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Farming Rathcroghan EIP | Cavepark, Glenballythomas, Tulsk, co. Roscommon
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Introduction
Rathcroghan is a well-preserved prehistoric and medieval archaeological landscape located in rich
agricultural pasture in county Roscommon. This archaeological complex consists of approximately
240 archaeological monuments, out of which about 70 are under State care. Rathcroghan
primarily consists of actively farmed, privately-owned land. There is a long tradition of cattle
farming in Rathcroghan and it is still the predominant farming system in the area. This tradition
of cattle farming is a major contributor to the survival of the archaeological landscape - having
been cared for by many generations of Rathcroghan farmers.
The Rathcroghan farmers are essential for the continued upkeep and conservation of this
archaeological landscape, however modern-day farming in this area is encountering a number of
challenges. The current economic climate puts farmers under pressure to intensify their farming
systems, by increased stocking rates and increased machinery traffic for instance. In addition,
there are restrictive guidelines for archaeological protection in the area, which renders certain
modern farming practises inappropriate or in some cases illegal.
Farming Rathcroghan project aims to promote the continuation of farming in the Rathcroghan
area by providing guidance and economic support for farmers to maintain and enhance the
archaeological landscape, while providing co-benefits for a range of services – including
biodiversity, carbon sequestration and water quality.

Farming Rathcroghan objectives
(i) Manage the Rathcroghan farming landscape in a sustainable way with a focus on the delivery
of good archaeological condition;
(ii) Increase awareness and recognition amongst the local community, the general public and
tourists of the significance of Rathcroghan as a farmed archaeological landscape and of the central
role of farmers in caring for the Rathcroghan living landscape.

These project goals will be achieved by;
• Developing and testing innovative management solutions to sustain the area as a viable farming
landscape in harmony with its rich cultural and ecological assets.
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• Testing and implementing best farming and archaeological practice to monitor, manage,
maintain and enhance the ancient cultural landscape in an environmentally and ecologically
friendly way.
• Providing archaeology expertise locally to support the pro-active management of the
archaeological landscape by the resident Rathcroghan farming community, through engagement
with key stakeholders.

Funding and Farming Rathcroghan Scheme CLG
Farming Rathcroghan Project was granted €984,000 by the Department of Agriculture, Food, and
the Marine in December 2018. The Farming Rathcroghan Scheme Company Limited by Guarantee
was registered shortly thereafter, also in December 2018. The Directors of the Company consist
of three Rathcroghan farmers (Gerard Healy, Gabriel O’Grady and Michael Scott) and a
representative from Tulsk Action Group/Rathcroghan Visitor Centre (Daniel Curley).

Project Team
Project manager

Petra Kock-Appelgren

100% funded by project

Project administrator

Recruitment in progress

100% funded by project

Field Monument Advisor

Kate Robb,

60%, funded by Heritage Council

(John Cronin & Associates)

40%, funded by Roscommon
County Council

Project team recruitment
The Farming Rathcroghan project manager position was advertised and recruited in February and
March 2019, and work formally commenced on the 20th May 2019. The Field Monument Advisor
role is externally funded by the Heritage Office, Roscommon County Council, and the Heritage
Council, and this will be tendered annually. The Field Monument Advisor for 2019 was recruited
in August 2019 and the funding will extend until end of March 2020. The position of a part time
Project Administrator was advertised in December 2019 and the closing date for applications was
set for early January 2020.
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Operational Group
Farming Rathcroghan CLG comprising of directors from Rathcroghan Farmers and Tulsk Action
Group/Rathcroghan Visitor Centre
Gerard Healy
Gabriel O’Grady
Michael Scott
Daniel Curley
Roscommon County Council (Heritage Officer)
Nollaig Feeney
Teagasc
Kieran Kenny
Catherine Keena
National Monuments Service (World Heritage Unit)
Edward Bourke
School of Geography and Archaeology NUI Galway
Kieran O’Conor
Joseph Fenwick

Operational Group meetings
A total of 10 Operational Group meetings took place during 2019. These were held on the 14th of
January, 25th of January, 4th of February, 28th of March, 23rd of May, 6th of June, 11th of July 3rd of
September, 22 October and 17th of December.

Fig 1. Members of the Farming Rathcroghan Operational Group and Farming Rathcroghan Project
Manager at the Operational Group meeting the 23rd of May 2019.
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Project initiation
The first year consisted largely of project initiation tasks and the initial selection of farmers into
the project. An office space was set up and furnished central to the Rathcroghan area.
Farming Rathcroghan EIP
Cavepark,
Glenballythomas, Tulsk
Castlerea, co. Roscommon

A terms and conditions document was produced prior to accepting farmers into the project and
this was distributed to farmers when offered a position in the project. A project logo was
developed (see below) and a web domain was purchased for email addresses and website.

Project design
The project is designed as a hybrid result-based approach, where payments for targeted actions
will be combined with a result-based payment determined by an overall farm quality score. The
main priorities of the project are archaeological landscape and soil/ground protection, but other
factors will be taken into account, including promoting water quality and enhancing
biodiversity/natural habitats.
A communal fund has been set aside as part of the project payments. This fund will be used for
communal purchases within the project, for equipment that can be shared between farmers, as
well as commonly used short-term equipment that can be provided to project farmers, as a means
to reducing capital costs for participants.
The project will be initiated on a small scale, with 5-10 development farmers during the first year
(2020). These initial farmers will be selected on the basis of representing a mix of farm types,
archaeological features and, ideally, a wide range of project actions. These farmers will play an
important part in the development of the project, as they will provide feedback on all aspects of
the project before it is rolled out to the larger group of participants.
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Each project farmer will be issued a farm plan on an annual basis. The process of developing the
farm plan will begin with a farm walk to identify potential and preferred actions on which an
estimated farm score and feedback will be provided to the farmers. This will be followed by a
farm plan meeting where individual project actions will be discussed and finalised. All participants
(including training farmers) will be provided with maps of their land, highlighting archaeological
features, notable natural features and areas of increased groundwater vulnerability.

Fig 2. The Rathcroghan catchment area, 2.5 km from Rathcroghan Mound (dashed line) and a line
for the 3 km buffer zone with registered archaeological monuments marked red dots (map
created by Kevin Barton based on data from National Monument Service).
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Project delineation
The Rathcroghan project area was defined as a circular area with a radius of 2.5 km from
Rathcroghan Mound. A buffer zone of another 0.5 km for farmland belonging to project
participants with fragmented farms was added (Fig 2). The area includes 8 full townlands and
parts of 15 additional townlands, and spans three parishes; Ogulla (Tulsk), Elphin and Kilcorkey
(Ballinagare/Frenchpark). Single block farms were considered to be part of the Rathcroghan area
if any of the fields were located fully, or in part, of the 2.5 km radius project zone. For fragmented
farms, only those land parcels that lie within the 3 km buffer zone are eligible for actions and
payment within the project.

Participants
Eligibility Criteria
The eligibility criteria for project farmers were defined as follows;
•

Participants should be of the age of 18 or over.

•

Participants should be an active farmer, defined as having an active herd number.

•

Farm within the Rathcroghan catchment area.

•

Display a willingness to engage in Farming Rathcroghan EIP actions through the
completion and submission of the application form.

Recruitment
The call for project applications was opened during a public meeting on the 18th of July 2019, with
approximately 60 farmers in attendance. Applications were handed out after the meeting. The
return of completed applications were accepted between the 22nd of July and 2nd of August, 2019.

Farmers accepted into project
A total of 59 applications were received from local farmers. Out of these, 52 farmers were eligible
according to the project criteria. All cases of ineligibility were due to either being located outside
the 2.5 km radius project zone or by lacking or having an inactive herd number.
Due to a limited amount of project spaces, 31 farmers were fully accepted into the project. In
order to engage with the remaining project-eligible farmers, these were offered training positions
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in which they will receive a smaller sum of money for attending at least two training sessions per
year.

Farm types
Rathcroghan is traditionally associated with cattle and this was well represented in the
distribution of farm types, as 78% of the farmers in the project stock beef cattle (Fig 3). Most of
the farmers are purely beef based (44%, including both dry stock and suckler production systems)
while another 34% have mixed beef and sheep production systems. The third most common
system was dairy calf to beef production at 14%, while dairy and sheep production is considerably
less common (4% each).
The project farm sizes range from below 10 hectares to above 60 hectares. The average farm size
in the project is 29.7 hectares, which is significantly lower than the national average farm size of
43 hectares and slightly below the average cattle farm sizes of 31 and 37 hectares for ‘cattle
rearing’ and ‘cattle other’ farms, respectively (National Farm Survey 2018). About 30% of the
project participant are leasing land in addition to farming their own, and 3% of the participants
are exclusively farming leased land.

14%
4%

34%

4%

44%
Mixed (Beef and Sheep)

Beef

Sheep

Dairy

Dairy Calf to Beef

Fig 3. Farm type representation in the project.
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Landscape features on farms
In the application form, farmers were asked to tick a number of boxes pertaining to the landscape
features on their farm.

Archaeology
Approximately two thirds of applicants reported having an archaeological monument on their
farm. When asked about archaeological features other than monuments, 51% of farmers
reported having ancient field boundaries and 21% of farms have pits or pit-fields on their farm. In
addition, a small number of the farmers reported having ancient trackways or drove-ways on their
farms. In reality the numbers of these trackways and associated earthworks are likely to be much
higher, as it was not specifically asked for in the application form and some of the farmers are
unaware of them as they are not readily visible at ground level.

Fig 4. Rathcroghan cattle peeking over an ancient field boundary, with another field boundary
visible in the background.
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Fig 5. Aerial photograph of central Rathcroghan; townlands Toberrory (upper part of photo) and
Glenballythomas (middle and lower part of photo), with visible field boundaries, enclosures, pitfields and Rathcroghan mound in the distance (courtesy of Gerry Bracken).

Water and karst features
The Rathcroghan plateau consists largely of karst limestone. There is an abundance of swallow
holes, dolines, enclosed depressions and caves in the area - not all of which are registered as karst
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features. The ground water in the area is considered extremely vulnerable (Fig 6) and several
swallow holes in Rathcroghan have been traced directly to groundwater supplies (Groundwater
Survey Ireland). The farmers were asked about karst and other water features on their land, and
62% of farmers reported having swallow holes and 32% have streams.

Fig 6. Groundwater vulnerability and karst features in Rathcroghan and surrounds (Geological
Survey Ireland).

Farmer feedback
The farmers were asked what they considered to be the major limitation to their farms. The most
common answer related to the presence of protected archaeological features – such as “inability
to plough and reseed grassland”, “inability to top grass and grow silage on areas of farm”, “not
allowed to plant forestry” and “inability to remove field boundaries for easier farm management”.
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They also highlighted small farm sizes, farm fragmentation and low profitability as problematic.
Wet and soft land, surface springs, thin topsoil and bedrock close to the ground surface was also
frequently mentioned. However, the most common limitation for farming in Rathcroghan was
considered “not being able to obtain planning permission” due to blanket planning restrictions in
the Rathcroghan area, which limits farm expansion and – importantly – multigenerational
farming.
When asked what measures the farmers were currently undertaking to promote nature and
wildlife, a majority of the farmers reported planting and maintaining hedging and native trees.
Many of the farmers have installed bird and bat boxes and provided sand nesting sites for bees
as part of agri-environment schemes. Other popular answers included low-input permanent
pasture, traditional hay meadows, using minimal or spot spraying and maintenance of streams
and ponds.
Finally, the farmers were asked what types of measures they would like to undertake as part of
the project. The most common answer was “repair and maintenance of stonewalls”, answered by
nearly 50% of farmers. Approximately a third of the farmers also noted that they would be
interested in opening walkways for visitors, plant and maintain hedging, and graze wet and/or
sensitive areas with lighter cattle or sheep during wet periods. Two other common answers were
“provide buffer zones/strips for wildlife” and “housing cattle earlier to prevent poaching”,
answered by 24% and 22%, respectively.

Dissemination
Dissemination during the reporting period:
•

Archaeology Ireland, Spring 2019. ‘'Farming Rathcroghan Project' awarded €0.98m under EIPAgri initiative’. Vol.33 No.1 p.10.

•

RTE Radio 1, Countrywide, Saturday 2 February 2019. Podcast ‘Tara of the West’ interview by
Brian Lally

•

The Irish Examiner, Thursday 17 January 2019. ‘Rathcroghan project awarded 1 million grant’

•

The Roscommon Herald, Tuesday 22 January 2019. ‘NUIG welcomes Rathcroghan project’. 1819.

•

Irish Farmers Journal, Monday 14 January 2019. ‘Farmers awarded €1m to aid in preservation
of historic site’ by Barry Cassidy
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•

The Roscommon Herald, Tuesday 8 January 2019. ‘Rathcroghan farmers and heritage to both
benefit from new EU initiative’ by Darragh Kelly. 40-41.

•

Shannonside News, Thursday 25th October 2018. ‘Innovative sustainable farming programme
to begin in Rathcroghan area’.

•

Shannonside News, Monday July 1st 2019. ‘Public meeting planned as ‘Farming Rathcroghan’
Project gets underway’.

•

Rathcroghan Conference – Archaeology Above and Below, Saturday 6th April 2019.
‘Sustainable farming in the Rathcroghan archaeological landscape’ by Kieran Kenny.

•

ISC Cultural Landscapes Symposium, Wednesday 19th June 2019. ‘Rathcroghan – A structure
for engagement’ by Helena Fitzgerald.

•

Rathcroghan Public Meeting, Thursday 18th July 2019. Scott’s Pub, Ballinagare, co.
Roscommon.

•

Heritage Council Training Event, 18th September 2019. “Farming Rathcroghan EIP project” by
Daniel Curley and Petra Kock-Appelgren.

•

National Ploughing Championship, 19th September 2019. Stand in DAFM tent.

•

Burren Winterage School attendance and poster presentation, Thursday 24th October, 2019.

Plans for 2020
In 2020, the project will start off with a small number of development farmers. These will be
selected based on their farm types, quality of application and willingness to engage with the
project and provide feedback during the initial year. The action-based payments will be decided
for those actions selected by development farmers, along with other actions that are likely to be
selected in subsequent years, as well as the level of co-funding for different types of actions.
The result-based scorecard will be tested and revised as necessary based on the initial results of
the development farms and these will then be rolled-out for wider use in 2021-2023 (again subject
to revision where necessary). Equipment prototypes developed by the project, such as
archaeological resting frames and non-ground intrusive fencing will be produced and tested by
development farmers.
A number of training sessions will be held during the year for all participating farmers and the
attendance of at least two of these training sessions in 2020 will qualify for a smaller-sum
payment. The exact content of the training sessions will be finalised during the year, but are likely
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to include general project information (farm plans, payments, inspections, etc.), management of
the archaeological landscape, and soil/ground protection.
Two newsletters will be issued to project participants, interested parties, and be made available
locally; one in the summer and one at the end of the year. All project branding will be finalised
during 2020, including website, project banners and Facebook page in addition the already active
Twitter account @RathcroghanAGRI.

14

