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Abstract

The Health and Safety Authority Strategy for occupational safety and health (OSH) in Agriculture
in Ireland, was developed by the Farm Safety Partnership Advisory Committee and set out in the 
“The Farm Safety Action Plan - 2009 to 2012”. It had seven distinct goals to be implemented by 
seven Working Groups. While much work has been done through this stakeholder group, leading 
to the development of extensive OSH resources, disappointingly the overall rate of fatal and 
serious accidents has not yet reduced and may indicate that other broader policy approaches need 
to be considered.

In this paper the OSH approach and performance in Ireland is discussed in the context of the 
wider EU approach to OSH and Agriculture and Rural Development policy. The demographics 
identified in agriculture in Ireland and across the EU, with an aging and generally untrained 
labour force, places distinct challenges to improving OSH within the sector and to the 
achievement of the EU 2020 Strategy and “Food Harvest 2020” in Ireland.

Introduction

There is no need to set out the importance of the Agriculture sector to this committee in terms of 
its contribution to the economic, social, cultural and political life in Europe, particularly in its 
rural communities. Improving health and safety at work is a major part of the European social 
model. and the roadmap for doing so was set out in the Community Strategy on health and safety 
at work – Improving the Quality of Work and Productivity for 2007-2012.

While the 2007-2012 strategy (which had a core target of cutting workplace accidents by 25%) 
has yet to be fully evaluated it is expected to show significant overall reductions in fatal and non-
fatal accidents and ill-health across many sectors. However, due to the characteristics of the 
Agriculture sector with its persistently high and disproportionate levels of fatal and non-fatal 
injuries and ill-health improvement will be significantly less in that sector. 

While the 2007-2012 strategy was generally well received by the parliament and by member 
states, with many reflecting its contents in their own national strategies, the question must be 
asked if sufficient emphasis was or is placed on the high risk sectors of the community such as 
agriculture, forestry, fishing often populated by self-employed individuals on which EU 
Directives have little or no impact. OSH in Agriculture is not covered by a specific EU Directive 
and while various EU Directives do address certain health and safety issues self-employed 
workers are not well covered. 

As set out in the report “Rural Development in the EU- 2012”, agriculture is unique in terms of 
workplaces, the vast majority of farmers across Europe are self-employed, self-supervised
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individuals largely reliant on family labour (92% IE/76% EU-27), the farm is generally also a 
home populated by children and elderly who sadly often suffer fatal or serious accidents.  Also, 
almost unique to agriculture is the fact that those left behind following a fatal or very serious 
accident in agriculture (generally immediate family) have the added trauma of facing the 
machinery and/or location of these devastating events on a daily basis which can lead to other 
consequences. In the 10 year period up to 2007, 5744 persons died in workplace accident in 
agriculture and forestry across Europe (EU – 15) excluding Belgium, Greece and Luxembourg for 
which data was unavailable.

One of the problems in dealing with OSH in agriculture in an EU policy context is the glaring 
lack of detailed statistical information on the extent, route cause and nature of workplace deaths, 
injury and ill-health across all EU – 27 member states. While the numbers of fatalities have been 
reducing across most sectors, it is estimated that over 600 persons die in workplace accidents in 
the agriculture and forestry sector each year in the EU.

Current figures indicate 13.7m farms provide employment to 17.5m persons representing 7.7% of 
total EU labour force. While the numbers of farms and numbers working on farms are reducing,
agriculture remains a significant economic sector. It must be accepted that establishing high 
standards in OSH is a prerequisite to achieving targets, must become a priority for the community 
and a foundation stone for this sector to ensure that it is well placed to satisfy the ever increasing 
European and global demand for high quality food, food security & the ever increasing food 
safety standards, all placing even greater pressures on farmers and producers.

Agriculture Safety in Ireland

Role of the Health and Safety Authority in Ireland

The Health and Safety Authority, established in 1989, is tasked with regulating and enforcing 
OSH standards at all places of work across all employments. Ireland has made considerable 
progress in recent years promoting health and safety at work and reducing the overall number of 
workplace fatalities each year.  Our primary role is to develop and maintain a culture of safety 
and health for people who work in Ireland, whether they are employers, employees or self-
employed. 

Total workplace fatalities in Ireland have fallen from a figure of 74 in 2005 to 47 in 2012. Ireland 
in general has performed well in reducing overall fatal accident rates. The most recent figures for 
overall rates available, for the year 2011, show that the rate of fatalities for all Sectors of our 
economy is 2.7 per 100,000 (HSA, 2012). The rate for Construction is 6 per 100,000 while the 
rate for Agriculture is 15.1 per 100,000. The average rate of farm fatalities is 12.0 per 100,000 in 
the EU. The rate is over 30.0 per 100,000 in some EU member states and in the USA. 

Health and Safety Performance on Irish Farms

In marked contrast to the positive story we have to tell about Irish workplaces in general, 
agriculture stands out because of the disproportionately high fatality rate in the sector.  While 
agriculture accounts for just 5% of the Irish workforce it often experiences up to 50% of all 
reported workplace fatalities. In the ten year period between 1998 and 2007, there were on 
average 15 fatalities per 100,000 workers in the farming sector, compared with an average of 2
fatalities per 100,000 workers across the general working population.  Put simply you are almost
8 times more likely to die working on a farm in Ireland than in the general working population. 
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Social Dialogue

In 2002, in order to involve the major stakeholders in the task of improving farm safety, Ireland
set up the Farm Safety Action Group, which became the Farm Safety Partnership Advisory 
Committee.  This social dialogue approach aims to achieve real buy-in by the primary
stakeholders to assist in developing and sustaining a safety and health culture within the sector, 
similar to that which worked very well in the Irish construction sector.

The Farm Safety Action Plan 2009 – 2012 was focused on critical issues to be addressed and set 
out proposed actions in relation to 7 principal goals with named lead stakeholder organisations.  
The goals presented in the plan were:

 To raise national awareness of occupational safety and health in agriculture
(Lead organisation: HSA)

 To increase the uptake of training on farm safety and occupational health
(Lead organisations: Teagasc, FRS Network)

 To achieve a reduction in the incidence of fatal accidents to elderly farmers
(Lead organisations: IFA, Irish Rural Link)

 To achieve a reduction in the incidence of fatal accidents to children
(Lead organisations: ICA, FBD, Macra na Feirme)

 To achieve a reduction in the incidence of accidents involving livestock
(Lead organisations: Teagasc, FRS Network, ICMSA)

 To achieve a reduction in the incidence of accidents involving tractors and machinery
(Lead organisations: PAC Ireland, FTMTA)

 To achieve improvements in the level of occupational ill health among farmers
(Lead organisations: HSA, ICA)

The committee’s “Farm Safety Action Plan 2009-2012” set ambitious targets in health and safety 
and identified specific activities to achieve these targets and much was achieved during the course 
of this plan which is currently under review. In response to the serious challenges faced in
agriculture, the Authority responded comprehensively with a number of initiatives, all available 
on the authority website www.hsa.ie such as; 

 On-line farm risk assessment tool www.farmsafely.com
 A revised code of practice for child safety on farms.
 A leaflet on the safe use of tractors called “Tractor Safety and You”.
 Guide to safe working with timber and chainsaws.
 Guidance on safety around overhead power lines.
 Guidance and information sheet on safe handling of livestock at marts and lairages. 
 Guidance and information sheet on safe handling of cattle on farms. 
 Video clips of real farmers sharing real accident experience on Survivor Stories 1 & 2

www.hsa.ie/farmaccidents .
 An extensive media campaign on national TV, national & local radio and in the print 

media.
 A DVD “Older, Wiser, Safer” a practical guide to safety for older farmers. 
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The material developed is focused on the major issues, is user-friendly, compliments existing 
guidance and gives practical tips on safety, designed to help farmers be more aware of current 
risks.  It is hoped that this will enable farmers to better protect themselves, their families and any 
visitors to their farms. 

The Authority has 20 Inspectors who carry out proactive inspection work in the agriculture sector
including 5 full time specialists in the Agriculture Inspection Group. Since 2005 the HSA has 
spent approximately €4.5m in direct costs on prevention and promotion actions for the agriculture 
sector.  This does not include costs associated with carrying out approximately 3,000 inspections 
per annum or other indirect costs such as staff time.

Fatal Accidents

The Census of Agriculture 2010 estimated that there were 139,829 active farms in Ireland in 2010 
employing 165,370 AWU’s. (Source: CSO – Census of Agriculture 2010). In total when family 
labour is included it is estimated that approximately 400,000 persons are exposed to health and 
safety risks on Irish farms.

Fatal accidents in Agriculture and Forestry sectors in the last Five Years:

2008 21
2009 11    
2010 25
2011 22
2012 21

Spiking of fatal accidents (11 in 2009 to 25 in 2010) is typical of this sector so are best presented 
in a rolling 5 year graph which showed a general downward trend since 1997. However, the 
significant increase in farm deaths in Ireland since 2010 is of great concern and has interrupted 
and reversed this general downward trend. (See Fig. 1)

Average number of farm fatalities

(Figure 1) Average Farm Fatalities 1993 – 2011 (Shown as 5 –year rolling average)
                  (Source; Meredith and McNamara, Teagasc 2012).
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Deaths in agriculture, unlike many other sectors, generally involve family members including 
children and elderly persons. Age is a major contributory factor in farm accidents in Ireland (both 
fatal and non-fatal) with the average age of an Irish farmer now standing at 57 years and 
increasing. A serious accident to a young farmer if experienced those over 65 years of age is more 
often fatal. Of particular concern in Ireland and across the EU is the aging workforce particularly 
in agriculture as farmers tend not to retire.  According to the report “Rural Development in the 
EU- 2012” for each farmer under 37 years there are 9 over 55 years of age (2007 data). In Ireland 
as with many other EU member states almost half of all farm deaths now involve farmers over 
65yrs of age. Indeed deaths in Ireland to farmers over 55 years of age have often made up 70% of 
all farm deaths as indicated for 2007 & 2011 below. (See Fig. 2)

  
(Figure 2) Age distribution of fatal accidents in Agriculture 2003-2012
           (Source; Health and Safety Authority)
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Agriculture and Food is the single most important economic sector in Ireland in terms of 
employment, rural sustainability and economic output which reached €9bn in 2012.
The above maps show areas of intense dairy farming with a map alongside showing the 
distribution of fatal accidents from 1993 – 2011. It is significant that the higher density of fatal 
accidents or “fatality black spots” coincide with areas of intensive dairy farming. Also while 
dairying accounts for just 17% of farm enterprises in Ireland it has 57% of fatal farm accidents
which makes dairy expansion an area of great concern. (Source; Teagasc & HSA)

Based on the reported fatalities by size of enterprise, 85% of those killed in agriculture are self-
employed. The major causes of farm deaths have remained consistent for many years.

Fig. 3 Outlines the major causes of Farm Deaths in the 10 Year period 2003-2012.

Figure 3: Causes of Farm Deaths in the 10 year period (2003-2012) 
                 (Source: Health and Safety Authority)

As can be seen in Fig 3, almost half of all fatal accidents have involved tractors or machinery 
(47%). The next most hazardous activities causing death are working with livestock (13%), falls 
from Height (12%), drowning while working close to slurry or water (11%) and working with 
timber on the farm (7%). 

Injury and illness in Agriculture

Statistics on fatalities do not provide the full picture and they generally only represent the tip of 
the iceberg when serious non-fatal accidents are considered. While little gets reported to the 
authorities there are significant numbers of serious amputations and accidents causing long term 
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disability within every rural community. In relation to farm injuries, it is important to bear in 
mind that the statistics are more difficult to compile than those for deaths.  This is due to the gross 
under reporting of non-fatal accidents and injuries by farmers, with average reported to the 
H.S.A. of just 100 per year, despite their legal obligation to do so.  The H.S.A in Ireland relies to 
a great extent on the findings of the National Farm Survey conducted by Teagasc for trends in 
non-fatal accidents. The 2011 National Farm Survey results are set out below which estimated 
that farm injuries have increased by 35% to 2,459 injuries per 100,000 farms reported for the year 
2010 compared to the previous survey estimate of 1,815 per 100,000 farms in 2006. This is still a 
reduction in the numbers recorded in 2001. (See Fig 4)

(Figure 4) National Farm Survey – Non-Fatal Farm Accidents per 100,000 farms.

Injury Categorisation

Injuries from trips, falls and blows are most frequent, accounting for 42% of injuries. Other major 
causes are livestock-related injuries (33%) and vehicle and machinery (11%) and chainsaws (3%) 
and other (8%). The trend over the various surveys indicates that machinery injuries have 
declined significantly which is welcome, but the proportion associated with livestock has 
increased.

Person Injured

The farmer or farm operator is predominately the person who has an injury and accounts for 
73.3% of injuries. Other categories of persons injured are farm workers (8.9%); spouses (who 
could be male or female), 8.6% and family members (7.5%) and others (1.7%). A key message 
form this finding is that farm family members suffer over 90% of all injuries on farms.

Location of Injury

The farmyard is where 71.5% of injuries take place. Other locations are farm buildings (18.7%) 
and in fields (9.8%). The farmyard is where the vast majority of farm work activity takes place, 
such as moving around on foot leading to having slips, trips and falls or being struck by falling 
objects along with the common work of tractor – machinery coupling/de-coupling & use, dealing 
with livestock in sheds or confined spaces, etc.
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Indicators of Injury Severity

Ninety five per cent of reported injuries required medical treatment which is an indicator of 
severity as farmers are generally slow to seek medical attention. Of these 49% required hospital 
inpatient treatment and 36% required hospital A&E treatment. Almost 90% of injuries caused 4 
or more lost work days and 71% lost ten of more work days with 41% causing a more than 20 
days lost and 15% causing more than 100 days. It is clear from the data that the majority of 
injuries reported in the National Farm Survey are serious.

Occupational Ill Health

There are many risks to health in farming. Farming as an occupation predisposes people to health 
problems. The principal causes of ill health in farming are musculoskeletal conditions, skin and 
respiratory diseases and hearing damage from noise exposure. A recent Teagasc/ H.S.A./UCD 
research indicated that almost 1 in every 10 farmers suffer a musculoskeletal injury annually with 
over 80% of injury victims being unable to work for three days or more.

EU Challenges

A new Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) provides many challenges but it also provides an 
opportunity to make real positive long term changes to rural communities. It must ensure efficient 
use of taxpayer’s monies to establish future food security, high food quality standards, rural 
sustainability and environmental protection. It must see active farmers adequately rewarded for 
their efforts, but also support and develop small scale farmers and those in disadvantaged areas. It 
must provide the catalyst for innovation, while maintaining fair competition balance across the 
EU 27. The outcome of the CAP negotiations will have major downstream effects on almost 
every aspect of agriculture and rural life, the level and type of employment, land use and land 
management, labour demographics, type of enterprise and diversification, attraction of young 
farmers into agriculture and also on OSH performance. 

Poor OSH performance in the agriculture sector is a pan European problem and needs to be 
addressed by a pan European solution. According to current proposals, rural development policy 
should work in a coordinated & complimentary manner with other elements of the CAP and other 
various EU funds. One of the principal aims of the Rural Development Policy 2007-2013 is 
“Improving the Quality of Life in Rural Areas,,….”.

While most OSH professionals would agree that placing OSH requirements within the assessment 
process for direct payments would potentially achieve significant improvements this is not the 
principal suggestion here. However, with the above objective in mind and considering that 
improving the quality of life in rural areas must logically include the prevention of death, injury 
and ill-health to the custodians of the rural environment, our farmers and their extended families,
the following needs to be considered;  

 Do we need to consider if the allocation of specific funding from pillar two should be 
used to support OSH initiatives and OSH compliance in Agriculture? 

 Should an EU OSH Strategy focus more on high risk sectors particularly agriculture and 
look at reviewing the application of EU OSH Directives to consider their coverage of the 
self-employed?
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 Should the EU Advisory Committee on Safety and Health initiate work to address the 
significant challenges in OSH in agriculture?

 Is it possible to effectively deliver the broad objectives of the EU 2020 Strategy with an 
aging workforce in agriculture marred by disproportionate rates of fatal and serious 
accidents? Should policy makers look at influencing the age demographics in agriculture 
to encourage older farmers to retire and hand on to more productive younger farmers with 
better OSH performance and outcomes? 

 Have we fully prepared for the expansion of the European Union and the increased ease 
of travel which is seeing the increased movement of people, animals and foodstuffs 
across borders posing increased OSH risks to workers and other threats such as the spread 
of plant and animal disease?

 Diversification leading to a more technological advanced agricultural industry and 
changes in the employment structure will place emphasis on skills training. While some 
20% of farmers indicate that they have some level of training it is for the most part basic 
training with only 8.5% having formal second or third level training leaving the vast 
majority relying on practical experience alone. This lack of training and continuous 
professional development within the sector is seen as a major contributory factor in the 
disproportionately high levels of workplace accidents and ill-health. This needs to be 
addressed. Should policy makers look at ensuring a minimum level of education and 
training for those in agriculture, particularly those in receipt of EU funding, i.e. possibly 
requiring farmers to submit confirmation of attaining a half day or 4 hours training per 
year (to include some element of OSH training) with their application for single farm 
payments?  

 Weather is a key factor in farming with extremes of drought and prolonged wet weather 
now almost an annual occurrence. While it is generally a more significant issue for arable 
farmers who may risk losing a complete harvest in extremes or dry or wet weather, many 
dairy and livestock farmers face severe difficulties in managing their enterprise and 
spreading slurry due to prolonged wet periods.  Fatal accidents generally increase during 
harvest time or periods when farmers are under particular pressures and can be further
exacerbated by poor weather conditions. As unpredictable weather patterns become the 
norm, including heavier rain in the summer months and autumn harvest months, which 
may lead to increased pressure and stress on farmers tempting them to take greater risks 
and cut corners, should consideration be given to targeted emergency aid funding?

 The power of the multiples and low profit margins for producers increases the pressures 
and stress on farmers leading to risk taking and increased levels of death and injury.
Should a pan European code of practice between producers and retailers be developed 
and implemented?

 Finally, we must ask whether each member state should continue to produce extensive 
guidance materials and run expensive media campaigns in an attempt to reduce death and 
suffering in agriculture. Would some of the above policy changes have greater and more 
long term sustained improvements?
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Conclusion

In recent years Ireland has made considerable progress reducing the number of workplace 
accidents and fatalities each year.  The total number of workplace fatalities in Ireland in 2010 had
fallen to a figure of 39 - these represent 39 tragedies and 39 deaths too many, but potentially the 
lowest level of occupational fatalities on record. However of those 39 fatalities, 25 were in the 
agriculture sector, the highest level in a decade. It is unacceptable that farmers are 8 times more 
likely to die in their workplace than those in the general working population.

Despite considerable efforts agriculture continues to be a difficult sector to achieve sustained 
improvements in safety and health performance. The challenges in Agriculture cannot be solved 
with the same approach as in other sectors, such as construction, as Agriculture is predominately 
made up of self-employed individuals. The Authority strives to provide the essential prerequisites 
of a sound legislative base, user friendly guidance and, appropriate advice and information. 
However this has seen little if any improvements in agriculture over the last decade.

The Health and Safety Authority continues to prioritise Agriculture Safety and a reduction in 
these unacceptable numbers.  We are working with all stakeholders to bring about a change of 
culture on Irish farms, one where farmers take the time to adequately address and manage key 
risks and hazards. In Ireland an added importance to improving our health and safety record on 
farms comes from the projected growth targets contained in the Department of Agriculture, Food 
and the Marine’s, “Food Harvest 2020” document.  The abolition of milk quotas in 2015 presents 
a significant opportunity for expansion to meet the growing global demand for dairy products. 
But critically, it also poses great risks in increasing the rate of death and injury on farms. As EU 
agriculture grows in size and productive capacity, it will be crucial that a culture of health and 
safety in farming is at the heart of this expansion.

Awareness raising, assessing compliance and enforcing minimum standards of OSH is extremely 
costly particularly in agriculture and the Authority’s capacity and that of other national competent 
authorities is reduced significantly due to the economic downturn.  Farmers deserve a quality of 
life where they are not continuously working ever longer hours, exposed to risks to life and limb 
and under ever greater pressure to make a basic living. Given the demographics of farming with 
aging farmers, the lack of training, the predominance of self-employed individuals, unfortunately 
I predict an increase in the rate of fatalities, serious injury and ill-health among EU farmers if 
some major policy shifts are not undertaken. 
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