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ICMSA has been asked to provide a Submission on the impact of Brexit on 

Agriculture, Food & Fisheries. Since the Brexit vote on the 23 June 2016, the 

issues have not changed from a Irish agriculture perspective and they all relate 

to the centuries-old critically important relationship between Irish agriculture 

and the UK food market.  Brexit represents one of the biggest challenges facing 

the Irish Agri-food sector since Ireland joined the EEC and – put as bluntly as 

the importance of the situation demands - it is a national economic imperative 

that a Brexit agreement is concluded that recognises that very longstanding 

relationship between Ireland’s farming and agri-food sectors and their UK 

(particularly British) markets and customers. Alongside that consideration, it is 

also important for the policymakers to recognise that whatever the complexion 

of the final deal – assuming that a deal is reached at all – it is certain that the 

biggest losers from Brexit will be the primary food producers and ICMSA is 

concerned that this is not being recognised to the extent that is required. 

The background data and context are well known but it bears repetition and the 

following statistics clearly illustrate the importance of this relationship: 

• UK is Ireland’s largest trading partner for food. 

•  Ireland is the second largest supplier of food to the UK. 

•  41% of food & drink exports go to the UK (€4.4 billion). 

•  56% of total meat exports go to the UK. 

•  30% of dairy exports go to the UK. 

•  60% of cheese exports go to the UK. 

•  52% of beef goes to the UK. 

•  25% of sheep meat goes to the UK. 

•  Ireland exported 65,000 live cattle to Nth. Ireland & Great Britain in 

2015. 

•  Ireland imported over €3bn of UK food & drink in 2014. 

•  The UK imports almost 40% of its food products. 
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• 9% of total milk processed in the Republic comes from Northern Ireland 

and this represents 26% of Northern Ireland Milk Supplies. 

It is also important to point out that the UK food market is also important to 

other EU member states with €35 billion in Agri-food exports from the EU27 to 

the UK in 2016. 

• €35bn EU27 Agri-Food exports in 2016. 

•  Netherlands  €6.07 bn. 

•  Ireland  €5.01 bn. 

•  France   €4.85 bn. 

•  Germany  €4.75 bn. 

•  Spain   €3.71 bn. 

•  Italy   €3.12 bn. 

The integrated relationship between the Irish agriculture and UK food sector is 

hugely important to the viability of the family farm and it is ICMSA’s firm view 

that maintaining and strengthening this relationship in the context of Brexit is 

hugely important for both countries. The Brexit deal will need to address the 

many issues that have the potential to undermine this relationship. 

From a macro-economic perspective, the potential slowing of both the Irish and 

UK economies in a post Brexit scenario, along with potential slowing of EU 

economic growth, becomes a matter of concern given that it ultimately impacts 

on food demand. 

There have been many reports into the potential effects on the Irish economy in 

a post Brexit scenario and it is not for this Submission to re-state the various 

scenarios envisaged.  In this Submission, ICMSA would prefer to concentrate 

on the likely impacts on the market, the processing sector and the primary 

producer. 
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The Policy Implications of ‘No Deal’ 

The immediate impact of a ‘No Deal’ Brexit is likely to involve currency 

volatility and higher levels of uncertainty that all impact on product prices and 

market sentiment.  The decline in the value of Sterling against the Euro along 

with the imposition of tariffs up to 50% could effectively close the UK market 

to Irish produce until a trade agreement is concluded - a process which could 

take many years.  This scenario has the potential to devastate the Irish economy 

and particularly the Agri-food sector that is, to a very real extent, the major 

component of rural economy activity.   Clearly the depreciation of Sterling 

would weaken Irish food’s competitiveness, but it is tariffs, along with non-

tariff barriers, that would prove to be the ultimate barriers to trade and force 

Irish sellers of dairy and beef products to look to new markets on the continent 

or outside the EU altogether. It is obvious that any combination of those ‘new’ 

markets are unlikely to deliver higher prices than available in our current market 

mix and it is overwhelmingly likely that this situation would lead to a 

permanent reduction in farm income. 

 

Brexit Agreement and Future Trade Deal with the UK 

ICMSA favours the closest possible relationship with the UK post Brexit and 

supports the policy of a Brexit agreement with an appropriate transition period 

that allows sufficient time for a long-term trade agreement between the EU and 

the UK. The trade agreement must include tariff free access and the alignment 

of non-tariff barriers.  It is also essential that the current arrangements on the 

border between the Republic and Northern Ireland are maintained going 

forward. 
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The Market 

Again, it is to do no more than state the obvious to observe that a ‘No Deal’ 

Brexit would do untold damage from an Irish farmer and agri-food point of 

view.  EU and UK negotiators must ensure that this is not the case after March 

29 2019 where tariffs, non-tariff barriers and a ‘hard border’ all combine to do 

severe damage to Irish food exports and its farmer primary producer base.  Not 

only would Irish agricultural exports to the UK be very adversely affected but 

exports to continental Europe and other markets via the UK ‘Land Bridge’ 

would also suffer severe negative pressures.   

Membership of the EU Single Market is a critical issue for the Agri-food sector.   

Given that the UK has signalled its intention to leave the Single Market, a long 

transition period followed by a Free Trade Agreement appears to be the most 

logical course of action. The single market between Ireland and the UK has 

brought many benefits for producers and consumers in both countries and has 

led to significant co-operation and processors operating in both countries.  It is 

in our mutual interest that these benefits are maintained and that we continue to 

develop the close relationships between our Agri-food sectors.    

In the post UK power dynamic that will apply amongst the remaining 27 

Member States, ICMSA would be anxious that Ireland’s concerns in relation to 

market access will not be prioritised and we would want reassurances that 

agriculture would receive the same priority as, for example, financial services.  

These are absolutely key questions and for the future wellbeing and stability of 

the EU, the position and interests of smaller Member States - and indeed 
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specific sectors within those smaller States - need to be addressed fairly, 

reasonably and transparently in the Brexit Agreement and any future FTA.    

In terms of any conceivable FTA, ICMSA is clearly saying that a Mercusor 

agreement should not be concluded in advance of an EU/UK FTA.  

We would also argue that the distribution of TRQs from existing FTAs between 

the EU and third countries needs to recognise the historic basis and trade data 

associated with these agreements.   

The EU Single Market has effectively meant common standards from an 

agricultural and food production perspective across 28 EU Member States, a 

policy which has facilitated and simplified trade between Member States.   

These standards are amongst the highest globally and it must be recognised that 

there are significant costs on primary producers and processors in meeting these 

standards. To facilitate trade with the UK going forward, it is essential that a 

Brexit agreement and a possible EU/UK FTA maintains common standards for 

agriculture and food production. 

 

Processing 

At a processing level, there has been a long tradition of shared facilities between 

the south and the north and, from an economic and social perspective, this has 

been hugely positive and a sensible strategy to adopt.  In a ‘No Deal’ scenario, 

where the annual 32,000 milk lorry trips across the North/South border would 

involve product certification, very significant additional costs would be imposed 

on the processors individual and on the whole sector. 

From a South/North perspective, it is essential that the current border 

arrangements are maintained with the free movement of goods and people. In 
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terms of exports, product certification must recognise the close relationship 

between the food processing sectors on both sides of the border.  Finally, the 

Land Bridge across the UK is hugely important, and arrangements must be put 

in place to allow this access route to continental EU to operate as currently and 

with no additional costs or controls on exports. 

Live cattle exports are vital in maintaining competition for cattle and ‘holding 

up’ prices and the Northern Ireland markets is particularly important.   It is 

essential that these markets are maintained post Brexit. 

 

Farmers 

Based on previous experiences and given that farmers are ‘price-takers’, farmers 

are likely to be the largest losers from Brexit and this will quickly become not 

only an issue for family farms but also for the wider rural economy.  Against the 

background of our continued (but declining) dependence on the UK market, the 

potential damage to the rural economy is, frankly, enormous in both a ‘No Deal’ 

and ‘Agreed’ Brexit scenarios. Farmers feel, with absolute justification, very 

exposed and ICMSA is very concerned that our policymakers have not 

adequately addressed this matter. 

ICMSA is proposing that the EU must introduce emergency aid to support the 

sectors and countries most negatively impacted by Brexit, and, quite clearly, 

Ireland, the Irish agri-food sector and Irish farmers must be a major focus of 

such a measure.  Quite obviously, the aid required will depend on whether a 

deal is concluded or not and also the detail of any deal concluded.  Family farms 

did not cause Brexit and they should not be forced to pay for it. ICMSA is 

concerned that much of the Brexit related funding already allocated is being 

directed towards state agencies and links further up the supply chain, while the 
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most vulnerable element of our agri-food sector – the family farm - has not been 

sufficiently recognised.  This flawed prioritisation needs to be recognised and 

reversed.  

Price volatility is the biggest single challenge facing farmers globally and Brexit 

will not only compound this volatility but could also lead to a permanent 

reduction in farm income. ICMSA was the first organisation to propose a tax 

anti-volatility measure called the Farm Management Deposit Scheme (FMDS) 

that would allow farmers tax efficiently to build a buffer fund to deal with poor 

years.   It is simply not good enough to provide funding to state agencies and 

links further up the supply chain and expect the benefits to flow to primary 

producers.   History has shown us that this does not work. ICMSA was critical 

of Budget 2019’s failure to introduce such an anti-volatility taxation measure 

and believes that it must be introduced as a matter of priority, along with further 

supports for primary producers at both national and EU level. 

The cost of doing business in Ireland for all companies, including farmers, 

needs to be considered in a post Brexit environment. Ireland has higher costs 

than almost all of our EU counterparts in areas such as insurance, energy, credit 

and legal costs and these need to be addressed. Banking costs in Ireland are 

completely out of line with other EU countries and farmers question why the 

2.95% interest rate available in 2017 will not be available in the 2019 scheme 

when underlying base rates are effectively the same? 

Co-operation on animal health issues between North and South has been crucial 

and positive in recent years. The fact that Brucellosis has been eradicated from 

the island of Ireland points to the significant benefits and importance of co-

operation between the two jurisdictions. Post Brexit, it is essential that this co-

operation is maintained and enhanced. 
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For individuals farming land on both sides of the border, Brexit has the potential 

to pose serious on-farm challenges, whether it be transit of cattle across the 

border, Basic Payment Scheme/Greening queries or Nitrates issues, to mention 

just a few.  All these matters will have to be clarified if the farmers concerned 

are to be protected.     

In conclusion, ICMSA has raised several areas that need to be examined and 

solved in the context of Brexit. We believe that it is now accepted that we have 

to protect the farming and wider agri-food sector which is the economic base of 

numberless rural communities all over Ireland and the UK.  But it is the primary 

food producer, the farmer, who is most exposed and ICMSA believes that the 

current focus on that specific area is totally inadequate and needs to be reviewed 

and upgraded very substantially and as a matter of urgency. 

 

Ends  

 

 




