (i.e. - the Department’s Organic Unit is based 
at Johnstown Castle Estate Wexford) for regulating the organic 
sector and ensuring that the obligations and requirements of Council 
Regulation (EC) No. 834/2007 as amended and adhered to.
The Organic Unit of the Department of Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine have designated Official Certification Bodies whose role 
is to certify organic producers, farmers and processors through 
and inspection process of each individual’s unit or farm. Further 
information can be sourced from these organic certification bodies:

Irish Organic Association,
Golden Island, Athlone,
Co. Westmeath.
Tel: 090 6433680.
https://www.irishorganicassociation.ie/ 

Organic Trust,
Naas, Co. Kildare.
Tel: 045 882377.
https://organictrust.ie/

https://www.irishorganicassociation.ie/
https://organictrust.ie/
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Targeted Agricultural Modernisation 
Scheme Organic Capital Investment 
Scheme (OCIS)
A standard rate of aid of 60% on investments up to a ceiling of €90,000 
(i.e. can generate a grant of €32,000 from an investment of €80,000).  
For qualifying young organic farmers who meet the specific eligibility 
criteria, the standard rate of aid is 60% on investments up to a ceiling 
of €80,000.

How to Apply:
Online applications only through www.agfood.ie facility.

Full details and T&C:
http://www.agriculture.gov.ie/farmingsectors/organicfarming/
organicsscheme/organiccapitalinvestmentschemeocis/

Queries:
DAFM Organic Unit, Johnstown Castle: organic@agriculture.gov.ie 

Organic Processing Investment Scheme
Grant aid of up to 60% in facilities for the processing, preparation, 
grading, packing and storage of organic products with minimum 
level of investment in excess of €3,000. The maximum grant, per 
applicant, for investments under the scheme will be €900,000 per 
annum.

More Details:
http://www.agriculture.gov.ie/press/pressreleases/2015/august/
title,84203,en.html

Queries:
DAFM Organic Unit, Johnstown Castle: organic@agriculture.gov.ie 

http://www.agfood.ie
http://www.agriculture.gov.ie/farmingsectors/organicfarming/organicsscheme/organiccapitalinvestmentschemeocis/
http://www.agriculture.gov.ie/farmingsectors/organicfarming/organicsscheme/organiccapitalinvestmentschemeocis/
mailto:organic@agriculture.gov.ie
http://www.agriculture.gov.ie/press/pressreleases/2015/august/title,84203,en.html
http://www.agriculture.gov.ie/press/pressreleases/2015/august/title,84203,en.html
mailto:organic@agriculture.gov.ie
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