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Dan Clavin,  
Teagasc Rural Economy and  
Development Programme, Athenry.

There is a perception that organic 
farming is difficult, involves a lot of  
red tape, is labour-intensive and re-
turns are low. The reality is quite dif-
ferent. The best organic farmers, us-
ing good husbandry and management 
skills, can achieve stocking rates up 
to 170kg N/ha and healthy profits. In 
terms of  paperwork, detailed record 
keeping is now common to all types 
of  farming. Organic is a realistic op-
tion but if  considering conversion be 
diligent in your research:
• Talk to organic farmers, take an or-
ganic farming course, attend informa-
tion meetings/farm walks and engage 
in family discussion.
• Assess how organic conversion can 
be achieved on your farm and calcu-
late the economic implications. Be 
absolutely committed to working to, 
and abiding by, organic standards.
• Pre-plan the conversion process so 
as to have the confidence and knowl-

Organic farming – 
more profitable than 
you might think
Organics is not just a scheme. It is a system of 
farming carried out according to a set of standards 
derived from EU legislation. 

Table 1: Proposed Organic Farming Scheme 2015 payment rates
Payment Rates In conversion Maintenance
*Horticulture only holdings (1ha-6ha) €300/ha €200/ha
*Horticulture only holdings of >= 6ha -60ha €220/ha €170/ha
**Tillage area <= 20ha €260/ha €170/ha
**Tillage area of >= 20ha - 60ha €220/ha €170/ha
Standard Rate - other holdings -  
farmed area of >= 3ha - 60ha

€220/ha €170/ha

Reduced rate Other Holdings - Farmed area >60ha €60/ha €30/ha
*The higher horticultural rates will apply to the first 6ha only and thereafter the standard rates apply up to 60ha and a 
reduced rate in excess of 60ha.
**The higher tillage rates will apply to the first 20ha only and thereafter the standard rates apply up to 60ha and a 
reduced rate in excess of 60ha.  An additional €30ha is available for red clover.

A) Scheme of grant –aid
• 40% grant assistance on pre-VAT price for organic capital investment with 60% for 

young trained farmers.
• Maximum Payments: On-farm = €60,000, Off-farm = €500,000.
• Scheme due to open in early 2015
• Consult www.agriculture.gov.ie for further details and updates

Farm profile Mark Duffy, Ballybay, Co Monaghan

Teagasc: Contact local Teagasc of-
fice www.teagasc.ie/organics
Certification Bodies: Organic Trust, 
2 Vernon House, Vernon Avenue, 
Dublin 3. Tel: 01 8530271. 
Irish Organic Farmers and Grow-
ers Association (IOFGA), 16A Inish 
Carrig, Golden Island, Athlone, Co 
Westmeath. Tel: 090 643 3680.
Demeter: Paul Bell, Newtown, Stam-
ullen, Co Meath. Tel: 086 6007740
DAFM: Organic Unit, Department 
of Agriculture, Food and Marine, 
Johnstown Castle, Co Wexford 053 
9163400. www.agriculture.gov.ie

Further Information

There are two parts to the organic payments:  
A) Scheme of grant aid, B) Organic Farming Scheme

edge required to implement the plan. 
Land, crops and animals must be 
managed under organic standards for 
a 24-month conversion period before 
full organic status is attained.
• Be prepared for possible scepticism 
of  family, friends and neighbours.

A new Organic Framing Scheme is scheduled to open in early 2015. The proposed 
payment rates of the scheme are as follows:

B) Proposed Organic Farming Scheme 2015
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Table 2: Farmed area
Grassland permanent pasture 11.05ha
Arable silage  
(undersown with new permanent pasture-
clover-herb re-seed) 2014

3.03ha

Red clover 4.00ha
Forage Rape 3.17
Other buildings/dwelling 0.48
Total forage area 21.25ha

Table 3: Average stocking regime on 
the farm 2014
Animal Type Numbers

Suckler cows 11

0 – 1 yr olds 20

1 – 2 yr old 40

Average stocking rate = 1.8 L.U./ha 
approx based on 2013 eProfit Monitor. 
150kg N/ha approx

Organic layers manure imported to bring to 170kg N/ha 
stocking rate limit.

Mark Duffy along with his wife Grainne 
and their children Dillon, Kate and Ryan 
live on their ca. 22ha family farm in Bell-
view, Clogher, Ballybay, Co Monaghan. 
In May 2008, Mark made the considered 
move into organic beef farming and  
began his organic conversion period, 
which lasted two years. Prior to this, 
Mark had a conventional suckler cow 
to finish enterprise. The farm had been 
in dairying up until 2005. Since organic 
conversion, the suckler cow numbers 
have been reduced and extra stock from 
other organic farms and organic marts 
have been purchased and supplied to 
finish. All progeny on the farm are  
supplied into the organic beef market 
with 40 to 45 cattle finished annually  
in recent years.

Figure 1
Land use Mark Duffy 2014

Permanent 
pasture: 
11.05ha

Arable silage undersown with 
grass-clover-herb 2014: 3.03ha

Red 
Clover  
4ha

Forage 
Rape 
3.17ha

Mark Duffy, Ballybay, Co Monaghan
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Keys to a strong financial performance
• Markets: “I aim to supply the organic 

market during the winter/early spring 
period when organic beef prices are 
generally at their highest,” says Mark. 
“The market price for organic beef 
has generally been 15 - 20% ahead of 
conventional prices in recent years.”

• Productivity: “Fast turnover of quality, 
relatively young finished stock, has 
been our route to productivity,” says 
Jane McConnon, Mark Duffy’s local 
Teagasc adviser. On average both 
steers and heifers are slaughtered at 
21 months old. Killout deadweights 
in 2014 were ~380kg  for continental 
own stock and ~330kg for easier-finish 
more traditional stock e.g. Aberdeen 
Angus purchased from other organic 
farms.

Mark has carried out a number of in-
novations on his farm to keep production 
levels high, including:

• Reseeding with grass mixtures contain-
ing high amounts of clover. Clover is 
the driver of production on organic 
grassland farms mainly due to its abil-
ity to fix N from the air (~100kg N/ha/
year). 19ha has been re-seeded since 
2009 (90% of the farm). Reseeding 
mixes have included:
 »Grass - white clover mixes (+/-herbs) 

and herbal leys for both grazing and 
occasional silage cutting.
 »Red clover - ryegrass ley for high 

yielding, high protein silage in 2009 
(4ha). On average three silage cuts 
per year has been achieved yielding 
up to 15 t DM/ha/year over the past 
four years.

• Forage rape - turnip mixes have been 
sown almost every year over the last 
five years for fattening cattle prior to 
slaughter over winter. This provides a 
bulky, high protein feed for finishing 
cattle.

• Arable silage and arable combi-crops 
have been grown as cover crops for 
new grass - high clover pastures to 
produce extra quality winter fodder for 
finishing cattle.

• Keeping organic matter nutrient levels 
high by importing nutrients on to the 
farm in the form of layers’ hen manure 
from free-range and organic layers 
units (average 25 tonnes per year 
depending on nitrates rules at a cost 
of €5/tonne including delivery), lime 
and permitted mineral fertilizers (Slag 
fertilizers).

• Costs: Costs have been kept low by 
having no artificial fertilizer bill. Phos-
phorus (P) and Potassium (K) levels 

have been maintained since organic 
conversion mainly by importing cheap 
hen manure from organic and/or 
free-range farms. Mark cuts and bales 
his own silage and spreads his own 
slurry and FYM. A contractor is used 
for re-seeding. The recognised higher 
price for organic rations has been 
identified as a barrier for some farmers 
entering organic production. While a 
certain amount of rations are bought 
in and fed (8 tonnes in 2014), Mark’s 
feed costs are lower than the average 
due to his resourceful use of on-farm 
sources of feed such as red clover, 
winter forage crops and white-clover 
silage swards. Mark’s main costs relate 
to re-seeding to produce these crops.  

In 1994, there were 250 organic farmers in Ireland. Today that figure has jumped 
to almost 1,400 producers farming almost 60,000ha of land (1.3% of utilisable 
agricultural area). Average farm size is 38ha. 
Profile of organic production in Ireland - 2012:

• Beef: 981 herds (including 807 suckler cow herds), average herd size = 42 
animals. 13,600 suckler cows.

• Dairy: 27 herds with 1,539 cows.
• Sheep: 410 flocks, average 80 breeding ewes.
• Pigs – 60 producers, Poultry ~160 producers (approx.)
• Cereals: 156 growers, 2,312 ha with 62 growers  > than 10 ha
• Horticulture: ~300 growers, ~420 ha, with ~20 > 6 ha (approx..)
• Size of Irish Organic Market: €100m (Source: Bord Bia, November, 2014). 

Organic  
producers  
in 2012

Profit Monitor per hectare analysis (Mark Duffy v other non-breeding farms 2013)

Mark Duffy 2013
Profit Monitor1 

Average Top 1/3
Physical
Farm Size 21.3 38 41
Stocking Rate 1.8 1.66 1.99
Liveweight produced (kg/LU) 431 399 456
Liveweight produced (kg/ha) 778 638 907
Financial €/ha
*Gross output (€) (excl. all direct 
payments)

2,512 1,500 2,306

Variable Costs (€) 737 962 1,286
Gross  Margin (€) 1,775 539 1,020
 1Non-breeding beef farms (n = 199)
Note: *Direct payments are not included in the above figures.

Table 4: Variable costs per hectare breakdown Mark Duffy vs non-breeding farms 
in 2013

Mark Duffy 2013 2013 Profit Monitor1

Feed   (€) 313 535
Fertilizer  (€)* 106 164
Vet   (€) 97 50 (vet and AI) 
AI/breeding (€) 32
Contractor (€) 47 119
Other variable costs(€)** 141** 94
Total 737 962
1Non-breeding beef farms (n = 199)
*Fertilizer used was Lime and imported organic/free range chicken manure.
**Included in Other variable costs is straw for cattle bedding  = €58/ha.

Organic farming on increase


