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Debbie Sunderland farms with 
her dad Fred in Aske, Co Wex-
ford, just minutes from the 

town of  Gorey. Debbie’s immediate 
family network is also made up of  her 
mam Julie, younger sister Hannah 
and her grandfather Sidney, who at 85 
years old still plays an active role on 
the farm.

At just 27, Debbie is now in her 

deciding in 2014 to return to the farm; 
much to the delight of  her dad Fred. 

education I experimented with dif-
ferent career paths, such as hair-
dressing, where mam already excels, 
and I completed a course in holistic 
therapies,” says Debbie.

A trip to New Zealand and Australia 
in 2013 helped Debbie decide that 
farming was what she wanted to do. 

“I always enjoyed being on the farm 
growing up, but because it is such a 
male-dominated profession I never 
really considered it as an option for 

women represent just 11%-12% of  the 
agricultural workforce in Ireland.

Once fully in situ on the home 

business straight away. This was also 
aided by her decision to complete the 
Teagasc part-time Green Cert course, 
which allowed her to continue to 
work and make management deci-
sions on the farm while arming her-
self  with more technical knowledge. 

Debbie and Fred also joined the 
local Enniscorthy East beef  discus-
sion group of  which they are very 
valuable and active members and the 
group dynamic and exposure has also 
helped to progress the farm.

Farm system
The main farm enterprise is suckling-
to-beef, with a herd of  130 cows. 
Calving is split between spring and 

as bulls under 16 months; with the 

This young Wexford 
farmer is drawing on the 
wisdom of her father 
and grandfather, while 
charting her own course

A smooth transition on the farm

I always enjoyed 
being on the farm 

growing up, but because it is 
such a male-dominated pro-
fession I never really consid-
ered it as an option for me

depending on their birth dates. 
Spring barley is grown on an outfarm 
to supply the local merchant who 
then compounds the ration for the 

It’s the breeding aspect of  the 
suckler system where Debbie really 
excels and gets the most satisfaction. 
“I really enjoy calving time, when the 

insight as to whether your choice of  
sire and dam have been successful,” 
she says.

The suckler cows are typically black 
and red Limousin crosses, with some 
Simmental crosses too. Debbie fo-

cuses on high genetic merit terminal 
bulls to fuel the beef  output. 

“I prefer  Belgian Blue stock bulls,” 
adds Debbie. The last three Belgian 
Blues had high terminal €uro-star 
values of  €182, €170 and €161 respec-
tively. Limousin stock bulls have 

Debbie with her father 
Fred, grandfather Sidney 

and James Doran.
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As Debbie is committed to full time 
farming plans are being put in place 
to enable her to manage the farm ef-
fectively going forward. The farm will 
switch to all autumn calving, with a 
10- to 12-week calving spread starting 
in late July, with approximately 100 
suckler cows being the target. This will 
allow all under 16-month bulls to be 

grass. 
Tillage land on the home block will 

be reseeded with grass to facilitate the 
move to all autumn calving. 

where there is split calving, so we will 
slightly reduce cow numbers which 
will allow me to cull poorer performers 
and be more ruthless when it comes to 
bull removal,” says Debbie. 

Dairy
When asked would she consider dairy 
farming, Debbie’s immediate answer 

with a wry smile is ‘No!’. She clearly 
has  a passion for beef breeding, 
which can be seen as her face lights 
up when discussing breeding policies, 
replacement bull strategies, etc. The 
obvious empathy and appreciation 
she has for suckler cows as she herds 
and checks the animals daily proves 
that her chosen career path was abso-
lutely the right one.

Family support
Debbie’s dad Fred is the current 
boss and his dad, Sydney, is always 
there in the background to help out 
and offer advice. It’s fantastic to see 
them working together as a family 
unit; all bringing their own experience 
and levels of enthusiasm when it 
comes to decision-making. But while 
everyone gets an equal say, Debbie is 
becoming increasingly more involved 
in decision making on the farm as she 
gradually takes up the reins from the 
father.

Plans for the future


