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Chairman’s Report 2016
The work preserving Ireland’s unique environmental heritage has continued successfully due to the 
hard work and commitment of our staff. At the beginning of 2016 we found ourselves once again in 
financial difficulties, without a manager, and heading in an unknown direction. An Interim Manage-
ment Group (IMG) comprising Eoin Keane, Marrianne Cronin and Delma Howitt, did a tremendous 
job in running Irish Seed Savers for the year, supported by the bravery and commitment of all our 
staff. Together they have carried out all functions of the operation so that everything continued to 
function. We also achieved considerable cost savings and managed to rebuild our finances. However, 
the toll of managing the company and working their normal jobs eventually became unsustainable 
for the IMG and we decided recruiting a new manager was priority.

The good news however is that the year did prove that a strong manager is an essential part of the 
team at ISSA and we can happily advise that the Board have recently appointed Jennifer McConnell 
to the role of General Manager and we believe that she will bring huge energy to the role. We wish 
her every success in bringing ISSA to a stronger, healthier, and more sustainable path.

We have embarked on a program to achieve good Governance and should be able to ratify our posi-
tion mid-2017. This will ensure good controls on all aspects of the business – increasingly necessary 
especially in the charity sector. We are now fully up to date in all other elements of legal compliance.

During 2016, the Board and staff commenced a full strategic review of every area of ISSA and this 
is just coming together now. The priority for 2017 is to create a new three-year strategic plan that 
shows a route to achieving our objectives and regaining financial strength, operational stability, and 
a clearer, functioning organisation for both the benefit of the staff, our supporters and the long-term 
sustainability of us as an organisation.

We bade farewell to three long serving Board Members this year. Founder Tommy Hayes resigned at 
last year’s AGM and Vicki Wood and Ute Bohnsack resigned during the year. We wish to thank them 
hugely for their efforts to support and work for ISSA over a long period of time and know that they 
remain fully committed to the ongoing success of ISSA. We were lucky enough to welcome Carmen 
Cronin, co-ordinator and founder of the Clare Garden Festival, to join our board during the year. 
She brings a huge passion for what we do as well as a strong marketing skillset which is very useful at 
this stage of our development.

While our main mission is conservation and education, increased regulation and compliance de-
mands on charities means we find ourselves in a new position of bringing a more business focus to 
all aspects of our operations. This will bring in more effective systems and processes that will not only 
allow us better understand how we operate, but also ensure our long-term sustainability. No longer 
should we just survive, we now aim to thrive.
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Our goal is to be of service to the environment, to our biodiversity, and to the people within Ireland, 
to create a better relationship with our environment and promote understanding of  the importance 
of our work. Our team work tirelessly to nurture our 20 acre land and raise awareness of our work. 
With seven orchards, two acres of gardens, woodlands, school gardens, the country’s live seed bank, 
a shop, with café open for events, educational programmes for children and adults, we also now have 
an online presence whereby people throughout the country, and the world, can connect with our 
work, and source their organic heritage seeds as well as learn more about the importance of seed 
saving, biodiversity protecting, and learning new skills in nurturing the land around us.

In this annual report, we provide details on the achievements of the Orchard, Seed bank/Garden, 
Education, and Marketing teams over the last year. As ever, significant achievements were made 
during the year as well as new challenges. Our conservation work is ongoing but we still have more 
to do. Of particular note is the DNA project, testing of our apple trees which is an ongoing project, 
due for submission to the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine in the first quarter of 
2017. The seed bank and gardens continued their work creating a detailed inventory of all the seed 
stock which allows identification of Irish varietals that are absent from our stock or need bulking up. 
The Education team continue bringing more schoolchildren on the journey of biodiversity, environ-
mental care and protecting our heritage. Through this work new generations will continue on this 
legacy. The workshop weekends for adults saw an increase in interest in various skill based classes in 
organic gardening, bee-keeping, crafts, and herbalism. Through the extensive interaction with these 
programmes and general visitors coming to tour our gardens, we welcomed over 4,300 visitors to our 
site. 

2016 has once again required a huge commitment from our staff to keep us going and in operating 
without a manager we have not really been able to put any significant long term plans in place to in-
crease our revenue streams. We continue to be dependent on others to make the difference between 
financial success and failure so we must get to a position where we are confidently able to not only 
pay our staff a wage worthy of the great work they do, but also inject money into purchasing better 
machinery, renovating our buildings, and making our site worker and visitor friendly. 

We thank you for your ongoing support and belief in our work. We look forward to connecting fur-
ther with you and are eager to hear more from you all on how we can provide an even greater service 
to protecting our food heritage and bringing more people on the journey with us.

Mise le meas.

Ted Brooks
Chairman
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The Irish Seed Savers Association
 A living testimony of the richness and wealth of the agricultural legacy of our ancestors

Our aim is to:

• To protect, conserve, research and utilise non-commercial seed, grain, vegetable and fruit varieties.
• To promote the benefits of agricultural biodiversity.
• To provide information and to educate the public on agricultural biodiversity locally and globally.
• To be a working example of successful organic seed and crop production, through growing 
   and distributing Irish grown seed, grain, vegetable and fruit varieties.

We began 2016 without a manager, and many of our funding sources cut, so 2016 was a survival year 
for Irish Seed Savers.  Sourcing grants and donations proved difficult, and will be even more chal-
lenging in 2017.  Senior staff formed an Interim Management Group, and worked closely with our 
board of directors and each department developed concise strategic plans.  We not only delivered but 
exceeded these plans and we exited 2016 in a far better place with a new manager being appointed at 
the beginning of 2017.
We are passionate about conservation, food sovereignty and protecting Ireland’s biodiversity for fu-
ture generations. With the support of our community and continued contributions from you, our 
loyal supporters, we are not only able to maintain but grow our conservation efforts. Thank you.
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Achievements 

Conservation Work

• We continued our mission of protecting and conserving heirloom seeds, grains, vegetables and 
fruits in 2016.  In the gardens we reintroduced the Ulster Chieftain potato to our seed list in Novem-
ber 2016. This potato had not been available anywhere for some time and we hope that by distributing 
it amongst our supporters it will slowly be brought back from near extinction.

• In 2016 we sold over 200 varieties of heirloom vegetable seeds and over eighty different varieties of 
heritage apple trees.  All of these were grown on our site in County Clare and are certified organic. 
By selling these rare varieties it keeps them in the public domain and reduces their risk of extinction.

• When people join Irish Seed Savers they are able to avail of free rare seeds and potato tubers.  In 
2016 Irish Seed Savers gave away 3,545 packets of rare heirloom seeds and over 1,000 free sets of tu-
bers to our supporters.

• The GLÁS scheme was introduced by the department of Agriculture to promote the planting of 
Heritage Orchards. Irish Seed Savers worked with the department in establishing the heritage trees 
that would be eligible for the scheme.

• We finalised the DNA testing of our apple trees.  We had over 140 different varieties in our orchards, 
and with the results from the testing we now know we actually have over 170 varieties on site. Over 
the coming years we will restructure the orchards so it best reflects these results. We will need to set 
up monitoring data for flowering, ripening, harvesting as well as tracing records and known data for 
these varieties.  So busy, but exciting times ahead.

• We held three Tastes of the Orchards weeks in August, September and October, this gave the public 
a chance to go on a tour of the orchards; taste the apples that are ripe, see juicing demonstrations and 
gave them an opportunity to purchase any apple trees that they liked the taste of.  We also had free 
entry during Love Your Garden Week in February and during Blossom Week in May which included 
daily orchard tours discussing flowering, biodiversity and pollination in detail with the visitors.  

• Record numbers of people attended our big event days in 2016, our annual Seed Share in March, 
Plant Share in May and our Open Day in August continue to be a success.  We have free tours and 
talks during our events to inform the public about our vital conservation work. If we do not maintain 
and offer these services the public would continue to think that apples are limited to three varieties – 
Granny Smith, Golden Delicious and Pink Lady.  Similarly with potatoes, that it’s Golden Wonder or 
Roosters instead of the 50 varieties of potatoes that we grow.
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Other key achievements 
• During 2016 we had a total of 4,780 visitors to our Gardens and Orchards.  A great deal of our visi-
tors are local, from Ennis, Bodyke, Kilkee, Killaloe, Tulla and further afield in Ireland.  We are notic-
ing a huge increase of foreign tourists visiting our gardens; from California to Rhode Island, Virginia 
to New Jersey, Kent UK to Berlin, San Francisco to Toyama Japan, and even Mullumbimby in NSW 
Australia, our visitors really do come from far and wide.

• The knowledge and skills that we possess is of immense value and it is important that we (as an 
organisation) pass on these skills.  We run an extensive Volunteer programme and in 2016 we had a 
total of 832 volunteer hours on site.

• We have dealt with countless telephone queries (over 3,100) and emails (over 1,500) just by our 
reception / shop staff.   These numbers show us that Irish Seed Savers is valued as a national resource 
by the general public throughout Ireland.

• We attended a number of outside events in 2016 including, Clare Garden Festival, Mountshannon 
Arts Festival, Feile Brid in Kildare, The Fumbally in Dublin, Earth Day at Apple HQ, Environmental 
NGO at Google, and Tools for Grassroots Activists conference in The Lake District in the UK hosted 
by Patagonia to name but a few.  We gave countless talks to the public all over the country about our 
main aims and took the opportunity to get new supporters and sell seeds. 
 
• During the Tools for Grassroots Activists conference our Marketing staff participated in the fol-
lowing workshops: How to Build a Campaign Strategy, Reflections on Leadership and Sustainability, 
How to Build a Sustainable Fundraising Portfolio, Where do Breakthrough Ideas Come From? All of 
which were designed to help environmental charities develop and execute environmental campaigns.
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• Our social media impact is to be applauded and the huge numbers of followers and interactions 
has increased dramatically year on year, for example we now have over 8,000 likes on Facebook. 
In 2016 our posts on Facebook reached over one million people and we engaged with over 37,000 
people.  We had 29 published press releases in 2016, including national and local newspapers and 
radio stations.

• Duncan Stewart and Darina Allen officially became patrons of Irish Seed Savers in 2016 and we 
hope to work closely with them in 2017 to further develop the reputation of Irish Seed Savers.

• In November 2016 we produced our own Irish Seed Savers certified organic Apple Juice for the 
first time.  The juice was made from our own apples, so over 100 different varieties of apples were 
harvested (with the help of volunteers).

• The Governance Code was drafted after The Charities Act in 2009.  With a second edition pub-
lished in 2016 the code is designed to ensure best practices are followed to ensure trust and trans-
parency. We intended to be governance compliant by the end of 2016, however due to the work load 
involved we extended the date to our 2017 AGM which will take place in May 2017. We drafted 
the following policies as part of our journey to compliance - Communications Plan, Complaints 
Policy and Register, Data Protection and Confidentiality Policy, Equal Employment Opportunity 
Policy, Data Retention and Destruction Policy, Staff Recruitment Policy, Risk Management Policy 
and Strategy, ISSA Vehicle Driving Policy, Staff Induction Policy (upgraded from previous policy), 
Finance Policy and HACCAP. These are in addition to our existing policies that have also been 
re-evaluated (Volunteer Policy, Health and Safety Policy, Child Protection Policy, comprehensive 
Staff Handbook which covers equality)
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Education
• In 2014, 2015 and 2016 we ran an accredited (Department of Education) teachers conference in 
school gardening.  School gardens are proving to be an important part of teaching an integrated 
range of subjects in an enjoyable and fulfilling way. The format of the week includes working in the 
classroom, working outside as well as a comprehensive list of interactive workshops.  Over twenty 
teachers attended each year and took all the knowledge and seedlings back to their schools and stu-
dents in September.  Unfortunately the funding for this course may not be available in 2017 and if 
this is the case, the course may not go ahead which would be a loss for students and teachers alike.

• As part of our education remit, we took on two interns during the summer, one for two months 
from an agricultural college in France and one from DCU for three months. 

• Through our Energy, Heritage, Gardening and Outreach projects ISSA reached nearly 5000 prima-
ry and secondary school children between school visits, tours, camps, workshops and events. 

• We host Big Workshop Weekends four times a year at Seed Savers. These workshops focus on issues 
of ecology, sustainability and best organic practices. From Bee Keeping to Cider Making, Wild Food 
Foraging to Creating an Orchard our workshops always receive positive feedback and in 2016 we had 
368 people attend.
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Income
Irish Seed Savers’ projected income for year ending 2016 was €444,983*.  Our income comes from 
a multitude of sources consisting of Grants, Sales, Donations, Education, Supporter fees and other 
revenue generating activities.

Below is the breakdown of our income streams (% of income)

*For further breakdowns of income and expenditure our audited accounts will be available on our website.
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Expenditure
Our projected total expenditure for 2016 was €370,773.64*. Our Expenditure is divided between our 
following work programmes, Conservation, Education and Training, Advocacy and Support, Ad-
ministration, Utilities and Operating Costs.

Below is the breakdown of our expenditure streams (% of expenditure)

The expenditure within these areas are broken down into, wages, marketing and events, revenue, 
rent, utilities, stationery and postage, equipment maintenance, merchandise, insurance and bank 
charges. 

*For further breakdowns of income and expenditure our audited accounts will be available on our website.
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Directors
The Board of Directors had nine meetings in 2016. 

Meeting with each department coordinator to finalise the overall strategic plan for 2017.

Ted Brooks - Company Chairman
Patrick Killeen - Company Secretary
Jason Horner
Tony Kay
Carmen Cronin

Our Team
Jennifer McConnell – General Manager (as of Feb 2017)
Marrianne Cronin - Administrator
Delma Howitt – Book-keeper
Valerie Keogh - Subscription Administrator
Barry Foley - Marketing and Development
Tansy Watson - Marketing and Development
Eoin Keane - Orchard Coordinator
Pat O’Mara - Orchard Curator
Joanne Newton - Seed Coordinator
Flora Barteau - Seed to Seed Assistant / Deputy
Felice Rae - Garden Assistant
Joe McGrath - Garden Assistant
Áine Ni Fhlatharta - Education Coordinator
Jeanne Mérer – Education Assistant

Irish Seed Savers CLG - Registered Charity Number 20045029, CHY 13989
Certified Organic Number IE-ORG-02


