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Abstract. Fire use is increasingly recognised as a central component of integrated land management in fire-prone places.
Historically, fire use has been commonplace in many places in Ireland, where field burning is an established practice with a
long pedigree among upland farmers seeking to improving forage among other benefits. This practice has been subject to
controversy as wildfires — a hazard often associated with upland burning practice — continue to gain public attention and
concern. This research seeks to understand the practice of field burning from the viewpoint of practitioners themselves
through focus groups with upland burners conducted in a variety of locations across Ireland. Discussions focused on the
history of field burning, reasons for its use, and how knowledge of the techniques involved in burning has been passed
down through generations. The narrative that emerges is that of a critical livelihood-supporting practice steeped in social
and ecological value but threatened by stringent regulation and shifting public opinion. We suggest that one way to
preserve this practice may be to establish more formal linkages between fire use practitioners and Ireland’s fire services,
public land managers and regulators to promote appropriate use of traditional fire within modern legal and best practice
frameworks.
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Introduction

Human use of fire as a vegetation management tool is rooted in a
complex yet extensive history of efforts to achieve specific land
management goals or maintain desired social-ecological con-
ditions (Kimmerer and Lake 2001; Ryan et al. 2013). Cultural
practices that use fire often seek to sustain a landscape that is
both healthy and can produce benefits for those who live there
(Huffman 2013; Lewis et al. 2018). However, active use of fire
on the landscape has become increasingly controversial as social
contexts, landscape fragmentation and evolving climate condi-
tions shift or become more complex (Barbero et al. 2015; Czaja
et al. 2016; Paveglio et al. 2019). Many organisations, groups,
communities and individuals who use fire as a tool are now
caught between what could be described as a false dichotomy of
calls to preserve cultural practices and demands to better regu-
late perceived risks to society. Traditional field burning on Irish
landscapes represents one such instance where practices passed
down through generations of landholders are contrasted against
current public perceptions of fire use and its risks. In this study,
we trace Irish field burning practices back to their social roots,
before exploring how this knowledge has been shared and
implemented over time with a particular focus on the challenges
those undertaking this practice face today.
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Field burning in locations where livestock grazing has been a
predominant land use typically involves the removal of undesir-
able vegetation to improve forage quality for livestock in
subsequent years. However, in recent years, wildfire has become
an increasingly visible phenomenon in many northern European
countries (Prat-Guitart ez al. 2019). Many members of the public
in these landscapes do not always make a clear distinction
between agricultural burning and wildfire and worry that the
former can quickly turn into the latter, thus rendering burning
increasingly controversial. Recent uncontrolled vegetation fires
in Ireland have begun to generate public discussions around
risks and impacts associated with burning. The 2017 Cloosh
Valley Fire in County Galway burned one-third of Ireland’s
most extensive forest, making it the largest fire on state forestry
lands in recorded history (Coillte 2017). More recently, a gorse
fire destroyed two homes in County Donegal in April 2019
(Thomas 2019). These incidents are indicative of a broader trend
towards more frequent wildfires in Ireland and the United
Kingdom (UK) driven by a rise in human-caused ignitions and
climate change (McMorrow 2011; DAFM 2019; Forestry Com-
mission 2019). Ongoing conversations around field burning
raise concerns about air quality and respiratory health, wildlife
protection and habitat destruction, human and structural safety,
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and water quality or carbon storage issues among others
(Wulthorst and Nielsen-Pincus 2003; Ward et al. 2007;
Ramchunder et al. 2009). However, while there is a growing
abundance of research surrounding the biophysical processes
and outcomes of wildland fires, social science efforts to under-
stand fire use and management in the UK and Northern Ireland
remain largely absent (Edgeley and Paveglio 2016). Document-
ing the cultural importance of field burning is of particular
relevance as landowners, managers and researchers continue to
unravel the connectivity of fire and its management across
social-ecological systems and in shared landscapes.

Although there is a growing literature that explores the
benefits and challenges of fire as a landscape management tool,
the social processes through which often longstanding but
informal burning techniques are learned and adopted remain
largely undocumented. This study explores local histories and
traditions among farmers who practice field burning in the
Republic of Treland, with particular attention to how knowledge
about burning has been preserved and persevered over time. We
present findings from focus groups with farmers from six
counties who actively practice field burning in order to better
understand how this land management approach originated and
the ways in which it is currently implemented. Our intent is to
provide a preliminary effort to document the history, enduring
knowledge and perspectives of those who actually conduct these
practices under increasingly challenging social-political condi-
tions. Understanding how farmers implement generational
practices and the reasons they hold for this approach offers
opportunities for improving government—field burner relation-
ships, preserving and promoting the continuity of local liveli-
hoods and historic practices, and for the creation of avenues for
environmental policy design that give greater credence to the
social contexts of field burning practices.

Literature review
Burning as a historical management tool

Field burning and fire use practices are used around the world as
a means to achieve agricultural management goals such as
sustainable grazing practices, landscape health, and weed or
invasive species management (Coggins 2002; Fowler and
Konopik 2007; O’Rourke and Kramm 2009; Johansson et al.
2012; Ley and Weber 2014). Various forms of deliberate
burning have been documented across Europe for centuries,
beginning as a tool for creating space for hunting and supporting
livestock before later evolving into a farming tool for clearing
stubble and rotational burning to maintain arable lands in many
areas (Pyne 1997). Field burning for pastoral purposes has a
deep history in Europe; burning traditions and their landscape
impacts have been documented in Italy (Falcucci e al. 2007)
and Portugal (Fernandes and Botelho 2004; Fernandes et al.
2013) among other countries (Tinner et al. 2005). However,
these practices are perhaps most extensively documented in the
Basque regions of Spain and France (Gomez-Ibanez 1973;
Garcia-Gonzalez et al. 1990; Métailié 2006, Murray 2010,
Coughlan 2013).

The general historical patterns characterising the evolution and
later the rise of state regulation of pastoral field burning practices
in Europe — and, in particular, the Pyrenees — are well captured in
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the work of Métailié (2006) and Coughlan (2013). Métailié
describes how fire use from the Neolithic times to the Bronze
Age made agriculture possible and resulted in the creation of
pastures. Burning intensified from the Middle Ages forward and
aided in the enhancement of soils to render them more suitable for
agriculture. The use of fire then evolved as a means of pasture
management under circumstances where rural labour was plenti-
ful. This centuries-old pattern began to change in the 1950s as
formerly frequent burning became sporadic and more opportunis-
tic as rural depopulation accelerated. Accompanying these
changes was the rise of the role of the central state in regulating
land use activities and the imposition of principles based on
western science created by that same state. Similar shifts were
occurring elsewhere in Europe, including France where ‘recent
portrayals of pastoral fire in the Western Pyrenees have char-
acterised it as an overly haphazard, self-interested, or degraded
practice in need of organised reform in order to meet changing
social and environmental conditions’ (Coughlan 2013, p. 86).

Irish field burning practices on hillsides and uplands have
been documented as early as the 18th century (Townsend 1810;
McWhiney and McDonald 1985), and continue to be used
predominantly by the agricultural community (Pyne 1997).
Burning occurs on both private lands and commonage — jointly
owned lands, usually agriculturally marginal areas such as
moorland and coastal dunes, on which the joint owners
(usually referred to as ‘shareholders’) hold grazing rights. Other
shared rights may include peat cutting on moorland, and dune
grass harvesting and seaweed collection in coastal areas
(McKenna et al. 2007). Field burning practices in Ireland are
commonly used to improve sheep grazing, and to a lesser extent
grouse habitat, in contrast to England and Scotland where
upland burning (muirburn) is more explicitly associated with
grouse and deer, particularly in estate management contexts
where hunting for these species is common (O’Rourke and
Kramm 2009). Such burning efforts historically occurred in
spring and fall (autumn) to accommodate sowing of seasonal
crops; now, burning during these shoulder seasons is also
encouraged because conditions for uncontrolled fire spread
are lowest.

Historic records document the intersection of fire and agri-
culture in Ireland through two dominant types of burning. Bell
and Watson (2007) note that a practice known as ‘burning and
paring’ featured heavily in 18th and 19th century Irish agricul-
tural texts as a means to reclaim land and make it suitable for
tillage. A County Kerry historian (Donovan 1931, p. 192)
described this process:

The gruffaun was a large sharp steel-headed bent hoe which
lifted the heatherly scraw from the hillside... In dry summers
these scraws with heather or furze roots and all, were
burned... The hillside, once covered with heather and furze
was changed in a few years into green fields and meadows. In
this way, the green hills of Kerry and Donegal, and in fact all
the green hills of Erin became, by the sweat of the peasant’s
brow the hillside and mountainy farms of the present day.

The second form of burning (and the focus of the present
study) aims to enhance and maintain forage on lands whose
primary use is grazing by sheep and cattle. Most land burning
practices now relate to extensive pasture management for sheep,
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and limited upland beef enterprises. Burning of upland pastures,
often dominated by Molinia caerulea (purple moor grass, fionan
grass) and Calluna and ericacious heathers, is primarily under-
taken to improve grazing conditions through the removal of
accumulated coarse, dead and woody material from the target
vegetation. On heather-dominated sites, fire is used to reverse
the growth phase of heather to encourage the development of
new succulent shoots, as well as reducing overall vegetation
height (Nugent and Casey 2014). Burning efforts are typically
passively controlled using local topography, weather and exist-
ing burn mosaics to limit the spread of fire, which requires a
certain familiarity with the recent history of both that land and
the way natural processes interact with it.

There is no central wildfire management agency in Ireland;
instead, municipal fire services are stationed at the county and
community levels (Murphy and Greenhalgh 2013). Fire stations,
fighters and their appliances or equipment are prepared for both
structural and vegetation fires as a result. It is rare for rural
departments to have full-time firefighters, instead operating on a
‘retained’ or on-call style system. Neighbouring fire depart-
ments may share agreements or memorandums of understanding
to foster cross-jurisdictional support. These local fire depart-
ments respond to agricultural burns that become uncontrolled;
however, it typically falls to county government to both enforce
burning regulations and issue fines for illegal or mismanaged
burning. In some counties, that fine may include the cost of fire
services response under the Fire Services Act of 1981 and the
Local Government (Financial Provisions) (No. 2) Act of 1983
unless the landowner or burner can demonstrate that ‘excep-
tional hardships exist” (ISB 1981, 1983).

Despite its widespread use, agricultural burning, particularly
to improve livestock forage, has long been controversial in
Ireland. In 1743, Irish Parliament introduced the ‘Act to Prevent
the Pernicious Practice of Burning Land’ after declaring that
pastoral fires were negatively impacting livestock and agricul-
tural practices, and that the desired landscape outcomes fire was
used for could be achieved through other means (Cherry 1893;
Pyne 1997). In his agricultural tour of Ireland in 1776, Arthur
Young reported on a disagreement between an English landlord
and Irish tenant farmers over agricultural burning in which the
tenant was ultimately allowed to continue the practice (Hutton
1892, p. 398):

Sir William being prejudiced against the custom of burning
land, insisted that they should not do it, which impeded them
for some time; but upon being convinced that they could not
go on well without it, he relaxed, and since that they have
improved rapidly.

Further, indirect evidence of this practice in Ireland is
provided by McWhiney and McDonald, historians of the Amer-
ican South who argue that the custom of range burning in that
region ‘seems to have been another adaptation in America of a
Celtic tradition” (McWhiney and McDonald 1985, pp. 175-
176). English landlords in 18th-century Ireland and English
visitors in antebellum America objected to what they called the
Irish ‘custom of burning land’.

Agricultural field burning in Ireland has once again been
subjected to controversy and regulation in recent years, most
notably around the Wildlife Act of 1976 (amended in 2000 and
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again in 2016). Some of that controversy relates specifically to
the timing of burns relative to potential impacts of ground-
nesting bird species during breeding season (Harper et al. 2018).
The original 1976 Wildlife Act states: ‘It shall be an offence for
a person to cut, grub, burn or otherwise destroy, during the
period beginning on the 15th day of April and ending on the 31st
day of August in any year, any vegetation growing on any land
not then cultivated or in course of cultivation for agriculture or
forestry’ (Section 40). In 2000, this was amended to shorten the
open burning season, stating: ‘It shall be an offence for a person
to cut, grub, burn or otherwise destroy, during the period
beginning on the 1st day of March and ending on the 31st day
of August in any year, any vegetation growing on any land not
then cultivated.” Further amendments in 2018 through the
Heritage Act permitted managed burning in March on a trial
basis. However, this provision was never enabled during the
prescribed lifetime of the legislation.

Temporal restrictions on burning can conflict with traditional
patterns of burning and limit farmers’ ability to account for
annual weather variations when planning and executing burns
(Browne 2018). Land found to have been burned outside the
legal season may be deemed ineligible for agricultural support
schemes (Murphy 2016). Prior studies of farming in Ireland
indicate that existing regulations and policies may complicate
the ability of farmers to manage land effectively to achieve long-
term landscape health goals (Midmore ef al. 2001). As con-
versations about regulating fire use continue to emerge, it is
critical to document the impetus behind the use of this practice
by Irish farmers.

Burning as a management challenge

A growing body of research seeks to understand how cultures and
livelihoods are tied to landscape conditions and maintenance, and
how this local knowledge might inform improved management
and policy (Whitehead ez al. 2003; Christianson 2015). Efforts to
incorporate historical knowledge of burning traditions into fire
and vegetation management are increasingly intertwined within
these conversations (Prober ef al. 2011; Lake et al. 2017). Fewer
efforts explore how cultural land management practices originate
and are passed on intergenerationally. This information can help
identify why land management approaches are adopted and how
they are shared. Such insights may be valuable for policy design
and implementation that takes local social historic contexts into
account (Corsi 2009; Chiswell 2018). Acknowledging and
incorporating local histories and practices into land management
is increasingly seen as critical by agencies and governments, who
are now responding to calls for more cohesive land management
approaches that promote collaboration across boundaries
(Sturtevant et al. 2005; Cyphers and Schultz 2019). This col-
laborative component is particularly pertinent to Ireland’s com-
monage, which requires balanced land use by multiple users.
Use of fire as a management tool has created public contro-
versy for decades as conditions for fire spread and loss of life and
property continue to worsen (Shindler 2007; Ni Aodha 2017).
Concern from members of the public and organisations with
conflicting management preferences also has grown in response
to field burning. Irish field burning has recently begun to
generate pronounced public opposition — a conversation that
shares parallels with other populations discussing agricultural
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use of fire around the world (Raish et al. 2007; Molina-Terrén
et al. 2016). Many arguments against fire use in Ireland, while
perhaps valid, paint field burning practices as one-dimensional
and give little consideration to the extended history, culture and
intended purpose of this practice on local landscapes (Davies
etal 2016; Harper et al. 2018). This is not helped by the scarcity
of efforts to document the origins of field burning, justifications
for these practices, or how this knowledge has been shared
across generations.

Understanding social relationships with field burning holds
international value in its transferability; for example, debates
around bluegrass field burning in northern Idaho, USA, focus on
air quality and public health impacts — a concern shared by
residents in many countries where burning occurs (Wulfhorst
and Nielsen-Pincus 2003; Ley and Weber 2014). In Australia,
burning practices in both grassland and forested settings are
contested, where among its other purposes, burning is used in
grasslands by Aboriginal peoples to enhance hunting opportu-
nities (Bird et al. 2016; Steffensen 2020). Given that public
opinion can have a significant influence on decision-making
about fire and fire use, collecting and including qualitative
research is increasingly needed to capture the social dimensions
of landscape management and policy development.

In sum, modern Irish field burners were preceded by gen-
erations of farmers who faced similar social and legal contro-
versies. Those difficulties are mirrored in many other countries
where environmental concerns and risk perceptions restrict
social licence to conduct historic land management practices.
Engaging farmers in conversations about the histories of their
practices, the emergence of tradition and knowledge transfer
offers an opportunity to identify shared land management
preferences and develop policy that respects local culture while
also preserving ecosystem health. This study aims to address the
gaps identified above through the following research questions:

1. How and why do farmers practice agricultural field burning?

2. How are field burning skills acquired and passed on?

3. How do farmers who burn or support burning react to recent
public controversy concerning these practices?

Methods

Researchers conducted eight focus groups with 60 farmers and
farm landowners responsible for upland areas across Ireland
where field burning practices are prevalent. These areas
included Counties Wicklow, Kerry, Cork, Louth, Donegal and
Carlow. Individuals were selected for focus group participation
via preliminary key informant interviews conducted with lea-
ders of farming organisations in each of the six counties. Initial
key informants were identified as those who had considerable
personal experience in field burning and who were knowl-
edgeable about the practices of others on their locales. Agri-
cultural group leaders in the targeted areas were contacted and
asked to provide names of farmers knowledgeable and/or
experienced in field burning in their areas. Focus groups ranged
in size from 6 to 12 participants as a result of chain referral
sampling that began with these key informants (Biernacki and
Waldorf 1981). Data collection for this effort was conducted
between 2011 and 2016.
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The first author facilitated focus groups using a broad protocol
designed to establish a basic understanding of field burning
practices in Irish landscapes. Initial questions and discussion were
designed to gather information on the role of burning as a farming
tool, including: (1) a description of farms and farming practices in
each locale; (2) perceptions of wildfire risk in the area; and (3) a
description of how, when and why and for how long field burning
has been conducted in each locale. Participants were also asked a
combination of additional and probing questions that explored the
transmission of knowledge and skills related to burning, how
burns are typically organised, and participants’ perceptions of
both the effects of and barriers to the use of burning in their local
areas. Focus group discussions lasted 1.5 h on average.

Each focus group was recorded with the participants’ permis-
sion and transcribed verbatim for analysis. Data for two focus
groups were lost owing to technological difficulties. The first
author took detailed notes after these two focus groups, and cross-
referenced notes with emergent themes identified during the
coding process to confirm that lost data were consistent with
findings from other focus groups. The first author coded each
transcript using a process of thematic analysis. Thematic analysis
involves identifying commonalities across data through an induc-
tive approach that uses increasingly restrictive rounds of coding
to identify consistent themes. The second author then indepen-
dently reviewed transcripts to ensure that codes were consistent in
aprocess known as inter-coder reliability (Saldafia 2015). Finally,
representative quotes were selected for each theme.

Results
Local contexts: land tenure and ownership

Farming is carried out in the context of a mixed land tenure
system consisting of both privately held land and commonages
in all six counties covered by this research. These arrangements
were created by the Irish Land Commission during the land
reform era following the breakup of (mostly British-held)
estates in the late 19th and early 20th century. This historic
allocation of commonage remains a determining factor in access
to and use of commonage today. The effects of the land reform
era emerged in discussions about the size of commonages,
where a typical explanation was as follows:

Well, there [are] different mountains like... there is one
commonage there, there would be 3000 acres... anybody
who paid rates on it [the commonage] years ago, they would
have a share. Like the mountain that I am on now, there is 24
on it. (Louth farmer)

Despite high shares in commonage among farmers, partici-
pants emphasised that the number of families that have a right to
graze on a particular commonage is generally larger than the
number who currently do so. Participants attributed this diver-
gence to the general trend of rural depopulation in Ireland and
restrictions on stocking levels of sheep allowed or subsidised by
the Irish government in response to European Union regulations.
Decline in use of commonage and the challenges of regulating
land use in a dynamic social environment meant that use of
commonage operated under an ‘honour system’:

You’re depending on good will, good neighbours. There’s
never any more trouble. Long ago there used to be trouble,
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when places, when every place was stocked. But nowadays
there is only a few fellas grazing this commonage. So no one
takes any notice of the next fella.

In sum, Irish field burning practices in our study areas occur
in landscapes used mostly for upland sheep farming on a mix of
privately owned land and commonage by a declining number of
families that have typically been in specific areas for genera-
tions. Commonages tend to be prevalent in more upland land-
scapes with thinner soils that are often used for grazing, meaning
that they are burned more frequently than more lowland sites
with better soils. The result is a historically based practice by
farmers with a knowledge built up over generations of the
particular lands on which they live and work and, as we will
see below, an acute understanding of how the vegetative con-
ditions have changed on these lands as agricultural practices
have evolved over decades and generations.

Historical burning practices built on local knowledge

There was a general consensus that field burning traditions in
each county originated centuries ago. Participants illustrated
this through a range of responses, ranging from ‘A long time...
hundreds of years’ (Carlow farmer) and ‘How long is a piece of
string?” (Louth farmer) to specific eras: ‘“Well, I suppose since
famine times [the 1840s].” Regardless of exactly when season-
ally repeated burning began, all participants agreed that the
primary reason for this practice remained the same now as it was
then: for improvement of forage. A Cork farmer explained:

There were places where the white grass was growing,
t’would be there now in the spring and the green grass... it
would have to grow so long before you would get up through
it. So, if you burned the place there in February or March,
come [later in the year], you’d have lovely green shoots for
sheep and lambs... [T]he ewes need burning to produce milk
for a lamb.

Most burning targeted the removal of brackens and whins.
Participants identified the elimination of non-palatable vegeta-
tion competing for growing space with the succulent nutritious
grasses as an important part of burning to produce better forage.
The same farmer continued:

There [is] both the need to rotate the burning of the heather —
the heather requires a specific skill ... t’would be at least 8 to
10 years before you come to burn that again... Whereas
finnon, you should burn it every year nearly.

Participants noted that the only real alternative to fire for
controlling less desirable vegetation is the use of herbicides,
which is both costly and comes with its own environmental
risks. Participants also described how the timing and size of
particular burns depended on recent grazing history and the
needs of the flock in a given location:

You don’t want a whole section to be burnt at once because if
your sheep settle there, it doesn’t make common sense. It’s
common sense not to burn the whole lot of a section; do it bit
by bit.
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Another emergent theme across all locations was the rela-
tionship sheep farmers described between the reduction in sheep
stocking levels in the decade or so before this research and what
they see as an increased need for burning to maintain and restore
vegetative conditions that have historically existed in their
areas. They felt that reduced grazing has led to an increase in
the amount and maturity level of woody and other non-palatable
vegetation, which in turn has crowded out desirable grasses. In
addition to improving the grazing conditions for sheep, partici-
pants described numerous other benefits to field burning. These
included burning as a means of combatting tick infestations,
which they said had plagued their sheep in the years since
stocking levels and burning had been reduced. Participants
described field burning as an enhancement of habitat for grouse:

On our hills we have a lot of grouse and we have a ... pile of
heather. You must burn, say if you take just one acre, you
must burn a third of that acre every year if you want to keep it
right... say maybe every 10 years. But you will have no
grouse if you don’t burn the heather.

How burning is organised

Modern burning practices in Ireland are grounded in historical
approaches. When asked about how burning had historically
been organised, the following exchange occurred:

Cork farmer: There’d have more people around the locality
[than is now the case]. There’d be meitheals.... A meitheal is
a group of farmers that would get together to [share work].'

Facilitator: Was traditional burning always done in the
meitheal?

Cork farmer: There’d be no hard and fast rule, one man
could go out... The kids would go with them, the kids would
want to see and the kids are learning exactly how the old
people done it.

When we queried the participants about how local field
burning is organised in the present day, responses were remark-
ably consistent across the groups. The following is a typical
response to questions about how the conditions for burning are
determined and how the task is organised, given by a Kerry
farmer:

Typically, one or two men. When the wind is from the right
point they’d know where to start. And they’d pick an area
where the fuel load wouldn’t be as high and maybe have their
strip control there, they’d assess the situation. Like I could be
athome today and burning could be the last thing on my mind
and tomorrow depending on what way the weather was for
that 24 hours [I would burn].

In many cases, participants burned fairly narrow strips of
pasture in a given year with adjacent strips being slated for
burning in subsequent years. A Cork farmer explained how they
burn strips in crews:

What we carry is a small handheld lamp and you, you, Finn’s
sister [indicating a crew of at least three people]... she’d be

'See Arensberg and Kimball (2001) for a description of the historical role of meitheals in Irish farming communities.
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pulling the fire ahead of us, and we’d be following her,
quenching it. You know, this is the danger side on this side
and we’d be letting it burn back towards a stream or
somewhere we knew there was little cover.

In short, the practices they described were to use various
forms of ignition to burn annually rotating sections of sheep
pastures using natural landforms and barriers to prevent
unwanted spread and in some cases hand-carried water to keep
fire contained within strips burned strategically as fire breaks
where such barriers do not exist.

Acquiring and passing on burning knowledge and
techniques

Knowledge about, and the ability to conduct, field burning has
been developed and transmitted across generations in all study
locations. Participants consistently agreed that there was very
little of what could be described as conscious teaching or
learning involved in acquiring burning skills; rather, they
understood how to burn through the absorption of knowledge
over the course of day-to-day activities with members of older
generations. As one Carlow participant explained, ‘We seen
it been done since when we were in the pram.” During each
focus group, there was considerable discussion about the
informal process of learning to burn as a young person growing
up in the area:

Let me say, as the ewe lamb following the ewe... every one
of us went out with our father, uncle and, and maybe you
went cutting turf or you know, it was incidental to maybe
another days’ work...

The participants also described how a shared knowledge of
the landscape, including place names, allowed them to work
cooperatively on burning and other pasture management tasks in
the commons areas. One Cork farmer explained the value of
this place-based knowledge, and how those names might soon
be lost:

Before GPS, they’d named every valley and stone in the
mountain. So, if Paddy Murphy was up the hill and he saw my
black ewe at the slat, he was able to come back and tell me
and I knew exactly where to find her, you know... my
children... who are reared and gone, they would have had
no reason to know those things. They might know... 10% of
them [place names].

One of the crucial lessons that young people learned from
their elders about field burning techniques is the sensitivity of
timing as it relates to moisture levels in the vegetation. Identify-
ing an appropriate window for optimal burning was a central
theme in discussions among participants; as one Carlow farmer
explained, ‘A dry day is no good, you need a dry week or
two... .

Current issues around burning as seen by practitioners

Field burning in Ireland has become controversial in recent
years, owing in part to public perceptions that escaped fires
present a risk to upland communities. Some participants sug-
gested that burning was a low-risk endeavour, predominantly
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because of the nature of the vegetation being burned, as one
Carlow farmer explained:

The only time it would be a risk, we’ll say, if it happened in
the month of April, the vegetation was dry and you was near
forestry. You would be definitely afraid then. Forestry is the
biggest danger.

However, as participants in County Kerry noted, fire risk as a
more complex issue tied to sheep stocking levels and timing
restrictions on burning practices. When the facilitator asked if
uncontrolled fire was a risk locally, it generated the following
discussion:

Kerry farmer: Yes, but it all ties in with the undergrazing
as well, you have far more dense scrub to burn... it builds
up and when it does catch fire then it’s impossible to
control.

Facilitator: Would fire have been a problem for your
grandfathers?

Kerry farmer: No, they managed it... they control-
burned, they burned into sections. You cannot burn before
the first of March in reality because in practice the weather
wouldn’t [allow it].

This increase in risk was echoed by participants in Wicklow,
who felt that uncontrolled fire risk in their area had drastically
increased in recent years owing to reduced opportunities for
field burning. Concerns across both locations were tied to
increasingly restrictive policies that determined when farmers
could legally burn. One participant attributed the reduced
burning of heather to a lack of resources provided for Coillte
(the state-owned forestry enterprise), saying that they used to
burn strips around forestry plantations but had not done so in
recent years owing to seasonal burning restrictions that tie the
hands of farmers wanting to burn. These restrictions meant that
farmers in our focus groups could not burn to the extent that
older generations had, and many participants saw changes to
their commonage and private lands that they felt were not
sustainable for livestock.

Policy shifts away from local traditions meant that farmers
sometimes felt that they had to choose between following legal
requirements and maintaining traditional practices they and
previous generations felt were best for the land. Carlow parti-
cipants described this unintended consequence of the seasonal
restriction on burning:

If you’re within the law you can stay with it. If you’re outside
the law you just don’t hang around till you’re caught and then
there’s no control fire.

Participants discussed how field burners could deal with
growing opposition to burning from people who are not farmers,
a concern associated with an increasing number of residents
calling the local fire brigade when smoke from field burns was
sighted:

Carlow farmer: Well sure, they [the general public] don’t
realise, they don’t realise what’s being done...

Facilitator: So, there is tension between the farmers and
the fire brigade about this? Do you ever meet with the fire
brigade and try to work things out?
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Kerry farmer: We did, yes.

Facilitator: Does it work?

Kerry farmer: (laughter) Yes, it does work to a certain
extent if we could get more done. [A Kerry farmer] met with
the fire brigade and they were going to take a few of us away
on a course to show us how they think it should be done...
there would be a couple of very good experts who could show
the fire brigade how to burn in this room. (laughter)

Discussion

Burning as an historical practice in a contemporary
environment

The authors believe this research to be the first systematic
attempt to document how the underlying knowledge and spe-
cific techniques of field burning practices have been main-
tained and transmitted through generations of Irish upland
farmers dating back to the 18th century. Focus group discus-
sions revealed that much like Métailié (2006), Coughlan
(2013) and others described in the Pyrenees, field burning is an
intergenerational communal practice that participants view as
an integral part of their farming heritage. The shared work of
burning in the commons appears to be a classic example of the
traditional rural Irish communal norms of reciprocity of labour
(referred to as cooring) in which a meitheal (band) of workers
would assemble to accomplish tasks than could not be done as
effectively by individuals or members of nuclear families
(Arensberg and Kimball 2001). The narratives we recorded
regarding knowledge transmission and the locally perceived
relationship of these practices to the broader context of upland
sheep farming were remarkably consistent across study areas,
with only minor variation in techniques and specific vegetative
conditions between locations. This appears to be clear evidence
that burning techniques are part of the shared heritage passed
down through generations of Irish upland farmers. It should
therefore not be surprising that such farmers react defensively
to what they perceive as threats to such traditions. With
grazing-focused burning practices already under growing
scrutiny from urban populations and non-farming rural
neighbours, participants were united by growing concerns for
the preservation of their landscape management traditions.
This was framed by a shared belief that burning was needed
now more than ever owing to reduced stocking levels of sheep
and the resulting proliferation of woody vegetation in many
pastures that was prevented in past decades by higher levels of
grazing.

Intergenerational knowledge exchange about how and when
to burn appeared to be learned subconsciously through partici-
pation from a young age. Critically, this practice has relied on
informal knowledge exchange over time for generations, mak-
ing the process of sharing through discussions and hands-on
involvement equally important to preserve as the knowledge
itself. This process bears many similarities with existing studies
of knowledge exchange for land management across genera-
tions (Chiswell 2018); it is deeply place-based and relies on the
attentiveness of the burner to small changes in the land and its
weather. Efforts to formally document this knowledge in a
way that is culturally appropriate is increasingly important
as environmental conditions and policy change, and younger
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generations become less likely to share an interest in upholding
traditional agricultural practices.

Misalignment between farmers’ burning traditions, evolving
policy restrictions, and public opposition identified in these
focus groups extends a growing history of conflict around field
burning in Ireland (McWhiney and McDonald 1985; Pyne
1997). Framing this conflict in sociological terms, these inter-
actions exemplify tensions between what German sociologist
Ferdinand Tonnies (Tonnies 1887) and Max Weber referred to
as Gemeinschaft (community) and Gesellschaft (society). In its
classic formulation, Gemeinschaft refers to the affectual values
and localised lifeways originally found in preindustrial commu-
nities, while Gesellschaft refers to the more formalised struc-
tures and rules imposed by a modernising industrialised society.
Whereas Tonnies believed that as nation-states became more
powerful and centralised, industrialisation progressed and
Gesellschaft emerged, that Gemeinschaft would disappear,
Weber and many sociologists since his time argued that the
two sociological forms would coexist in tension with each other.
This conflict can be framed as a case of the latter argument.

Study participants saw new and restrictive policies, declining
land management resources, and what they viewed as public
misconceptions about burning (Gesellschaft) as significant
threats to the continuation of intergenerational burning practices
(Gemeinschaft). Some saw these changing conditions as poten-
tially more conducive to uncontrolled or escaped fires, rather
than as a preventative. Participants repeatedly argued that risks
associated with burning despite having increased in some areas
owing to the expansion of forestry and changed vegetative
conditions in mountain pastures themselves are nonetheless
overblown in the media and in the minds of the non-farming
public. Farmers’ narratives emphasised the skills and traditions
developed within their community and a reliance on their
intergenerational experience with the land that is not seen the
same way by their critics in the public or even within the fire
services. They also saw themselves as often taking public blame
for uncontrolled fires set by youths, arsonists and others not
associated with farming. As public awareness of fire risk and
conditions for fire spread has increased, there has emerged a
clear need for more productive discourse about both the benefits
and potential negative consequences associated with upland
field burning.

Tensions between community and society in our data mirror
similar challenges for burning internationally. We suggest that
Tonnies and others” arguments provide a helpful framework for
understanding and navigating this conflict in Ireland and
beyond; similar conflict elsewhere has been managed through
recognition that respects and incorporates both Gemeinschaft
and Gesellschaft into formal fire use and management. Ireland
has yet to completely reconcile these two perspectives, but focus
group discussions indicate that efforts to resolve this tension
must not only foster respect for intergenerational knowledge of
field burners (Gemeinschaft), but also acknowledge the need for
some incorporation of professional fire management practices
and formal oversight for fire management developed by policy
makers (Gesellschaft), such as increased supervision of land
being burned, increased coordination with local fire brigades
and use of personal protective equipment (PPE) by field burners
(Métailié 20006).
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Recent controversy surrounding the use of fire as a tool on
Irish landscapes is also indicative of a deeper conflict driven by
changes in local social contexts across time. Farmers’ freedom
to burn the land as previous generations had is fading amidst
divergent conversations about what is ‘good’ for the landscape
and its residents in Ireland and Europe more broadly. These
debates tend to frame the issue around biodiversity, species
protection and aesthetics v. more utilitarian land uses, and in
particular, grazing for meat production. All the groups were in
agreement that as land management practices, grazing and
burning were inexorably linked. It was explained that as sheep
stocking levels have been reduced and burning restricted,
succulent vegetation has been outcompeted by woody vegeta-
tion in many places creating a vicious cycle making future
pasture burning both more important from their perspective
and more difficult to carry out safely. Focus group participants
drew on their intergenerational knowledge to describe this and
what they saw as other negative long-term implications asso-
ciated with a decline in burning including diminishment of
suitable habitat for some wildlife species — particularly grouse.
Furthermore, these conversations often centre indirectly
around what should be considered a productive use of the land
without explicit examination of how culture and livelihood are
tied to current landscape conditions. As livelihoods increas-
ingly shift away from the land into tertiary employment, the
value of traditional practices is lost in translation on national
platforms during conversations about environmental health
and public safety.

We suggest that conversations around the benefits and
consequences of field burning in Ireland require greater inclu-
sion of not only historic ecological data but also qualitative
cultural knowledge associated with this practice. In many
contexts where fire is lauded as a beneficial tool, the risk of
uncontrolled wildland fire has long been present; this hazard is
still somewhat limited on Irish landscapes in comparison owing
to climatic conditions and vegetation types. However, as fire
risk continues to increase owing to changes in vegetative land
cover, demographic shifts and climate change, it has become
arguably more important for Ireland to explore potential envi-
ronmental futures by examining and adapting lessons learned in
other cultures that incorporate burning.

Protecting a tradition: preservation through collaboration?

Our focus group data suggest that the use of fire as a land
management tool has reached a critical point; farmers, fire
professionals, governments and other central groups in this
debate must come together to find a path forward if burning is to
survive as a socially and politically acceptable practice
(Métailié 2006). Study participants interpreted recent uncon-
trolled fires arising from other ignition sources as evidence of
the role that historic upland burning — while principally aimed at
maintaining and improving conditions for grazing — has played
in reducing risk of uncontrolled fires. This is not to say that field
burning has not been one source of ignition of some uncontrolled
fires given changed conditions in the Irish landscape, but rather
that this risk is likely exaggerated on some occasions. The recent
experiences and outcomes of large-scale, high-intensity wild-
fires on land where no farming takes place would appear to
support the position that well-managed field burning can reduce
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rather than increase wildfire risk (San-Miguel-Ayanz et al.
2020). Building stronger relationships between landowners who
use fire and fire management agencies at both the local and
national level may lie at the heart of preserving this historic
practice and according a wider modern purpose to it. Bringing
together the domain of local burning knowledge and skillsets —
that derived from generations of community experience
(Gemeinschaft) — with that of the modern fire management
knowledge and experience in agencies (Gesellschaft) — could
yield a useful synthesis of approaches to a safer and more
effective expression of burning practice moving forward.

Researchers and practitioners increasingly aim for collabo-
ration as an approach for détente across land management
conflicts. Such studies often examine approaches across land
management boundaries to identify shared values that can
encourage cohesive actions. Fire offers a tangible and useful
catalyst for shared discussions and actions that can yield wider
fruit. Ireland’s commonage framework offers a unique angle on
such conversations; recent experience with locally led and
results-based approaches to agricultural, ecological and rural
development challenges have been proved extremely promising
(DAFM 2019). Focus group participants operating on common-
age indicated a high level of trust in others utilising this shared
resource that was afforded to this group through centuries of
practice.

In the face of climate change, increasingly problematic fire
regimes and changing upland demographics, openness to con-
temporary fire management thinking on the part of current
critics of field burning is arguably in order, as is greater
sensitivity by local practitioners to the perceptions and fears
concerning fire among much of the public. Traditional fire use
has a valuable role to play in responses to this if the right
conditions and relationships can be established that permit
collaboration within cohesive fire management planning envir-
onments (Montiel and Kraus 2010; Rego et al. 2010). More
specifically, developing working partnerships between farmers
who practice burning and land management and firefighting
entities may offer the clearest path forward. Local-level fire
management groups, such as those operating in counties Cork
and Kerry since 2011 provide a suitable forum for discussion
and platform for improved cooperation, training and knowledge
transfer in both directions. Initial moves in this direction in
Ireland have so far proved positive (San-Miguel-Ayanz et al.
2018). This cross-fertilisation of knowledge and practices
between those possessing traditional knowledge of fire use that
has been handed down within the farming community and those
from the fire services and public land management agencies
charged with protecting rural communities and landscapes from
fire can foster opportunities for efficient and effective melding
of old and new. A collaborative format where both fire profes-
sionals and farmers are given equal standing is likely to mini-
mise the likelihood of conflict, while also offering opportunities
for the infusion of traditional burning with modern firefighting
training and response (Fernandes ef al. 2013).

Efforts elsewhere to build relationships between burners and
fire professionals have taken many forms. Efforts like prescribed
burning training exchanges (TREX) in the USA — events where
professionals from diverse backgrounds come together to burn
and share knowledge —have thrived as policy seeks to incorporate
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collaboration and partnerships into land-management strategies.
In Australia, there has been notable progress in incorporating
Indigenous knowledge and practices about fire use into contem-
porary land management through cross-cultural collaboration and
education (Steffensen 2020). In the UK, there increasingly is a
demand for partnership in wildfire risk reduction that has
remained largely grassroots (McMorrow 2011; Edgeley and
Paveglio 2016). The emergence and scale of the current fire
challenge in Ireland is a clear indicator that there are wider
problems afoot (Nugent and Casey 2014). Adapting existing
frameworks for relationship-building around fire management
practice offers a concrete step to more inclusive conversations
and cohesion around wider land use issues in Ireland.

Conclusion

Intergenerational knowledge exchange around burning has
allowed a centuries-old land management technique to persist
on Ireland’s uplands and commonages. Emerging conflict
around upland burning in Ireland is yet another microcosm of
many past and present debates centred on fire use internation-
ally. However, while many countries have embarked on a
deliberate shift to incorporate scientific and locally based evi-
dence around fire use into land management, public debates in
Ireland and the UK have instead shifted against burning for land
management benefits (Davies et al. 2016). Our focus group data
indicate a growing awareness that upland farmers can be active
productive participants in conversations about land manage-
ment so that they have a platform for sharing their knowledge as
policy and perceptions affecting burning evolve. A decline in the
window of opportunity available annually for burning driven by
national-level policy change and reinforced by largely urban-
based public attitudes will make it increasingly difficult for
traditional upland farming to survive as a viable land use choice,
along with the myriad of other traditions, economic activities
and cultural practices it supports. Farmers, supporting bodies
and agencies appear to have an opportunity to forge a path
forward together if these traditions, communities and land-
scapes are to adapt and survive.
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