Today’sfarm

tillage

Louth potato
growers have
it in the bag
These potato growers
have found their niche
Shane Kennedy
Teagasc tillage advisor, Drogheda

V

olatile prices, smaller marJLQVWLJKWHUVSHFLoFDWLRQVDQG
rising costs are increasing the
pressure on potato growers. Supermarkets, who sell three-quarters of
DOOSRWDWRHVFRQVXPHGKHUHDUHVXSSOLHGE\DVPDOOQXPEHURI YHU\ODUJH
JURZHUVZLWKWKHVFDOHWRFRYHUWKH
KXJHLQYHVWPHQWLQPDFKLQHU\SURGXFWLRQDQGVWRUDJH+RZHYHUWKHUH
DUHVWLOODVPDOOQXPEHURI IDUPHUV
ZKRDUHUXQQLQJPRUHWUDGLWLRQDO
PL[HGIDUPLQJRSHUDWLRQVZKLOHDOVR
VXFFHVVIXOO\JURZLQJDQGPDUNHWLQJ
potatoes.
1LFKRODVDQG0DUWLQ+DOSHQQ\
ZKRIDUPQHDU6WDEDQQRQ&R/RXWK
RSHUDWHDJRRGH[DPSOHRI DIDPLO\
EXVLQHVVZKLFKLVVHUYLQJORFDOFRQVXPHUV7KURXJKFDUHIXODJURQRP\
WKH\KDYHHVWDEOLVKHGDUHSXWDWLRQIRU
5RRVWHUSRWDWRHVZLWKERWKDJRRGDSSHDUDQFHDQGKLJKHDWLQJTXDOLW\
7RZDUGVWKHHQGRI 0D\WKHEURWKHUVDUHWREHIRXQGTXLHWO\ZRUNLQJ
WRJHWKHUFKDQJLQJRYHUWRURZFURS
W\UHVDVWKH\SUHSDUHWRVSUD\ZLQWHU
ZKHDWZLQWHUDQGVSULQJRDWV:LQWHU
EDUOH\KDVDOUHDG\UHFHLYHGLWVoQDO
VSUD\k:HVRZODWHFRPSDUHGWRJURZHUVIXUWKHUVRXWKEXWZHoQGWKDWLW
VXLWVXVLQWHUPVRI \LHOGDQGTXDOLW\yVD\V1LFKRODV
:LWKWKHSRWDWRHVLQWKHJURXQG
WKHEURWKHUVDUHRQWRSRI WKLQJV
ZLWKVRPHFDWWOHQHDUO\UHDG\WRVHOO
DQGWKHVLODJHQRWGXHWREHFXWIRU
DQRWKHUZHHNRUGD\V2QHRI WKH
EURWKHUVLVQHYHUIDUIURPWKHSDFNLQJ
VKHGZKHUHWKH\ZDVKGU\DQGJUDGH
WKHLUVWRUHGFURS,I WKH\JHWDQXQH[SHFWHGRUGHUWKH\ZLOOoOOLW%XWWKH\
GRQ WVHOOSRWDWRHVLQEXONER[HV
k:HIRXQGWKHER[WUDGHWREHXQFHUWDLQDQGYRODWLOHyVD\V1LFKRODVk6R
ZHJUDGXDOO\EXLOWXSDQHWZRUNRI 
VPDOOUHWDLOHUVDQGGLVWULEXWRUVLQRXU

DUHDZKREX\GLUHFWO\IURPXVy7KLV
VWUDWHJ\KDVEHHQVRVXFFHVVIXOWKDW
HYHU\SRWDWROHDYHVWKH\DUGLQDNJ
RUNJEDJ

Soil and fertility are key
1LFKRODVLVDJUHDWEHOLHYHULQJHWWLQJWKHEDVLFVULJKWk2XUODQGDQG
JURXQGZHUHQWLVJHQHUDOO\FOD\ORDP
DQGZHUHDOO\DSSUHFLDWHWKHYDOXHRI 
VRLOWHVWLQJDVZHQHHGERWKS+DQG
VRLOIHUWLOLW\WREHULJKWy
6RPHSRWDVK . GHoFLHQFLHVRQ
WLOODJHODQGZHUHDGGUHVVHGWKLV\HDU
E\VZLWFKLQJWRDIHUWLOLVHU
FRPSRXQG1LFKRODVQHYHURSHUDWHVD
URWDWLRQRI OHVVWKDQoYH\HDUVIRUSRWDWRHV7KHIHUWLOLVHUFKRLFHRI EDJV
RI DOVRKHOSVKLPWRDFKLHYHWKH
RSWLPXPGU\PDWWHUOHYHOVIRUHDWLQJ
TXDOLW\EXWDOVRIRUVWRUDJH
$OORI KLVSRWDWRVHHGLVFHUWLoHG
k:HSODFHJUHDWHPSKDVLVRQJRRG
TXDOLW\YLUXVIUHHVHHGWRSURYLGHWKH
HDUO\YLJRXUDQGVNLQoQLVKUHTXLUHG
IRUDSDFNLQJVDPSOHyVD\V1LFKRODV
7KHEURWKHUVRSHUDWHRQHDPELHQW
DQGRQHUHIULJHUDWHGVWRUHDOORZLQJ
WKHPWRSURYLGHDQH[FHOOHQWVDPSOH
RI ZDUHSRWDWRHV\HDUURXQG

Machinery
k:HOLNHWRNHHSFRVWVDVORZDVSRVVLEOHZLWKRXWWKUHDWHQLQJTXDOLW\y
VD\V1LFKRODV7KHEURWKHUVFDUU\
out all potato-planting operations
WKHPVHOYHV7KH\KDYHWLOODJHIDUPHUV IDVFLQDWLRQZLWKPDFKLQHU\DQG
WKHLQJHQXLW\WRVROYHDOPRVWDQ\
PHFKDQLFDOSUREOHPLQKRXVH
An interesting example of this is
YLVLEOHDWSODQWLQJWLPHZKHUH1LFKRODVDQG0DUWLQXVHDVPDOOHOHYDWRU
ZKLFKWKHORRVHVHHGSRWDWRHVDUH
WLSSHGLQWRIURPDQROGJUDLQWUDLOHU
UHFHQWO\UHIXUELVKHGIRUWKHSXUSRVH
7KLVHOLPLQDWHVWKHQHHGIRUDWHOHKDQGOHUDQGSHUKDSVDQDGGLWLRQDO
ODERXUXQLWLQWKHoHOG,WDOVRDOORZV
IRUWKHVDIHDQGHIoFLHQWWUDQVIHURI 
VHHGLQWRWKHSODQWHU
7KHLUPDFKLQHU\FRVWVDUHUHODWLYHO\
ORZDQG1LFKRODVMRNHVWKDWWKLVLVEHFDXVHWKH\KDYHGHFLGHGQRWWRRYHUO\
LQYHVWLQWKLVDUHDLQUHFHQW\HDUV
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QUALITY
“The Halpennys have established a
reputation for the appearance and
eating quality of their potatoes,”
says Shane Kennedy. “That comes
down to the ground they use to grow
the potatoes, the fertiliser and pest
management regimes, and in particular the handling and storage of the
potatoes.”

because they may not be around for
much longer!
More likely, it’s testament to the
brothers’ skill in the farm workshop,
repairing and maintaining equipment and the ‘‘getting the basics
right’’ philosophy, which permeates
their approach.
The brothers, consciously or unconsciously, close the loop on their farming enterprise as much as possible
and the traditional mixed farming
operation tends to lend a hand in this.
They use the potatoes that don’t make
the grade for fattening cattle along
with various cereals grains that they
grow and roll themselves.

Farmyard manure

Shane Kennedy and
Nicholas Halpenny.

The farmyard manure that these
cattle produce is then stored indoors
for as long as possible to preserve its
nutrient status and is then spread on
the land to improve soil fertility and
reduce fertiliser costs. All of the land
they farm is within a 2km radius of
their yard.
The fact that Nicholas and Martin
never have any problem renting good,
fresh potato ground is testament to
their reputation and good neighbourly qualities – they can be relied upon
for tending to the stock of neighbouring farmers when they are on holiday.
It is also a truly family affair
whereby Nicholas can draw on his
children and extended family for help
during busy periods as most of them
also live within a few kilometres of
the farmyard. His wife Anne looks
after the paperwork.
EU visionaries like to talk about optimum food production models. This
is where high-quality locally grown
and consumed food is produced at
a competitive cost and where waste
streams are integrated back into a
production system which is both
economically and environmentally
sustainable. It sounds very like what
the Halpennys have been doing for
years.

In total just
9,000ha of
potatoes are
now grown
annually in
Ireland. It
is an area
which is
declining as
consumption and the
pressure
of imports
takes its
toll on Irish
growers
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