
Dia dhaoibh agus fáilte roimh go léir.

It is great to be back for this conference with the great theme of Food and Care; A
Meitheal for Our Time. I have been giving a lot of thought to meitheal, and I realise how
lucky we are to have it in our DNA.

Meitheal, as you know, is the practice of neighbours gathering, called together by
necessity and with an understanding that the harvest cannot wait, and that no one
person brings it in alone. Meitheal is a response to the call of the land.

I want to speak today about what the land is demanding of us now.

The Irish relationship with land is not simple and never has been. It is complicated by
grief, by dispossession, by hunger on a scale that haunts our inherited memory.
The historic disenfranchisement of the Irish from their own soil during colonisation did
something profound and lasting: it cemented land ownership as a foundational pillar of
identity.

To own the land you worked was not merely economic, it was existential. It was the proof
that you existed. Proof that you belonged to a place.

My friend Eavan Boland wrote in one of her poems:

“I have two daughters.
 They are all I ever wanted from the earth.

 Or almost all.
 I also wanted one piece of ground:

 One city trapped by hills.
 One urban river.

 An island in its element.
 So I could say mine. My own. And mean it.”

She expresses in that poem this yearning that exists for the land.
Our relationship with land is also a romantic one. This is not wrong. Ireland is beautiful.
But romance can be dangerous.

The romantic Ireland of tourism campaigns has sometimes functioned as a kind of
collective forgetting.

True love of land is relational and it should be responsible. Let us not fall into the trap of
celebrating our green island while the soil beneath our feet loses its life, while the
pollinators vanish from our fields, and while our coastal waters are stripped bare.
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Our ancestors understood something we are in danger of losing. The Brehon Laws,
Ireland's indigenous legal tradition, held that land was not owned in the modern sense. It
was held in trust and for the community. It was held for those not yet born. There was a
legal architecture for sufficiency long before we had the word.

And in the tradition of dinnseanchas, the ancient practice of naming places, our
ancestors did something special. They looked at every hill, every river, every field closely
enough to find the right word for it. That kind of attention is itself a form of care. You do
not name what you do not know. You do not know what you do not love.

The goddess Ériu, for whom this island is named, was seen as the land herself. Not a
figure who watched over the land from above as in many other traditions, but the land,
breathing, present and inseparable from the people who lived on it. To harm the earth
was to harm her. The relationship between people and land was understood in many
ways as a mutual covenant of care for all.

However, over our history, our relationship with land and the food it produces has not
always been one defined by care. During the Great Famine, food was exported from
Irish ports while people starved on the land. Ireland was not food-insecure. Ireland was
food-dispossessed. That distinction matters enormously for how we understand what is
happening today.

Because today, in Ireland, according to FoodCloud, one in eleven people are
experiencing food insecurity. They do not have reliable access to enough safe and
nutritious food for normal growth, development, and an active and healthy life. One in
eleven. In a country that is, still, substantially an agricultural economy. In a country whose
fields and fisheries could, in principle, feed its people many times over.
What is the current situation?

Ireland exports approximately 90% of the primary food it produces. Ireland imports
approximately 80% of its animal feed, food, and beverage needs. And Ireland, whose
history is defined more than any other nation's by the potato, now imports more than four
times as many potatoes as it exports.

We have built an agricultural economy so focused on export of beef and dairy that it
now depends on foreign supply chains for the very food we eat. As climate change
increasingly disrupts global supply chains through extreme weather, failed harvests, and
geopolitical instability in the regions it imports from, Ireland is much more vulnerable to
food system disruption that many realise.

How do we make sense of this?
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We must resist the language of poverty that individualises what is structural. Food
insecurity is not a personal failing.

Nor is food an object that somehow just ends up on our plates, as much as the big
supermarkets would have us think otherwise. Food is a process. Every meal is the
culmination of a chain: soil, rainfall, pollinator, seed-saver, farmer, fisher, cook,
distributor.

Indigenous food cultures around the world have always understood this. For example,
the Māori concept of Papatūānuku, ‘the Earth Mother’, does not separate what is eaten
from how it was grown, or who grew it, or what it cost the earth. Lakota teachings from
first nations peoples indigenous to the Great Plains of North America say that all things
are related and every act of eating is an act of kinship. These are sophisticated
ecological frameworks, refined over millennia of careful attention to the land.

Ireland once had its own framework built on this idea of kinship. We can recover it. Not
through nostalgia or romanticising, but through the wisdom that was always embedded
in practice: In the kitchen garden, in the community pantry, in the meitheal itself.

We can also strengthen meitheal by linking it to human rights. As a former UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights, I realise we may have put too much emphasis on
individual human rights, important as they are. So recently I have been championing
Article 29.1 of The Universal Declaration of Human Rights; “everyone has duties to the
community in which alone the free and full expression of their personality is possible”.

This captures the spirit of meitheal in an even broader sense, and recognises the
importance of community in our human relations.

I am a co-founder of Project Dandelion, and one of our global areas of focus is food
sovereignty. We are looking at what this means for communities from Kenya to
Kyrgyzstan! I look forward this year to travelling to Bhutan to join the first ever food
consciousness summit. Project Dandelion also hopes to do more with the Rome-based
food agencies to support the UN Year of the Woman Farmer. This focus can mean many
different things in many different places.

Food sovereignty Project Dandelion defines as the right of peoples to define their own
food systems, to prioritise local production and ecological health over global market
logic. But this is not our concept and it is not a radical concept. It is a returning concept.
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Thirty percent of global greenhouse gas emissions come from food systems. Biodiversity
loss is driven substantially by industrial agriculture. The degradation of our soils, our
waterways, our coastal ecosystems is not collateral damage; it is the predictable
consequence of treating the land as an input and food as an output, rather than
understanding both as part of a living system to which we belong. This does not mean
farming is bad! Not at all. Farmers are not the problem, they are too often the first
casualty of it. Farming, at its best, is one of the most wonderful acts of relationship
between human beings and the living world. The problem is not farming. The problem is
what we have done to it.

Ireland has a role to play that is proportionate not just to our emissions but to our
identity. We are a small island. We are also a nation that has known what it means to be
dispossessed, to be hungry, to watch our people leave the land. We carry that
knowledge in our bodies. It gives us both responsibility and standing to speak.

So what is the meitheal for our time? What does the land demand of us now?
It demands, first, that we name food insecurity for what it is: a structural injustice.
It demands an agroecological transition toward practices that work with ecological
systems rather than against them. That rebuild soil rather than depleting it. That restore
the hedgerows and the wetlands and the coastal fisheries. That pays farmers not just for
yield but for the health of the land they steward. We will hear about some amazing
initiatives this week.

It demands food literacy in public life. I know our food literacy will be increased 10-fold
at this conference! I look forward to learning much more myself.

And it demands a new covenant, a new meitheal, between those who produce food and
those who consume it and between this generation and the next.

The meitheal gathers when the harvest demands it. And the harvest of a liveable climate
and nature, of a just food system, of a renewed relationship with the land and sea that
sustains us, demands we work together now to fix what has been broken. It is time for us
to listen.

Thank you.
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