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Introduction 

Thank you Chairman for the invitation and I welcome the opportunity to attend. I 

am accompanied here today by Paula BarryWalsh, Deputy Chief Veterinary 

Officer, among whose responsibilities are veterinary public health and food safety 

matters, as well as veterinary trade matters, Martin Farrell, Principal Officer in the 

Animal Identification and Movement Division and Maria Dunne, Principal Officer 

in Meat and Milk Policy Division 

.During my opening statement I propose to briefly  

A. Set out the objectives of a sheep identification and traceability system,  

B. Reflect on the current system in place in Ireland,  

C. Set out the rationale for change,  

D. Describe the proposed new arrangements, and 

E. Outline the benefits and costs of these new proposals. 

 

A. Objectives of an animal identification and traceability system 

The ability to identify and trace animals is critical from an animal health, food 

safety and animal welfare perspective. Such systems support  

higginsh
Text Box
Opening Statement,DAFM, EID,19-06-18



Opening Statement by Martin Blake, Chief Veterinary Officer, Department of Agriculture. Food and the Marine to 

the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine – Electronic Identification of Sheep 

Tuesday 19 June 2018  

 

2 
 

 The development of and the veracity of assurances associated with 

animal/herd health programmes,  

 Disease control activities, including trace back and trace forward,  

 Food safety assurances in areas such as food-chain information and trace-

back  and trace forward in respect of biological, chemical or environmental 

contaminants, and  

 Accountability in respect of animal welfare.  

Traceability is thus important from the individual farmer’s perspective in 

protecting and promoting his/her own within farm interests and also at an 

industry and indeed societal level where the actions of one or a few can 

jeopardise the industry and indeed society as a whole.  

Good identification and traceability systems support the optimisation of 

productivity at farm level – in areas such as breeding, nutrition, animal health and 

welfare management - and also at industry and societal level in meeting 

consumer (domestic and international) and citizens expectations regarding food 

safety, traceability and quality and in targeting and optimising risk management 

interventions - by industry players and/or the State. The advancement of 
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technologies in recent years provides newer and better tools to support these 

objectives.   

 
B. The current sheep identification and traceability system 

The current sheep identification and traceability system was introduced in 2010. 

It is grounded in Council Regulation (EC) No 21/2004. The default position is that 

sheep must be identified using an EID system, (an EID tag, or a bolus), however by 

way of derogation Member States may authorise an alternative system in respect 

of sheep less than 12 months of age that are intended for slaughter and that are 

not intended for intra-community trade or for export to third countries. The 

derogated alternative system is expected to deliver the equivalent levels of 

assurance regarding traceability. 

To summarise, sheep 

1. Must be identified by the age of 9 months (6 months in intensive sheep 

production facilities), or when leaving the holding, if younger.  

2. Must be identified with an ‘EID set’ of tags on reaching 12 months of age. 

3. Must be identified with an ‘EID set’ of tags on being presented for export 

(irrespective of age)  
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4. May, by way of derogation, be identified with a single ‘slaughter tag’, if less 

than 12 months of age and where moving directly from holding of origin to 

slaughter plant.  

5. May, by derogation, be identified with a single ‘mart’ tag, if less than 12 

months of age and where being sold at a mart.  

 

A number of further scenarios play out in respect of the animals sold at marts 

depending on their future destination. There are also further additional 

requirements in respect of loss of tags in differing circumstances, imported 

animals, etc.    

 With regard to accompanying documentation, the Department provides specific 

dispatch documents to individual registered flock owners – pre-printed with 

name, address, flock number and flock identifier - which must be used for any 

movement of sheep off farm. It is necessary that the individual 12 digit tag 

number of all sheep being moved is clearly and legibly entered on to the 

document, which includes the necessary Food Chain Information Declaration that 

must then be signed, by the farmer. 

Additionally all flock owners are required to maintain a flock register in which 

they record the date of tagging, movements onto and off the holding, 

replacement of tags and on-farm deaths.  
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The system is complex, with multiple and different scenarios associated with the 

movement/trading of sheep – necessitating a 44 page Step by Step Guide 

published by the Department.  

C. Rationale for change  

The current system necessitates the manual transcription of a series of individual 

12 digit tag numbers at each point of transaction along the supply chain – which 

provides significant on-going challenge in the context of an effective traceability 

system.  

The challenges posed have been recognised over recent years, with a number of 

instances relating to animal health, environmental contamination and animal 

medicines posing particular difficulties for the Department and therefore  for the 

industry,  in tracing back and forward along the supply chain.  Whilst the events in 

question were all dealt with and eventually contained, the system was found to 

be particularly ineffective and raised particular concerns in the context of the 

country’s ability to effectively deal with some widespread contagious exotic 

disease or widespread food safety related event. A number of internal and 
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external audits have also highlighted concerns about the effectiveness of the 

current system. 

Further issues arise in the context of the Single Farm Payment inspections, where 

numerous non compliances, potentially contributing to the application of 

penalties, have been identified due to errors in the accuracy or correctness of 

data recorded in dispatch documents or flock registers.  

The Department has also experienced increased detailed enquiries from countries 

with which we have been seeking to develop market access for Irish sheep meat, 

in relation to identification and traceability. It is clear that the increased focus on 

the effectiveness and robustness of traceability from a food safety perspective is 

informed by systems that other potential supply countries have in place.  

These issues informed commitments in a number of strategic documents which 

all signalled the need to improve the current system: 

1. The Programme for Partnership Government - to ‘strengthen food safety 

and traceability and maintain at highest standards’. 

2. FoodWise 2015 - to ‘underpin and further improve Ireland’s sheep 

traceability system’.   
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3. National Farmed Animal Health Strategy - to ‘further develop and improve 

the sheep identification system to better support animal health and food 

safety assurances and controls’. 

 

D. Proposed new arrangements 

The main elements of the proposed new arrangement may be summarised as 

follows: 

1. The extension of the requirement for EID to all sheep as the standard 

default system. 

2. The implementation of a derogation in respect of sheep less than 12 

months of age moving directly from holding of origin to slaughter – 

requiring a single EID tag, rather than an ‘EID set’. 

3. Marts and slaughter-plants to act as Central Points of Recording (CPR), thus 

removing the administrative burden on farmers to transcribe the individual 

12 digit tag numbers of each sheep onto the dispatch documents. 

4. The use of a single colour tag, to better enable the upgrading of animals if 

they are kept for breeding rather than going for slaughter. 
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E. Benefits and costs of new arrangements 

Benefits 

The main benefits of the new arrangements can be summarised as follows: 

1. Simplifies the system, with reduced complexity associated with tag types 

and retagging of animals. 

2. Electronic capture of data provides readable and accurate records, thus 

enabling real traceability in respect of the identity of sheep moved. 

3. Reduced administrative burden for farmers in completing dispatch 

documents – only having to insert the total number of sheep.  

4. Reduced errors for farmers at farm level, which currently contribute to 

penalties under the Single Farm Payment Scheme 

5. Reduced burden for farmers purchasing breeding sheep less than 12 

months of age at marts - animals will already be identified electronically 

and there is no need for further re-identification when they reach 12 

months of age. 

6. Provides a robust on-farm infrastructural tool across the industry that can 

be leveraged in areas such as breeding, nutrition, animal health, etc. to 

maximise on-farm productivity.  
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7. Reduced administrative burden for marts in that all sheep arriving will be 

identified electronically. 

8. Reduced administrative burden and reduced errors for dealers purchasing 

animals at marts for further feeding as they will all be identified 

electronically. 

9. Reduced administrative burden for slaughter plants in that all sheep 

arriving for slaughter will be identified electronically. 

10.Critically improves industry and the States capacity to effectively respond – 

in a timely, targeted, focused and accurate way - to critical animal health 

and food safety incidents/events. 

11.Underpins the country’s capability in relation to animal health strategies in 

the context of animal health programmes, surveillance and control.  

12.Provides the industry with a robust, effective and verifiable traceability 

system, which can stand scrutiny nationally and internationally from a food 

safety assurance perspective 

13.Facilitates DAFM, acting on behalf of the industry, in engaging more 

proactively in seeking and achieving new market access for Irish sheep and 

sheep meat products.   
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Costs 

In order to achieve these benefits there are additional costs for the industry. 

Farmers will incur extra costs associated with EID tags – for instance it can be 

seen that the marginal cost of an EID tag over a conventional tag in the market 

place currently is in the region of € 0.75.  Marts and slaughter plants will need 

to invest in technology and infrastructure in order to be in a position to act as 

Central Points of Recording.  

Supports 

Recognising in particular the upfront cost to farmers, the Minister has 

announced a once off support payment of up to €50 per farmer to assist in the 

transition from purchasing conventional tags to buying EID tags. It is estimated 

that this will cost the Exchequer up to €2m.  

Additionally the purchase of electronic identification readers and associated 

software has been included as a measure supported under the Targeted 

Agriculture Modernisation Scheme (TAMS). This is budgeted to cost in the 

region of €1m. Whilst Tag readers are not essential in the management of a 
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sheep flock, they are invaluable if a farmer seeks to leverage the benefit of EID 

in the effective management – be it in relation to breeding, nutrition, health or 

husbandry - of his/her flock).     

This specific support is additional to the Sheep Welfare Scheme which provides 

further targeted direct support to the sheep sector – in the region of €19m 

falls to be paid in respect of 2017.   

The Minister and Department officials have met with and have been in contact 

with various stakeholders over recent weeks in respect of some specific concerns 

and to work through practical issues that arise.   

 

END  

 

 




