
Padraig Fahy, 
Beechlawn Organic Farm

Converting to organic - a grower 
farmer perspective



History of the Business
Padraig and Úna

• Arts Degree and Diploma in Organic Horticulture from The 
organic college Dromcollogher, Co. Limerick.  

• From 2000, Padraig worked part-time as a teacher managing 
three FÁS one acre organic garden projects, training 21 adults. 



History of the Business
• 2001: Ballinasloe

– One acre of vegetables, 
– Polytunnel 
– Box scheme

• 2003: Nine acres into organic conversion with Irish 
Organic Farmers and Growers Association.

• 2004-05: Business expands
– Padraig gives up teaching
– Box scheme now has 80 customers. 
– Ballinasloe and Athlone weekly markets started. 
– First farm van bought.  
– First employee for the growing season. 
– SHWS- Macra na Feirme/Bord Bia. Funding from LEADER



July 2008
Tunnels, tomatoes, lettuce and 

pumpkin plants



History continued

• 2006
– Úna begins working full time in the business. 
– Purchase of 2 tunnels, tractor, rotovator, cold room, 1 van, 

office equipment, two wheel tractor, propagator, tools.  
– Set up stalls at three local markets. 
– Box scheme reduces to 30 customers.
– 10,000 sq foot multi span tunnel erected with 40% funding 

from the Organic Unit, Johnstown Castle.  

• 2008
– Rent a further 8 acres of land and put into conversion.  
– Stalls at four markets a week. 
– Box scheme back up to 50 customers after a farm open day 

and  PR drive.  
– Business consultant helps to steer in the right direction



Rationale for Converting to Organic
Padraig
• Has background in Farming
• Scale of the farm suitable for vegetables
• Located in an urban area - customers at our doorstep. 

Úna
• Environmentalist for many years
• Chief motivators:

– Save the ecosystem
– Tackle climate change 
– Healthy lifestyle
– Raise healthy children
– Suffered from digestive problems and stress related illness



Rationale for Converting to Organic
Make Ireland an Organic Island
• Left the Organic College with new ideas…
• …Fired up to make Ireland an Organic Island. 

Ethical ways of living - the only way forward
• Save the environment and the human race
• Tackle climate change
• Help local economies
• Feed humans with healthy food

Did you know?
• Half the species on the planet will be extinct with global warming 

within 50 years if we don’t cut down our carbon emissions and 
tackle climate change. 

à Organic farming is part of the solution



Rationale for Converting to Organic
A Pioneering Way of Life 
• Enjoy the struggle and the dynamism of it or it’s not for you!

• Thrive on the pressures of running your own business
• Enjoy the beautiful food and the natural surroundings

Money?
• There is money to be made…
• …but you must be able to

– Sow seeds, take care of plants, machinery, drainage, sell 
vegetables

– Handle customers, marketing, PR, cash flow, accounts, tax 
issues…

– … and have an investor to help with set up costs



July 
2008 

onions 
lettuce 
carrots 
leeks



Timescale for conversion

Well… it doesn’t take as long as this tree took to grow. 

Timescale
• Just two years
• Must have another income while waiting
• Put in a green manure to bring up soil nutrient levels
• Remember the soil test which is a requirement of application

Oak tree,
Tullamore



Timescale for conversion

Well… it doesn’t take as long as this tree took to grow. 

Key Dates
• 2003 - Joined IOFGA – growers packing and distribution licence
• 2005 - Full symbol achieved for 9 acres of organic vegetables
• 2006 - 4 acres Compulsory purchased  to new Dublin - Galway road

2008 - 8 new acres put into conversion

Oak tree,
Tullamore



Challenges in conversion

• COSTS
– No income to be made
– Lots of money spent on re-seeding, soil tests, machinery, 

equipment, education

• UNDERSTANDING THE RULES
– Inspections
– Bureaucracy 

• NETWORKING
– Need to talk to like minded people! 
– Dealing with family, friends, neighbours, media, and all the local 

grumpy people who tell you you’re MAD may get you down!
– Dealing with customers who want you to compete with LIDL and 

Tesco prices could drive you to insanity so you must have nerves of 
steel for them!



Challenges in conversion

• ADVICE
– Education needed in soil and plant science. 
– Trial and error is a great teacher but a costly one.  
– Methods of Avoiding Pests and diseases needs study, too.

• INVESTMENT
– Serious investment in equipment

• HELP WITH SALES
– No markets are set up for would be growers to tap into.
– There is no centralised wholesaler in Ireland who handles 

distribution of Irish organic produce
– (Or if  there is we haven’t come across them!)
– Supermarkets demand perfect veg and don’t pay until you are on 

your hands and knees practically.
– Large Hotels and restaurants not a whole lot better with paying.



Challenges in conversion

• LABOUR
– Employing people or keeping volunteers is a challenge
– Very few organic horticulture enterprises like ours work without 

volunteers 

• AID
– No installation aid or single farm payments available to us.  



Indication of start up costs, financial 
incentives and state supports

Start up costs 2002-2004: 
• Tunnels €3,000, 
• machinery€10,000
• Irrigation: €3,000
• Propagation equipment: €1,000
• Baskets for home deliveries: €2,000
• Total: 19,000

Expansion 2006-2007

• Fridge: €5,500
• Polytunnel: €43,690
• Planning permission for tunnel 

€1,000
• Transport: €18,000
• Farm accommodation: €20,000
• Market stall equipment €5,000
• Total: €93,190

2004 

Leader funding

€5,000

2007

Dept of Agriculture 

Organic Grant

€18,300 (40% funding)



Our Irish organic farmers and Growers 
Association logo and licence number 

IRL-OIB2-EU-4556



Challenges, risks and rewards in 
converting to organics

Risks

• Crop failure
– Advice: Have a wide variety of crops i.e. cucumbers and French beans 

getting red spider mite. 
– Golden rule: If you take good care of your soil you shouldn’t have 

diseases. 
– Exception to that rule: Potato blight this summer was inevitable and 

we need a new organic anti-blight solution to be brought into Ireland 
URGENTLY. 

• No sales
– Know where you are going to sell it before you plant it. 
– Example: planted 2,000sq foot tunnel of herbs but didn’t look into where 

to sell them. Finally got sales but at knock down prices. 
• Relying on restaurants/ hotels/ supermarkets

– Idealistic to start with – but rarely there for the long haul.  
– Either can’t afford or don’t want to pay the extra money
– NB - they only have to pay one quarter of that to producers from North 

Africa or Spain.
– Very few will buy consistently



Challenges, risks and rewards in 
converting to organics

Rewards 

• Gratitude of ethically minded customers
• You are providing them with the best. 
• Gratitude of volunteers for teaching them to grow veg and run a 

business
• Great selection of healthy food for your own table and working 

outdoors in the fresh air.  
• The business also teaches you people skills, growing skills and 

office skills
• Knowing that you’re a lot closer to carbon neutral than 95% of the 

population
• Getting accolades from the media and publications such as the 

Bridgestone food guide 



August 2008, waterlogged winter veg, 
drying onions, farm buildings, rhubarb



Overview of routes to market, 
challenges and trends

Outdoor markets have had bad press here over the 

years. Some county councils view them with disdain. 

This has to change. Casual trading laws are a hindrance 

to many growers

Beechlawn Organic Farm turnover is: 

• 70% farmers markets (Thursday to Saturday)
• 8% wholesale
• 22% box scheme (Tuesday home deliveries)



August 2008, tomatoes, drying onions 
over crops, herb tunnel



Future prospects for the business, 
NPD, market/channel growth

• We are importing 70% of our organic fruit and veg. 
• Lots of this can be grown here. 
• There is a market here

Farm shop 2009
• Orchard; partnership
• Poultry unit
• Wholesale/ restaurant/ shop
• Expand box scheme
• 8 acres into full symbol and improving of crop rotations
• 14% growth this year
• Education centre; school tours of farm and teaching people how 

to grow their own veg.



August 2008, planning winter cover of 
green manure, onion drying, farm 

buildings, wet land



Vision for where organic sector in 
Ireland is heading

• The only way is up for the organic market…

• …unless climate change isn't tackled and the rain doesn’t stop
(in which case we’ll be living in boats and wont be growing 
anything except seaweed and water cress!)

• We need to keep our money here rather than spending it on 
imports - i.e. we  need to grow our own veg and fruit again

• Challenges from cheaper imports

• Peak oil will force our retailers to look for home grown produce

• Organic practices will be used more widely- clover weed 
maintenance, pest controls, husbandry



Ballinasloe market, 
planting brassicas



July 2008 New tunnel; 
lettuce, tomato, aubergine, irrigation 



July 2008 
Scallions, green pepper, cucurbit 

plants, propagation table



Sense of humour; your best friend
Ladies day at the Oranmore market 

(down the road from the Galway races)


