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In 2020, Cúlra Créafóige received applications from 19 new individuals regarding 22 fields – just over 17 acres.  

Approximately 5 acres were deemed unsuitable to the project as they were either outside the boundaries of the 

project or were under the (newly) required .5 acre in size.   These new applications were then combined with existing 

applications from the previous year to form the selection pool for 2020.  Each field was assessed and ranked based on 

suitability to the project – with the highest ranking 12 fields (approx. 12 acres) selected.  As per usual, any fields which 

did not make it into the project this year will have the option to be included in next year’s selection process. 
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2020 allowed us to start evaluations 

comparing autumn and spring sown 

crops.  As can be seen from the picture 

to the right, Linseed sown in Autumn 

2019 stood approximately 4-6 inches 

tall in April 2020 and was ready for 

harvest in August.  Linseed sown in 

Spring 2020, however, required nearly 

bare soil in April and did not mature 

until late Autumn.  At this time, heavy 

rains and strong winds made both field 

access and crop drying incredibly 

difficult.   

In early summer of 2020, Donegal 

experienced a strong drought.  While 

winter sown crops had a root system 

sufficiently developed to withstand this 

stress, spring sown crops suffered 

greatly with some fields requiring reseeding.   

As climate change continues, extreme weather trends are likely to further disrupt traditional cultivation techniques.  

Autumn sown crops may be the answer moving forward: providing better habitat for returning wildlife and building 

climate resilience into agricultural systems. 

Unfortunately, the project was unable to clear 5 acres of land scheduled for reclamation in 2020 as a result of working 

within COVID-19 restrictions throughout the year.  These 5 acres of land were to be 2020’s overwinter test comparison.  

Analysis of the success of overwinter crops will continue in winter of 2021. 
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2019 soil samples were returned in late Spring 

of 2020 giving a comprehensive picture of the 

pH of the region.  2 fields which had been 

admitted to the program in 2019 were 

determined to be too acidic for improvement 

within the timescale of the project.   

Upon discussing the situation with our project 

advisors, it was determined that acid-loving 

blueberries would be a viable option.  Plants have now 

been purchased and ground works planned for winter 2020.   

During an easing of restrictions in the autumn of 2020, soil samples 

were again collected from fields within Cúlra Créafóige.  These are being 

analysed for the full spectrum of horticultural nutrients as well as organic matter 

content and will be used to inform soil additive applications in spring 2021. 

Fields were sown according to their planned crop rotations with oats, linseed, chicory, nettle, comfrey, rye, green 

manure, or sunflower.  Seed increases on heritage Sandy Oats and on landrace cereal rye were also performed for 

test plot analysis.   

We continued to struggle with timing of field works as contractors were needed to carry out works on private farms 

and not always available for the project.  Gaps were filled by project volunteers and participants as able while adhering 

to appropriate COVID-19 restrictions.   

However, this further highlighted the vulnerability of relying on contractors outside the project.  In conjunction with 

the Operational Group, Advisors, and DAFM, a strategy was approved which allowed the project to reallocate budget 

towards purchasing necessary equipment specifically suited to the project and hiring farm workers to carry out routine 

cultivation works. 

In Autumn of 2020 Cúlra Créafóige purchased a tractor 

and additional machinery necessary for cultivation.  

This allowed us to maximize efficiency, giving staff 

greater control over the timing of fieldworks and better 

accommodating: small field sizes, weak drains, regional 

weather patterns, local topography, etc.   

Additionally, by acquiring this machinery, Cúlra 

Créafóige was in the position to begin working with 

willing participants to take on larger roles on their own 

lands.  As a result, all cultivation in the Autumn of 2020 

was performed by participants and volunteers.    

Autumn harvest was also tackled collaboratively.  

Adults and youths alike, participated in a socially 

distanced harvest field day where they re-learned the 

ancient art of creating stooks to dry the corn.   
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Cúlra Créafóige’s Summer Ecology Series was a suite of zoom-

based trainings intended to increase ecological awareness 

within the parish – but more specifically to increase 

participants’ knowledge of the key indicators the project 

will be collecting, increasing and reliability of data 

collection.  Provided by a professional ecologist, a variety 

of areas were covered including butterfly identification and 

recording and soil macrofauna sampling.   

When restrictions allowed, one course was provided in 

person where participants ‘gathered’ in a socially distanced 

outdoor space to learn about moth trapping, identification, and 

recording. These courses will be provided to participants each year 

moving forward.  All courses were voluntary and were open to any 

participant, participant’s family member, interested volunteer, or Preáb san Úr participant. 

Staff and volunteers continue to collect key baseline data such as soil health, field characteristics, and fixed-point 

photography.  Certain biological indicators could not be collected in 2020 due to timing of pandemic restrictions.  These 

will be reinstated as restrictions allow in 2021. 

As it has the rest of the world, COFID-19 has affected Cúlra Créafóige in ways that could not have been forseen and 

which continue to manifest in the most unexpected places.  Early on in the first lockdown, our team conducted a Covid 

specific risk analysis to determine what actions and precautions we would need to take to fully comply with 

government guidelines while also continueing as many of our planned actions as possible.  As guidelines change, the 

project continues to assess these precautions to ensure we are doing everything possible for the  continued health 

and well-being of our staff, participants, and community. 

Preáb san Úr, Cúlra Créafóige’s youth work 

experience programme hosted in conjuction with 

Cill Ulta was slated to continue in the summer of 

2020.  The project works to re-introduce today’s 

youth with their agricultural heritage through 

hand’s-on experience in agriculture, horticulture, 

and ecology.  However, at the time children and 

young adults were considered particularly 

vulnerable and so the programme was post-poned. 

As restrictions eased towards the end of the 

summer, we were able to host a small cohort of 

individuals in a highly supervised, socially-distanced, 

outdoor setting.  While much smaller than originally 

envisaged, we were thrilled to be able to work with 

the youth in even this reduced capacity. 
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Cúlra Créafóige is hosted by Cill Ulta, a social enterprise in NW Donegal.  Cill Ulta works closely with the Rural Social 

Scheme (RSS), providing placement for up to 8 participant farmers and part of their role is supporting the ongoing field 

works of Cúlra Créafóige.  However, with level 5 lockdowns in place, the RSS asked it’s participants to withdraw from 

all activities until restrictions eased.  As it was also deemed unsafe for community volunteers to participate in project 

activities, we were greatly limited in what works could be completed.  In order to make up the time and hard work 

these farmers and volunteers provided, Cill Ulta volunteered it’s own staff to ensure the continuation of the project.  

The core EIP team were also pulled back from certain roles to ensure that field works continued, leaving some aspect 

of this year’s project plan incomplete.  These tasks will be rolled into 2021 activities as allowed within ever-changing 

pandemic guidelines. 

It must be said, as well, that during the first shut-down, some highly skilled community members offered their 

assisstance – implementing social distancing and following all Covid guidelines.  The hard work of these individuals 

enabled the project to bring the expected 12 new acres into the project in 2020 in addition to maintaining the 2019 

acres.   

While Cúlra Créafóige was able to harvest its fields in Autumn 2020, COVID 

restrictions wreaked havoc on our ability to process the crop.  Earlier in 

the year, agreements had been made with the closest known 

threshers in NW Donegal.  However, these individuals were in an 

age cohort which was tasked with cacooning.  They were unable to 

bring their threshers to us, and we were unable to bring our crops 

to them leaving the grain on the stalks far longer than desired.  

COVID has highighted just how little cultivation machinery is left in 

the region and how quickly the skills and knowledge necessary for 

its use could leave the population altogether.  To prevent this, the 

project plans to purchase a small, modern combine harvestor. This 

will give us greater control over the timing of harvest and will provide 

the opportunity for participants to become familiar with the use and 

maintenance of this vital piece of machinery. 
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2020 has truly highlighted the reality that cultivation in 

this region has been lost beyond even what was 

previously determined.  Equipment essential to 

cultivation has dissappeared from the community 

through sale or decay leading the project team to spend 

unanticipated portions of time sourcing essential items.  

However, this can be viewed as a unique opportunity to 

introduce regenerative cultivation as the norm in the region – 

tieing back the community’s shared agricultural heritage but 

instilling sustainable and ecological methods so that both the 

economic resilience of the region and the ecological heritage are improved.   

Cúlra Créafóige is in the process of making liquid fertilizer from the project’s Comfrey and Nettle crops. 2021 will see 

samples of these fertilizers sent for chemical analysis and used as fertilizer for 2021 overwinter crops, shortening the 

supply chain and providing for the development of a low-carbon agriculture system. 

In December, Cúlra Créafóíge’s Operational Group met via zoom to discuss the direction of the project.  It was 

determined that focus should shift from year 3 forward.  In year 1, the project focussed on visibility – limiting the 

amount of land that any one person could put into the project and selecting fields based on criteria which included 

visibility to local roads.  Year 2 saw the focus shift away from visibility to quality lands as the project was now well 

known in the community.   

In year 3, in order to create lasting change in the local economy and ecology, we will be focussing on bringing land 

owners/farmers into the project who have the highest likelihood of continuing sustainable cultivation beyond the 

completion of the project.  As such, we have removed the maximum acreage limits and have opened our perimeters 

to include areas bordering on Cloich Cheann Fhaola if the land owner is willing to provide the equipment and labour 

for their fields under the guidance of Cúlra Créafóige. 
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In the wake of Covid-19, 2020 has been a great year for collaborations.  Inter-EIP support has strengthened resulting 

in a greater understanding of the challenges faced across the country and a more in-depth knowledge transfer 

amongst those striving for change.   The project has had a chance to reach out to local farm advisors, appraising them 

of the works being done and ensuring an open line of communication between on-the-ground farm activities and local 

agricultural innovation.   

Cill Ulta has been awarded funding from the Community Foundation for Ireland to produce a Community Biodiversity 

Action Plan for the townland of Cill Ulta.  This project, delivered in conjunction with a qualified ecologist, will 

collaborate with Cúlra Créafóige to assess and increase awareness of local biodiversity.  A return to cultivation will 

feaure in the plan as a means of supporting certain vulnerable species. 

Cúlra Créafóige has begun a collaboration with FoodShield, a project spearheaded by UCD, working to create 

an all island, digital track and trace system.  This system will establish a structure which will allow farmers 

and producers to place product value on pre-farmgate sustainability efforts.  Additionally, this 

project is intended to establish the  tools which will be necessary to allow farmers and producers 

to successfully navigate the industry in the face of COVID-19, Brexit, and emerging climate 

change legislation. 
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Public outreach and interaction became a struggle during COVID-19 restrictions.  As did many others, Cúlra Créafóige 

placed a large emphasis on social media and digital outreach in order to continue to serve our community.  We can be 

found on  

• Facebook   @CulraCreafoige 

• Twitter    @culra_creafoige 

• Cill Ulta’s website  cillulta.ie/pages/culra-creafoige 

Other places you may have seen us about in 2020 include the local and country newspapers, Highland Radio, Radió na 

Gaeltachta, and the following: 

Each year the Burren Programme hosts the Burren Winterage School.   In 2020, Cúlra Créafóige was asked to give a 

presentation at their live zoom event which highlighted the various EIP’s throughout Ireland which focus on supporting 

both Ireland’s ecology and Ireland’s agriculutre.  This conference was open to both the public and to the department 

of Agriculture – ensuring the needs of our local farmers were and continue to be heard in the national theatre. 

RURALIZATION is a project out of the EU which is ‘based on the premise that rural regeneration is needed to generate 

opportunities for new generations of existing and potential rural inhabitants’ (ruralization.eu)  In 2020, Cúlra Créafóige 

became a member of their database of projects exploring innovative land practices in Europe. 

A programme put together by Dearcán Media, Plean Bee highlights the plight of the bee in Ireland.  Focusing on the 

All Ireland Pollinator Plan, the programme highlights not only what needs to be done to protect pollinators, but also 

what is already being done.  Cill Ulta and Cúlra Créafóige will be featured in this documentary set to air in May of 2021. 
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The Gaeltacht Parish of Cloich Cheann Fhaola has seen the almost complete abandonment of traditional cultivation 

and tillage practices, within our small farm landscape, over the last forty years.  WE aim to restore that mixed farm 

enterprise model and tap into a much greater range of small farm incomes in order to enhance our local rural 

development response.  Our landscape, with its tourism and wildlife potential, is a major untapped hidden resource.  

With up to 43% of our local land parcels not in active agricultural production, we believe our EIP project can stimulate 

our community’s vitality, which is recognised as having markedly poor socio-economic indicators.  We aim to unleash 

the simple benefits of farm family activity, through up-skilling and experimental cultivation, in order to stimulate the 

renewal of this Gaeltacht community. 

Our primary objective is to rehabilitate, plough and plant 4.86 hectares (12 acres) of fresh lands annually and thereby 

reach a threshold of 24.3 hectares (60 acres) under the plough in 2023.  We will plant and 

closely monitor all aspects of the planted crops, namely Spring and 

Winter Oats, Gortahork Cabbage, Garlic, Linseed, Nettles, 

Comfrey, and Chicory.  In order to achieve this goal, 

we need to monitor and assimilate all 

pertinent growing and market value 

data quickly and up-skill and train a 

variety of key local 

stakeholders.  WE aim to 

create a positive local 

narrative and 

comfortable 

association between 

the community and 

cultivation activities, 

as the project is 

completed. 
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The old Gaeltacht Parish of Cloich 

Cheann Fhaola, which is now made up of 

the parishes of Gort a’ Choirce and An 

Fál Carrach, lies in the North-West 

corner of Ireland, running from Bloody 

Foreland north as far as the Rye river 

heading toward Dunfanaghy.  Recent 

census information and analysis, by 

Teagasc and AIRO (All Ireland Research 

Observatory) shows it has a declining 

population, with high emigration rates, 

high unemployment levels and an 

ageing demographic.  This coastal 

landscape is classified as an Especially 

High Scenic Amenity Area within the 

2016 Donegal County Development 

plan, as it still retains its traditional rural 

characteristics. 

Role Name Experience 

Project Manager Eithne Nic Lochlainn B.A. in Irish Studies, M.Ed. in Continuous Education and 

Development, M.Sc. in Business & IT, Manager at Cill Ulta, and 

holds over 25 years’ experience working in Social Exclusion and 

Disadvantage within Rural Gaeltacht Development 

Head Horticulturist Veronika McNulty B.Sc. in Agriculture, Professional Beekeeper, Head Horticulturist at 

Cill Ulta, 10+ years’ experience in local, professional horticulture 

production 

Horticulturist Erin Gonseth M.Sc. in Organic Horticulture, B.Sc. in Horticulture, Horticulturist 

at Cill Ulta, 8 years’ experience in Agricultural Research and 

Development 

Community Liaison Maire Nic Fhearraigh Community Coordinator at Cill Ulta 

Administration Cordelia Nic Fhearraigh Financial Administrator at Cill Ulta  

Name Advisement Area 

Tomás Mac Laifeartaigh Corporate Governance 

Bearnaí Ó Gallchobhair (Cathaoirleach) Farming and Communications 

Eithne Nic Lochlainn Project Management 

Alan Lauder Ecology 

Fergal Monaghan Farming and Rural Development 

Seán Ó Gallchóir Tourism/Rural Development with Údaras na Gaeltachta 

Helena Mhic Laifertaigh Food Business Development 

Lorcán Ó Tuatháil Ecology and Community Engagement 

Brendan Kearney Agricultural Policy 

Dr. Mark Ruddock Ecology and Spatial Mapping 
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The offices for Cúlra Créafóige are located on the grounds of its parent company, Cill Ulta.  Cill Ulta is a grassroots 

vegetable production social enterprise located in the extreme Northwest of Donegal.  It grows natural, seasonal 

produce for the local wholesale, retail, and direct sales markets.  In addition, Cill Ulta is a Centre of Excellence for 

Biodiversity, Ecology, and Sustainability – operating as a member of the local Sustainable Energy Community through 

the Sustainable Energy Association for Ireland, delivering a continuous series of workshops in chemical-free gardening, 

ecological awareness, and traditional skilled crafts; and overseeing the delivery of Cúlra Créafóige under the oversight 

of the Department for Agriculture, Food, and the Marine. 

Please send all comments, suggestions, or inquiries to: 

  

 

 

 

 

 
Address: 

 
Cúlra Créafóige 
Cill Ulta 
An Fál Carrach 
Co. Dhún na nGall 
Éire  
F92 WF60 
 

 
E-mail Address: 

 
laneipculra@gmail.com 
 

 
Facebook: 
 

 
Cúlra Créafóige 

 
Twitter: 
 

 
@culra_creafoige 
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Cúlra Créafóige is a European Innovation Partnership (EIP) co-funded by the Department of 

Agriculture, Food, and the Marine under the Rural Development Programme 2014-2020. 


