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Introduction 
 
Enterprise Ireland supports companies in urban and rural areas to start, scale, innovate and remain 
competitive in international markets, now and into the future. On an annual basis the agency works with 
approximately 5,000 companies through a network of market and sector advisers based across 10 
national offices and 33 international offices. These manufacturing and internationally traded services 
companies are a critical source of existing employment and job creation in every county in Ireland. 
 
Enterprise Ireland assists client companies to: 

 Start new businesses that create Irish employment and win business overseas 

 Innovate to develop better products, services and ways of doing things 

 Scale by developing leadership and management capability, supporting internationalisation and 
ensuring access to capital 

 
At the centre of the agency’s strategy, Build Scale, Expand Reach 2017 – 2020, are our strategic targets 
focused on: 

 Assisting clients to create 60,000 new jobs by 2020 while sustaining the existing record level of 
jobs; 

 Growing the annual exports of client companies by €5bn to reach €26bn in 2020; 

 Increasing the level of spend made by client companies in the Irish economy by €4bn to reach 
€27bn in 2020;  

 Inspiring more Irish owned companies to have global ambition. 
 

2017 Performance of Enterprise Ireland Client Companies 

Reflecting the strength of the Irish economy and of global markets in 2017, Enterprise Ireland client 
companies reported strong employment performance. Enterprise Ireland’s 2017 employment survey 
reported:  

 the highest employment in the history of the agency with 209,338 people employed in EI 
supported companies; 

 the highest net job creation in the history of the agency with 10,309 net new jobs and 64% of 
new jobs created in regions outside of Dublin; 

 the lowest number of job losses since 1998; and 

 employment growth across all regions, counties and sectors. 
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Enterprise Ireland’s 2017 Annual Business Review survey reported that exports by EI client companies 
continued to rise for an 8th consecutive year and now stand at a record high of €22.7bn. This includes 
growth across all major export regions: 

 The UK market continued to be the most significant market with exports of €7.62bn (34% of 
total exports), up 4% from 2016 

 The Eurozone area delivered exports of €4.61bn (20% of total exports) with growth of 9% 

 Exports to USA and Canada were €3.96bn (or 17% of exports) and grew at 7% 

 Exports to Asia Pacific were €1.97bn (9% of exports) and grew at 9% 
 
The agency’s focus for 2018 is to work with companies to build on the strength of their 2017 
performance and implement robust plans to build increased resilience to potential economic shocks 
such as those emerging from any kind of Brexit. 
 

Enterprise Ireland Food Division 
Enterprise Ireland is responsible for supporting both Irish and foreign-owned (FDI) companies in the 
food sector across all stages of development from High Potential Start Ups to Large MNCs.  Specifically, 
EI supports Food companies through the provision of research and innovation, management capability 
and training supports, along with other funding supports. Enterprise Ireland’s aim is to improve the 
international competitiveness and capacity of Food clients as they create jobs, increase scale and grow 
exports in global markets. 
 
The Food sector is one of the most important sectors of the Irish economy and is the largest sector 
among Enterprise Ireland client companies in terms of exports. Some key facts about EI’s Food clients 
are listed below: 

 EI works with over 900 Food companies; 

 EI’s Food clients had total exports of €11.6bn in 2017, an increase of 10% on 2016 according to 
the Annual Business Review; 

 Exports by Food clients accounted for 51% of total exports by EI client companies in 2017; and 

 EI has provided a total of €99 million in funding to 399 Food clients since the beginning of 2015. 
 
Monthly trade data from the CSO, which provide a good barometer for Food exports by EI client 
companies, indicate that the value of dairy and beef exports have grown in the first half of 2018 
compared to the same period last year. 
 
The Food sector is of critical importance to the rural economy with over 80% of EI Food clients based 
outside of Dublin, supporting employment and prosperity in the towns and villages throughout Ireland. 
The Food sector has experienced strong growth in employment in recent years with a total of 59,000 
people employed by EI’s Food client companies in 2017, with 83% of these jobs based outside of the 
Dublin region. This represents an increase of 4% from 2016 and makes up 28% of all employment by EI 
clients based on data from EI’s Annual Employment Survey. 

 
Importance of the UK Market 
While Brexit presents an economy-wide challenge, a number of exporting sectors are particularly 
exposed including the Food sector. 36% of exports by EI Food clients went to the UK in 2017 accounting 
for 21% of their total sales. Overall, 86% of EI Food clients were exporting to the UK in 2017. 
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The importance of the UK market for the Irish food sector, and the vulnerability of the sector to negative 
changes to the trading relationship between Ireland and the UK was highlighted in the 2018 
Government report Ireland and the impacts of Brexit. This estimated that total output in Food sectors 
such as Dairy, Beef and Processed Foods could be 20% below where it otherwise should be by 2030, in 
the event of a ‘no-deal Brexit’ where WTO rules would apply1. 
 
 

Key Risks of a ‘No-deal Brexit’ for EI’s Food Clients 
 
In the event that the UK leaves the EU in March 2019 without a withdrawal agreement in place, 
Enterprise Ireland’s Food clients could be facing a number of serious challenges such as: 
 
Tariff Rates: Following a ‘no-deal’ Brexit, tariff rates from the WTO tariff schedule are likely to apply to 
trade between the EU and the UK. The imposition of tariffs would have a particularly detrimental affect 
on the Food sector with high rates applying on some of the main food exports such as beef, cheese and 
milk, leading to large increases in the price of these goods in the UK market, with a negative impact on 
competitiveness, and potential loss of market share.  
 
Many of EI’s Food clients are heavily reliant on the UK as a source of products and services. The UK is a 
larger source of imports for Irish firms than it is a destination for exports with 25%2 of total goods 
imports in 2017. Research carried out by the ESRI estimated that 56%3 of UK imports by Irish-owned 
firms are intermediate inputs. Tariffs on imports of intermediate products from the UK would impose 
increased costs for food producers.  
 
Changes to VAT regime: In addition to tariff rates, a change in the VAT regime on trade between the EU 
and the UK could have a significant impact for EI Food clients. VAT on imports from the UK would be 
payable at the point of entry and reclaimed every 2 months. This could have implications for cashflow of 
Food clients importing intermediate inputs from the UK. 
 
Supply Chain: A ‘no-deal’ Brexit will cause significant disruption to supply chains for food producers, 
both between Ireland and Great Britain, but also for supply chains on the island of Ireland.  
 
Many imports coming in from countries outside of the UK are also sourced through UK suppliers or pass 
through the UK land bridge from mainland Europe. 
 
In addition, the implementation of any border on the island of Ireland would be particularly damaging 
for the Food sector where many companies have interlinked supply chains with intermediate inputs 
passing through the border. 
 
Customs Procedures: Non-tariff barriers such as customs checks and customs declarations increase the 
costs and can lead to delays in exporting to the UK. This could have a particularly large impact on SMEs 
that may be required to hire a customs agent when exporting to the UK due to the costs of attaining 

                                                           
1
 Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation (2018), Ireland and the Impacts of Brexit: Strategic 

Implications for Ireland Arising from Changing EU-UK Trading Relations 
2
 CSO External Trade Data 2017 

3
 Lawless, M (2018), Intermediate Goods Inputs and the UK Content of Irish Goods Exports 
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Authorised Economic Operator status. Delays at borders and ports could have severe consequences for 
the exports of EI Food clients due to the perishable nature of many food products. 
 
Regulatory divergence: Regulatory divergence from EU standards may require EI Food clients to meet 
new UK manufacturing, labelling and packaging standards and certification requirements. This could 
increase costs and complexity of exporting to the UK market. 
 
Currency: Depreciation in the value of sterling as a result of a ‘no-deal Brexit’, similar to the decline 
experienced in the aftermath of the referendum, would make EI Food client’s exports more expensive in 
the UK, with UK food imports more competitive on the Irish market. This would put pressure on profit 
margins of UK exports and make it more difficult for clients to retain market share. 
 
UK Market Dynamics: A Brexit-induced contraction in the UK economy and subsequent drop in 
consumer spending could lead to a reduction in UK sales of EI Food clients. This would exacerbate the 
damaging effects of other trade barriers such as currency volatility, customs procedures and tariffs. 
Additionally, the introduction of domestic sourcing campaigns in the UK post-Brexit could lead to 
increasingly challenging conditions for EI Food clients selling in the UK market. 
 
Competitiveness: Many of EI’s Food clients are seeking to diversify exports and reduce reliance on the 
UK market in preparation for Brexit. There are, however, some significant challenges and additional 
costs associated with diversification: 

 The UK food and drinks market is very similar to the Irish market and so any attempts to 
diversify away from the UK may require increased R&D spending and new product 
development. 

 Successful market diversification strategies require a strong implementation plan and supports 
for: 

o Product Mix Assessment   
o Innovation / R&D  
o Capital Expenditure and New Processes 
o Investment in People 
o Market Evaluation 
o Ongoing Market Development & Support Services on the ground 

 Food companies in other EU countries may also attempt to diversify away from the UK leading 
to increased levels of competition, particularly within the EU market. 

 
UK Land Bridge: The UK land bridge is key for Irish trade with the rest of the EU and further afield and is 
often faster and more efficient than direct sea routes to mainland Europe. The ESRI estimates that 53%4 
of the volume of Irish goods exports to all countries other than the UK are transported through the UK. 
 
Depending on the future EU-UK trading relationship and the transit procedure in place, it could become 
much more expensive for Irish exporters to trade via the land bridge, while alternative sea routes to the 
continent may not have the capacity to deal with large increases in volume. This, in turn, would reduce 
the competitiveness of Irish exports to countries outside of the UK and would also increase the costs of 
importing from countries outside of the UK. 
 

                                                           
4
 Lawless, M and Morgenroth, E (2017), Ireland's International Trade and Transport Connections 
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How EI is Supporting Clients to Prepare for Brexit 
 
EI has been working intensely with our BREXIT exposed food clients, Food Industry Associations, related 
Government Agencies and Departments, since the UK announced its decision to leave the EU in 2016, to 
support and help our food client companies respond to the challenges and potential impacts of the UK’s 
withdrawal from the EU. 
 
In 2016 Enterprise Ireland undertook a process of scenario planning to prepare for a British vote to leave 
the EU. This enabled Enterprise Ireland to respond with immediate action once the outcome of the 
British vote was confirmed. For example, in June 2016 the agency set up a helpline for client companies 
as a means to open an immediate communications channel on Brexit. Since then Enterprise Ireland has 
undertaken a continuous programme of action as illustrated in the table below. 
 

Enterprise Ireland Brexit Response 
 

2016 June – Published 5 Pillars of Enterprise Ireland Support 
             Helpline opened 

July -   Published a guide for companies exporting to the UK 

Aug -   Regional Opportunities in the UK Publication 

Sept – EI’s International Markets Week 2016 
 

Oct -   EI’s #GlobalAmbition Campaign Phase 1 launched 

2017 Jan - Proactive communications/ articles on diversification 
opportunities 

Jan - Launch of Corporate Strategy 2017-2020 focusing on increasing 
exports to €26bn p.a by 2020 

Feb - Global Ambition campaign encourages companies to enter 
Eurozone 

Mar - Brexit SME Scorecard launched to help companies assess Brexit 
exposure 

Apr – EI’s new #PrepareforBrexit communications campaign launched 

May - New Eurozone strategy launched with focus on increasing client 
exports to Eurozone by 50% by 2020 

June – EI’s Prepare for Brexit Regional Roadshows launched 

Sept - International Markets Week 2017 which included a Brexit Zone - 
#IrishAdvantage campaign 

Nov – EI’s new Agile Innovation Fund/ Innovation #GlobalAmbition 
campaign launched 

2018 Jan – EI’s new Market Discovery offer launched 

Feb – Launched Northern Power House Report highlighting 
opportunities in the North of England 

Jul – Operational Excellence offer launched to support companies to 
address competitive challenges and growth opportunities through 
transformation projects 

Oct – International Markets Week 2018 included a Brexit zone 
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Enterprise Ireland is taking a two-pronged approach to assist clients in building resilience to deal with 
economic shocks such as those arising from Brexit: 

 Various campaigns and supports have been introduced to increase awareness of the potential 
risks arising from Brexit and ensure clients are prepared to deal with these challenges 

 New offers have been introduced and existing offers have been streamlined to drive innovation 
and increase competitiveness 
 

Awareness and Preparedness 
 
EI’s #PREPAREFORBREXIT Campaign includes a range of supports that help Irish companies to respond to 
challenges in the market place. Funding is available up to a level of €5,000 to help exporting clients to 
develop a business action plan. Additional staff resources were allocated to strategic target zones and 
new sector and market pathfinders were appointed. 
 
3,100 companies (including many key food clients) have used EI’s Brexit SME Scorecard as of the 
24/10/2018. This is an on-line tool that enables companies to self-assess its exposure to Brexit.  Based 
on information the user submits, the Scorecard delivers an instant report, which includes actions, 
resources and information about events that can help companies to prepare for Brexit. 
 
As part of the #PREPAREFORBREXIT Campaign, a series of Nationwide Brexit Advisory Clinics featuring 
expert speakers have taken place throughout the country to encourage clients to adapt their business 
strategies.  The core objective of the events is to provide information and support to companies all 
around the country in taking immediate action to address their exposure to Brexit. 
 
Brexit: Act-On Initiative  
The Brexit: Act On programme has been developed to focus on three main areas of capability (1) 
Financial and Currency Management (2) Strategic Sourcing and (3) Customs and Logistics.  Delivered 
over the course of two half day sessions with an independent consultant, the initiative helps companies 
decide on specific actions over a short period to address some of the risks and opportunities from Brexit. 
 
Be Prepared Grant 
The Be Prepared Grant is designed for Enterprise Ireland clients who would benefit from further 
research and external expertise in examining their exposure to Brexit and exploring ways of addressing 
this. 
The grant, which offers up to €5,000 or 50% of the total cost in financial support, can be used to help 
cover consultancy, travel and expenses for both domestic and international employee travel. The grant 
is intended to provide strategic support to clients to use internal resources or a third-party consultant to 
undertake a short project to determine how the company could respond to Brexit. 
 
Strategic Consultancy Grant  
This grant supports the hiring of a strategic consultant typically over a longer period to assist the 
company in the development and/or the implementation of strategic initiatives. It is designed to 
facilitate business growth as the consultants can act as coach, mentor, facilitator, analyst for the 
company. 
 
Eligible projects must be new assignments of strategic significance to the company such as a specific 
strategic review of one or more business functions e.g. review of the company’s treasury policy and/or 
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implementation of a new strategic initiative e.g. preparation and implementation of new multi-currency 
forecasting tools and procedures. 
 
International Markets Week 2018 
A Brexit zone was included in the International Markets Week 2018 which ran from the 17-19 October. 
This zone provided Enterprise Ireland client companies with access to independent experts in areas such 
as currency management, transport and logistics and procurement. Enterprise Ireland staff were also 
available to discuss sales and marketing capability and client management development programmes 
with a focus on Brexit. 
 

Competitiveness and Innovation Supports 
 
In addition to the Brexit specific supports outlined above, Enterprise Ireland’s Brexit response has 
focused on driving innovation and increased competitiveness among EI’s Food clients. A key element of 
this response has been to support capital investments by Food clients to enhance capacity and improve 
competitiveness. However, EI’s ability to support large Food clients in this way is restricted by existing 
State Aid regulations. 
 
A range of new supports have been introduced recently and existing supports have been streamlined to 
assist clients in driving innovation and competitiveness such as: 
 
Operational Excellence Offer 
The new Operational Excellence offer is designed to incentivize established Irish based export-
orientated companies (SME and Large) to address their operational challenges and opportunities 
through a transformation project that would include investment in capital equipment where applicable, 
capability building through training and in the implementation of innovative production, delivery or 
organisational methods in the business. 
 
The intention is to address a company’s needs across key aspects of their value chain and business 
operations; from supply chain management, internal business and production operations, and through 
to logistics and distribution networks. 
 
Projects approved under this offer will: 

 address critical cost factors in the company's value chain whether in response to new 
opportunities or in the face of a challenging marketplace/competitor environment; 

 demonstrate the potential to increase output by way of productivity or value add while 
maintaining or increasing employment in the company in the longer term; and 

 clearly show how the company plans to undertake the project, particularly in relation to the 
resources required to develop the project. 

 
Agile Innovation Fund 
The Agile Innovation Fund has been developed to support product, service and process innovation to 
build competitive advantage. Compared to the other established Innovation supports from Enterprise 
Ireland, this fund is geared towards clients in sectors with rapid design cycles or have not previously 
applied for RD&I support. The key benefit of this support is that it allows for a simple application process 
and delivers a faster response time from application to approval. The new Agile Innovation Fund allows 
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companies to access up to 50% in support towards innovation projects with a total cost of up to 
€300,000. 
 

Conclusion 
Enterprise Ireland will continue to proactively engage with companies through all possible means – 
supporting companies on a one-to-one basis, highlighting the need to take action, and providing 
information, advice and training across the country. With regard to the UK market, our objective is to 
help our food client companies sustain their existing business in the UK and also to seek out new 
opportunities that may emerge in new products and new market segments in the UK. 
 
The agency will also continue to work with clients to drive their efforts on innovation, competitiveness 
and market diversification, the key attributes of internationally competitive companies. While the final 
outcome of Brexit remains unknown, Enterprise Ireland is determined to support our food client 
companies to have the resilience to deal with the uncertainty surrounding Brexit, and to have the 
capacity to address the challenges and develop the strategies to deal with any kind of Brexit scenario 
that may emerge. 
 
----------End ------------- 




