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Over the last nine years, and 
despite the recent disruption 
caused by COVID-19, Ireland 

has been commemorating the revolu-
tionary period of  a century ago with 
a ‘decade of  centenaries’ programme. 
It is hugely important that we re-
member this political history, but it is 
unfortunate that we do not refl ect on 
other signifi cant aspects of  our his-
tory with quite the same gusto. 

For instance, agricultural and rural 
history is sometimes overlooked 
(though not by Teagasc) and, in terms 
of  it, the whole 20th century – let 
alone one decade of  it – was charac-
terised by profound change. In 1900, 
rural Ireland and Irish agriculture 
were synonymous with poverty, but 
by 2000, they had become synony-
mous with progress. 

Driving this Irish rural revolution 
were the people of  rural Ireland 
themselves, chiefl y farmers, but also 
their organisations, such as Macra 
na Feirme, the Irish Farmers Asso-
ciation (IFA) and the Irish Creamery 
Milk Suppliers Association (ICMSA) 
and their other advocates, including 
the Irish Farmers Journal. 

In addition, and consistently central 
to the revolution, were the advisory 
services. 

They were founded at the start of  
the 20th century, thanks largely to 
the father of  the Irish rural revolu-
tion, Horace Plunkett, who prompted 
the British government, in this fi nal 
epoch before Irish independence, 
to establish an Irish department of  
agriculture. 

In conjunction with this, together 
with the new county councils, each 
county in Ireland would, from the 
early 1900s, begin to recruit advi-
sors (or instructors, as they were 
then called) to work with farmers to 
develop their agricultural practices 
and, as a consequence, develop rural 
Ireland more generally. 

These advisors were trained to the 
highest international standards, prin-
cipally at the Royal College of  Science 
(the forerunner to UCD’s faculty of  
agriculture and based at what is now 
Government Buildings), the Albert 
Agricultural College and the Munster 
Institute. Their brief  was to help 
farmers improve their enterprises. 

For much of  the 20th century, there 
were three categories of  advisor; the 
general agricultural instructor, the 
horticultural and beekeeping instruc-

tor and the poultry-keeping and 
butter-making instructor. 

Their interactions with farmers 
incrementally and very tangibly bore 
fruit. Enjoying the most immediate 
success were the poultry-keeping and 
butter-making instructors. 

They were exclusively female and 
their assistance to farming women in 
sourcing pedigree hens and produc-
ing good-quality eggs often made 
the decisive fi nancial difference on 
smaller farms. Each succeeding gen-
eration of  instructors, and latterly ad-
visors, co-operated with farmers and 
also research scientists to adopt the 
most modern agricultural approaches 
and then, increasingly, to implement 

most effi ciently the various agricul-
tural initiatives brought forward by 
the government and, from the 1970s, 
Europe. 

At the turn of  the 21st century, 
although rural Ireland was by no 
means fully developed, it was clear 
that it had been transformed over the 
previous century. The rate at which 
its various structures had changed 
was without parallel. 

There had been an Irish rural 
revolution and the revolutionaries 
who had led it on a continuous basis 
throughout the 20th century had been 
farmers and the advisory services. 
Both they, and their revolution, de-
serve to be commemorated.      
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Front cover image (upper): Three generations of the 
Meehan family from Co. Clare, inaugural winners of the 
Family Farm of the Year Awards in 1991. Family farms 
are a key focus of the advisory service, and this award 
was organised by the Agricultural Science Association 
and supported by Teagasc, the Irish Farmers Journal, the 
EU and the EBS. Courtesy of John Myler Photography.

Front cover image (lower): A steam threshing machine at 
Shinrone, Co. Offaly, in the early twentieth century. 

Back cover image: A Malin Head harvest. Between 
1916 and 1917 the increase in the acreage of oats in 
Donegal was almost twenty per cent.

“A meticulously researched and exceptionally well-written 
account of the history of Ireland’s public advisory service. It 

covers the vicissitudes that afflict all public organisations over 
such a long period but, above all, it places the service at the 

core of the development of rural Ireland 
since its establishment in 1899.”

Professor Gerry Boyle, Director of Teagasc
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DEVELOPING 
RURAL IRELAND
A History of the Irish Agricultural Advisory Services

Rural Ireland and its agricultural 
way of life are emblematic 
of this country. For most 

of modern history, however, rural 
Ireland and Irish agriculture were 
comparatively underdeveloped. 
This changed dramatically in the 
twentieth century, during which 
they were transformed. In 1900 they 
were synonymous with poverty; by 
2000 they had become synonymous 
with progress. Many people and 
organisations contributed to this, 
but chief among these were the Irish 
agricultural advisory services. First 
established in the early 1900s, they 
are today operated as a public service 
by Teagasc, Ireland’s Agriculture and 
Food Development Authority.  With 
their establishment, agricultural 
instructors, trained to the highest 
international standards, were 
despatched to every community in 
rural Ireland. Their brief was to 
work with farmers, helping them to 
improve their farm enterprises and, 
in so doing, to develop rural Ireland. 
This gradually bore fruit, as each 
succeeding generation of agricultural 
advisors and farmers co-operated to 
adopt the most modern agricultural 
approaches. This book tells their 
story. In addition, by relating it to 
the wider national and international 
historical narratives of the twentieth 
century, it makes it fully accessible 
both to those who know rural Ireland 
and to those who do not.
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