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Agriculture 
 
 
Safety in Farming 
 
Farming is one of the oldest and most traditional of all industries in Ireland, and the 

country has a proud heritage and has achieved some remarkable feats originating in 

this sector. A vital part of the economy, farming provides employment to 

approximately 47,000 workers on 24,500 farms. This equates to less than two 

workers per farm and illustrates the often solitary nature of farming. Add to this the 

isolation and remoteness of many farms and it is easy to imagine how dangerous the 

occupation is, and how vulnerable farm workers are as they go about their routine 

jobs. Since 2008, more than 40 people have been killed on farms in Northern Ireland, 

the vast majority of whom were aged over 60, but this also includes children. The 

main causes of death have been accidents involving farm machinery and equipment, 

falls from heights, livestock-related tragedies and poisoning from slurry gas fumes. 

These are horrendous incidents happening in the workplace, devastating families 

and communities, and often account for more than half of all workplace deaths in 

Northern Ireland, year in, year out. The stories of workers being killed in dreadful 

accidents are heartbreaking and have cast a shadow over the agricultural industry. 

During the year to April 2014, the number of farming deaths had fallen to 4 from 11 

in the previous year. Whilst this reduction must be welcomed, any single workplace 

death is too much and the farming community ought to receive the same levels of 

support available to other businesses to avoid the occurrence of farming accidents. 

 
In a recent survey of 1,009 Irish farmers at the National Ploughing Championships, 

19% admitted to having been involved in an accident on the farm that required 

hospital treatment. Of the 455 full-time farm workers who responded to the 

questionnaire, this figure rose to 24%. However, farming accidents in the South 

account for just 1% of the 7,000 accidents reported every year to the Health & Safety 

Authority. The mean reason for not reporting farm accidents in both jurisdictions is 

for fear of inspection and therefore many accidents slip under the radar of those 

tasked with making working environments safer for everyone. 
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The Workers’ Party supports the initiatives being run by the Health & Safety 

Executive in Northern Ireland (HSENI) and the Department of Agriculture for 

Northern Ireland (DARDNI) to tackle health and safety issues, and would like to see 

these programmes extended and enhanced. We also welcome the €12m grant 

funding available for farmers in the South to install safety measures including new 

railings and covers for slurry pits. Programmes, such as Stay Farm Safe, and groups, 

such as the Farm Safety Partnership, promote the safety of farmers, particularly 

older farmers, and deliver clear and concise advice to those involved in the industry. 

Education, training and mentoring are key to spreading an ethos of safety in the 

agriculture sector and in minimising fatalities on our farms. We must be proud of the 

valuable contribution farmers make to our society and offer as much support as 

possible to promote this longstanding and honourable occupation and protect its 

workforce.    

 
 
Farming Subsidies & Payments 
 
Recovery in the agriculture sector is well underway. After a very poor year for 

farmers in 2012, farming income increased by one third in 2013 to £298 million and 

the industry is expected to grow further in 2014. The average farm business income 

for 2013 – 2014 is expected to rise to £30,976 from £19,336 in 2012 – 2013. Some 

87% of farm income now comes from the Single Farm Payment (SFP), representing 

total income of £259 million. The SFP is an agricultural subsidy paid to farmers in the 

EU. Since 2005, the SFP has replaced most of all crop and livestock payments made 

to farmers and is due to come to an end this year because of Common Agricultural 

Policy (CAP) reform. From 2015, the SFP payment will be replaced by the Basic 

Payment Scheme and will only be applicable to ‘active farmers.’ The new payment 

will comprise a basic payment, a payment for greening (recognising the contribution 

of farms to the environment), a top-up payment for young farmers and upto four 

additional optional payments. It is expected that this change in policy could see upto 

10,000 non-active farmers ineligible to claim under the new criteria. Theoretically, 

this should leave a bigger share of the subsidy payments for those deemed ‘active 
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farmers.’ However, the CAP budget agreed will see a reduction in real terms of 

approximately 13% over the 2014 – 2020 period. This is equivalent to a 2% reduction 

in cash terms. Most farmers will find that their financial support will change and 

DARD is fully aware that any redistribution of support within a fixed budget will 

always result in winners and losers. The new CAP regulations are more complex than 

the current regime and will place additional obligations on at least some farmers (eg 

as a result of greening). However DARD is committed to looking at how the new CAP 

framework can be delivered in as simple and flexible a way as possible while still 

meeting the requirement to implement the reforms accurately.   

 
The UFU has strongly criticised the new policy as ‘the bureaucratic shambles which is 

emerging around who can be defined as an active farmer.’ President Harry Sinclair 

has claimed, “DARD’s inability or unwillingness to set down clear definitions has 

created a minefield for both farmers and landowners.” He added, “This has resulted 

in significant numbers of genuinely active farmers losing land or being forced to 

consider unacceptable letting terms and conditions to secure it.”   

 

The levels of SFM payments to farmers this year is disappointing because of the 

Euro/Sterling exchange rate on 30th September. In 2013, the exchange rate was 

0.83605 but this has fallen over 7% in 2014 to an exchange rate of 0.7773. This 

represents the lowest exchange rate in seven years, and it is estimated that will 

remove £25 million from the rural economy. In addition to this, there was also a 

scaleback of 2.5%, mainly due to CAP changes, resulting in an overall reduction of 

9.5% since last year. 

 
The Workers’ Party urges a simple, consistent and coherent approach to applying for 

the subsidy in Northern Ireland and clearer guidance and support offered to farmers 

to facilitate applying for and receiving payments to which they entitled to receive. 

Also, the Workers’ Party would like DARD to review the methodology involved in 

calculating payments and perhaps consider calculating the monies owed on a mean 

exchange rate over the reporting period as opposed to a fixed exchange rate on this 

date to avoid large discrepancies again due to currency fluctuations. Finally, we 
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appeal to DARD to cooperate fully with the Ulster Farmers Union to try and resolve 

all outstanding issues regarding the new payment and to make the transition process 

smoother so that farmers will receive what they are entitled to in an efficient and 

timely manner. 

  
 
Renewable Energies & Fracking 
 
Northern Ireland has set a renewable energy target of 40% electricity consumption 

from renewable sources. Michael Doran from Action Renewables said recently, 

“Potential to promote / develop renewable energy on the island of Ireland is 

substantial. We could be producing over 100% of our electricity requirement within 

30 – 35 years.” 2013 saw the highest levels of wind energy ever recorded in 

Northern Ireland and some 506MW energy was generated from wind power at 

6.30pm on 17th December, accounting for approximately 36% of the total electricity 

demand on the network at that moment and signalling the first time that energy 

from wind power has surpassed the 500MW milestone. Throughout December, wind 

power regularly provided upwards of 40% of the total energy requirements in the 

North. Similarly, in the South, 59.99% of the electricity demand was generated from 

wind power at 7.00am on 15th December, and provided an average of 30% of the 

electricity demand for the entire month of December. Throughout the year, an 

additional 59.8MW of wind energy was connected to the grid, increasing the total 

wind turbine power capacity to 531.4MW. In real terms, this is equivalent to enough 

electricity to power 345,410 homes.  

 

Solar power has become more affordable and is becoming more widespread. Many 

households are now enjoying the benefit of generating their own power whilst the 

sun is shining, and for those who can afford it, installing solar panels on your home is 

projected to be a sound investment, not just from savings in buying electricity and 

income from selling electricity, but mainly because of Government incentives which 

are payable for 20 years.   
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These are phenomenal results and signal that Northern Ireland’s wind resources are 

superb and there is potential to harness a secure and cost-effective source of 

electricity and minimise our reliance on fossil fuels.  

 

However, despite these statistics, domestic consumers in Northern Ireland suffered a 

17.8% price hike in July 2013 because of increases in the costs of purchasing 

wholesale electricity. Typically, we pay approximately 10% more for our electricity 

than our counterparts in Great Britain for a variety of reasons: 

 higher transport costs;  

 smaller market size here;  

 widespread rural network; 

 mix of fuels used to generate the electricity. 

NIE has often been criticised for having the most expensive electricity in Europe. 

Formed in 1973 as a public utility to generate, transmit and supply electricity to 

Northern Ireland, Northern Ireland Electricity Services was subsequently dismantled 

and privatised in the 1990s. Currently, NIE owns the electricity distribution 

infrastructure in Northern Ireland but does not generate or supply electricity. A 

number of privately owned companies have licences to provide power and they 

compete eagerly for our business. However, management of the grid is solely the 

responsibility of NIE which is currently owned by ESB, a statutory corporation in the 

South. Some 20% – 25% of domestic bills and about 10% of business bills are paid to 

NIE for maintenance of the network. Like all private companies, the focus of this 

business is to create profit, and upgrades to the electricity grid infrastructure have 

not kept pace with changes in technology and consumption. We now have an 

electricity grid infrastructure which is not fit to cope with electricity being exported 

back to the grid from generators of renewable power. Connection to the grid is 

becoming more and more difficult and NIE wishes to pass on large incremental costs 

to consumers to modernise the network to cope with export power. NIE estimates 

that an investment of £500 million to £1 billion is required to upgrade the network 

to cope with the quantities of export power, and to enable the Government to 

realise the renewable energy ambitions and meet the 2020 target. However the 
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Utility Regulator, Ofgem, has restricted the level of additional costs which can be 

passed onto consumers. NIE has recently developed a heat map illustrating the areas 

where there is minimal or no grid capacity remaining. Also, in the last year, NIE has 

reduced the size of arrays which can be installed without requiring an export 

connection and has withdrawn some conditional offers of grid connection.  

Therefore, it is unlikely that the network will be adequately upgraded by NIE any 

time soon and this will undoubtedly hinder the renewable energy aspirations.  

 

So if we are generating so much of our own electricity, why is the cost of electricity 

not falling for consumers? Electricity is generally exported to the grid at a cost of 

5.1p and electricity providers resell this power at unit rates sometimes in excess of 

20p and representing a 300% mark-up on the price paid for the electricity. 

Regardless of how much renewable electricity we are able to generate, if it only 

benefits very few, the entire project is somewhat futile.  

 

The Workers’ Party supports the installation of renewable electricity which provides 

benefits and savings to all consumers and not just profiteering for developers. It is 

important that the natural resources available to all of us can be fully utilised by all 

of us. Co-operatives and ventures involving many stakeholders ought to be 

established to maximise the renewable energy potential here. Equitable 

arrangements should be drawn up to ensure that all residents can take advantage of 

the national resources and not just the speculators who can afford it. We support 

the nationalisation of the electricity infrastructure so that the electricity grid can 

support renewable electricity and provide a good deal for all electricity consumers. A 

nationalised electricity infrastructure could refocus the objective to arrange and 

maintain a network to complement the Government’s renewable energy targets, 

produce a network which is modern and fit for purpose and one which is not based 

on generating profits for shareholders. Further we support alternative methods of 

meeting supply and demand including the establishment of micro grids where co-

operatives can include generators of renewable electricity and consumers who can 

mutually benefit from renewable electricity whilst removing the network 

administration profit tier from this supply chain. 
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Fracking 

Hydraulic fracturing or ‘fracking’ is the process of drilling and injecting fluid into the 

ground at high pressure in order to fracture shale rocks to release natural gas inside. 

Each fracking job can use up to 8 million gallons of water, and this water is mixed 

with sand and chemicals to create a fracking fluid. Approximately 40,000 gallons of 

chemicals are used in each fracking job, and more than 600 chemicals are used in the 

fracking fluid, including carcinogens and toxic substances such as lead, uranium, 

mercury, ethylene glycol, radium, methanol, hydrochloric acid and formaldehyde. 

This noxious fracking fluid is then injected thousands of feet into the ground at very 

high pressures through a drilled pipeline and when it reaches the end of the well, the 

high pressure causes the shale rock to crack creating fissures where natural gas then 

flows into the well. At the same time, methane gas and other poisonous chemicals 

escape from the system and contaminate the surrounding groundwater, and 

methane concentrations in drinking water are 17 times higher in wells near fracking 

sites than in other normal wells, and this contaminated water is often used by 

populations living nearby. In the US, there is more than 1,000 reported cases of 

water contamination in the areas surrounding fracking sites which have led to 

sensory, respiratory and neurological problems for those who consume this water. 

Normally, less than 50% of the fracking fluid is recovered from the process with the 

remainder being left in the ground. The waste fluid which evaporates releases toxins 

into the atmosphere producing pollution, acid rain and ground level ozone. Fish have 

died, trees and plants have withered, residents have scratched their skin rashes and 

sores and breathed with much more difficulty than before. These are some of the 

other costs associated with the extraction of shale gas which are not always 

disclosed. Whilst fracking can produce large quantities of natural gas, there are huge 

environmental costs to pay for this gas, and countless health risks. It is safe to say 

that fracking is bad for the environment and for the health and safety of residents in 

the vicinity of the fracking sites. 

 

Despite the prolific dangers associated with fracking, Tamboran Resources Ltd, an 

Australian based company, was granted a petroleum licence for the Lough Allen 

basin and intended to drill an exploratory borehole at a quarry just outside Belcoo in 
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Co Fermanagh. This was to be the first of several boreholes expected to be drilled in 

Co Fermanagh, and indeed it was expected that fracking would be extended across 

Northern Ireland. British Prime Minister David Cameron supports fracking and 

wishes to change the law so that fracking companies do not need permission to drill 

under our homes. Fracking is openly supported here by some of our politicians, and 

this fact has caused widespread disappointment and disillusionment once again in 

those who are elected to represent the people. Whilst the impact on the 

environment could be foretold, it was not abundantly clear how the residents would 

ultimately benefit from fracking. Some speculators and supporters of the 

controversial technique to extract natural gas suggested that the discovery of gas 

would lead to cheaper energy prices.  

 

In a move which angered residents in Fermanagh, Tamboran Resources wanted to 

drill the well without planning permission or carrying out an environmental impact 

assessment (EIA). They had applied to the Environment Minister to drill the borehole 

under Permitted Development Rights (PDR). However, in August this year, Mark H 

Durkan refused the application and fracking was stopped from going ahead. This was 

a significant victory for the campaigners throughout Fermanagh and further afield 

and we commend the resolution and resilience of all those involved. However, it is 

premature and foolish to think that the concept has died or that the ideas have 

vanished. Legal proceedings, changes in Government and Local Government 

personnel and amendments to legislation being adopted may indeed result in 

fracking being brought to fruition here. 

 

The Workers’ Party stands firm against the idea of fracking. We believe that fracking 

leading to cheaper energy costs for consumers is a myth and the only benefactors 

are those land speculators and stakeholders in the drilling and oil companies. 

Fracking is highly dangerous and we must endeavour to unite to stop the progress of 

fracking anywhere in Northern Ireland.    
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Planning 
 
Planning in the countryside in Northern Ireland is a longstanding problem, with 

various solutions, policies and procedures having been tried and tested through the 

years. Former Northern Ireland Home Secretary Tom King said, “If you want a picture 

of a future that is a nightmare, take an aerial shot of Northern Ireland. A bungalow in 

every field. They don’t believe in planning in Northern Ireland.” 

 

Like all other aspects of our society, rural planning decisions were made on a political 

basis, driven by sectarianism and tribalism. Planning decisions were often made at 

the expense of conservation and natural habitats, and with a view to keeping certain 

members of one community together and members of a different community out. 

This ugly truth is at the heart of problems faced by Planners today who have been 

left with the legacy of how The Troubles manifested itself in our very landscapes, 

and gerrymandering became entwined with Planning Permission. Nowadays, we 

have to cope with the blunders of the past and make provision for the future. 

Countryside planning is an issue for Northern Ireland and there is still a degree of 

uncertainty about rural planning policy. Nonetheless, many rural families still plan on 

building homes on their own land as their families expand and are still committed to 

living in the communities where they have always lived. The desire to live on family 

land and to build homes adjacent to their parents and siblings has never been 

diminished in spite of new rules and regulations in planning. Rural planning will 

continue to be a major problem in Northern Ireland for the foreseeable future.  

 

Rural communities make up about 35% of the population in Northern Ireland. Whilst 

many rural dwellers have taken advantage of low cost sites upon which to build their 

homes and some can live near close family, living in the country is not always as 

idyllic or as perfect as it might seem. Living in the countryside presents unique 

circumstances leading to social problems for many. Rural poverty is widespread, a 

common problem encountered by many, but well hidden and taboo among 

residents. The nice house in the country is sometimes the shiny veneer over a life of 

abject poverty where families struggle to pay off mortgage debts to keep the roof 
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over their head and do not discuss financial problems openly within their small 

communities of family and friends. Rural deprivation is another major issue. 

Investment in rural communities has been scaled back, particularly during the recent 

austerity cutbacks, and many rural communities again feel isolated and 

disadvantaged in comparison with urban dwellers. The average gross wages and 

salaries of rural dwellers are consistently much lower than for urban dwellers. 

People in rural communities are much less likely to admit to being in poverty or 

struggling financially, there is a culture of ‘making do’ among residents and more 

than half of all rural households here live in fuel poverty.     

 

The Workers’ Party calls for an urgent review of rural planning policies and to 

develop a long-term strategy to accommodate current and future generations of 

rural dwellers. We must address the basic needs and the fundamental rights of those 

living in the countryside to make sure that they all have access to a good standard of 

living, at least comparable with those living in the town. The rural economy must be 

overhauled with particular focus on current inequalities simply based on where a 

person decides to set up home, and investment must be put into modernising and 

developing rural communities. Finally, the hidden reality of rural poverty must be 

highlighted and tackled as part of any economic agenda. All persons should be 

afforded the same opportunities in life which are not pre-determined or restricted 

by whether they live in the town or the country. Ireland, North and South, has a 

proud association between its rural dwellers and unfaltering socialist beliefs and we 

must stand in solidarity with all of our countryside Comrades to ensure that they get 

the same chances as those living in towns and cities.    

 
 
Public Transport 
 
Public transport in Northern Ireland is particularly important for the social well-being 

of all residents in the region and for the economy. Because of the large rural 

landscape in Northern Ireland with housing dispersed right across the region, an 

adequate public transport network has been difficult to achieve. Routes have been 

chopped and changed as demand patterns have transformed and some routes have 
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been conceived as not viable to continue with, leaving rural residents in a quandary. 

With such a large number of rural dwellers, it is essential to have a public transport 

network which can accommodate those living remotely. For many, public transport 

is the only feasible and cost-effective means of making necessary journeys. However, 

too many have been left stranded in their isolated communities because it is no 

longer economic to drive buses on their roads to pick up fewer passengers. With 

rural communities still thriving and a large rural population, residents are left 

disadvantaged by the poor public transport networks. In an effort to combat this 

fact, the Rural Transport Fund (RTF) was established in 1998 to support transport 

services designed to give people in rural areas improved access to work, education, 

healthcare, shopping and recreational activities. Since its inception, the RTF has been 

responsible for creating and financing the community transport sector which offer a 

host of complementary services to the public transport network for their members. 

There are currently 11 Rural Community Transport Partnerships in Northern Ireland. 

These partnerships have provided invaluable assistance to their members through 

the years in terms of their public transport needs, and their effectiveness is 

unquestionable. However, underlying problems still exist in the administration and 

performance of these partnerships. The partnerships can only be used by members 

who must pay an annual administrative fee, and there are certain constraints when 

members wish to make journeys which venture into areas controlled and managed 

by other partnerships. Whilst the partnerships have made a worthwhile difference to 

the lives of those living in the country, the remit and limitations of the programme 

should be scrutinised and revised to finally provide a public transport network where 

everyone has equal access to public transport and no one is detached because of a 

deficient and unbalanced public transport system. 

 

Whilst the necessity to abandon some routes is understandable due to lack of 

demand, the non-existence of many other routes beggars belief. As our hospitals 

have been gradually closed during the years, and we are all expected to support the 

questionable strategies of the health service, often provision has not been made to 

provide public transport links throughout the catchment areas of the main hospitals. 

Many face dilemmas when they are issued letters advising of hospital appointments 
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knowing that no journey can be made by public transport to facilitate their prompt 

arrival to this appointment. Those lucky enough to have family and friends often 

have to impose on their scheduled routines to obtain assistance for them to attend 

their appointments. Others resort to having to pay taxis because of failures in the 

public network system. The same applies to those attending hospital in a non-

emergency capacity, out-patient services and those simply wanting to visit patients. 

 

Concessionary fares (travel passes) were introduced in 2008 to provide free bus and 

rail transport for the over-60s and some with disabilities. These passes have 

provided many people with the opportunity to continue to live independently and 

maintain a nice quality of life. Those eligible to avail have commended the scheme 

and have frequently confirmed how these passes have made a vast improvement to 

their living standards. In July this year, the Stormont Executive threatened the future 

of the scheme because of persistent disagreements in spending and further punitive 

budget cuts imposed by Westminster. With many pensioners already living in 

poverty, thousands of people will be affected if this scheme is revoked.   

 
The Workers’ Party demands a public transport system which can comprehensively 

unite all of us throughout the entire island of Ireland. No part of the country should 

be inaccessible simply due to the lack of public transport links to the surrounding 

area. We appreciate the scope and the enormity of the task to develop a network 

connecting all residential settlements to the current public transport system. 

However, it is imperative that all residents must have easy access to the public 

transport system, and we call on the Department for Regional Development and 

Translink to liaise and work together in developing a strategy which can deliver 

public transport access to everyone. Very importantly, regular public transport links 

to all of the hospitals with all regular towns in their catchment areas must be 

established and we call on Translink to address this as a matter of urgency. Funding 

must be made available for this and these routes must not be measured on the 

number of passengers availing of the service. In the same way that everyone is 

entitled to access to a free health service, daily regular transport to and from the 

hospitals must also be attainable for everyone. The Workers’ Party supports the 
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availability of bus passes for pensioners and the disabled and totally condemns the 

idea of removing this simple luxury. We fully respect the right of those who are keen 

to maintain living independently and must respect and uphold this fundamental 

prerogative.     

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
        
 


