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Chairman’s Foreword 

The Irish agricultural sector has always had its 
challenges; however there are opportunities for Irish 
producers if the correct supports are put in place. 
 
In undertaking this body of work the Committee wished 
to explore the full range of actions which could benefit 
the tillage sector; of course, some options may not be 
feasible yet, while others could be implemented in the 
short-term.  
 
The tillage sector and indeed all parts of the agricultural 
sector provide indispensable produce. While prices for 
produce seem rarely to meet the cost of production; 
farmers will be expected to produce ever more food. 
The global population is growing and is projected to 
continue growing at a substantial rate. In the past some 
commentators suggested that agricultural production 
could not rise to the challenges of population growth: 

 
Thankfully rather than accepting famine as inevitable some people set out to change the world 
through agricultural innovation. Norman Borlaug, known as father of the green revolution, is 
responsible for saving the lives of many millions of people globally. There will be a need for 
agricultural innovation in the coming decades to meet the challenges of this century and scientific 
innovation in its many forms is necessary. An open mind to scientific progress must be maintained.  
 
The Committee is cognisant that there are a number of good practices that allow for sustainable 
food production and energy crops. These include sustainable intensification and mixed food and 
energy crop systems and utilising the efficient use of biomass for energy generation. 

 

Scientific advancements have catapulted agricultural output upwards over the last century; from 
mechanisation to the green revolution, agriculture has gone from strength to strength. We should 
invest in agricultural science and we should maintain an open mind to concepts, which are now only 
underdeveloped, but in decades to come may form the basis for meeting the ever-increasing global 
demand for food. The Committee also notes the evidence that agricultural research and 
development (R&D) is recognised as offering high rates of return. 
 
The Committee’s report and recommendations are intended to provide a basis for engagement 
between stakeholders in formulating a Tillage Sector Plan. The discussions with stakeholders were 
critical to the development of this report and on behalf of the Committee I would like to thank all 
stakeholders for their engagement with the Committee. 
 

 

Pat Deering T.D. 
Chairman   
7 November 2017 
 

 
 

Pat Deering T.D. 
Chairman 
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1. Executive Summary 

  

Stakeholders 

The Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine (“the Committee”) held three days of 

hearings in September and October of 2017 to engage with relevant stakeholders to discuss The 

Future of the Tillage Sector in Ireland. The table below identifies all stakeholders who made 

presentations to the Committee and the date of their presentations. Further desk research was 

undertaken into relevant policy and literature background. 

 
Table 1 Joint Committee Hearings - Stakeholders / Witnesses Present 

26 September 2017 

Irish Grain Growers Bobby Miller: Chairman 
Clive Carter: Secretary 
Pat Cleary: Environmental Spokesperson 
James Kelly: Malt Barley Spokesman 

Irish Farmers’ Association (IFA) Joe Healy: President 
Liam Dunne: Grain Chairman 
Fintan Conway: Grain Executive 
Thomas Cooney: Environment Chairman 
Thomas Ryan: Environment Executive 

3 October 2017 

Teagasc Professor Gerry Boyle: Director 
John Spink: Head of Crops Research 
Michael Hennessy: Head of Crops Knowledge 
Transfer 

Alcohol Beverage Federation of Ireland (ABFI) Patricia Callan: Director 
William Lavelle: Head of the Irish Whiskey 
Association 

Irish Organic Farmers’ and Growers’ Association 
(IOFGA) 

Gillian Westbrook: CEO 
Grace Maher: Development Officer 
Mary Lynch: Inspector 
Alan Mooney: Tillage Farmer 

17 October 2017 

Science Foundation Ireland Professor Mark Ferguson: Director General and 
Chief Scientific Adviser to the Government of 
Ireland  
Professor Linda Doyle: Director, Connect SFI 
Research Centre for Future Networks and 
Communications and Professor of Engineering 
and The Arts in Trinity College Dublin  
Professor Fiona Doohan, Professor of Crop 
Diseases (Plant Pathology) at UCD, UCD School of 
Biology and Environmental Science, UCD Earth 
Institute, UCD Institute of Food and Health, Vice 
Principal for Science Research at UCD, Director 
of the UCD Rosemount Environmental Research 
Station 

Boortmalt NV & Minch Malt Ltd Peter Nallen: Chief Operations Officer 
Tom Bryan: Agronomist 



An Comhchoiste um Thalmhaíocht, Bia agus Muir  Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine 

 

4 
 

Transcripts  

The transcripts of the meetings of 26 September,1 3 October2 and 17 October3 2017 are available 
online. 
 

Submissions and Presentations 

The submissions and presentations made to the Committee for the meetings of 26 September, 3 

October and 17 October 2017 are available online.4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
1
 Meeting of the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine (26 September 2017) 

<http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/AGJ201
7092600001?opendocument>  
2
 Meeting of the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine (3 October 2017) 

<http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/AGJ201
7100300001?opendocument> 
3
 Meeting of the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine (17 October 2017) 

<http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/AGJ201
7101700001?opendocument> 
4
 Submissions and presentations 

<http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/oireachtasbusiness/committees_list/agriculturefoodandthemarine/pre
sentations/> 

http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/AGJ2017092600001?opendocument
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/AGJ2017100300001?opendocument
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/AGJ2017101700001?opendocument
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/oireachtasbusiness/committees_list/agriculturefoodandthemarine/presentations/
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/AGJ2017092600001?opendocument
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/AGJ2017092600001?opendocument
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/AGJ2017100300001?opendocument
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/AGJ2017100300001?opendocument
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/AGJ2017101700001?opendocument
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/AGJ2017101700001?opendocument
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/oireachtasbusiness/committees_list/agriculturefoodandthemarine/presentations/
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/oireachtasbusiness/committees_list/agriculturefoodandthemarine/presentations/
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2. Introduction 

Agriculture is an inherently risky sector in which to operate. Demand, disease, weather, and 
international relations can all affect the prices producers and processors can expect to achieve at 
market. It is with these risks in mind that the Committee undertook this report, to set out the 
groundwork for a new Tillage Sector Plan. It is necessary to build in to this plan a range of options 
for producers. These options can be ambitious (and high risk), or more easily implemented. In some 
cases producers may benefit from the growth of different crops, for others, it may be of benefit to 
dedicate some of the least productive land to another use which provides a more reliable income 
stream.  
 
The future of the tillage sector in Ireland presents a number of possible paths. These paths are 
explored in this report with a view to assessing their viability; however, the Committee agreed that a 
holistic analysis was required to evaluate the true potential this sector has to offer. As such, these 
paths must be considered beyond profitability to account for the indirect benefits which certain 
crops may provide. Paths which offer environmental benefits must be considered with particular 
care. New and/or improved agricultural practices can benefit society both economically and 
environmentally, particularly through enhancing biodiversity and improving the quality of air that we 
breathe. Certain crops offer Ireland the opportunity to reduce our Greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
in line with the European Commission’s 2030 targets.5 The Committee is cognisant that land, 
particularly suitable agricultural land, is a finite resource; meaning that alterations to the structure of 
Irish farming in one area will, most likely, impact on another. This opportunity cost is a feature for 
each course charted in this report. 
 

The area devoted to tillage and energy crops has the potential to increase to meet local demand 
– but competition from other enterprises and energy policy issues will determine the scale of 
increase. In line with the objective of promoting ‘brand Ireland’ or Origin Green in the Harvest 
2025 report, it is envisaged that more home-grown cereals will be used, particularly in pigs, 
poultry and dairy diets.

6
 

 
Irish agriculture is heavily reliant on livestock which has a negative impact on agricultural GHG 
emissions. Methane is the most significant GHG in Irish agriculture, it is 25 times more potent than 
CO2, and it is primarily emitted through fermentation in the ruminant animal and manure storage 
and handling.7 Ireland also faces the prospect of substantial fines should it fail to meet emission 
targets. While energy crops offer only a partial solution to these issues, they form part of a broader 
suite of actions which are required to meet emission reduction targets.  
 
Diversification is a common tool in risk management strategies; however, many tillage farms are 
already diversified. This report examines alternative diversification options as well as discussing the 
possibility for greater concentration on diversification within tillage rather than to other farming 
types such as dairying. 
 

                                                           
5
 European Commission, Ireland's EU 2030 emissions targets published (20 July 2016) 

<https://ec.europa.eu/ireland/news/ireland-s-eu-2030-emissions-targets-published_en> accessed 13 
September 2017 
6
 Teagasc, Sectoral Road Map: Tillage and Energy Crops (2016) 

<https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2016/Road-map-2025-Tillage.pdf> accessed 09 August 
2017 
7
 Teagasc, Key Environment Issues for Dairy Farmers (2016) 

<https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2016/Dairy-Manual-Section4.pdf> accessed 13 
September 2017 

https://ec.europa.eu/ireland/news/ireland-s-eu-2030-emissions-targets-published_en
https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2016/Road-map-2025-Tillage.pdf
https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2016/Dairy-Manual-Section4.pdf
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Tillage farming generates the second highest income in Irish farming, after dairy, and also receives 
the largest direct payments (see Table 2). While tillage farms have a low incidence of borrowing, the 
average borrowings are second in value only to those of dairy farmers (see Table 3). It is also 
observed that: 
  

Tillage farms are in receipt of the highest direct payments. This is driven largely by their larger 
farm size. Many tillage farms would also have a large on-farm cattle enterprise.

8
 

 
This suggests that there may be a significant number of combined tillage & dairy farmers who are 
significantly indebted but have farms which receive large direct payments and are more profitable 
than others. Tillage farmers may therefore prove difficult to incentivise in terms of any meaningful 
change from their current levels and focus of activity. The age profile of Irish farmers may make 
incentivising long-term investment more challenging as more than 50% of farmers are aged over 55, 
with over 25% being older than 65.9 Notwithstanding the above, it has been found that there is 
cautious optimism in the farming sector with regard to expansion and increased investment.10

 

 
Table 2 Value of Direct Payments & contribution to Income 2016

11
 

 

Direct Payments (€) Contribution to Income (%) 

Dairy  19,735 38 

Cattle Rearing  14,400 115 

Cattle Other  16,209 96 

Sheep  17,946 114 

Tillage 26,331 85 

All  17,804 75 
 
Table 3 Percentage of Farms with borrowings and average debt

12
 

 
Farms with borrowings (%) Average debt (farms with debt)(€) 

Dairy 59% 102,050 

Cattle Rearing 26% 27,932 

Cattle Other 31% 39,105 

Sheep 24% 47,430 

Tillage 34% 81,503 

All 35% 63,293 
 
 

                                                           
8
 Teagasc, Teagasc National Farm Survey: 2016 Results (July 2017) 

<https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2017/NFS-2016-Final-Report.pdf> accessed 14 August 
2017 
9
 Eurostat, Distribution of managers on farms with only family workers, by age of manager, 2013 

(% of total number of managers working in farms with only family workers) (2013) 
<http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Agriculture_statistics_-
_family_farming_in_the_EU#Farm_managers_by_age_.E2.80.94_an_analysis_for_the_EU-28> accessed 29 
March 017 
10

 Bank of Ireland, Agri Pulse (August 2017) <https://www.bankofirelandeconomicpulse.com/wp-
content/uploads/2017/09/Bank-of-Ireland_Agri-Pulse_August_2017.pdf> accessed 21 September 2017 
11

 Teagasc, Teagasc National Farm Survey: 2016 Results (July 2017) 
<https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2017/NFS-2016-Final-Report.pdf> accessed 14 August 
2017 
12

 Ibid. 

https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2017/NFS-2016-Final-Report.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Agriculture_statistics_-_family_farming_in_the_EU#Farm_managers_by_age_.E2.80.94_an_analysis_for_the_EU-28
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Agriculture_statistics_-_family_farming_in_the_EU#Farm_managers_by_age_.E2.80.94_an_analysis_for_the_EU-28
https://www.bankofirelandeconomicpulse.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Bank-of-Ireland_Agri-Pulse_August_2017.pdf
https://www.bankofirelandeconomicpulse.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Bank-of-Ireland_Agri-Pulse_August_2017.pdf
https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2017/NFS-2016-Final-Report.pdf
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3. Summary of Recommendations 

 
The Irish Tillage Sector 

1. The Committee recommends that the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 
analyse the potential for agricultural insurance schemes as operated in other countries. The 
Committee also recommends that the result of this analysis be forwarded to the Committee 
along with the Department’s views on it in the context of a new Common Agricultural Policy. 

2. The Committee recommends that consideration be given to policies which encourage the 
use of as much suitable land for tillage as possible. 

3. The Committee recommends that farmers be encouraged to implement an Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM) approach as recommended by Teagasc.13 

 
Increasing Yields and Profitability in Tillage 

4. The Committee recommends that, until such time as a viable alternative is available, that the 
Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine continues to vocally support the extension of 
a licence for glyphosate. The Committee also recommends that the Minister actively seek to 
help develop support amongst other Member States for an extension to the licence.   

5. The Committee recommends that in the absence of a sugar processing industry in Ireland, 
consideration should be given to determining at least small-scale processing of sugar beet in 
Ireland to supply sugar beet molasses to Irish póitín producers. 

6. The Committee recommends that an updated review of the potential for revival of the sugar 
beet industry should be undertaken in line with the findings of the Tillage Sector Plan 2012 
that both investors and growers were interested in establishing a sugar beet industry for the 
production of ethanol.14 

7. The Committee recommends that efforts be made to establish long-term contracts with 
brewers and distillers in Ireland. These contracts could provide long-term security to farmers 
who would be guaranteed an outlet for produce for several years. This would also allow 
these farmers to invest appropriately in their farms. 

8. The Committee recommends that the industry consider developing a Fair Trade style 
system; whereby brewers could opt to pay a slightly higher price per tonne in return for the 
right to use a particular logo identifying them as being supportive of Irish farmers. This, in 
effect, would align commercial breweries towards a model of social enterprise. A Bord Bia 
scheme leveraging this could prove beneficial to the brewers in question and make their 
product more attractive to consumers. Based on information provided to the Committee, 
the payment of an additional cent per pint unit produced, would be equivalent to a 20% 
price increase for the farmer.15 

9. The Committee points to its earlier recommendations in its report Impact of the UK 
Referendum on Membership of the European Union on the Irish Agri-Food & Fisheries 
Sectors:16 

                                                           
13

 Teagasc, Integrated Pest Management: What is Integrated Pest Management (IPM)? 
<https://www.teagasc.ie/crops/integrated-pest-management/> accessed 23 August 2017 
14

 Teagasc Tillage Crop Stakeholder Consultative Group, Tillage Sector Plan 2012: A Plan for the Development 
of The Irish Tillage Crop Sector (November 2012) 
<https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2012/Tillage_Sector_Plan_2012_FINALlowres.pdf> 
accessed 11 September 2017 
15

 Clive Carter, Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine (26 September 2017) 
<https://beta.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/joint_committee_on_agriculture_food_and_the_marine/2017
-09-26/3/> accessed 09 October 2017 
16

 Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine, Impact of the UK Referendum on Membership of the 
European Union on the Irish Agri-Food & Fisheries Sectors (2017) 
<http://opac.oireachtas.ie/AWData/Library3/Report_FINAL_version_for_laying_142452.pdf> 

https://www.teagasc.ie/crops/integrated-pest-management/
https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2012/Tillage_Sector_Plan_2012_FINALlowres.pdf
https://beta.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/joint_committee_on_agriculture_food_and_the_marine/2017-09-26/3/
https://beta.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/joint_committee_on_agriculture_food_and_the_marine/2017-09-26/3/
http://opac.oireachtas.ie/AWData/Library3/Report_FINAL_version_for_laying_142452.pdf
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 The Committee believes that there are opportunities for Irish alcoholic beverage 
producers to increasingly rely on Irish grain for production purposes. Such an 
approach would help stabilise the Irish tillage sector which is currently experiencing 
considerable difficulties. 

 The Committee recognises the existence of an Irish Whiskey Trail17 and suggests that 
this may benefit from further development. It may also be of interest to determine if 
a network of breweries and distilleries may be formed to create a combined trail. It 
may be beneficial to consider international experience such as best practice in 
vineyard tours in France, Spain, and Portugal or the nearer Scottish Gin Trail.18 While 
this is primarily a tourism initiative, advertising, and potentially increasing sales of 
Irish beverages should positively impact upon Irish grain farmers.  

10. The Committee recommends that the aging requirement for Irish whiskey be retained as any 
change to this requirement could undermine the recognised quality of Irish whiskey and for 
the benefit of facilitating new market entrants could irreparably damage the reputation of 
all Irish whiskey. 

11. The Committee welcomes that many distillers and brewers endeavour to source as much 
raw material from Ireland as possible. The Committee recommends that an industry wide 
conversation be held as to the value of their Irish inputs in conjunction with Origin Green.  

12. The Committee recommends that organic farming should be prudently encouraged. It is 
essential that organic farming only be encouraged where viable. The Committee also 
recommends that as organic farming involves increased risk, which may bring increased 
profits one year and require compensation the next, that there must be an exploration of 
risk mitigation tools in order to reduce reliance on ad hoc compensatory schemes.  

13. The Committee recommends that a new Organic Action Plan be developed as the last plan 
covered the period 2013-2015. There should be a commitment to produce new Action Plans 
on an ongoing basis in order that the sector may have a constant policy direction. 

14. The Committee recommends that the size of any potential market for organic produce be 
determined prior to the implementation of policy measures to encourage and incentivise 
substantial increases in organic farming in Ireland. This is required to underpin a new 
Organic Action Plan. 

15. The Committee recommends that measures to reduce food waste should be developed as 
they may benefit all participants in the food supply chain (FSC). Increasing the efficiency of 
the FSC may facilitate greater diversification in agriculture as well as increasing food security 
in Ireland.  

16. The Committee recommends that Bord Bia should work with exporters to promote Irish 
products that are labelled ‘Produce of Ireland’. An appropriate marketing campaign 
leveraging the ‘Irishness’ of these products may raise awareness internationally, and even 
nationally, of the distinction between ‘produced in’ and ‘produce of’ labels. 

 
Energy Generation and Energy Crops 

17. The Committee recommends that policies should, insofar as possible, support tillage 
farming. The retention of a strong tillage sector is important in terms of food and feed 
security. It is also noted that Ireland’s agricultural emissions could face significant adverse 
impacts should substantial numbers of tillage farmers opt to pursue livestock farming in its 
place. The Committee notes that it will be essential that financial support is made available 
in order to avert the negative fiscal and environment consequences of reduced tillage 
farming in favour of higher emission alternatives. 

                                                           
17

 ‘The Ireland Whiskey Trail’ <http://www.irelandwhiskeytrail.com/home.php> accessed 24 January 2017 
18

 The Wine and Spirit Trade Association, ‘Holiday Gin-Spiration’ <http://www.wsta.co.uk/press/748-scotland-
gin-trail> accessed 26 January 2017 
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18. The Committee recommends that there should, if merited upon review, be swift 
implementation of recommendations of the Tillage Sector Plan 2012 to include, inter alia:  
 

 A major co-ordinated review of all support schemes. This should determine how 
best they would be altered to encourage development through support of 
production and necessary supply chains and end user demand; 

 Support for conversion of large-building heating units to be considered; 

 Agri-environmental schemes should reward energy crops for biodiversity etc.; and 

 Support should be available to help biomass boilers achieve lower emissions.19 
 

19. The Committee recommends that a review of the potential of energy crops be undertaken in 
Ireland to fully identify the viability of the sector and to inform policies which will enhance 
the potential of the sector. 

20. The Committee recommends that a study be undertaken on the growth potential of 
camelina as a potential bio-fuel for the air transport sector. 

21. The Committee recommends that a likely figure be determined as the cost of failure to meet 
2030 emissions targets in order to define the economic risk of such failure. 

22. The Committee suggests that the tax liability in relation to Short Rotation Coppice (SRC) may 
merit revised consideration. If it is found that the tax liability for SRC is a substantial 
disincentive to the adoption of energy crops, the Committee suggest that the Minister for 
Agriculture, Food and the Marine discuss the issue with the Minister for Finance. 

23. The Committee notes that there still appears to be an absence of oilseed crushing in Ireland 
and thus restates the recommendation of the Teagasc Tillage Crop Stakeholder Consultative 
Group that steps be taken to enable crushing of oilseed rape; however, the Committee 
recommends that this be subject to scrutiny to determine if this option remains viable.20  

24. The Committee notes that the Teagasc Forestry Programme 2014-2020 lists Grant and 
Premium Rates (GPC); however, the Forestry for Fibre GPC does not support SRC or fast 
growing trees.21 The Committee recommends that this should be examined in advance of 
developing a new Forestry Programme in order to determine if this approach should be 
reversed. 

25. The Committee recommends that the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine discuss 
the merits of treating farmland under solar panel infrastructure as part of the trading 
enterprise in order that it may qualify as an asset eligible for relief during the assessment of 
Capital Acquisitions Tax when transferred to the next generation.22

 

26. The Committee recommends that frameworks be developed to facilitate the use of organic 
manures and/or municipal sludges on arable crops.23

 

                                                           
19

 Teagasc Tillage Crop Stakeholder Consultative Group, Tillage Sector Plan 2012: A Plan for the Development 
of The Irish Tillage Crop Sector (November 2012) 
<https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2012/Tillage_Sector_Plan_2012_FINALlowres.pdf> 
accessed 11 September 2017 45-46 
20

 Ibid. 
21

 Teagasc, Forestry Programme 2014 - 2020 (January 2015) 
<https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/crops/forestry/grants/forestry_grants_overview_2014-2020.pdf> 
accessed 20 September 2017 
22

 IFA, Irish Farmers’ Association 2018 Budget Submission (2017) <https://www.ifa.ie/wp-
content/uploads/2017/07/IFA-Pre-Budget-Submission-2018.pdf> accessed 14 September 2017 
23

 Teagasc Tillage Crop Stakeholder Consultative Group, Tillage Sector Plan 2012: A Plan for the Development 
of The Irish Tillage Crop Sector (November 2012) 
<https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2012/Tillage_Sector_Plan_2012_FINALlowres.pdf> 
accessed 11 September 2017 
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https://www.ifa.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/IFA-Pre-Budget-Submission-2018.pdf
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27. The Committee recommends that a detailed economic analysis be undertaken to determine 
if, and in which cases, there may be economic merit in converting agricultural land for use in 
Solar Photovoltaic (solar PV) power generation. 

28. The Committee recommends that on the basis of such an economic analysis that 
consideration may be warranted as to incentives and supports to encourage farmers to 
invest in solar PV.  

29. The Committee recommends the implementation of a recommendation of the Irish 
Academy of Engineers to the effect that GHG reduction methods should be subjected to a 
costing and prioritisation exercise prior to investment decisions being made. The metric 
proposed for such an exercise is the capital “cost per tonne of CO2 abated”.24 

 
From Tillage to Horticulture 

30. The Committee recommends that a detailed study be undertaken as to the viability of 
expanded greenhouse growing in Ireland. If greenhouse production is found to be viable, 
some farmers could increase the size of their tillage operations whilst also having a steady 
income from an on-farm greenhouse. 

31. The Committee recommends that the opportunities of controlled environment horticulture 
and vertical farming be explored. This could be done by seeking views from major food 
retailers in Ireland to determine if there would be a willingness to enter long-term contracts 
with producers. This would enable producers to secure financing for vertical farming 
projects. 

 
Input Costs 

32. The Committee recommends that the Government must seek to form a coalition with net 
contributors to the CAP to seek action by the Commission in relation to the tariffs applied to 
fertilisers. These Member States should have an interest in reducing costs to farmers in 
order to alleviate pressures on the CAP budget. 

 
Conclusion 

33. The Committee recommends that the CAP budget must be maintained and used in a 
targeted and effective manner in order to provide the greatest benefit to all producers 
including tillage farmers.  

34. The Committee recommends that a new Tillage Sector Plan be developed. This plan should 
set out a graduated suite of proposals running as far as 2050.  

35. The Committee recommends that access to finance remain a priority. Access to finance will 
be essential in helping famers diversify, mitigate risk, or increase efficiency. Any and all 
methods of assisting in the provision of low-cost finance should be examined. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
24

 The Irish Academy of Engineers, Ireland’s 2030 Greenhouse Gas Emissions Target: An Assessment of 
Feasibility and Costs (November 2016) 
<http://www.google.ie/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&ved=0ahUKEwjshPSW9bDWAhXRb1AK
HYiNBoUQFggsMAE&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.iae.ie%2Fpublications%2Fpublication%2Fiae-report-irelands-
2030-greenhouse-gas-emissions%2Fdocument%2F&usg=AFQjCNFiDPuW71gK3qZ1KM0xFj15dUJ9Tw> accessed 
19 September 2017  
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4. The Irish Tillage Sector 

The tillage sector in Ireland is reasonably small, falling beneath 300,000 ha in recent years, 
representing some 9% of the area farmed in Ireland. The tillage area has decreased by 14.3% in the 
last five years and has contracted at a rate of 3% per annum for the past four years.25 There are 
some 7,387 tillage farms in Ireland.26 Table 4 overleaf summarises key indicators for the Irish tillage 
sector. Notwithstanding this, Ireland has a highly productive tillage sector, with yields amongst the 
highest in the world, which supports a substantial number of jobs.27 Ireland has a substantial area of 
land which can viably be utilised for tillage which is clearly illustrated by the fact that just a few 
decades ago the tillage area was substantially larger: 
 

Annual cereal output is about 2.3 million tonnes (average 2009-2011). Today this output is 
produced from approximately 300,000 ha compared to approximately 450,000 ha in the early 
1980’s.

28
 

 
Ireland has substantial amounts of suitable tillage land (23.4% of Irish agricultural soils are deemed 
very suitable for tillage and 11.7% are deemed moderately suitable.29 The majority of the land 
deemed highly suitable for tillage is found in the south and southeast of the country, with the vast 
majority of land deemed suitable for tillage being found in the midlands (see Annex 1).30 It is 
unsurprising that these areas also tend to have larger average farm sizes.31 It is clear that there is an 
availability of agricultural land which can be brought in to tillage. Thus the tillage sector is not 
resource constrained in terms of potential expansion. Despite this, it is predicted that the sector: 
 

[W]ill continue to occupy a small share (<10%) of the total agricultural area in the country.
32

 

 
In the period 2011-2015 the average tillage sector income per labour unit was €27,000. Teagasc had 
targeted increasing this to €25,000 by 2025, with a further target of €60,000 for the top 50% of 

                                                           
25

 Teagasc, Opening Statement (October 2017) 
<http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/agriculture/Opening-Statement,Teagasc,-03-10-
17.pdf> accessed 27 October 2017  
26

 Teagasc, Teagasc National Farm Survey: 2016 Results (July 2017) 
<https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2017/NFS-2016-Final-Report.pdf> accessed 14 August 
2017 
27

 Teagasc Tillage Crop Stakeholder Consultative Group, Tillage Sector Plan 2012: A Plan for the Development 
of The Irish Tillage Crop Sector (November 2012) 
<https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2012/Tillage_Sector_Plan_2012_FINALlowres.pdf> 
accessed 11 September 2017 
28

 Ibid. p.15 
29

 Ibid. 
30

 Ibid. 
31

 CSO, Life in 1916 Ireland: Stories from statistics <http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-
1916/1916irl/economy/ag/> accessed 14 August 2017 
32

 Teagasc, TEAGASC TECHNOLOGY FORESIGHT 2030 Agriculture 2030 and beyond: Considerations for the 
future path of Irish agriculture <https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/about/our-
organisation/Considerations-for-Foresight-2030-T-Donnellan-FINAL-70615.pdf> accessed 18 August 2017 
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producers at that point.33 As of 2016 average tillage farm income has reached €30,840.34 In 2016 
tillage was the second most profitable farm type with the exception of dairy.35 
 
Table 4 Tillage Farm Indicators 2016

36
 

Farm Size (hectares) 68 

Hectares of Cereals 38 
Cereal output (€/ha) 1,408 
Basic Payment(€/ha) 348 
Farm Gross Margin (€/ha) 1,065 

 

Farming is generally understood to be a risky business; however, tillage farming is particularly risky 
given the impact of weather conditions upon their output as in a worst-case scenario a crop may 
prove beyond salvage, representing a total loss. While such risk exists in other types of farming it 
tends to be less likely to occur. Disease and pests further complicate matters for tillage farmers 
having additional negative impacts on profitability in the sector. It is necessary to maximise 
profitability in order to protect tillage farmers for years where yields are lower or less valuable. 
Tillage farmers are significantly restricted by the calendar. While other farmers may have some 
freedom to wait for prices to improve, tillage farmers must harvest, and sell their produce within 
narrow windows. This exposes them to the unpredictability of both the climate and the market and 
therefore a high risk of substantial financial loss. It will be necessary to investigate the merits of crop 
insurance if tillage farming is to continue in Ireland. While this report does not set out what form 
such insurance could take, the magnitude of risk inherent in this sector necessitates close 
examination of its use by industry stakeholders and the Department of Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine.37 
 
Clearly, the tillage sector in Ireland is viable and has the potential to maintain its current size; 
however, it also has the potential to expand if supports, policy direction, and innovation are 
appropriately directed. It is not a question of simply investing or providing financial support to the 
sector, rather, the sector as a whole must be structured and given direction to drive its own 
expansion. Key figures of the Irish Tillage Sector are set out in Figure 1 overleaf. 
 

                                                           
33

 Teagasc, Sectoral Road Map: Tillage and Energy Crops (2016) 
<https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2016/Road-map-2025-Tillage.pdf> accessed 09 August 
2017 
34

 Teagasc, Teagasc National Farm Survey: 2016 Results (July 2017) 
<https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2017/NFS-2016-Final-Report.pdf> accessed 14 August 
2017 
35

 Ibid. 
36

 Ibid. at p.13, Table 15. 
37

 Richard Halleron, ‘It’s time to introduce a crop insurance scheme for Irish tillage farmers’ (Agriland, 7 August 
2017 Agriland.ie) <http://www.agriland.ie/farming-news/its-time-to-introduce-a-crop-insurance-scheme-for-
irish-tillage-farmers/> accessed 21 August 2017 
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Figure 1 Key Figures of the Irish Tillage Sector
38
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 Teagasc Tillage Crop Stakeholder Consultative Group, Tillage Sector Plan 2012: A Plan for the Development 
of The Irish Tillage Crop Sector (November 2012) 
<https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2012/Tillage_Sector_Plan_2012_FINALlowres.pdf> 
accessed 11 September 2017 
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Future Prospects  

The prospects for the tillage sector in Ireland may be reasonably positive if the sector is managed 

appropriately in the coming years. Demand for tillage produce will increase in the coming decades; 

provided that extremes of weather do not become the norm, Irish tillage farmers may well find the 

coming decades particularly profitable. Teagasc identified prospects for the Irish tillage sector to 

2020, finding that there is significant scope: 

 

[T]o increase combinable crop area by up to 37% from the 308,580 ha average of 2008-11.
39

  

 

This potential is particularly evident as Ireland’s 2016 trade deficit with the UK for cereals was 

€320,166,000 (in excess of 92%).40 The combination of an underutilisation of land available for tillage 

with our trade deficit with the UK for cereals illustrate the unrealised potential within Ireland’s 

domestic market for increased production of cereal crops.  

 
Figure 2 Daily calories per person by type of food

41
 

 
Figure 2 above illustrates that cereals, roots and pulses will only become slightly more significant 
within individual diets in the coming decades; however, when this data is combined with projected 

                                                           
39
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accessed 11 September 2017 
40
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eetSept040917.pdf> accessed 18 September 2017 
41

 Geoffrey Carr, ‘The Future of Agriculture: Factory Fresh’ The Economist (London, June 2016) 
<http://www.economist.com/technology-quarterly/2016-06-09/factory-fresh> accessed 14 August 2017 
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population growth over the same timeframe the requirement for substantially increased output 
becomes clear. 42 

 
To meet demand, agriculture in 2050 will need to produce almost 50 percent more food, feed 
and biofuel than it did in 2012. This FAO estimate takes into account recent United Nations (UN) 
projections indicating that the world’s population would reach 9.73 billion in 2050.

43
 

 
Increasing effective output can be achieved through a number of actions which can broadly be 
described as: 
 

I. Increasing the area of land under tillage; 
II. Improving farming methodologies;  

III. Developing new crops; and 
IV. Reducing inefficiency in the Food Supply Chain (FSC). 

 
Figure 3 Crop Area Potential (Ha)

44
 

 
*2012 area 
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 Teagasc Tillage Crop Stakeholder Consultative Group, Tillage Sector Plan 2012: A Plan for the Development 
of The Irish Tillage Crop Sector (November 2012) 
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accessed 11 September 2017 
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 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, Future of Food and Agriculture (2017) 
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Figure 4 Crop Yield Potential (Tonnes)
45

 

 
Figures 3 and 4 above outline the potential for crop area and crop yield by 2020. It is clear that 

Ireland can expand the area of land under tillage. Economic theory suggests that economies of scale 

can arise for tillage farmers should they farm larger areas. The area under tillage should be 

sustainably increased either to increase the volumes of existing crops being produced, or to diversify 

into novel crops. Crop diversification is to be welcomed as it reduces risk to farmers; however, some 

farmers may consider that sole tillage farming is too risky, in particular, due to the susceptibility of 

many crops to the vagaries of the weather. Given the limited land available to farmers, increasing 

the area under tillage may prevent livestock farming contemporaneously with large-scale tillage 

farming. Tillage farmers are likely to favour continuation of risk mitigation by maintaining a second 

income frequently through a large on-farm cattle enterprise.
46

 

 

It is essential to maintain and grow demand for produce; this will help to ensure that the value of the 

crop remains at a level which ensures the viability of tillage farming. If policy interventions fail to 

create a sustainable market for tillage crops, increasing yields will simply result in lower prices per 

tonne. Fostering demand for produce will help maintain a consistent value for produce which will 

incentivise farmers to undertake actions required to increase output.  

 

The future of the Irish tillage sector is heavily reliant on scientific advances and their swift and 

appropriate uptake. While not discussed in detail in this report, precision agriculture will play a 

significant role in increasing agricultural output and helping to reduce the inputs required. In the 

tillage sector this may involve the use of sensors to determine the appropriate amounts of pesticide, 
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herbicide, or fungicide required in individual fields.47 Crop development itself will be aided through 

various genetic technologies which will facilitate the breeding of new and enhanced crop varieties. 

 

Recommendations 

 

1. The Committee recommends that the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 
analyse the potential for agricultural insurance schemes as operated in other countries. The 
Committee also recommends that the result of this analysis be forwarded to the Committee 
along with the Department’s views on it in the context of a new Common Agricultural Policy. 

2. The Committee recommends that consideration be given to policies which encourage the 
use of as much suitable land for tillage as possible. 

3. The Committee recommends that farmers be encouraged to implement an Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM) approach as recommended by Teagasc.48 
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5. Increasing Yields and Profitability in Tillage 

 

Introduction 

The future of the tillage sector is difficult to determine with any degree of certainty; however, four 

potential scenarios are broadly described in Table 5 below. All scenarios require the continuation, or 

expansion, of funding for agricultural research which currently stands at circa €57 million.49 These 

scenarios describe broad structural approaches to the structure of the tillage sector in Ireland. 

Annex 2 of the report relates to the merits and challenges facing organic, conventional, and GM 

tillage. This report outlines a range of actions which may be undertaken to achieve these structural 

scenarios. These scenarios are as follows: 

 
Table 5 Tillage Sector Structural Scenarios 

I. Transition to organic production of tillage crops: Organic produce is desirable to 
consumers and commands a higher sale price. Organic farming will reduce yields and is 
susceptible to pests; however, the scale of these losses may be mitigated through 
improved crop-breeding. Limited diversification occurs. 

II. Transition to GMO production of tillage crops: GM crops offer greater yields, may be 
herbicide tolerant or pest resistant, and can even offer improved nutritional content. 
GMOs are currently not acceptable to many consumers; therefore GM crops attract 
lower prices. Considerable diversification occurs. 

III. Increased organic production of tillage crops forming part of the food chain, and the 
transition to GM energy crops: A combined system of GM and organic crops offer the 
benefits of both systems to farmers. Organic tillage crops attract higher prices from 
consumers and are highly sought after. GM energy crops can produce greater yields, at 
lower cost, with potentially fewer inputs. This system would likely reduce the 
environmental impact of agriculture in Ireland. Considerable diversification occurs. 

IV. Conventional farming continues alongside small-scale organic tillage: Continuation of 
conventional farming methods with extensive use of fertilisers, herbicides, and 
pesticides. Regular yields and reasonably strong prices obtained for yields. Organic 
tillage continues on a small-scale but is not actively encouraged. Limited diversification 
occurs. 

 

It must be stated that scenario IV is undesirable as it fails to make use of the wide-range of 

opportunities that exist to either add value to existing (or slightly diminished) yields, or to increase 

yields, or to diversify production to stabilise farm income. Scenario IV represents a baseline or zero-

policy-change over which the other scenarios can be deemed to offer additional value. 

 

The scenarios above can be achieved through a combination of various options which can be 

categorised by the level of disruption they are likely to cause. For example scenario IV would cause 

minimal disruption; whereas transitioning to GM or Organic farming on a large scale would be likely 

to cause moderate-to-severe disruption. Finally, adoption of new types of crops or investment in 

agriculture could lead to severe disruption. Table 6 overleaf summarises the likely impact severity of 

the pursuit of particular options. It must be recognised that this may oversimplify more complicated 
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options, for example, a producer opting to build a greenhouse may, in the short term, be considered 

as requiring severe disruption to the ordinary operation of their holding; but in the long run 

contribute to a more stable income. It can therefore be stated that Table 6 refers more accurately to 

the short-to-medium term levels of disruption that can be expected from certain economic and 

policy decisions. 

 
Table 6 Potential Disruption of Options for the Irish Tillage Sector 

Minimum Disruption Moderate Disruption Severe Disruption 

Farmers maintain secondary 
agricultural income stream.  

Farmers abandon secondary 
farming methods and convert 
exclusively/near exclusively to 
tillage. 

Farmers convert substantial 
tracts of land for exclusive 
tillage use. 

Land use does not change. Less fertile parts of farmland 
converted for alternative uses 
such as the growth of certain 
energy crops.  

Less fertile parts of farmland 
converted for alternative uses 
which require substantial 
capital investment such as 
power generation or 
construction of greenhouses.  

Yields increase slowly as new 
technology is adapted slowly. 
Poor uptake of new 
technologies fails to reduce 
risks posed by weather and 
disease as effectively as is 
possible. 

Adoption of new technology 
becomes a key focus for 
increasing yields and 
profitability on tillage farms. 

Adoption of new technology 
becomes a key focus for 
increasing yields and 
profitability on tillage farms. 

Farms remain largely of the 
same scale. 

Farm sizes remain largely the 
same; however the area under 
tillage increases substantially. 

Farm sizes remain largely the 
same; however the area under 
tillage increases substantially. 

Farmers’ incomes remain 
volatile. The common mixture 
of tillage and beef/dairy . 

Farmers protect their income 
through reliance on crop 
insurance policies. 

Farmers’ income is protected 
through secondary income 
streams which are not as 
volatile as livestock or 
traditional tillage farming. 
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Food Waste 

Food waste is a challenge facing all nations. Food waste represents inefficiency in the food supply 
chain (FSC). As food waste occurs throughout the whole FSC it is not strictly an agricultural problem. 
All participants in the FSC from producer through to consumers are responsible for food waste. Food 
waste is a serious issue and was the subject of the first green card proposal (a proposal put forward 
by a Parliament/s of EU member states proposing actions to be undertaken by the Commission).50 
Food waste is a big problem for farmers even if the waste occurs after their produce is sold.  
 

Roughly one-third of the edible parts of food produced for human consumption, gets lost or 
wasted globally, which is about 1.3 billion ton per year. Food is wasted throughout the FSC, from 
initial agricultural production down to final household consumption. In medium- and high-
income countries food is to a great extent wasted, meaning that it is thrown away even if it is 
still suitable for human consumption. Significant food loss and waste do, however, also occur 
early in the food supply chain.

51
 

 
The FAO estimates that the per capita food waste by consumers in Europe and North America is 95-
115 kg/year.52 Other sources suggest much higher levels of food waste; one study reported food 
waste of between 44 kg and 579 kg in EU Member States (see Table 7).53 Reducing food waste is a 
substantial challenge which will require action by all participants in the FSC. This will require 
appropriate policy interventions to incentivise action. Food waste is likely to remain a significant 
problem in to the future as a single policy intervention is unlikely to have sufficient impact, as did 
the plastic bag levy, which: 
 

[H]ad an immediate effect when introduced in 2002 on consumer behaviour with a decrease in 
plastic bag usage from an estimated 328 bags per capita to an estimated 14 bags per capita in 
2014.

54
 

 

Food waste in Ireland is particularly high (see Table 7). Food waste is clearly inefficient; however, 
improvements in efficiency can be beneficial to those who may not be responsible for the waste 
itself. As waste is an accepted fact, farmers simply grow more produce than will actually be used. If 
efficiency were increased, the farmer could sell a smaller volume of produce at a lower price 
because they would have more land on which to grow an alternative crop. The impacts of food 
waste and the potential benefits of a reduction in food waste are illustrated in Table 8 on page 22. 
The potential economic impacts of a reduction in food waste are difficult to assess with any 
certainty, indeed, one study on the economic impacts of reducing food waste found that: 
 

[T]he impacts, notably on food security and welfare, are ambiguous.
55
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Table 7 Per capita food waste (kg/year)
 56

 

Netherlands 579 

Belgium 399 

Cyprus 334 

Estonia 264 

Ireland 250 

Great Britain 238 

Poland 235 

Sweden 227 

Austria 225 

Luxembourg 207 

Finland 193 

Hungary 184 

Spain 176 

Lithuania 171 

Italy 149 

France 144 

Portugal 132 

Germany 126 

Denmark 118 

Slovakia 109 

Romania 105 

Latvia 94 

Slovenia 89 

Bulgaria 87 

Czech Republic 71 

Malta 62 

Greece 44 

 

Studies of food waste suggest that the increasing demand for food expected in the coming decades 

need not be met only by increasing gross food production; rather, reducing food loss and food waste 

can contribute significantly to the future needs of the global population. Additionally, if society can 

use the food produced more efficiently, it follows that the environmental impact of agriculture is 

lessened.  
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Table 8 Food Waste Scenarios* 

 Scenario 1 
(Status Quo) 

Scenario 2 Scenario 3 

Raw Yield / Maximum yield 
(tonne per hectare) 
 

4.5 t/ha 4.5 t/ha 4.5 t/ha 

Food waste  33.33% 25% 16.67% 

Effective Rate of Output 
(Raw Yield – food waste)  
 

66.66% 75% 83.33% 

Effective Yield per hectare 
(tonne per hectare)  
 

3 t/ha 3.38 t/ha 3.94 t/ha 

Increase in Effective Rate of 
Output  
 

N/A 12.5% 25% 

Land Required to meet 
Effective Yield of Scenario 1  
 

100% 88.88% 80% 

*The scenarios above set out efficiency scenarios which may not relate to tillage. The status quo relies on the 

assertion of the FAO that circa one-third of food is wasted/lost in the food supply chain (see page 20). 

 
Table 8 above illustrates three scenarios of food waste. Scenario 1 assumes that roughly one-third of 
production is wasted in the tillage sector.57 Using this baseline, two alternative scenarios were 
assessed. While these are hypothetical scenarios they clearly illustrate the negative implications of 
food waste on agricultural and economic efficiency. Scenario 3 illustrates that if food waste through 
the whole FSC were halved it would be feasible to produce the same volume of a crop from 80% of 
the land. In the case of the average tillage farmer (who has 38 ha of tillage crop)58 they could farm 
30.4 ha without reducing the net amount of crop within the FSC. In this case, a farmer would have 
7.6 ha to plant with an alternative crop. Alternatively, the farmer could opt to farm the same area 
thereby effectively increasing agricultural output; however, this could place a downward pressure on 
prices. 
 
The calculations above represent hypothetic scenarios. They illustrate clearly that increasing 
agricultural output does not necessarily equate to producing more. Growing efficiency in the FSC will 
have much the same impact as actually increasing production. Greater efficiency allows farmers to 
diversify or to increase their output. The success of food waste reduction initiatives would require 
farmers to achieve higher prices for their yields.   
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Crop Genetics 

It is impossible to discuss the future of agriculture without discussing the opportunities presented by 
scientific advancements being harnessed elsewhere and the research currently underway. There are 
clear opportunities presented by the scientific community which must be investigated fully. Genetic 
technologies include at their most controversial Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs) but also 
includes far less controversial technologies such as identification of genetic markers. The use of 
GMOs for food and feed has been a controversial issue which the European Commission has found 
difficult to address. GM describes the process whereby scientists: 
 

[I]dentify, isolate and manipulate individual or groups of genes that are responsible for specific 
physical or metabolic traits. With this knowledge, plants, animals or microorganisms can be 
directly altered (engineered) so that they possess particular characteristics. This technology is 
routinely used for the contained production of pharmaceuticals and medicines, and in the 
development of GM plants and animals.

59
 

 

GM allows the selection of individual genes for transfer from one organism into another, even 
between nonrelated species.60 GM has sought to address the failures of traditional plant breeding 
which was unflatteringly described by one commentator as:  
 

[M]uck[ing] about with the entire genome in a trial and error way.
61

 

 
A fairer description of conventional breeding states: 
 

[P]lant breeding often took decades and frequently yielded crop varieties with unforeseen and 
undesirable properties. Today, conventional plant breeding remains inherently random and 
slow, constrained by the availability of desirable traits in closely related plant species. In 
contrast, agricultural biotechnology employs the modern tools of genetic engineering to reduce 
uncertainty and breeding time and to transfer traits from more distantly related plants.

62
 

 
In 2015 the Commission issued a proposal which would allow Member States greater autonomy in 
allowing GMOs to be used in food and feed in their respective countries.63 This proposal caused 
confusion among Members States. It was felt that if one Member State allowed such products on 
their markets while others prohibited them it could constitute a breach on the Single Market and 
allow unfair advantages. Several Member States submitted Political Contributions64 offering differing 
opinions on the proposal, which ultimately fell. These included a contribution by the Joint 
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Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine of the 31st Dáil.65 It is likely the Commission will try 
again to address the issue of GMOs.  
 

Public Opinion and GMO 

Scepticism of GMO is ingrained in the psyche of many consumers throughout the EU which has 
hampered uptake of the technology. This scepticism originated when the technology was new and 
its potential benefits, and indeed risks, were not yet understood. The anti-GM movement grew 
substantial and vocal. The debate on GM seems to have moved on in recent years largely on the 
basis of years of research on the impact of GM; notwithstanding this, many remain either indifferent 
or hostile to GM.66 GM research has been undertaken in Ireland despite objections,67 Teagasc have 
undertaken research into engineering a variety of blight resistant potato.68 
 
The merits of GM have become more apparent in recent years as their potential to help farmers in 
the developing world has emerged.69 Some commentators now view the anti-GM movements as 
anti-scientific.70, 71 Mark Lynas, formerly an ardent anti-gm activist, now promotes the merits of the 
technology following a speech he delivered to the Oxford Farming Conference in 2013; the text and 
video of this speech are available online.72 In recent years pro-GM voices have grown louder, a prime 
example of which was a letter from 107 Nobel laureates in favour of GM (subsequently signed by a 
total of 126 Nobel Laureates).73 The criticism of anti-GM views has at times been extreme: 
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Neo-Luddism is an ever-present threat that can certainly slow down the development of new 
technologies… But while it is fine for the well-fed to be prissy about not eating food containing 
genetically modified ingredients, their fears have cast a shadow over the development of 
transgenic crops that might help those whose bellies are not so full. That is unconscionable.

74
 

 
In the context of widespread adoption of GM in other parts of the world, approximately a 100 fold 
increase in farmed area in the period 1996 to 2013, making Genetically Engineering (GE)  the fastest-
adopted crop technology in recent history.75 It would appear that the stage has been set for an 
informed debate to occur in Europe on whether a place exists in European agriculture for GM crops. 
Certainly, there appears to have been no dramatic ill effect of the rapid conversion to GM in the 
United States for certain crops in the mid to late 1990s whereby crop acreage using GM seed 
increased fifteen fold, and by late 1999 an estimated 60% of grocery-store food in the United States 
was grown from genetically modified seeds.76 This debate on GM must be science-based and must 
clearly and convincingly counter spurious arguments against it; whilst also recognising real concerns 
and the potential harm that GM could pose.  
 

The risks posed by agricultural biotechnology warrant continued attention, and new transgenic 
crops may pose different and bigger risks. Weighing against uncertain risks are benefits from 
increased food production, reduced insecticide use, and avoided health risks to food consumers 
and farm workers.

77
  

 
Education and informed debate are required to lay the foundation for any policy of GM use in the 
EU; a small start is provided by the European Commission through a number of reports on GMO and 
related topics.78 If GM/GE is to have any future in Ireland, or indeed in Europe, there will be a need 
to win a public relations battle. Unless consumers can be convinced of the scientific evidence that 
GM is safe and environmentally friendly, GM crops will provide poor economic returns. For there to 
be any chance of adoption of GMO in Europe it is essential that it not be oversold. There must be a 
clear understanding that yield gains appear modest in the developed world. Focus should instead be 
placed on the potential to make food more nutritious and require the use of less pesticide.79 Some of 
the merits and risks of GM are summarised in the following pages.  
 
Figure 5 overleaf illustrates the depth of the problem with regard to public perception of GM. The 
figure illustrates a significant mistrust of scientists and/or Government organisations which is 
worrying given that the issue is both technical and of significant importance to citizens. The same 
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report indicated that people have very strong views on GM and believe themselves to be informed 
on the subject (43% agree, 15% agree strongly). The report also indicated that only 21% of people 
believed that GM crops can improve food supply in developing countries. The findings of this report 
illustrate the depth of the challenge which would need to be overcome for GM to be marketed 
successfully in Ireland.80 
 
Figure 5 I trust scientist and Government organisations to provide factual information

81
 

 
 

The Report of the Working Group on Genetically Modified Organisms place discussion of GM in a 
somewhat different context to this report; however, the conclusions of that report are fascinating 
and bear further consideration. These conclusions include, inter alia, the following:82 
 

 On balance, the Irish Council for Bioethics does not view the genetic modification of 
crops as morally objectionable in itself. GM crop and food technology holds a great deal 
of promise, however, it also introduces new risks for consumers, farmers, and the 
environment. 

 GM technology is continually improving with a view to reducing its capacity to engender 
undesirable side effects; in particular, strategies to avoid the reliance on antibiotic 
resistance marker genes and limit the spread of GM traits into the environment are 
actively being developed. 

 The Council has concluded that an ethical approach to the development of a new and 
potentially beneficial technology that poses some risk would not be to abandon the 
technology, but to progress it in a cautious and stepwise manner. 

 The potential impacts GM crops and food technology may have on human welfare in 
more general terms (personal autonomy, general welfare, and social justice) have also 
been examined. The Council considers that so long as the individual autonomy of 
consumers and farmers is protected through adequate labelling and coexistence 
strategies, and a real choice provided for all parties, the potential benefits of GM crop 
technology can be made accessible to those who wish to avail of them. 
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 While it behoves regulators to protect the public from harm, it must be left up to the 
consumer/public to decide whether or not they want to avail of a particular technology, 
so long as it does not present any significant threat. Given that food is a central element 
of both human survival and pleasure, and that agriculture holds a special place in 
Ireland’s cultural heritage, public concerns must be addressed satisfactorily. The public 
should have access to factually correct information, in so far as it is available, and the 
risks and benefits of choosing GM over non-GM, or vice-versa, should be clearly set out. 
This need could be addressed by the establishment of a database containing peer-
reviewed publications relating to developments in GM technology and a listing of all GM 

activities in the country. 
 

Regulation and Approval of GMOs in Europe 

In the EU a precautionary approach is taken whereby GMOs must obtain pre-market authorisation 
as well as post-market environmental monitoring for any authorised GMO.83 A safety assessment is 
undertaken by the European Food Safety Authority prior to any decision being made in relation to 
authorisation. Approvals last for 10 years and must be reviewed if the product is to remain on the 
market.84  
 

The process by which GM food and feed is authorised and labelled within the EU is governed by 
the GM Food and Feed Regulation (EC No. 1829/2003). The Traceability and Labelling Regulation 
(EC No. 1830/2003) is the other central piece of legislation that ensures that GMOs and any 
derived products are labelled and traceable from the first and subsequent stages of placing on 
the market.

85
 

 
European regulation tends to rely on the precautionary principle which holds that potential risk 
should be avoided even in the absence of scientific evidence of harm.86 This principle has 
considerably constrained the uptake of GM in Europe. The regulation and approval of GMOs in 
Europe is both slow and expensive which limits market participation to large companies. This 
approach creates a twin problem of hampering innovation and concentrating the accrual of 
innovations to a limited number of market participants. The Committee heard that there is now a 
move towards an innovation principle.87  
 

An innovation principle means ensuring that whenever policy is developed, the impact on 
innovation is fully assessed. The principle should provide guidance to ensure that the choice, 
design and regulatory tools foster innovation, rather than hamper it.

88
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Such an approach to policy is compliant with Article 3(3) Treaty on European Union states, inter alia, 
that the EU: 
 

[S]hall promote scientific and technological advance. 
 

There has been criticism of the slow European approval process.89 A September 2013 decision of the 
General Court of the EU was expected to put an end to this and lead to a faster approval process.90 
There are already quite a few GMOs authorised for use in food in the EU, many of which have been 
authorised in the last three years. Approvals must be granted for each of three potential uses: food 
and food ingredients, feed, and for uses other than as food or feed. These products may be viewed 
on an online register.91  
 

Benefits and pit-falls of GMOs 

Fuel, Herbicide and Pesticide Use 

While scientists appear to have found it difficult to quantify exactly the savings in fuel, herbicide and 

pesticide use that has been achieved through introduction of GMO crops there appears to be broad 

consensus that GMO can reduce the impact of each of these pollutants on the environment. 

 

Assuming a monotonic correspondence between insecticide savings and savings on fuel for 

insecticide applications, the adoption of insect-resistant seeds generated an estimated 32 

percent overall fuel savings on cotton fields in China or corn fields in Spain, and 18 and 4 percent 

savings on insect-resistant cotton and corn fields in the United States, respectively.
92

 

 

Crop varieties modified by the inclusion of genes from Bacillus thuringiensis (BT) produces a toxin 

harmful to a range of pests. Pesticide use has been estimated to be reduced substantially where BT 

crop varieties are used. The pesticide reductions for BT cotton included 65% in China and 36% 

percent in the United States.93 

 

The adoption of the technology has reduced pesticide spraying by 503 million kg (-8.8%) and, as 

a result, decreased the environmental impact associated with herbicide and insecticide use on 

these crops
94

 

 

It has also been observed that herbicide tolerant seeds allow the substitution of relatively 

environmentally benign herbicides in place of narrow-spectrum chemicals normally used. This has 

the effect that in some cases the volume of herbicide used may increase; however, the toxicity of 
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herbicides applied does not.95 Some studies suggest that GM is less harmful to the environment and 

to human health than the growth of conventional crops.96 

 

The case for GM crops may grow stronger in the near future given the potential for France to vote 

against a renewal of a licence for glyphosate; one of the world’s most widely used active substances 

in herbicides.97 While the French position may soften in relation to glyphosate; it raises questions in 

relation to the reliance of modern agriculture on specific chemical products. Glyphosate is viewed as 

essential in achieving acceptable yields by many farmers.98 

 

What is undoubtedly clear is that we cannot do without it at farm level at present.
99

 

 

Certainty of results 

The merits of scientific methods that circumvent the lack of predictability in traditional breeding 
methodology and the inability to prevent negative traits are self-evident. While conventional crop 
breeding may be perceived as safer, there is considerable uncertainty as to outcome, GM allows a 
much more precise method of developing new crop varieties.  
 

Health 

There is genuine concern in certain circles that the consumption of GM crops could impact 
negatively on human or animal health. Notwithstanding the complete lack of evidence for any 
concern, it would be foolhardy to dismiss legitimately held health concerns.100 Concerns exist 
relating to the possibility that crops could be modified in such a way as to inadvertently lead to some 
form of toxicity for humans, for example, it could induce allergic reactions.101 Such concerns are not 
completely unjustified; however, given the extensive testing of GM products undertaken in an 
attempt to ensure that allergenicity has not been introduced to the crop, seem unlikely. This testing 
focusses on characteristics of a crop which deviate substantially from the conventionally bred 
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variety. This is consistent with scientific consensus that the content of the plant should drive its 
scrutiny rather than the process by which it was bred.102 
 

To date, no allergens have been found in GMO products approved for human consumption.
 103

 
 

It was also observed that: 
 

[T]ransgenic DNA does not differ intrinsically or physically from any other DNA already present in 
foods and that the ingestion of transgenic DNA does not imply higher risks than ingestion of any 

other type of DNA
104

 

 

The case of golden rice is interesting in the debate on GM crops and health. Golden rice is a GM 
variety of rice with a higher vitamin A content, as shown in a controversial study of Golden Rice 
which found it to be an effective source of vitamin A.105 Vitamin-A Deficiency (VAD) is responsible for 
between 250,000 and 500,000 children becoming blind annually, half of whom dying within 12 
months of losing their sight.106 The controversy centred on ethical issues. Reviews of the study: 
 

[F]ound no evidence of health or safety problems in the children fed golden rice; they also 
concluded that the study’s data were scientifically accurate and valid. Indeed, Souvaine's letter 
to the USDA stresses that the results "have important public health and nutrition implications, 
for China and other parts of the world."

107
 

 
Greenpeace has argued that alternatives to Golden Rice can be used to achieve the same objective 
of eliminating VAD. Greenpeace is highly critical of the crop as not being viable and as being 
“environmentally irresponsible”.108 It should be noted that the Golden Rice technology has been 
donated and seed should cost growers and consumers no more than conventional rice provided it is 
exported.109

 

 
Biodiversity 
If the enhanced traits of a GM crop were found to spread to a related weed species it could pass on 
the desirable trait to that weed, thus producing a new and potentially more invasive weed.110 This 
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poses significant risk to all farmers, particularly organic farmers who cannot rely on herbicides to 
protect their crops. Directive (EU) 2015/412 places an onus on Member States cultivating GMOs to 
put in place measures at their borders with non-cultivating Member States in order to ensure 
coexistence of both GM and organic crops. 
 

The preservation of, and indeed, increase of biodiversity is of great interest to many stakeholders. 
Notwithstanding the positive impact of GM in relation to herbicide and pesticide use, there is a 
perceived risk that GM produce could negatively impact on the food chain so as to effectively reduce 
biodiversity; however:  
 

The majority of studies reviewed by Schuler (2006) do not show any unexpected negative effects 
on non-target insects.

111
 

 

Indeed: 
 

The literature considering the effects on biodiversity of non-target species (birds, snakes, non-
target arthropods, soil macro and microfauna) is large and shows little or no evidence of the 
negative effects of GE crops

112
 

 

Concerns for biodiversity are real and cannot be ignored. All GMOs must continue to be assessed for 
the risks they may pose in this regard; however, this should take place within a context of a 
comparative analysis. It is important to consider if reductions in pesticide, fungicide, or herbicide use 
render the GMO more conducive to biodiversity than the crop it is potentially intended to replace. 
 

Land Use 
One particularly promising benefit of GM is the possibility that yields per hectare could be increased. 
Were this to be achieved it would open a range of options for farmers although the benefits would 
be more tangible in developing countries where the impact of GM crops has historically had greater 
impact.  
 

[T]he yield gains from genetically engineered seeds reduce the size of the agricultural footprint 
necessary to produce a given quantity of food, fiber, feed, and fuel. […] [T]his reduction in 
agricultural land demand represents a meaningful contribution to the abatement of greenhouse 
gas emissions and also averts biodiversity loss associated with recruitment of native lands into 
agricultural production.

113
 

 

Economic Risks 
The potential acceptance of GM presents a number of economic challenges. GM crops cannot be 
introduced wholesale overnight, rather their introduction can only follow an EU dialogue whereby a 
substantial number of Member States express a willingness to facilitate GM crop uptake by 
producers. Processor and consumer acceptance must also be developed otherwise there will be no 
market for producers to participate in. In general terms: 
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Positive economic effects of GM crops have been indicated in this study for several countries … 
[b]ut the Study also underlines … that such outcomes cannot be generalised across the globe.

114
 

 

Successful introduction of large-scale GM farming in the EU would necessitate careful and phased 
introduction of GM crops; rapid and unplanned conversion to GM farming could have significant 
adverse impacts. It is possible that increased yields achieved from GM crops could drive prices 
downwards; as such, a slow transition would allow farmers to determine whether or not 
diversification could provide an increased farm income.115 
 
There have been concerns that GM feed could persist in some form through the digestive process, 
this was based on the idea that animals would digest modified produce differently to organic 
produce. It has been established that animals do not digest transgenic and native plant DNA 
differently.116 The significance of this is the fact that: 
 

Intact recombinant proteins have never been detected in tissues or products of animals fed GE 
crops[.]

117
 

 

These findings are of particular importance to the labelling of secondary produce such as milk, meat 
and eggs. In effect, these studies show that following digestion there is no indication that no 
detectable and reliably quantifiable trace of the GM feed remains. This is of importance when 
considering the prospect of labelling such produce. It is true that GM crops could prove harmful to 
organic farmers in some circumstances. Organic farmers worry that GM material could potentially be 
transferred to their crops effectively contaminating their entire yield.118 The fear of admixture of 
organic and GM matter is not without merit and:  
 

[M]ay lead to the devaluation of non-GM products, which would entail an economic damage to 
their producers. For instance, the affected product may require to be labelled as GM according 
to EU legislation, which might result in lower market returns.

119
 

 

The Future of Crop Genetics 

Advancements in technology have allowed the genetic editing of crops in new and exciting ways 
which may be more acceptable to consumers. Beyond genome-edited crops there are technologies 
currently in use which are not in any way controversial. These technologies merely speed up 
processes which could otherwise occur in nature and to a large degree eliminate the process of trial-
and-error heretofore present in plant husbandry. It is important therefore that: 
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A distinction must be established, particularly in the public sphere, between 'genetically 
modified organisms' (GMOs) generated through the transgenic introduction of foreign DNA 
sequences and 'genome-edited crops' (GECs) generated through precise editing of an organism's 
native genome. Transparency and accuracy on the part of scientists and researchers will help to 
dispel negative or stigmatizing perceptions of GECs and hopefully pave the way for sensible 
policies for their regulation and use.

120
  

 

Marker assisted breeding allows scientists to test new crop varieties for desired or undesired genes. 
This allows the process of plant husbandry to be sped up considerably as breeders can identify which 
breeds are worth developing at a far earlier stage, and conversely allows the abandonment of 
varieties that are genetically inferior at an early stage. This means that time and resources are not 
wasted on crops which will never be viable. Similarly genomic-assisted breeding facilitates the 
examination of crop varieties to identify promising traits for the purpose of cross-breeding. Teagasc 
have stated that: 
 

The use of biotechnological techniques involving the development of marker and genomic-
assisted breeding approaches can greatly assist the production of new potato and crop varieties 

(including grasses) suited to Irish production conditions and agronomic requirements.
121

 

 
It is unfortunate if the benefits of such research cannot be applied to benefit farmers and 
consumers. As research continues on GM; alternatives may present more efficient, more 
predictable, and more targeted technologies. For example, genome editing is not only incredibly 
specific in approach, but avoids the issues which have plagued GMO and are, as a result, more 
acceptable to consumers.122 Alternatively genomic selection is an improved version of marker-
assisted selection. This process helps plant breeders identify which new varieties are worth further 
research and which should be cross-bred to achieve the best possible outcomes.123 More radical 
research has some scientists looking at developing crops which use a more effective form of 
photosynthesis that is found to have naturally developed in some plants. This could involve 
developing a modified variety of rice that could have yields as great as 50% larger. It is noted that: 
 

All the components necessary for C4 photosynthesis already exist in normal rice, but they are 
distributed differently and not as active.

124
 

 
Interestingly, some of these technologies may be used in conjunction with organic farming 
methodology. For example, through enhanced crop breeding i.e. not GMO, new varieties of crops 
that are more disease resistant could be grown organically and would produce greater yields than 
varieties currently available. This combination of a back-to-nature approach and cutting-edge 
science are not mutually exclusive. 
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Conclusions on GMO 

This report has set out a summary of the case for and against GM as well as identifying other 
processes currently used which can be further supported such as the use of genetic markers. The 
successes of these technologies must be acknowledged and their continued application supported.   
 
The more complicated discussion required with regard to GM requires careful consideration. The 
GM debate appears to have evolved in recent years; no longer focusing on the scientific merits of 
GM, rather, reservations are expressed largely on the grounds of ethics. The scientifically proven 
benefits of GM, and indeed, the ethical merits of GM must be weighed by the public in the coming 
years. The question of GM must be answered definitively; this answer must be made by an informed 
and educated public, taking account of all relevant factors. Ignoring this question could leave Irish 
producers and consumers unprepared for what may become an important strand of European 
agricultural production in the years and decades to come.  
 
Beyond the direct consequences for European consumers an acceptance of GM in Europe can have 
benefits for the developing world. At present there can be a reluctance to grow GM crops in the 
developing world due to difficulties in exporting the produce. This forces farmers in developing 
countries to rely on conventional crops which may be more vulnerable to weather and pests than 
GM counterparts. The argument for GM crops is made more compelling given that after a prolonged 
period of decline: 
 

In 2016 the number of chronically undernourished people in the world is estimated to have 
increased to 815 million, up from 777 million in 2015 although still down from about 900 million 
in 2000.

125
 

 

The potential of GM to alleviate suffering in the world should be a consideration in the debate. GM 
can help reduce economic hardship in the developing world too. One study found that even in 
developing countries that substantial income benefits were earned by farmers, amounting to $58.15 
billion in the period of 1996-2012. The cost to farmers for access to GM technology across the four 
main crops, in 2012, was equal to 23% of the benefit accrued from its use.126 
 

In most cases, seed developers capture less than half of the benefits, with the majority of surplus 
accruing to farmers and consumers.

127 

 

The case for GM is not clear, nor is there a decisive argument against its use. It is also important to 
note that it cannot be assumed that GM crop varieties exist, or would be commercially viable for 
development, to suit Irish conditions.128 As such two questions need to be addressed: 
 

i. Are the Irish people willing to accept GMO as safe on the basis of the body of research in 
existence; and 
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ii. Is the use of GMO viable economically or scientifically in Ireland? 
 
Answering these questions would mean that GM crops or products may be acceptable to Irish 
consumers even if not commercially viable to produce them here. This could mean that Irish 
consumers would be able to more easily purchase GM food products. 
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Organic Crops 

Organic farming represents a small minority of all farming undertaken in the State; however, it has 

proven difficult to find recent statistics outlining the number of organic farms in Ireland. The Irish 

Organic Farmers and Growers Association state that there are approximately 2,300 organic 

operators in Ireland. These are broken down as approximately 530 processors (23%) and 1770  farm 

operators (77%).129 The area of organic farmland in Ireland increased from 47,864 Ha in 2010 to 

73,037 Ha in 2015 (an increase of c.52.6%).130 This includes all types of organic farming and not just 

organic tillage. Organic tillage itself totalled just 2,280 Ha in 2016; however this was a significant 

increase of 650 Ha (a 40% increase) in 2015.131 Organic tillage farming in Ireland can be seen to 

represent a very small portion of the tillage sector overall. Organic farming can be defined as: 

 

[A] farming system which relies on crop rotations, the recycling of farm-produced organic 

materials i.e. crop residues, animal manure, legumes, green manure and off-farm organic wastes 

and on a variety of non-chemical methods for the control of pests, diseases and weeds. 

Synthetically compounded fertilisers, pesticides, herbicides, growth regulators and livestock feed 

additives are excluded or severely restricted. The products and methods of genetic engineering 

are also strictly prohibited.
132

 

 

There is an inverse relationship between intervention and crop value. The greater the intervention 

through use of fertilisers and pesticides, even genetic modification, the lower the value of the crop; 

conversely, the value of organic crops is particularly high. Organic crops therefore offer a promising 

future to some farmers.  

 

The question is what the future can and should be for organic agriculture. Some argue it could 

become the conventional production system of the future, while others think it will remain by 

and large a fringe activity.
133

 

 

Organic farming requires greater support if it is expected to meet the requirements of Irish industry 

and of Irish farmers for feed. The most recent sectoral plan is several years old.134 New research and 

consultation with the sector must take place to inform a new Organic Action Plan. 
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Table 9 Percentage That Rate Each Health Attribute Very Important in Purchasing Decisions
135

 

Back-To-Basics Global 
Average 

Asia-
Pacific 

Europe Middle East 
/ Africa 

Latin 
America 

North 
America 

All Natural 43 43 42 53 64 29 

GMO-Free 43 43 47 39 46 32 

No Artificial Colours 42 44 42 42 46 29 

No Artificial Flavours 41 42 40 41 45 30 
Made from Vegetables / 
Fruits 40 39 40 47 55 32 

Natural Flavours 36 33 33 46 60 31 

 
Table 9 above illustrates that GMO-free is the most frequently cited health attribute that European 

consumers consider very important in purchasing decisions (47%). European consumers appear to 

consider the GMO-free nature of products as more significant than any of the other attributes. 

 

Benefits of Organic Crops 

There are a number of benefits which may be obtained through growth of organic crops. These 

benefits are clear and are illustrated by the success of a number of organic farmers alongside growth 

in the sector. While the area of organic tillage is small, a 40% increase in this area between 2015 and 

2016 is nothing short of explosive; particularly so given the absence of specific supports for this 

sector.136 Some of these benefits are defined below: 

 

I. Minimal inputs required: Organic farming precludes the use of fertilisers and pesticides. As 

a result, farmers input costs are reduced. The environmental impact of importing and 

spreading fertilisers, pesticides, and herbicides are negated. 

 

II. Higher value end product: Consumers value the ‘clean’ nature of organic produce and many 

are willing to pay a premium for the produce. This extends to processors who can then offer 

organic products to consumers. The higher value per tonne was illustrated to the Committee 

earlier in 2017.137 

 

III. Indirect environmental impact: Organic farming can boost biodiversity due to the non-use 

of pesticides and herbicides. 

 

On average, organic farming increased species richness by about 30%. This result has 

been robust over the last 30 years of published studies and shows no sign of 

diminishing.
138
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IV. Yield: At present yields from organic crops tend to be lower than from similar areas of 

conventional farmed or GM farmed crops; however, the focus of agricultural science has 

been concentrated on both conventional and GM/GE crops in recent decades. It is possible 

that organic yield could be substantially increased: 

 

[T]here is scope for improving yields in organic agriculture. Proper farming system 

design is crucial in optimizing organic agriculture. Organic system design is more than 

omitting chemical inputs and plugging in some organic practices. One has to rethink 

rotational deigns, crop compositions, varieties, inclusion or exclusion of livestock, 

livestock species and breeds, and many other system elements.
139

 

 

Yield improvements in organic farming can be achieved through non-GM breeding 

processes. Teagasc indicated that the development of more disease and pest resistant crop 

varieties would help reduce production losses thereby increasing the viability of organic 

farming.140 These could include looking at what may have been bred out of crop varieties 

through intensive agriculture. There may be traits in preceding generations of crops which 

can help increase organic yield which have been lost through intensive breeding 

programmes.141 

 

Organic crops are an established viable option for tillage farmers. Lower yields and increased 

susceptibility to disease and pests are offset by increased market value and reduced inputs. Organic 

farming may prove to be the best-option for informed farmers and may offer increased revenues; 

however it is important to discuss the challenges of organic crops in order to properly inform 

producers who may be considering adopting organic farm practices.  

 

I went into it because of pounds, shillings and pence. I am not saying I had great foresight, but I 

saw the direction in which the conventional tillage system was going. To me, it was doom and 

gloom and I am delighted I made the change. I think I am more environmentally friendly and I am 

definitely producing a product people want.
142

 

 

Challenges of Organic Crops 

Organic farming, as already stated, is a viable option for many tillage farmers; however, it would be 
an over-simplification of organic farming to suggest that it is a solution for every farmer. Organic 
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farming also fails to address the issue of the world’s long-term food requirements. Organic crops 
remain a niche product and a degree of caution should exist despite strong sectoral growth.143 
Notwithstanding the benefits of organic farming already identified, there are a number of challenges 
presented by organic farming, these include: 
 

I. Require fertile land: Efficient organic crop growth requires higher quality land and 
considerably more stringent soil management as mineral fertilisers cannot be used. As a 
result it will be highly challenging for farmers to achieve the required yield on marginal land. 
It may not be possible to achieve required levels of soil fertility through the use of legume 
crops, compost and manure.144 Organic farms risk overreliance on the use of manure due to 
the lack of organic alternatives. The large-scale uptake of organic farming could make 
manure a premium product driving costs up and potentially reducing organic yields. This 
could divert manure use from fodder-producing areas.145 Newer technologies allow 
processing of human waste to harness the nutrients therein for re-use in the nutrient 
cycle.146  

 

II. Yield: Organic farming produces lower yields than conventional agriculture and GM. Organic 
yields are on average about 80% of those achieved under conventional agriculture.147 The 
Committee that yields are lower and average approximately five tonnes per Ha.148 This poses 
a challenge in relation to the suggestion of Irish Grain Growers that organic farmers can 
scale up to meet the animal feed needs of Irish farmers given that Ireland imports circa one 
million tonnes of animal feed, and organic farms produce lower per hectare yields; this 
would require massive scaling up of Irish tillage.149

 

 

III. Are a riskier product: Organic farming’s greatest weakness is the level of risk involved. While 
weather, pests, and soil fertility impact on all crops regardless of the methods employed in 
their growth, organic crops are particularly vulnerable. In the event that pests or an invasive 
weed become present within the crop, their scope to cause substantial damage is 
considerably higher than in conventional or GM crops where herbicides and pesticides can 
limit their impact.  
 

IV. Cost: Organic produce is more expensive for the consumer. Some consumers are willing to 
pay a premium for their produce whereas others prefer low-cost food. As food is an 
essential purchase for all citizens, increased food prices are generally seen to 
disproportionately affect those on lower incomes, this forms the rationale for VAT-free 
food.150 While low cost food does not always equate to nutritional food, it must be noted 
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that a transition to premium organic produce could have a negative impact on lower income 
households. 

 
[I]n circumstances of low purchasing power, consumers tend to make their decisions on the 
base of price, choosing for the cheapest products with the low nutritional value, that is 
usually high in calories and fat and in most of the cases it is sold as frozen, pre-cooked and 
pre-portioned items. This is suggested also by the level of obesity in OECD countries where 
overweight individuals are more common among the poor and the less educated.

151
 

 

The elasticity of demand for organic produce varies and requires further study; however one 
study of organic fresh fruit suggested: 
 

[T]hat a 1% change in the prices will elicit more than 1% change in quantities demanded.
152 

 

 
This suggests that pricing is a relevant factor for consumers considering whether or not to 
purchase organic produce. 

 

V. Specialist knowledge: Organic farming is inherently different to conventional farming, as 
such; farmers need to be aware of what is required to achieve profitable yields. This will 
require farmers to undertake training and education in order to maximise yields. Organic 
farming requires substantial changes in approach which may make many conventional 
farmers uneasy. 

 
Long-term soil management involves looking at the biology rather than the chemistry of the 
soil. We look at things ordinary farmers do not even think about such as bacteria and 
fungi.

153
 

 

VI. Resource constrained: The Committee was informed that some farmers who do not have 
access to animal manure from their own farm face a challenge to maintain soil fertility. 
While these farmers may exchange straw for manure with neighbouring farms, increased 
organic sector growth could put pressure on manure supplies.154       
 

We must also have a major supply of organic fertiliser, which we do not have, for organic 
cereals.

155
 

 

VII. Market: It is simply not known what market exists for organic crops, while there appears to 
be room for growth in the sector, the scope for growth has not been clearly defined. The 
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Committee were informed that the leading industry manufacturer of porridge currently has 
a deficit of 2,000 tonnes of organic oats.156 It was further stated that an extra 10,000 Ha of 
organic farm land were required to begin to meet the current level of demand.157 
 

Organic farming is thus beset by challenges and would appear to be unlikely to become the 
dominant method of farming in Ireland; rather, organic farming will provide a premium to producers 
for whom certain conditions are met. Organic tillage farming is unlikely to provide a premium in 
terms of large-scale production as: 
 

The value of grain in Ireland is linked with commodity markets which are largely driven by maize 
in terms of grain or soy in terms of proteins and horse feed. It is worth remembering that on a 
worldwide basis they are both predominantly genetically-modified, GM, crops; therefore, Irish 
producers of conventional crops are competing in markets that are set by GM crops.

 158
  

 
It is essential to determine the size of any potential market for organic produce prior to the 
implementation of policy measures to encourage and incentivise substantial increases in organic 
farming in Ireland.   
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Sugar Beet 

The reintroduction of large scale sugar beet farming has been proposed by industry groups. The 

merits and threats involved are discussed in detail in the 2012 Tillage Sector Plan.159 Figures 3 and 4 

pages 15 and 16 of this report illustrate that Teagasc had identified potential for the sugar beet 

industry to grow by a multiplier of 3.75. This equated to a 22,000 Ha increase in sugar beet area and 

an increase in yield tonnage of 1.32 million tonnes. 

 

[T]here has been a big increase in the yield potential of beet … We would welcome the return of 

the beet industry if there were defined markets for Irish beet as this would reduce volatility but 

re-establishing an industry while exposed to the fluctuations of world prices would make us a bit 

nervous.
160

  

 

The UK harvested 6,218,000 tonnes of sugar beet in 2015 from a total cropped area of 90,000 Ha.161 

In 2006 the sugar beet industry in Ireland produced almost one-fifth of that amount.162 Brexit may 

have produced a window of opportunity for Ireland to increase sugar beet production had there 

been a renegotiation of quotas; however, as the quota is being abolished, other Member States are 

better placed to expand production compared to Ireland where this crop is now grown in small 

quantities and for use primarily as animal feed. Any potential gap in the market is therefore likely to 

be taken by established sugar processors elsewhere. 

 

Opportunities for Sugar Beet 

Notwithstanding a substantial market for sugar production in the EU, the opportunities for expanded 

growth of sugar beet are severely hampered by the strength of other Member States in production. 

At present, the EU produces roughly 50% of the total global sugar production from sugar beet; 

however, only 20% of global production comes from sugar beet.163 As such, the EU is responsible for 

about 10% of global sugar production. The vast majority of EU sugar production is used domestically 

with only about 8% being exported.164 This suggests that an Irish sugar industry would be reliant on 

an EU market which has well established producers. Sugar refined in Ireland would need to compete 

against processors in Europe as well as extra-EU competitors; it is unlikely that Irish sugar could be 

produced and exported cost effectively. The lack of unique characteristics for Irish sugar suggests 

that it may be perfectly substituted by sugar produced elsewhere. In effect, price competition would 
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be high, driving potential returns downwards in an increasingly competitive market. The abolition of 

quotas will further drive prices downwards as processors increase the volume of sugar produced; 

this was witnessed in the aftermath of the abolition of milk quotas and the subsequent requirement 

for a European aid package.165
 

 

It is anticipated the EU sugar production will increase by roughly 20% in 2017/2018 over marketing 

year 2016/2017. The anticipated growth in EU production is some 3.26 million tonnes.166 Teagasc 

had previously suggested greater potential for beet but this had been on the basis of higher 

predicted sugar beet prices.167
  It is unfortunate that the anticipated increased production of sugar in 

the EU will be captured by Member States which have established sugar industries. Had Ireland a 

sugar industry it may have been possible to capture some of this increase; price competition would 

have made this unlikely. In any case the question is now academic as it would appear that it may be 

too late to capitalise on the abolition of sugar quotas in the EU. Other Member States have 

established sugar industries which can more readily increase production to meet demand whereas 

Ireland no longer has a sugar processing industry. The opportunities in the sector would long since 

have been recognised by Member States by the point at which Ireland could produce refined sugar. 

In addition to this challenge, increased production in the EU will likely drive sugar prices downwards 

leaving Ireland at a further competitive disadvantage.  
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The Alcoholic Beverage Market 

The Irish alcoholic beverage sector has seen significant growth in recent years, with demand for craft 
beers and Irish whiskey in particular seeing substantial growth. Irish whiskey is the fastest growing 
spirit in the world, with recorded export growth of 8% in 2016, reaching a total value of €505 
million.168 Beer exports in 2016 were estimated at €290 million,169 an increase of almost 10% over 
2015. 170 This has driven growth in the number of microbreweries, the number of which is expected 
to increase from 90, early in 2017, to in excess of 100 by 2020. Distinct from beer and the three 
alcoholic beverages covered by geographical indications, there is also limited production of gin and 
vodka in Ireland. The strong growth in the alcoholic beverage sector has not been reflected in the 
profitability of malt barley growers as has been indicated by the unease of the sector and recent 
protests.171 
 
Figure 6 Irish Beverage Exports by value (€1.4 billion total)

172
 

  
Irish beverage exports are substantial in value (€1.4 billion)173 and have the potential to grow 

further. Whiskey, liqueur, and beer together account for 77% of beverage exports. Beverage exports, 

as a whole, are not heavily reliant on the UK market; however, Brexit still poses a substantial 
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challenge for beverage exporters and could prove a substantial step backwards during a period 

characterised by significant growth elsewhere. With this in mind, it is important that the beverage 

industry does not become over concentrated in a single market or overly reliant on a single product. 

Innovation and quality will be fundamental to the growth of Irish alcoholic beverage exports. Figure 

7 below outlines the distribution of beverage exports between the UK, other EU and the rest of the 

world. 

 
Figure 7 Distribution of Beverage Exports (% of value)

174
 

 

Irish Whiskey 

Irish whiskey has proven remarkably successful in export markets in recent years and this success is 
expected to be reflected in increased growth in the coming years. Irish whiskey still only controls a 
small share of the global whiskey market (5%)175 which suggests there is significant scope to grow 
market share. There has been explosive growth in the number of distilleries in Ireland, from a low of 
four distilleries to 18 at present, with a further 16 at various stages of the planning process.176  
 

[T]he key sector that we see as still having a huge opportunity for growth is distilling.
177

 

 
Strong growth in the whiskey industry has arisen despite the fact that the whiskey industry in Ireland 
presents significant barriers to entry, in particular, Annex II of Regulation 110/2008 states, inter alia, 
that for whiskey the final distillate must be matured: 
 

[F]or at least three years in wooden casks not exceeding 700 litres capacity.
178
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In practice, this means that a new entrant must age the whiskey distillate for three years before it 
may be sold as Irish whiskey. Some entrants try to manage this barrier by producing another 
beverage, such as gin, during this period; however, this still requires the construction of a distillery. 
New entrants must, therefore, incur substantial costs while also being unable to operate at full 
capacity if they wish to have an income stream, or, must forego an income for the first number of 
years of operation. Clearly this is not conducive to encouraging new entrants to the market. The 
development of a wholesale market is of great importance in responding to this issue, as has been 
noted by the industry itself: 
 

It should be possible to enter the market without having to build your own distillery. To 
encourage new entrants, lower risk business models, and a more efficient use of capacity, it is 
important that a properly functioning internal market for bulk mature and immature whiskey 
develops.

179
 

 

A wholesale market allows new entrants to the market without requiring the capital expenditure, 
and lead time, necessitated by construction of a distillery. This can benefit the distillers already in 
the market as they can supply bulk whiskey sales to new entrants which may not directly compete 
with their own product; thus, the sales to the new entrants do not necessarily mean that the market 
share of the distiller decreases. New entrants can also benefit from combining their purchasing 
power to buy bulk quantities from a particular distiller or distillers. In this scenario it is in the interest 
of distillers to price competitively on the wholesale market as their potential sales could be 
substantial both in volume and value. 
 
Finally, it is important that Irish whiskey’s premium status is protected; any policy changes or 
incentives which could serve to undermine this status must be avoided. If market entry is made too 
easy, there is a potential risk that a rogue operator could tarnish the whole industry. It is essential 
that quality never be put at risk in the pursuit of greater market participation. The aging process is 
widely recognised by consumers as an indication of quality; however, the reality is that this is not 
necessarily the case. There is merit in exploring the idea of maturity’s significance over aging; 
however, this would not comply with EU regulations defining Irish whiskey. It is important therefore 
that careful consideration be given to this proposition prior to any potential action.180 If 
implemented hastily such changes could undermine consumer opinion of all Irish whiskey, and 
thereby impact negatively on the premium nature of the product category. 
 

New Markets & Product Innovation 

Whiskey is produced in a variety of ways and methods in countries such as Scotland, America, 

Canada, Japan, India, and Germany. Without undermining the specific characteristics of Irish 

whiskey, attempts to produce different types of whiskey in Ireland are welcomed. By developing a 

broader product offering the Irish drinks industry will be better placed to find export niches. 

Innovations include new products: 
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Irish Distillers is experimenting with rye blends on more than 140 acres in Enniscorthy. It planted 

the rye in the autumn of 2016 with the intention of harvesting it in late summer of 2017 for use 

in the distilling process. More opportunities will arise from that pilot if it is successful.
181

 

 

The international whiskey market is vast, and Irish whiskey’s share is reasonably small. Comparing 

Irish whiskey sales to those of scotch illustrates the sheer size of the global market, if Irish whiskey 

can achieve even some of this success the demand for barley will increase significantly. Scotch 

whiskey was exported directly to 182 countries in 2016182 and Scotch sales globally are 2.5 times its 

nearest rival whisky.183  

 

In the calendar year 2016, exports of Scotch Whisky increased in value by £153 million to more 

than £4 billion (£4,008,927,149), and by volume to the equivalent of more than 1.2bn bottles - 

an increase of 4% and 4.8% respectively.
184

 

 

Innovation is more than just developing new products, it can relate to enhancing and specialising 

existing products or categories of products. There may be opportunities to be explored in developing 

and exploiting a market for premium-organic derived alcoholic beverages.  

 

[A] number of distilleries are beginning to look at organic and non-genetically modified whiskey. 

It remains to be seen whether they will succeed, or whether these products will take off. We 

know there is a tentative interest in this area. A number of distilleries are developing brands 

along these lines.
185

 

 

It was further noted that craft brewers as well as craft distillers are now actively seeking organic 

malting barley in order to develop premium products with this unique selling point. The 

opportunities of this sector must be assessed. It was noted by the Committee that ensuring a fully 

organic supply chain would present difficulties for the sector.186 It is likely that these challenges 

would narrow profit margins within that supply chain unless such products achieved significant 

premiums at sale. 
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Other Alcoholic Beverages 

Irish whiskey is not the only uniquely Irish alcoholic beverage; Irish póitín and Irish cream liqueur are 
also both protected by geographical indications and have ample room for growth in the international 
market.187 Irish póitín is unlikely to attract a substantial international market but may find niche 
markets with proper support, in time, such niche markets may expand. Irish póitín could be 
produced and marketed as a 100% Irish product, at least in certain forms, depending on which 
particular set of ingredients is chosen by the producer. The primary ingredients include barley and 
malted barely, sugar beet molasses, and potatoes.188  
 
Half of the value of Irish beverage exports are within the categories of liqueur, beer, other, and cider 
(See Figure 7 p.45). Many of these beverages can, and do, use Irish agricultural output as key 
ingredients. Growth in the volume, more so than value, of these other beverage categories will have 
positive implications for Irish farmers primarily through increased demand. Irish beer is experiencing 
a renaissance at present. New microbreweries are proliferating; notwithstanding this, it is expected 
that: 
 

The potential for future growth for brewing is pretty limited.
189 

 
It will be important to support these brewers in exporting their products. Modest growth 
opportunities should not be overlooked in the pursuit of supporting a single strong growth 
opportunity. Failure to exploit all opportunities, regardless of size, is a luxury that cannot be 
afforded by the sector. 
 

The Challenges of Increasing Income for Malt Barley Growers  

Table 10 overleaf illustrates the breakdown of the price paid by a consumer for a €5 pint of beer. 

This breakdown is illustrated graphically in Figure 8 page 50. The Committee heard that farmers tend 

to receive less than five cents per pint of beer.190 From this and other available information, it can be 

determined that c.70% of that price (€3.50) cannot be clearly accounted for within the supply chain. 

Between wholesalers, brewers, and other parties the distribution of this 70% cannot be conclusively 

attributed. What is clear however is that farmers would appear to gain very little from the overall 

process and that even a minor change in how much the farmer would achieve per pint could have 

significant impacts on farm income. 
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Table 10 Accounting for the Alcohol Supply Chain 

Breakdown of a €5 pint of beer (4% alcohol 
content) 

% of price paid by 
consumer 

€ 

Farmer 1% 0.05 

Malting Company   

Brewer   

Excise Duty191 10.25% 0.51 

Wholesaler   

Retailer   

VAT (23% rate) 18.9% 0.95 

Total Accounted For 30.15% 1.51 
 
There are barriers to achieving better prices for farmers. Key amongst these is the fact that the 

produce sold by the farmer is substantially removed from the product sold to the ultimate 

consumer. Table 10 illustrates a fairly standard supply chain but may not be comprehensive. The 

reality is that the number of participants in the supply chain and the costs borne by those 

participants results in a distribution of profit which is beyond the scope of this report to quantify; 

however, given that the raw material required can be obtained domestically, or by import, at a low 

price suggests that it will not be difficult to pass much, if any, of the value added back to the farmer. 

The value is added by brewers and distillers, and is not closely related to the Irishness of the raw 

material. Unless the end consumer can be encouraged to value this Irishness element of an alcoholic 

beverage, it may prove impossible to secure a significant premium for Irish cereal farmers. 

 

The attainment of a higher price for cereal crops for the purpose of brewing or distilling is unlikely to 

grow unless Irish output can be meaningfully distinguished from imported produce. If brewers and 

distillers can achieve the same added value from an imported cereal crop as from a domestic crop 

there is little incentive for any participant in the supply chain to pay a premium for Irish produce 

over foreign alternatives. 

 

Malting barley was reported to offer returns of about €50 per tonne which raises serious questions 

of the viability of malting barley growers in the long-term.192 Malting barley underpins Irish alcohol 

production and is part of a unique selling point of the Irish malt industry insofar as: 

 

Irish malting barley supply chains stand out over other chains in … that it is fully traceable from 

seed to glass.
193

 

 

Put simply, the price achieved per tonne (c.€154 for malting barley in 2017) is not economically 

viable. Tillage farmers may opt to grow alternative crops or convert to beef or dairy farming 
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outright. This poses an environmental challenge as it risks pushing Ireland’s agricultural GHG 

emissions higher. The only way in which tillage farming can be made consistently viable is for 

farmers’ costs to be reduced and their income increased. If input costs can be reduced and industry 

provides a realistic price for produce the Irish tillage sector can be secured into the future.    

 
Figure 8 The Price of a Pint - Who Gets What 
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Recommendations 

 
4. The Committee recommends that, until such time as a viable alternative is available, that the 

Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine continues to vocally support the extension of 
a licence for glyphosate. The Committee also recommends that the Minister actively seek to 
help develop support amongst other Member States for an extension to the licence.   

5. The Committee recommends that in the absence of a sugar processing industry in Ireland, 
consideration should be given to determining at least small-scale processing of sugar beet in 
Ireland to supply sugar beet molasses to Irish póitín producers. 

6. The Committee recommends that an updated review of the potential for revival of the sugar 
beet industry should be undertaken in line with the findings of the Tillage Sector Plan 2012 
that both investors and growers were interested in establishing a sugar beet industry for the 
production of ethanol.194 

7. The Committee recommends that efforts be made to establish long-term contracts with 
brewers and distillers in Ireland. These contracts could provide long-term security to farmers 
who would be guaranteed an outlet for produce for several years. This would also allow 
these farmers to invest appropriately in their farms. 

8. The Committee recommends that the industry consider developing a Fair Trade style 
system; whereby brewers could opt to pay a slightly higher price per tonne in return for the 
right to use a particular logo identifying them as being supportive of Irish farmers. This, in 
effect, would align commercial breweries towards a model of social enterprise. A Bord Bia 
scheme leveraging this could prove beneficial to the brewers in question and make their 
product more attractive to consumers. Based on information provided to the Committee, 
the payment of an additional cent per pint unit produced, would be equivalent to a 20% 
price increase for the farmer.195 

9. The Committee points to its earlier recommendations in its report Impact of the UK 
Referendum on Membership of the European Union on the Irish Agri-Food & Fisheries 
Sectors:196 

 The Committee believes that there are opportunities for Irish alcoholic beverage 
producers to increasingly rely on Irish grain for production purposes. Such an 
approach would help stabilise the Irish tillage sector which is currently experiencing 
considerable difficulties. 

 The Committee recognises the existence of an Irish Whiskey Trail197 and suggests 
that this may benefit from further development. It may also be of interest to 
determine if a network of breweries and distilleries may be formed to create a 
combined trail. It may be beneficial to consider international experience such as best 
practice in vineyard tours in France, Spain, and Portugal or the nearer Scottish Gin 
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Trail.198 While this is primarily a tourism initiative, advertising, and potentially 
increasing sales of Irish beverages should positively impact upon Irish grain farmers.  

10. The Committee recommends that the aging requirement for Irish whiskey be retained as any 
change to this requirement could undermine the recognised quality of Irish whiskey and for 
the benefit of facilitating new market entrants could irreparably damage the reputation of 
all Irish whiskey. 

11. The Committee welcomes that many distillers and brewers endeavour to source as much 
raw material from Ireland as possible. The Committee recommends that an industry wide 
conversation be held as to the value of their Irish inputs in conjunction with Origin Green. 

12. The Committee recommends that organic farming should be prudently encouraged. It is 
essential that organic farming only be encouraged where viable. The Committee also 
recommends that as organic farming involves increased risk, which may bring increased 
profits one year and require compensation the next, that there must be an exploration of 
risk mitigation tools in order to reduce reliance on ad hoc compensatory schemes.  

13. The Committee recommends that a new Organic Action Plan be developed as the last plan 
covered the period 2013-2015. There should be a commitment to produce new Action Plans 
on an ongoing basis in order that the sector may have a constant policy direction. 

14. The Committee recommends that the size of any potential market for organic produce be 
determined prior to the implementation of policy measures to encourage and incentivise 
substantial increases in organic farming in Ireland. This is required to underpin a new 
Organic Action Plan. 

15. The Committee recommends that measures to reduce food waste should be developed as 
they may benefit all participants in the FSC. Increasing the efficiency of the FSC may facilitate 
greater diversification in agriculture as well as increasing food security in Ireland.  

16. The Committee recommends that Bord Bia should work with exporters to promote Irish 
products that are labelled ‘Produce of Ireland’. An appropriate marketing campaign 
leveraging the ‘Irishness’ of these products may raise awareness internationally, and even 
nationally, of the distinction between ‘produced in’ and ‘produce of’ labels.  
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6. Energy Generation and Energy Crops 

 

Context 

Energy crops may provide an alternative income stream to tillage farmers that may benefit from 

steadier prices and levels of demand than some traditionally grown crops. Teagasc identified 

significant scope for increased growth of energy crops in Ireland (see figure 9 overleaf); however, 

there appears to be an absence of recent data relating to the uptake of this potential. Energy crops 

can also produce biomass feedstock which may reduce reliance on imported feedstock.199 It may be 

the case that the incentives offered to date have been insufficient to make energy crops an 

attractive option to farmers. A review is ongoing of the Bio-energy (Willow) Scheme to address the 

low uptake of that scheme; pending this review the Department will not commence similar 

schemes.200  

 

Energy crops can produce a high output from a relatively small area. By using energy crops, it is 

possible to meet over 50% of the renewable heat target from just 2% of the agricultural 

grassland area (66,800 ha). This could boost the Irish economy by saving Irish consumers €100 

million per year on their heating costs and would deliver approximately €957 million of 

investment in biomass boiler projects. This would help generate 532 new jobs in the biomass 

sector.
201

  

 

There has been some scepticism of the use of biomass production for alternative energy. Such 

studies suggest that where forestry is cleared to be replaced by energy crops that greenhouse gas 

emission reductions may be negated. It is also argued that expanding production of energy crops 

could have undesired implications for food prices.202 That is not to say that there is not scope for 

increased production of energy crops in Ireland; rather, that increases in energy crop areas should 

be scientifically and economically analysed and an optimum level determined. 

 

The Committee heard that Energy Crops are not of particular interest to farmers as prices are static 

(often agreed in advance under future contracts with processors/wholesalers) whereas other crops 

offered the potential of increased profit in the right circumstances.  
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Energy is at a certain price per kilowatt-hour. However, if we push premium product, and market 

and process it, we can add value at each step.
203

  

 

The Committee is of the opinion that reliance on premium food and beverage, and ever increasing 

prices, fails to take account of potential risks. The stability and guaranteed income levels which can 

be obtained from energy crops cannot be dismissed. There is no challenge in terms of capacity to 

produce energy crops, rather, the challenge is demand based. In order to realise the potential of 

energy crops it is necessary to establish a strong market for these products. The forthcoming 

Renewable Heat Incentive (RHI) will be essential in bringing this about.  

 
Figure 9 Potential Energy Crop Area by 2020

204
 

 
 
While tillage is not itself a major contributor to agricultural emissions in Ireland, it can play a role in 
helping reduce overall agricultural emission levels. Additionally, as already stated, many tillage farms 
also have a cattle enterprise co-located. Dairy and cattle are responsible for the largest per hectare 
CO2 eq. emissions as per Figure 10 overleaf.  
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Figure 10 Kg CO2 eq./ha/annum
205

 

 
It is frequently stated that failure to meet emissions targets could cost the state significant sums of 
money; however, as a figure is rarely stated there seems little incentive to reduce emissions. Once 
efforts are made to quantify the cost of a failure to meet emissions targets, schemes can be devised 
to incentivise GHG emissions that are cost-effective. It may be the case that progress towards 
achievement, both renewable energy compliance and emissions reductions targets, can be achieved 
from agriculture. The SEAI have quantified that failure to meet renewable energy targets could cost: 

 
[B]etween €65 million and €130 million per percentage shortfall on the overall binding target.

206
 

 

Additionally, studies by University College Cork and the Economic and Social Research Institute 
determined that: 

 
[P]otential costs of purchasing non-ETS GHG compliance for the Irish Exchequer for the 2020 to 
2030 period could have a cumulative total in the billions in the absence of any further policy 
changes or policy/technological developments i.e. a business as usual scenario.

207
  

 

It is abundantly clear that failure to meet both renewable energy targets and emissions reductions 
targets will cost the state, and therefore the taxpayer, significant sums in the coming years. If actions 
to meet targets have an impact lower than annual targets, Ireland’s net position will disimprove (i.e. 
if our progress does not keep pace with increases in our annual targets, the gap between our 
position and our target will actually increase over time). In effect, the slower the response, the more 
difficult it will become to reach 2030 targets. The risk of failure to meet annual targets is to be left 
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with a substantial shortfall on the 2030 targets with penalties arising as a consequence. While it has 
been stated that: 
 

Achieving the 2030 targets will be enormously costly for Ireland – requiring a capital expenditure 
of around €35 billion up to 2030. There would be savings on fossil fuel imports, but these are 
modest in comparison.

208
  

 

The cost of non-compliance would appear to be substantial and will likely grow over time in the 
absence of significant policy changes in Ireland. As the cost of non-compliance will not be a once-off 
expenditure but will prove an ongoing burden on state finances, there appears to be strong 
reasoning to move quickly to reduce emissions. It should also be noted that it will prove more 
difficult to meet emissions targets as the timeframe for action closes. Attempts to significantly 
reduce emissions within a small window would likely prove highly disruptive to the economy rather 
than a graduated approach. Notwithstanding the above:  

 
Given the very substantial capital investment required to achieve the projected level of 
emissions reductions in other sectors, it is essential that a full cost benefit and socio-economic 
analysis is undertaken to determine whether additional emissions reductions in the agriculture 
sector would be nationally more cost-beneficial.

209
 

 

Figure 11 and Table 11 overleaf indicate both the scale of agricultural emissions in Ireland and the 

potential role for renewable energy in Ireland. The following sections of this report set out some of 

the potential for the agricultural sector to meet some of this renewable energy demand. 
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Figure 11 GHG Emissions (2015) by sector
210

* 

 
*F-gases: These gases comprise HFCs (Hydroflurocarbons), PFCs (Perfluorcarbons), SF6 (Sulphur Hexafluoride) and NF3 
(Nitrogen Trifluoride). They are much more potent than the naturally occurring greenhouse gas emissions (carbon 
dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide). 

 
Table 11 Renewable energy as a % of primary energy supply

211
 

 
Ireland EU28 G20 

2000 1.7 5.8 10.4 

2001 1.63 5.85 10.3 

2002 1.81 5.77 10.3 

2003 1.67 6.07 10.2 

2004 1.95 6.36 10.1 

2005 2.51 6.75 10.1 

2006 2.89 7.13 10.1 

2007 3.18 7.81 10.2 

2008 3.89 8.4 10.5 

2009 4.64 9.42 10.8 

2010 4.61 10.08 10.7 

2011 5.85 10.31 10.8 

2012 5.94 11.38 11 

2013 6.46 12.16 11.4 

2014 7.53 12.86 11.6 

2015 8.11 * * 

*Data not yet available 
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Biofuels 

Crops such as oilseed rape and camelina may be processed to release oils which can be used to 
produce liquid biofuels. These biofuels can be used directly as a replacement fuel or blended with 
petrol/diesel. Biofuels offer very significant advantages over fossil fuels, with an ability to reduce 
GHG emissions by between 70% and 90% in the transport sector. Newer technologies are 
increasingly effective at harnessing the potential of energy crops: 
 

A class of enzymes … is emerging as a potentially powerful tool for use in converting plant 
material to liquid fuel and industrial chemicals. By dramatically improving the speed and 
efficiency of conversion over conventional approaches, these enzymes could stimulate efforts to 
grow crops for fuel, with implications for biodiversity in the form of increased land use for this 
purpose, potential shifts away from fossil fuel use and reductions in greenhouse gas 
emissions.

212
 

 
The adoption of biofuels requires only modest changes to vehicle technology and the fuel 
distribution network. There are concerns that the growth of the crops required to manufacture 
biofuels will compete with food production ultimately reducing food supply and driving prices 
upwards.213 There also happen to be other environmental benefits attached to biofuels, including 
that they are biodegradable and therefore have a reduced environmental impact in the event of 
leakages.214 
 

There is a risk that some biofuels may effectively be bypassed; recent announcements by a number 
of Governments and car companies suggest that production will shift from diesel and petrol engine 
vehicles to hybrid or solely electric vehicles (EVs).215 This suggests that the market for biofuel may 
contract as electric and/or hybrid cars obtain an ever larger market share. This suggests that certain 
energy crops are likely to represent better investments than others. There is likely to be strong 
demand for both fossil and biofuels in the medium term: 
 

Between 440 million and 500 million litres of biofuels must be secured for blending with fossil 
fuels.

216
 

 
Energy crops which can efficiently be used to generate electricity, rather than being used in a fuel 
mixture with petrol or diesel, are likely to offer greater certainty to investors. Certain sectors are 
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likely to require biofuels on an ongoing basis; the aviation industry, haulage, public transport, and 
heavy vehicles generally are more likely to remain dependent on fossil or biofuels.  
 
Biodiesel is sold as a mixture of conventional diesel and biodiesel i.e. pure biodiesel would require 
modified engines to be used efficiently. Biodiesel may have more promising long-term demand as it 
is suited to use in heavy vehicles which may not be easily replaced by electric equivalents. There 
have been some technical barriers to the use of pure biodiesel which limits the potential of some 
crops. Pure biodiesel requires bespoke engines to deal with the specific boiling characteristics of 
biodiesel. Recently a team of scientists have successfully: 
 

[F]ound a way to transform chemicals derived from plants into a biodiesel that meets the boiling 
characteristics required by the EN 590 standard, set by the European Committee for 
Standardization, for commercial diesel sold in the EU.

217
 

 
This breakthrough has proven that it is possible to produce a pure biodiesel that can be used in 
conventional diesel engines. Unfortunately this technology is in its infancy, with costs far in excess of 
viable levels.218  
 

Camelina & Oilseed Rape 

Camelina is an oil producing crop similar to oilseed rape which is low input and can produce its oil at 
a competitive cost; however, Teagasc note that there is an absence of reliable information for the 
crop in Ireland given the small volumes currently produced.219 Camelina may be grown as a wheat 
rotation crop which can help boost wheat yields in following seasons. Camelina can be processed to 
produce an advanced biofuel which can fuel aircraft. The fuel produced is priced competitively 
against traditional petroleum based jet fuel.220 Aviation fuel will be required in significant volumes 
for the foreseeable future (see Figure 12 page 61). One American airline has entered an agreement 
to: 

 
[B]uy 15 million gallons of lower-carbon, renewable jet fuel over a three-year period, with the 
option to purchase more.

 221
  

 
Oilseed rape (OSR) has been grown successfully in Ireland and is recognised as a versatile crop which 
has:222 
 

[D]iverse end-uses … including human nutrition; renewable vehicle fuel; environmental friendly 
lubricating oil; or as raw material in the chemical industry. Following oil extraction the expeller 
cake is a high protein and energy animal feed source.

223
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OSR and Camelina may have significant potential in Ireland if appropriate supports and schemes are 
put in place. Given that several potential uses of these crops exist they should be able to maintain a 
steadier market price. A crop that can maintain a reasonably steady market value and yield will help 
reduce the financial risk posed to tillage farmers. It was indicated to the Committee that some crops 
which may have specific outlets are somewhat risky and may result in an overreliance on a single 
market or a limited pool of consumers.224 
 

Tobacco 

Tobacco is a crop not frequently associated with the Irish climate; however, a Tipperary farmer has 
started growing tobacco for use in Irish made cigars, reviving a crop long-absent from Ireland.225 
While this niche market does not provide a viable outlet for mass production of tobacco in Ireland it 
serves as a reminder that tobacco can be grown successfully in Ireland. Irish tobacco production 
went into decline in the mid 1930s. Prior to this decline: 
 

[In] 1934 some 750 acres of land were under tobacco cultivation in counties Wexford, Carlow, 
Laois, Kildare, Kilkenny, Meath, Wicklow and Offaly.

226
 

 
It is of great interest in the context of this report that genetically modified tobacco may prove to be 
a viable energy crop in Ireland.  
 

[T]he researchers said that if one assumed a conservative harvest of 170 metric tons per hectare 
for about 20 tons of dry biomass, engineered tobacco plants with 6 percent fatty acid by dry 
weight would produce at least twice as much biodiesel as a hectare of soybeans.

227
  

 
By generating both biofuel oil and ethanol, tobacco has the potential to produce more energy 
per hectare than any other non-food crop.

228
 

 
GMOs that do not enter the food chain are less likely to be objectionable to stakeholders; however, 
some maintain that Ireland should promote a GM free image. It can be assumed that GM tobacco 
would be less likely to generate negative reactions in NGOs and amongst the general public than GM 
food crops. Citizens are unlikely to be concerned of any perceived risk of GMO when the product in 
question is used as fuel rather than as food or feed. 
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Figure 12 The Potential Market for Aviation Fuel
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Biomass 

Energy crops have the potential to produce three types of fuel. These are solid, gas, and liquid 
biomass. Solid biomass may be produced from Short Rotation Coppice (SRC). SRC involves the 
cultivation of fast-growing high-yielding trees for wood fuel. Species such as willow and poplar are 
commonly used for SRC. SRC crops have significant potential to help farmers reduce risk. SRC is 
relatively low maintenance compared to spring/winter crops. The lack of a substantial market for 
biomass has hindered development in this sector; however: 
 

[F]orecasts of the land that could be available, the overall limit on conversion of pasture land 
imposed by the Common Agricultural Policy, and giving priority to additional land for annual 
crops, it is estimated that in total 203,000 ha could be available to grow Short Rotation Coppice 
(SRC) willow and miscanthus.

230 
 

Eucalyptus, willow, and miscanthus are generally deemed the primary crops for the production of 
biomass in Ireland. Eucalyptus provides good yields even on semi-marginal land;231 however, it may 
be vulnerable to extremes in the Irish climate, particularly in cooler years. Notwithstanding this: 
 

Eucalyptus has significant potential as a biomass crop in Ireland and is included in the 
‘Afforestation Grant and Premium Scheme 2014-2020’ as an eligible species under the ‘Forestry 
for Fibre’ section.

232
 

 

Yields from eucalyptus can also surpass those of SRC willow with potential yields of: 
 
To get good yield on willow, to get the 12t/ac, you need decent enough land. For the eucalyptus 
you can grow it on semi-marginal land.

233
 

 
Despite the apparent potential of these biomass crops as indicated overleaf in Figure 13, it would 
appear that there has been relatively little interest in their development by the farming sector. 
While the reasoning for this is largely blamed on the lack of outlets for produce it, may be worth 
investigating if other factors have served to limit interest in these crops. 
 
As highlighted on page 58, biofuels may be bypassed by some car manufacturers in favour of EVs. 
While this may limit the scope for growth of energy crops for the manufacture of biofuels it also 
suggests that in the medium to long term there will be increased demand for energy generation for 
the electricity supply grid. If the number of EVs grows substantially in the coming years there will be 
a consequential increase in demand for electricity. This suggests that in the coming decades there 
will be a stronger market for biomass. 
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Figure 13 Impacts of Increased Growth of Biomass in Ireland
234
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Anaerobic Digestion 

Anaerobic digestion (AD) is potentially of great value to Irish agriculture. AD involves placing biomass 
feedstock into a large sealed container. Bacteria within this feedstock will create biogas which can 
be used to generate heat, electricity, or both. The generation of heat and electricity is known as 
combined heat and power (CHP). The electricity generated can either be supplied to the electricity 
grid or used for own consumption. The heat generated is used in the digester itself (speeding up the 
whole process) with the excess being sold to provide residential and commercial heating.235 
Anaerobic digestion can be undertaken from the following feedstocks:236 

 Slurries (Cattle/Poultry/Pigs); 

 Domestic food waste (Brown Bin Waste); 

 Food processing waste; 

 Crops grown specifically for AD (Wholecrop wheat/maize); and 

 Silage/Grass. 
 
Table 12 Benefits of Anaerobic Digestion to Various Sectors

237
 

Farmers Food Processors Local Community Environment Government 

Profit Food waste 
removal 

Less smell Less nitrate 
pollution 

Landfill directive 

Support for 
livestock 

Cheap option Local renewable 
energy 

No net GHG 
release 

Nitrates Directive 

Nitrates directive  Good image Local heat supply Diverts landfill Renewable 

Available 
nutrients 

 New jobs Diverts 
incineration 

Fuel security 

Diversification  Cleaner 
environment 

Replaces 
manufactured N 

Biofuel obligation 
scheme 

Pathogen kill   Carbon saving Decentralised 
electricity 

Weed seed kill     

 

AD offers many benefits as set out in Table 12 above, despite some reservations expressed by the 
Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine,238 research has shown that: 
  

Anaerobic digestion offers a number of potential benefits which include import substitution and 
greenhouse gas mitigation in addition to offering an alternative enterprise for farmers. This 
project has shown that the waste material from the anaerobic digestion process (digestate) can 
be used as an effective nitrogen fertilizer on grassland with a low environmental impact. The 
availability of such a product from the anaerobic digestion process represents an additional 
benefit.

239 
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Barriers to Increased Energy Crop Production 

Opportunity Cost 
For energy crops to be viable for farmers to produce, they need to provide a financial return which is 
at least equal to the return from an alternative land use. This issue is not quite as straightforward as 
it may seem at first as there are a number of ways in which this issue can be assessed. Figure 14 
illustrates predicted changes to land usage resulting from the primary energy crops. In each case, 
increasing the hectares of land used to grow energy crops impacts upon the opportunity to use that 
land for alternative purposes. These opportunity costs must be factored in to an assessment of the 
viability of increasing output of energy crops in Ireland. 
 

[E]xpanding the uptake of bioenergy involves several challenges, including the availability of 
sufficient sustainably-sourced biomass, competition with other land uses such as food 
production, and the cost of support. Consideration must be given to the most prudent uses for 
bioenergy.

240
 

 
Biomass crops are a long-term commitment with little prospect of any major upswing in value over 
that lifespan. Producers may, understandably, prefer making shorter commitments to a more 
traditional spring and winter crop cycle with the risks and opportunities that it presents. 
 
Figure 14 Land Usage Changes (ha)
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Market: Small-scale consumers 
A Renewable Heat Incentive (RHI) targeted at larger heat users seems likely in the coming years. 
Such a scheme could provide a market for indigenous biomass producers.242 An RHI could 
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reinvigorate the energy crops sector and provide security to tillage farmers; as such, a sector could 
avail of supply contracts stretching over longer periods, thus guaranteeing a set income for farmers 
in that timeframe.243 
 

[G]ross margins [for SRC Willow and Miscanthus] were competitive with FAPRI-Ireland [Food and 
Agricultural Policy Research Institute: Ireland] projected gross margins for cattle rearing, sugar 
beet, winter wheat, spring barley, and set-aside, but not with dairy. Gross margins calculated at 
a farm-gate price of €70/t DM ranged from €33 to €167/ha/annum, and were still competitive 
with gross margins from many of the conventional land uses.

244
 

 
An RHI may successfully incentivise small-scale consumers to opt to use biomass products. These 
could be district heating, large industrial, or large commercial units. In each case, the volume of 
biomass consumed is unlikely to be substantial, therefore the success of the RHI will hinge on 
incentivising a substantial number of consumers to avail of biomass. 
 
Market: Large-scale consumers 
It is absolutely essential to cultivate a strong market of large-scale biomass users if this sector is to 
be successful. Biomass is currently co-fired in a peat-fired power station in Edenderry up to a level of 
30% co-firing.245 There are plans to expand the use of biomass in large-scale energy generation with 
Bord na Móna seeking to encourage farmers to produce energy crops for the purpose of supplying 
three power stations. To this end, Bord na Móna require the growth of: 
 

37,000ac of energy crops - located within 100km of stations.
246

 
 

Bord na Móna have stated that they will offer a fixed price to farmers, thus eliminating price 
volatility and reducing risk to farmers. 247 Large-scale consumers such as this will create a substantial 
demand for biomass which may be expected to generate some producer interest.  

 

Taxation 
There may be a requirement for the examination of taxation of SRC.248 It would appear that SRC has 
a taxable liability as opposed to exemptions provided for forestry. It should be established if uptake 
of SRC could be improved by extension of a forestry exemption under the Taxes Consolidation Act 
1997:  
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[T]he profits or gains of arising from the occupation of woodlands managed on a commercial 
basis and with a view to the realisation of profits shall be exempt from income tax and 
corporation tax.

249
 

 

The Teagasc Forestry Programme 2014-2020 lists Grant and Premium Rates (GPC); however, the 
Forestry for Fibre GPC does not support SRC or fast growing trees.250  
 

Solar 

Solar technology has developed to a point where the opportunities of Solar Photovoltaic (PV) for 

farmers could soon be recognised. It may be of interest to monitor this area closely to determine if 

solar power generation becomes viable in the coming years as: 

 

A medium sized array on a farm roof-top (50kw) would require 350-400m
2
 of roof space. 

Installed on a south facing slope, this could generate 41,500 kWh of electricity. Alternatively a 

50kW system could be ground mounted on metal frames, requiring approximately a third of one 

acre of land (0.1ha). The advantage of this is that this system could be aligned due south and 

angled at 35° to obtain optimal performance.
251

 

 

Given that electricity use per dwelling had dropped as low as 4600 kWh in 2014, 0.1 Ha of PV 

panels operating at maximum power would generate enough power for nine dwellings.252 As 

efficiency in use of electricity in households is likely to increase, and technological 

improvements to PV panels may be forthcoming, it may be the case that an area of 0.1 Ha 

could power a greater number of homes. If Solar PV benefits from widespread adoption 

consumers are likely to see the cost of such systems decrease. 

 

Table 13 Average Electricity Prices - All Consumption Bands
253

 

Electricity prices to households 
(all taxes included) c/kWh 

S1 2014 S2 2014 S1 2015 S2 2015 S1 2016 S2 2016 

Ireland (weighted average) 22.97 24.38 23.00 23.6 22.09 22.64 

Euro Area (average) 24.25 24.69 24.82 24.92 24.78 24.94 

EU28 (average) 22.35 22.75 22.99 23.19 22.80 22.93 

Electricity prices to Business (ex-
VAT) c/kWh 

S1 2014 S2 2014 S1 2015 S2 2015 S1 2016 S2 2016 

Ireland (weighted average) 13.89 13.60 14.00 13.58 12.97 12.53 

Euro Area (average) 13.32 13.17 13.02 12.81 12.44 12.31 

EU28 (average) 12.49 12.40 12.39 12.24 11.79 11.62 
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Table 13 above illustrates that a Solar PV array of 0.1Ha producing 41,500 kWh would have 

produced, at Semester 2 2016 prices, the equivalent of €9395.6 worth of power at domestic rates or 

€5199.95 at business (ex-VAT) rates. It is worth noting that:  

 

[D]isplacing your own energy use is worth more to you than exporting. Therefore solar energy 

systems work best if you have a daily energy use to balance your generation so that you can 

consume the energy you generate.
254

 

 

Solar PV at present represents a long-term investment which will take decades to achieve payback. It 

seems likely that to make such investment attractive to farmers: 

 

[E]ither a subsidy on the capital expenditure or a RHI type of scheme would be 

required[.]255 

 

It is difficult in the context of this report to determine the economic merit of converting even a small 

portion of agricultural land for Solar PV power generation; however, it may be worth further 

examination on its environmental merits. Unless the payback period for installation of Solar PV 

arrays can be reduced significantly it will prove very difficult to encourage uptake in the agricultural 

sector. It will be hard to convince the average Irish farmer, aged 57, to make an investment that may 

take several decades to return a profit. 256 

 

Recommendations 

 

17. The Committee recommends that policies should, insofar as possible, support tillage 
farming. The retention of a strong tillage sector is important in terms of food and feed 
security. It is also noted that Ireland’s agricultural emissions could face significant adverse 
impacts should substantial numbers of tillage farmers opt to pursue livestock farming in its 
place. The Committee notes that it will be essential that financial support is made available 
in order to avert the negative fiscal and environment consequences of reduced tillage 
farming in favour of higher emission alternatives. 

18. The Committee recommends that there should, if merited upon review, be swift 
implementation of recommendations of the Tillage Sector Plan 2012 to include, inter alia:  
 

 A major co-ordinated review of all support schemes. This should determine how 
best they would be altered to encourage development through support of 
production and necessary supply chains and end user demand; 

 Support for conversion of large-building heating units to be considered; 

 Agri-environmental schemes should reward energy crops for biodiversity etc.; and 

 Support should be available to help biomass boilers achieve lower emissions.257 
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19. The Committee recommends that a review of the potential of energy crops be undertaken in 
Ireland to fully identify the viability of the sector and to inform policies which will enhance 
the potential of the sector. 

20. The Committee recommends that a study be undertaken on the growth potential of 
camelina as a potential bio-fuel for the air transport sector. 

21. The Committee recommends that a likely figure be determined as the cost of failure to meet 
2030 emissions targets in order to define the economic risk of such failure. 

22. The Committee suggests that the tax liability in relation to SRC may merit revised 
consideration. If it is found that the tax liability for SRC is a substantial disincentive to the 
adoption of energy crops, the Committee suggest that the Minister for Agriculture, Food and 
the Marine discuss the issue with the Minister for Finance. 

23. The Committee notes that there still appears to be an absence of oilseed crushing in Ireland 
and thus restates the recommendation of the Teagasc Tillage Crop Stakeholder Consultative 
Group that steps be taken to enable crushing of oilseed rape; however, the Committee 
recommends that this be subject to scrutiny to determine if this option remains viable.258  

24. The Committee notes that the Teagasc Forestry Programme 2014-2020 lists Grant and 
Premium Rates (GPC); however, the Forestry for Fibre GPC does not support SRC or fast 
growing trees.259 The Committee recommends that this should be examined in advance of 
developing a new Forestry Programme in order to determine if this approach should be 
reversed. 

25. The Committee recommends that the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine discuss 
the merits of treating farmland under solar panel infrastructure as part of the trading 
enterprise in order that it may qualify as an asset eligible for relief during the assessment of 
Capital Acquisitions Tax when transferred to the next generation.260

 

26. The Committee recommends that frameworks be developed to facilitate the use of organic 
manures and/or municipal sludges on arable crops.261

 

27. The Committee recommends that a detailed economic analysis be undertaken to determine 
if, and in which cases, there may be economic merit in converting agricultural land for use in 
solar PV power generation. 

28. The Committee recommends that on the basis of such an economic analysis that 
consideration may be warranted as to incentives and supports to encourage farmers to 
invest in solar PV.  

29. The Committee recommends the implementation of a recommendation of the Irish 
Academy of Engineers to the effect that GHG reduction methods should be subjected to a 
costing and prioritisation exercise prior to investment decisions being made. The metric 
proposed for such an exercise is the capital “cost per tonne of CO2 abated”.262 
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7. From Tillage to Horticulture 

Ireland imported substantially more fruit and vegetables in 2016 than it exported. The trade deficit 
in fruit and vegetables was €149,848,000 (almost 63%). This suggests that there is significant 
untapped potential in horticultural production in Ireland.263 Farm output, as measured by standard 
output (SO, in Euros per hectare), varies considerably between Member States and within different 
sectors of agriculture. Indoor agriculture demonstrates particularly high level of output: 
 

On an area basis, indoor horticulture generates 46 377 euros of output per hectare across the 
EU, whereas cereals, oilseed and potato crops generate only 824 euros per hectare on 
average.

264
 

 
What has become clear to the Committee is the potential of controlled growing environments to 
dramatically increase agricultural output. Considerable bodies of evidence exist highlighting the vast 
potential of growing produce within glasshouses. While this is clearly not a viable means of 
producing tillage crops, it may serve as a potential diversification option for certain tillage farmers.265 
Should tillage farmers have a field or fields that are only marginally productive and require intensive 
application of fertilisers etc. it may be worth considering developing these fields as sites for 
horticulture. It must be stressed that this is not a sensible approach where land is highly productive; 
land which consistently produces large volumes of high-quality tillage crops should not be converted 
for horticultural use. Such an approach would represent an under-utilisation of agricultural potential 
in Ireland. 
 

[F]rom an environmental and land-use perspective, controlled-environment farming is a great 
idea. Fruits and vegetables grown indoors tend to have far greater yields per area than 
comparable produce grown outside. Put a roof and walls around produce, and most problems 
caused by weeds, pests and inclement weather vanish.

266 
 

 

Benefits of Controlled Environment Horticulture 

Controlled environment horticulture involves the growth of plants in a technologically advanced 
glasshouse. These glasshouses use high-tech solutions to minimise inputs and losses while drastically 
boosting volumes produced. For example, by controlling the light spectrums which plants are 
exposed to, focussing particularly on blue and red spectrums, plants can use almost twice the light 
that they absorb (increasing from some 8% to as much as 15%).267 As a result, plants grown this way 
can grow up to 20% faster, require 91% less water, require negligible fertilizer and should be 
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herbicide and pesticide free.268 Controlled environment horticulture has a range of benefits including 
that: 
 

[T]he use of pesticides, herbicides and fungicides can be kept to a bare minimum by growing 
plants indoors in a controlled environment. Soil erosion will not be a problem because the food 
will be grown hydroponically—in other words, in a solution of minerals dissolved in water. Clever 
recycling techniques will ensure that only a fraction of the amount of water and nutrients will be 
needed compared with conventional farming, and there will no problem with agricultural run-
off.

269
 

 
In order to establish the potential of this sector, this report will now highlight some international 
experiences of this advanced growing methodology. Japanese experiences such as the following 
(including Table 14 below) indicate the potential of the sector: 
 

 The total cost will be between 1.6 and 2.0 billion yen ($14 million to $18 million). Spread 
expects to produce between 20 thousand and 30 thousand heads of lettuce a day. With 
projected prices, the plant will reach ROI [Return on investment] in 7-9 years.

270
 

 
 Greenhouse horticulture represents an attractive income-generating opportunity for the 

young job-seeking generation. It is associated with cutting-edge production technologies, high 
yields rom relatively small areas, a clean image in terms of energy generation, and a strong 
association with many of the benefits of high-tech ICT.

271
 

 
Table 14 Facilities developed by Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (Japan)

272
 

Prefecture Cultivated 
Area (m2) 

Crop Daily Production 
Number (heads) 

Construction 
Expense (€) 

Completed 
Year 

Fukushima 
Prefecture 

1,512 Lettuce 2,750 2,020,000 2013 

Akita 
Prefecture 

4,320 Leaf 
Lettuce 

10,000 8,938,000 2016 

 

Closer to home the: 

 

UK’s largest greenhouse complex, based in Kent – used controlled-environment agriculture to 

produce around 225 million tomatoes, 16m peppers and 13m cucumbers, which equated 
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respectively to 12, 11 and 8 per cent of Britain’s entire annual production of these crops. It 

currently operates four greenhouses, and has plans to build another three.
273

 

 

The Tabernas desert, in southern Spain (see Figures 15 and 16 below), is the driest place in Europe; 

however, more than half of Europe’s fresh vegetables and fruits are grown there today. In fact the 

scale of greenhouse horticulture is so large that the mass of structures is visible in low-earth orbit as 

is illustrated in the images below.274 

 
Figure 15 Iberian Peninsula
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Figure 16 Detail view of Iberian Peninsula (province of Almería)
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Challenges of Controlled Environment Horticulture 

Controlled environment horticulture presents significant challenges not least as illustrated by one 

Japanese example. A company in Sendai operates four greenhouses with a total floor area of 

12,000m2 (1.2Ha); initial investment of JPY 100 million, or €1 million was required. It is expected that 

the facilities had the capability to produce 300 tonnes annually. Notwithstanding substantial yields, 

it was found that it has not been enough to justify the initial investment; however, it was suggested 

that risk-averse technology choice coupled with a desire to keep investment low may have played a 

role in this regard.277
 It can thus be stated that greenhouse based horticulture is not a guaranteed 

success, nor is it suitable for every farmer in Ireland; however, there should be a thorough 

investigation of the potential of this sector in Ireland. Interestingly, the seasonal temperatures in 

Sendai are not vastly different from those experienced in Ireland.278 While closer examination and 

comparisons of this temperature data shows Ireland tends to be markedly cooler in summer than 

Sendai, in other seasons the differentials are smaller.279 

 

Controlled environment horticulture is likely to require the employment of labourers in addition to 

the capital costs of establishing the facility itself. While the merits of investing appropriately at the 

outset are clear; one short paper illustrated the benefit of initial expenditure on greater insulation in 

greenhouses, helping offset the cost through significant reductions to heating costs, access to 

appropriate levels of finance will be the deciding factor for this opportunity.280 The benefits and 

disadvantages of controlled environment horticulture are set out in Table 15 overleaf. 
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Table 15 Pros & Cons of Controlled Environment Horticulture 

Pro Con 

Glasshouse production produces multiples of 
what could be achieved on a similar area of 
conventional farmland. Plants can be made to 
develop faster, produce larger yields and grow 
all year round.281 

The cost of establishing and running a modern 
greenhouse could be too high. Capital costs may 
prove too large (See Table 14 page 71). Access to 
finance may prove difficult. 

LED lighting means that the costs of providing 
lights and managing temperature have reduced. 
Additionally LED lighting is likely to become 
increasingly affordable in the coming years. 

The running costs of such a business may prove 
too large, as beyond a certain scale it will be 
necessary to employ staff. 

Soil quality is not affected. There is no need for 
crop rotation, so in-demand crops can be 
focused on. This will allow farmers to maximise 
their potential profit.282 

Profit may be low, or take too long to realise to 
farmers. If farmers cannot secure fair prices for 
produce from retailers there will be no sense in 
investing in the necessary fixed assets.283 

Farmers can devote greater portions of their 
farm to tillage, given their guaranteed 
horticultural income, or may opt to reduce the 
amount of land they farm.  

The availability of reasonably cheap agricultural 
land in Ireland is an obstacle to incentivising 
investment of this magnitude. 

Crops can be grown closer to consumers, 
reducing transport emissions and providing 
people with fresher goods. This benefits Ireland’s 
food security in line with the objectives of the 
CAP vis-à-vis food security in Europe.284 

Hydroponic farms are less-labour intensive than 
conventional farming; however, hydroponic 
plants cannot be left to their own devices for 
long periods. A hydroponic farm requires regular 
supervision, or else must be automated.285 

The use of glasshouses is just as productive on 
marginal land as on highly fertile land. 

Fertile land could potentially be diverted to a 
land use which does not utilise that fertility. 

Hydroponic systems can reduce water use by 
90% compared to the water a normal farm uses. 
Efficient hydroponic farms can use as little as 
25% of the fertiliser a regular farm uses. There is 
no risk of agricultural run off in to ground water. 
Pests are more easily controlled, soil pests are 
non-existent, and in enclosed greenhouses 
natural predators can be used. Hydroponic farms 
thus require minimal use of pesticide.286 

In order to run at maximum efficiency, farmers 
will need to avail of specialist training. Otherwise 
yields may prove poor. 

Summary: Horticulture could provide a safe and 
steady income for farmers which will prove 
particularly valuable in years where harvests are 
poor. Horticulture can help Irish agriculture be 
more environmentally friendly. 

Summary: If costs prove too large, returns too 
small, and training is not made available 
horticulture will prove a costly investment which 
is unlikely to recoup costs for farmers. 
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Recommendations 

 

30. The Committee recommends that a detailed study be undertaken as to the viability of 
expanded greenhouse growing in Ireland. If greenhouse production is found to be viable, 
some farmers could increase the size of their tillage operations whilst also having a steady 
income from an on-farm greenhouse. 

31. The Committee recommends that the opportunities of controlled environment horticulture 
and vertical farming be explored. This could be done by seeking views from major food 
retailers in Ireland to determine if there would be a willingness to enter long-term contracts 
with producers. This would enable producers to secure financing for vertical farming 
projects. 
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8. Brexit 

The UK’s decision to exit the EU (Brexit) was the subject of a report of this Committee Impact of the 
UK Referendum on Membership of the European Union on the Irish Agri-Food & Fisheries Sectors. The 
report discusses in detail the wide range of challenges that now face Irish participants in the agri-
food and fisheries sectors.287 Brexit is highly likely to have a substantial impact on the Irish agri-food 
sector, including the current cross-border processing which occurs for many agricultural products. It 
remains to be seen how exactly this could benefit or damage the sector. It is far more likely to 
negatively impact the agri-food and fisheries sector. A recent report suggests that Ireland will be the 
only EU Member State that will suffer more than a marginal impact from Brexit. Under a trade 
scenario of World Trade Organization rules (a no deal scenario with the UK) production prices of 
agri-food will increase (+2%) and consumption prices for agri-food will also increase (+5.4%).288 The 
concluding remarks of this report are stark: 
 

Expected impacts on Ireland are particularly concerning: Irish GDP loss exceeds the British one. 
Indeed, Irish agri-food sectors (and more generally the economy as a whole) are highly 
dependent on trade with the UK, especially on intermediate consumptions’ imports. As a 
consequence, Ireland deserves particular attention when considering redistributive policies to 
mitigate Brexit's negative impacts. More generally, trade policy options to alleviate the negative 
impacts we report may consist in limiting the increase in protection on EU27-UK bilateral trade 
for sectors at risk, and addressing trade impacts of NTMs in a potential trade agreement. 

 
Brexit is an evolving challenge for all sectors; the Committee’s recommendations from its report on 
those issues remain valid as do the potential solutions put forward in a report of the Seanad Special 
Select Committee on the Withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the European Union.289  
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9. Input Costs 

A critical assessment of import duties and anti-dumping tariffs on fertiliser products would 

characterise these measures as protectionist in nature. While such measures may serve to protect 

European fertiliser producers, this protection has a detrimental impact on agricultural producers in 

Europe who operate within a non-competitive market. The protection of the fertiliser industry 

clearly has a significant adverse effect on farmers. The purpose of a substantial strand of EU policy 

(the Common Agricultural Policy aims to support farmers). It seems clear that these policies are in 

direct opposition to one another. 

 

With the protection of the fertilizer sector, the European Union protects local fertilizer firms to 

the detriment of other producers, i.e. farmers and food sector companies.
290

 

 

Figure 17 below illustrates the welfare analysis of a scenario of complete elimination of import 

duties on fertilizers for the European Union. The analysis illustrates that import duties benefit the 

fertilizers industry. The benefit to Government of import duties is easily quantifiable whereas the 

indirect benefit of welfare gain to the Government are diffuse and more challenging to calculate; 

however, it is likely that a net welfare gain will lead to additional revenue through various forms of 

taxation. 
 
Figure 17 Welfare Analysis - Fertilizer Market (€ millions)

291
 

 
 

The negative impact of tariffs on consumers and the benefits that accrue to domestic producers and 

the state are illustrated overleaf. 
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Figure 18 The Economics of customs duties on imports 

 
Analysis of the scenario set out in Figure 18 above is summarised in Table 16 overleaf; however, the 
results merit some explanation: 

 The product is more expensive which means that some consumers can no longer afford it, 
some cannot afford as much of it, and those who can afford it are paying more than they 
used to. Clearly consumers lose from tariffs; 

 Domestic production increases to take advantage of the new higher price. There is no 
incentive for domestic producers to charge less than the import price; 

 The increased price is beneficial to the state and to the local producer. The state collects 
revenue from the tariff, while the local producer can increase their prices to the level, or 
near the level, of that charged for the imported product; and  

 The reduction in consumer surplus is the sum of the increase of producer surplus, state 
revenue from the tariff, and the dead-weight loss. 
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Table 16 Summary of the Impact of Customs Duties on a Market 

  Before tariff After tariff 

Market size 300 units 250 units 
 Of which produced domestically 100 150 
 Of which Imported 200 100 
Market value (units x price) 30,000 30,000 
 Of which domestic value 10,000 18,000 
 Of which import value 20,000 10,000 
Reduction in consumer surplus (shaded areas in figure 21) N/A 5,500 
 Producer surplus N/A 2,500 
 State revenue from tariff N/A 2,000 
 Dead-weight loss N/A 1,000 

 

Tariffs can be further damaging as those who are disadvantaged by the tariff, in this case farmers, 

may seek policy that mitigates the negative impact of the tariff. In reality we see this through the 

effect subsidisation of on-farm incomes through the CAP. It is highly questionable that it is 

constructive to subsidise incomes while simultaneously artificially increasing the expenditure of the 

same group. This policy contradiction can be described as: 

 

One group who seeks a protective tariff, for example, will not be balanced by another that 

opposes the tariff. Instead, the opposition group will most likely receive some protection or 

subsidy of its own, worsening rather than improving the situation.
292

 

 

The consequence of this analysis is that the most economically efficient response to the problem is 

to reduce or eliminate the tariff outright. This would reduce farm input costs at the expense of some 

domestic fertiliser production and tariff revenues. It is essential that we recognise that the revenue 

earned through tariffs is, to some extent, being spent through the CAP under the guise of ensuring 

food security. Therefore, the benefit to the state through the revenue generated by the tariff is 

offset through the requirement of subsidising agricultural production through the CAP. This 

argument is of greater significance to the Member States which are net contributors to the CAP. 

 

Recommendation 

 

32. The Committee recommends that the Government must seek to form a coalition with net 
contributors to the CAP to seek action by the Commission in relation to the tariffs applied to 
fertilisers. These Member States should have an interest in reducing costs to farmers in 
order to alleviate pressures on the CAP budget. 
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10. Conclusion 

The face of agriculture is changing and has been for some time. Some changes are demographic, 
such as is the case with average farm holder age and employment levels in agriculture. Employment 
in agriculture is steadily dropping while average farm-sizes increase (see figure 19 below). Between 
2005 and 2010 the number of farms in the EU-27 fell 17%, overall utilised agricultural area increased 
1.5%, and the average farm size rose from 11.9 to 14.5 hectares.293 Differences of opinion exist on 
some of these changes. Some suggest that changes are lamentable whilst others take a more 
optimistic view of these trends. As agricultural employment decreases many worry about the 
viability of rural communities and future food security. Others look at this trend as part of long-term 
progress: 
 

ONE of the greatest unsung triumphs of human progress is that most people are no longer 
working on the land. That is not to demean farming. Rather, it is to praise the monumental 
productivity growth in the industry, achieved almost entirely by the application of technology in 
the form of farm machinery, fertilisers and other agrochemicals, along with scientifically 
improved crops and livestock… The share of city-dwellers in the world’s total population reached 
50% in 2007 and is still rising relentlessly, yet the shrinking proportion of people living in the 
countryside is still able to feed the urban majority.

294
 

 
Figure 19 Employment in Agriculture (OOOs) 1974 vs 2014
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The reality is that there is an element of truth to both propositions. Food security and the vibrancy 
of rural communities are reliant on the existence of an agricultural sector. The CAP and Rural 
Development Programmes aim to support these objectives because the market has failed to do so. 
While it is true to say that falling employment in agriculture is, at least in part, a sign of greater 
efficiency; there is great cause for concern in the aging profile of European farmers. This is as true 
for the tillage sector as it is for any other agricultural sector. Unless new generations of farmers are 
willing to continue developing European agriculture the long-term impacts could be dire.  
 
This report has looked at a large number of options which may merit further detailed scrutiny in the 
development of a Tillage Sector Plan and a new Organic Action Plan. These options include re-
examining our stance on GM in tandem with other technologies. These technologies potentially 
allow us to produce more from less which raises interesting questions of what to do with newly 
available land; certainly the potential to return land to nature for the dual purposes of carbon 
sequestration and enhancing bio-diversity merit consideration. 
 

The situation now may not be the situation in future. It does not mean we should turn off those 
technologies and not invest in them or in collaborative international research in that area. It may 
be the thing of the future. It may be that the competitive advantage of producing non-GM 
disappears and we do not want to be at a disadvantage long term in deploying the technology.

296
 

 
It is not impossible to combine the use of new technologies, including some in the field of genetics, 
with a more back-to-nature approach to farming. The potential of organic farming, not yet fully 
understood, may prove essential to making tillage farming financially viable for many producers. The 
challenges of organic farming cannot be understated: 
 

[O]rganic farmers have fewer means (no mineral fertilization, herbicides and pesticides) to 
manage their system, organic agriculture requires greater expertise … and more time to optimize 
farm management[.]

297
 

 
As a society it is necessary to examine the causes of food waste. It is imperative that the substantial 
waste which occurs must be reduced.  

 
[W]orldwide food losses and waste per year are estimated at around 30% for cereals, 40 to 50% 
for root crops, fruit and vegetables, 20% for oil seeds, meat and dairy and 30% for fish.

298
 

 
The inefficiency of the Food Supply Chain (FSC) must be addressed with consumer education and 
policy initiatives to reduce waste at all points of the FSC. Reduced waste should facilitate more 
efficient use of agricultural land which may include diversification of produce. Diversification should 
reduce the risk inherent in tillage farming, although diversification alone cannot resolve this 
problem. As such it is necessary that crop insurance, in whatever form, be examined. The risk of 
tillage farming cannot always be borne by Government, the EU, or the taxpayer. Ultimately the risk-
taker must be responsible. This is not currently possible; tillage incomes are too low to expect 
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farmers to undertake additional expenditure. It is essential that policies strive to transition the 
tillage sector to a position of health, at which point, it can reasonably be expected that farmer’s 
would be responsible for protecting their own incomes.  
 
The tillage sector, like other sectors of agricultural production, faces multi-faceted challenges. 
Essentially these problems can be summarised as financial in nature. A combination of high input 
costs and poor returns on produce hit farmers on both fronts. It is incumbent on industry, 
Government, and the European Union to combat these issues. This report suggests a number of 
ways in which additional income may be generated and where costs may be reduced; however, it is 
beyond the scope of this report to suggest how to ensure that the benefits of such actions accrue to 
farmers. The risk that any measure to generate additional value or reduce costs will simply reduce 
the price industry pays for agricultural produce is real; the safety net of the CAP has seemingly 
relieved the market of its responsibility to sustain itself.  
 

Recommendations 

 

33. The Committee recommends that the CAP budget must be maintained and used in a 
targeted and effective manner in order to provide the greatest benefit to all producers 
including tillage farmers.  

34. The Committee recommends that a new Tillage Sector Plan be developed. This plan should 
set out a graduated suite of proposals running as far as 2050.  

35. The Committee recommends that access to finance remain a priority. Access to finance will 
be essential in helping famers diversify, mitigate risk, or increase efficiency. Any and all 
methods of assisting in the provision of low-cost finance should be examined. 
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Annex 1: Soil suitability for tillage in Ireland299 
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Annex 2: Value per tonne vs Potential yield of Organic, Conventional and GM crops 
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Appendix 1: Terms of Reference 

 

a. Functions of the Committee – derived from Standing Orders [DSO 84A; SSO 70A] 
 

(1) The Select Committee shall consider and report to the Dáil on— 

(a) such aspects of the expenditure, administration and policy of a Government Department or 
Departments and associated public bodies as the Committee may select, and 

(b) European Union matters within the remit of the relevant Department or Departments. 

(2) The Select Committee appointed pursuant to this Standing Order may be joined with a Select 
Committee appointed by Seanad Éireann for the purposes of the functions set out in this 
Standing Order, other than at paragraph (3), and to report thereon to both Houses of the 
Oireachtas. 

(3) Without prejudice to the generality of paragraph (1), the Select Committee appointed pursuant to 
this Standing Order shall consider, in respect of the relevant Department or Departments, 
such— 

(a) Bills, 

(b) proposals contained in any motion, including any motion within the meaning of Standing 
Order 187, 

(c) Estimates for Public Services, and  

(d) other matters 
 

as shall be referred to the Select Committee by the Dáil, and 

(e) Annual Output Statements including performance, efficiency and effectiveness in the use of 
public monies, and 

(f) such Value for Money and Policy Reviews as the Select Committee may select. 

(4) The Joint Committee may consider the following matters in respect of the relevant Department or 
Departments and associated public bodies: 

(a) matters of policy and governance for which the Minister is officially responsible, 

(b) public affairs administered by the Department, 

(c) policy issues arising from Value for Money and Policy Reviews conducted or commissioned 
by the Department, 

(d) Government policy and governance in respect of bodies under the aegis of the Department, 

(e) policy and governance issues concerning bodies which are partly or wholly funded by the 
State or which are established or appointed by a member of the Government or the 
Oireachtas, 

(f) the general scheme or draft heads of any Bill, 

(g) any post-enactment report laid before either House or both Houses by a member of the 
Government or Minister of State on any Bill enacted by the Houses of the Oireachtas, 

(h) statutory instruments, including those laid or laid in draft before either House or both 
Houses and those made under the European Communities Acts 1972 to 2009, 
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(i) strategy statements laid before either or both Houses of the Oireachtas pursuant to the 
Public Service Management Act 1997, 

(j) annual reports or annual reports and accounts, required by law, and laid before either or 
both Houses of the Oireachtas, of the Department or bodies referred to in subparagraphs 
(d) and (e) and the overall performance and operational results, statements of strategy 
and corporate plans of such bodies, and 

(k) such other matters as may be referred to it by the Dáil from time to time. 

(5) Without prejudice to the generality of paragraph (1), the Joint Committee appointed pursuant to 
this Standing Order shall consider, in respect of the relevant Department or Departments— 

(a) EU draft legislative acts standing referred to the Select Committee under Standing Order 
114, including the compliance of such acts with the principle of subsidiarity, 

(b) other proposals for EU legislation and related policy issues, including programmes and 
guidelines prepared by the European Commission as a basis of possible legislative action, 

(c) non-legislative documents published by any EU institution in relation to EU policy matters, 
and 

(d) matters listed for consideration on the agenda for meetings of the relevant EU Council of 
Ministers and the outcome of such meetings. 

(6) Where a Select Committee appointed pursuant to this Standing Order has been joined with a 
Select Committee appointed by Seanad Éireann, the Chairman of the Dáil Select Committee shall 
also be the Chairman of the Joint Committee. 

(7) The following may attend meetings of the Select or Joint Committee appointed pursuant to this 
Standing Order, for the purposes of the functions set out in paragraph (5) and may take part in 
proceedings without having a right to vote or to move motions and amendments: 

(a) Members of the European Parliament elected from constituencies in Ireland, including 
Northern Ireland, 

(b) Members of the Irish delegation to the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, 
and 

(c) at the invitation of the Committee, other Members of the European Parliament. 

(8) A Select Committee appointed pursuant to this Standing Order may, in respect of any 
Ombudsman charged with oversight of public services within the policy remit of the relevant 
Department or Departments, consider— 

 
(a) such motions relating to the appointment of an Ombudsman as may be referred to the 

Committee, and 
(b) such Ombudsman reports laid before either or both Houses of the Oireachtas as the 

Committee may select. 
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b. Scope and Context of Activities of Committees (as derived from Standing Orders) [DSO 84; SSO 70] 
 
(1) The Joint Committee may only consider such matters, engage in such activities, exercise 

such powers and discharge such functions as are specifically authorised under its orders of 
reference and under Standing Orders; and 

 
(2)  Such matters, activities, powers and functions shall be relevant to, and shall arise only in the 

context of, the preparation of a report to the Dáil and/or Seanad. 
 
(3) The Joint Committee shall not consider any matter which is being considered, or of which 

notice has been given of a proposal to consider, by the Committee of Public Accounts 
pursuant to Standing Order 186 and/or the Comptroller and Auditor General (Amendment) 
Act 1993; and 

 
(4) any matter which is being considered, or of which notice has been given of a proposal to 

consider, by the Joint Committee on Public Petitions in the exercise of its functions under 
Standing Orders [DSO 111A and SSO 104A]. 

 
(5) The Joint Committee shall refrain from inquiring into in public session or publishing 

confidential information regarding any matter if so requested, for stated reasons given in 
writing, by— 

(a) a member of the Government or a Minister of State, or 

(b) the principal office-holder of a body under the aegis of a Department or which 

is partly or wholly funded by the State or established or appointed by a 

member of the Government or by the Oireachtas: 

Provided that the Chairman may appeal any such request made to the Ceann Comhairle / 
Cathaoirleach whose decision shall be final. 
 

(6) It shall be an instruction to all Select Committees to which Bills are referred that they shall 
ensure that not more than two Select Committees shall meet to consider a Bill on any given 
day, unless the Dáil, after due notice given by the Chairman of the Select Committee, waives 
this instruction on motion made by the Taoiseach pursuant to Dáil Standing Order 28. The 
Chairmen of Select Committees shall have responsibility for compliance with this instruction. 
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