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Introduction 
 

Meat Industry Ireland (MII) welcomes the opportunity to contribute its views on the impact of Brexit on 

Agriculture, Food and Fisheries as part of the latest consultation by the Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food 

and the Marine.  Brexit and the outcome of the current negotiations are critical to the Irish economy and 

especially the rural based agri-food economy.  A No-Deal (hard) Brexit outcome would be catastrophic for 

Irish agriculture and our food export business. Even a more orderly exit of the UK from the EU will present 

many new challenges for our sector.  It is essential, first, that a hard Brexit is avoided and that both sides 

succeed in concluding a Withdrawal Agreement that will trigger a realistic transition period. This, in turn, will 

allow time to secure a satisfactory future trading relationship between the EU and UK, retaining as much as 

possible of the current trading arrangements that exist between these longstanding partners. 

 

Irish Meat Sector Exports to the UK 

 

Brexit represents an unprecedented fracture of the European Union Single Market. The Irish economy, 

amongst all other EU member states, is the most exposed of any. Within the Irish economy the agri-food 

sector is particularly reliant on the UK market and the meat industry’s exposure is of such scale that it will 

become the most disadvantaged sector from the departure of the UK from the EU. Fig 1 summarises the 

value of Irish meat exports to the UK in 2017. 

 

Fig.1:  2017 Irish Meat Export Value to UK (€ million) 

Beef Pigmeat Sheepmeat Poultry Total 

€1,300 €400 €51 €240 €1,991 

Source:   Bord Bia, “Export Performance and Prospects Report 2017-2018” 

 

According to Bord Bia, total Irish exports of beef for 2017 amounted to 556,000 tonnes with 51 percent 

exported to the UK, valued at €1.3bn. The UK continues to be the largest destination for pigmeat exports 

consisting of 56 percent of total export market share or almost €400m in value terms. For sheepmeat, while 

France remains the top market, the UK represented 24% of export sales valued at €51m in 2017.  The clear 

majority of poultry exports continue to go to the UK, which recorded almost 80 percent market share in 2017, 

or some €240m. And so, the overall value of Irish meat exports to the UK in 2017 amounted to some €2bn.  

 

There are a range of perfectly logical reasons why the UK has become the favoured destination for Irish meat 

exports. Its geographic location, similarity of tastes and cuisine, a recurring deficit in its own food production 

capacity, a strong preference for and trust in Irish food by UK consumers and its advantage in being a high-

priced market for Irish produce compared to most EU and global markets. These are the key drivers of the 

strong meat export trade that has developed between Ireland and the UK market over many decades and 
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which have highlighted the enormous risk of substantial trading losses that would result for Ireland if that 

relationship is fractured due to Brexit.   

 

The chart below graphically represents the scale of export dependence of the Irish meat sectors on the UK 

market. 

 

 
 

Oireachtas Committee Reports 
 

MII acknowledges the earlier work of the Joint Committee on Brexit and agrees with many of the key findings 

in its February 2017 report on the ‘Impact of the UK Referendum on Membership of the European Union on 

the Irish Agri-Food & Fisheries Sectors’.  We also commend the work of the Seanad Special Select Committee 

on the Withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the European Union in its June 2017 report ‘Brexit: 

Implications and Potential Solutions’.  MII was happy to contribute submissions to both of these initiatives. 

 

There were many similarities in the conclusions drawn in both reports. Each agreed on the importance of 

maintaining a continuing close trading relationship into the future between the EU and the UK and that a 

Free Trade Agreement should be concluded between the parties before the UK withdrawal from the Union. 

It was also considered important that a transition period should be part and parcel of facilitating such an 

agreement. The avoidance of tariffs if possible, or at least minimising their duration if otherwise unavoidable, 

was considered a necessary first step in making the case for a free trade deal. 

 

Both committees agreed that the immediate focus should be on maintaining markets in the UK, developing 

new markets, as well as ensuring that the domestic market remains competitive against imports. Support for 

innovation, market diversification and increased capacity were common themes of these reports. Amongst 

the issues considered by the Committees was the need to increase the resources deployed by government 

in the pursuit of international market access. Meat Industry Ireland wishes to reinforce the fact that these 

issues remain fundamental to a successful post Brexit outcome for the Irish meat industry. 

 

As we draw much closer to the deadline for the UK’s withdrawal from the EU and given the continuing 

uncertainty as to the type of trading relationship that may exist post Brexit, it is opportune now to evaluate 

the consequences of failure to secure an orderly Brexit and to identify the core economic and social effects 

of such failure. 
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Fig 2:  Distribution of Irish Meat Exports (2017)
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Hard Brexit Scenario 

 

The key issue for the sector as it heads inexorably towards Brexit is, how will the Irish meat sector face up to 

the competitive challenge resulting from a fracture of the single market. A ‘hard Brexit’, with the potential 

imposition of very high tariffs on trade with the UK, together with additional transport costs, delays at 

borders, disruptions to logistics, as well as unforeseen threats arising from potential regulatory divergence, 

will present a massive challenge for the sector. 

 

Indeed, The UK National Audit Office (NAO) released a report on 24th October 2018 on Government 

preparedness for controlling borders, including in a no-deal scenario. It concluded that trade between the 

UK and EU would be governed by World Trade Organisation (WTO) rules including the principle of ‘most 

favoured nation’. This means that new customs controls, tariffs and non-tariff barriers could apply to around 

£423 billion of trade at the UK border. The NAO concluded that uncertainty and delays in negotiations has 

made it difficult to make planning assumptions and therefore, there is a high delivery risk for ‘day one of no-

deal’ due to their scale, complexity and urgency. In effect, they say that necessary infrastructure cannot be 

built before March 2019 and the additional resources required to operate the border may not be ready by 

then. In addition, Defra intends not to apply regulatory or safety checks on the majority of agricultural or 

food-related products arriving from the EU. Apart from their sort-term position on regulatory checks, the 

otherwise lack of preparedness for a ‘hard’ Brexit on the UK’s part will give cold comfort to exporters who 

will be expected to declare the duties they owe, which for Irish meat exporters would be prohibitive. 

 

 In this worst-case scenario, in which no deal is reached between the EU and UK, the impact on the wider EU 

market will be monumental, due to the unique exposure of the meat sector to high levels of trade tariffs, 

veterinary checks and additional customs and transport costs.  While the Irish sector would suffer greatest, 

a hard Brexit would send shock waves through the European meat industry, and would see businesses and 

livelihoods destroyed, job losses and a potential market collapse.  

 

Fig. 3:  UECBV Analysis – Impact of hard Brexit on EU Meat Trade Flows & Prices 
 

 
Source: UECBV Report (see Annex) 
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The lack of preparedness in the UK is unlikely to be replicated on EU frontiers in the declaration of duties or 

the application of regulatory checks on agricultural and food-related products. These controls will likely to 

be applied from ‘day one’ and the potential for complete congestion at ports and on route to them will create 

enormous difficulties.     

 

Focussing on the repercussions of a ‘hard’ Brexit on the European meat trade, UECBV, the EU representative 

body for national federations representing the meat industry, in its report “The EU Meat Industry in a Hard 

Brexit Scenario” published in 2017, estimated that the meat sector faces average tariff rates close to 50%, 

while exceeding 100% for some products.  The trade costs imposed by tariff barriers, customs and veterinary 

checks and increased transport costs would reduce exports of meat on conservative estimates from the EU 

to the UK by close to 84% for beef, 48% for pigmeat and 76% for sheepmeat (see Fig. 3 above). In turn, it is 

estimated that the reduction in trade will create a surplus of beef and pigmeat affecting market price, causing 

a loss in the value of EU beef production of €2.4 billion per annum in the short run and by over €2.3 billion 

for pigmeat.  The UECBV report is annexed to this submission. 
 

Fig. 3 illustrates clearly that neither the EU nor the UK would benefit from the disruption of traditional trade 

that would result from a hard Brexit. And to emphasise this point neither does the NAO report suggest that 

the UK’s level of preparedness for a ‘hard’ Brexit give any comfort at all to its advocates. As a net importer 

of agricultural products, the UK would suffer massive supply deficits across the food chain, while Ireland in 

particular would be left with massive surpluses which would cause severe volatility on the EU meat market. 

 

Impact on Trade of WTO Tariffs 

The UK has chosen to adopt a similar tariff schedule to that which the EU currently applies to non-preferential 

imports from outside the EU and has proposed this to the WTO for approval.  Under this tariff schedule, the 

level of tariffs that would apply in the meat sector, should this situation arise, are high and as outlined above, 

would block trade or force a collapse in price if Irish exports were to compete.  

 

Fig. 4:  Examples of Potential Meat Tariff Levels 

Product Tariff 

Beef carcase/half-carcase 12.8% + €1,768/t 

Fresh boneless beef 12.8% + €3,034/t 

Frozen boneless beef 12.8% + €3,041/t 

Fresh lamb carcase 12.8% + €1,713/t 

Fresh lamb legs 12.8% + €2,227/t 

Fresh boneless lamb 12.8% + €3,118/t 

Fresh hams or cuts thereof €778/t 

Fresh boneless pork €869/t 

Frozen boneless pork €869/t 

 

In a ‘hard Brexit’ scenario the reduction in trade resulting from Brexit will create a surplus of beef and 

pigmeat, affecting overall EU market price. According to the UECBV report, Brexit will reduce the value of EU 

production of meat and will result in a structural reduction in EU beef market price of over 8% for beef and 

7% for pigmeat. The harshest impact would be felt by Irish beef.  EU self-sufficiency in beef will rise 

dramatically from the current balanced market situation to 116%, leading to a market in crisis.  For pigmeat, 

a major jump in self-sufficiency also occurs. These impacts affect all member states, even those with limited 

trade with the UK as the resultant surplus chases any available market to the detriment of all market returns.  
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Fig. 5 and Fig 6 below show the FoodDrinkEurope analysis predicting the impact of WTO MFN tariffs on 

various agri-food products being traded into the UK from other EU member states. They reflect similar 

findings to the UECBV report. 

 

Fig. 5:  Product price impact due to imposition of WTO MFN Tariffs. 

 
 

Fig. 6:  Impact of higher trade prices (Fig. 5) on export volumes (from the EU to the UK) 
 

 
 

In effect, the absence of any agreed stabilising mechanism, such as a Free Trade Agreement 

between the EU and UK, or the UK remaining in the EU Customs Union (which is currently under 

consideration), will lead to very uncertain consequences in the short to medium term for Ireland’s 

meat production and processing sectors. In a hard Brexit scenario where Ireland is, de facto, 

excluded from the UK market, the likelihood is that an immediate crisis will take hold.  The impact 

on EU markets will be immediate, with surplus product being exported onto already well supplied 

markets resulting in a price collapse.  
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It is inevitable that producer prices will fall as a direct result of the loss of UK market share, where 

the best returns are currently obtained, and, in the absence of viable substitute markets, there will 

be no refuge from declining returns in a distressed market. In an oversupplied market of the scale 

envisaged, processing companies will quickly examine and respond to the new market 

circumstances while taking steps to bring operational capability into line with new market realities. 

With a sudden and significant reduction in access to the UK market, plant closures or restricted 

operations should be anticipated.   

 

Furthermore, there is a real and present danger of the UK concluding trade arrangements with other 

international suppliers, which would result in Ireland’s strong position as a dominant player in the UK market 

being permanently damaged.  Increased preferential access to the UK market for lower priced global 

competitors represents a serious longer-term threat to Ireland’s meat exports to the UK. 

 

A hard Brexit scenario will necessitate the introduction of an array of EU crisis measures, which would be 

needed quickly and of necessity remain in place until the EU market disturbance has been stabilised 

over the medium term.  

 

Processing Capacity and Efficiency Implications: 

In the context of a hard Brexit, a further serious issue arises for the pig sector.  The current annual export of 

approximately 500,000 live pigs from the Republic to NI for processing will immediately stop if WTO tariffs 

are imposed.  Such a sudden shift in supply would give rise to a major processing capacity issue which in turn 

could quickly turn into an on-farm welfare concern on some Irish pig units.  MII has consistently highlighted 

the need for planning and investment in additional processing, chilling and storage capacity to adequately 

deal with such a shift in supply and for appropriate supporting State Aid measures to be put in place.  To-

date, this has not happened.  

 

Even in a soft Brexit scenario, there will not be the same future attractiveness for these pigs to be exported 

for processing in NI and their meat re-exported for sale in the Republic particularly as the product will no 

longer be eligible to carry the Bord Bia Quality Assurance logo. 

 

A further processing capacity implication linked to a hard Brexit would be the barrier to NI lambs being 

shipped south for processing. Approximately 400,000 NI lambs are processed each year in the Republic. If 

tariffs are introduced, this trade flow will also discontinue.  The loss of this throughput in Irish plants would 

seriously challenge processing efficiency and also undermine companies’ ability to service established 

markets.  

 

Soft Brexit Scenario 

 

Even in an orderly departure of the UK and the possibility of some form of future trading relationship, the 

Brexit challenge will be two-fold: 
 

• Maintaining as much as possible of current trading patterns with the lucrative UK market, will dealing 

with new trade disruptions and associated additional trade costs,  

• Continuing and intensifying efforts towards diversifying to alternative markets in order to mitigate 

medium term Brexit impacts.  



 
 

M e a t  I n d u s t r y  I r e l a n d  
 

Page 7 

The UK is one of the highest value meat markets in the EU and its beef price is one of the highest, this being 

largely the same for pigmeat and sheepmeat. It would be extremely difficult to replace this loss of value and 

volume in the short to medium term, in Europe or further afield. While market diversification already takes 

place, principally focussed on continental EU markets, with a growing segment to international markets, this 

latter option is very heavily reliant on EU level trade agreements on the one hand, and increasingly, on bi-

lateral government to government market access agreements. The ability of industry alone to develop 

international markets is therefore heavily dependent on international trade policy and geopolitical issues, 

unlike in the EU, where the development of markets is open and by and large functions through market 

competition. 

 

UK Land-Bridge 

 

An additional dimension that will give rise to a significant challenge to the export trade is the UK Land-bridge, 

which, irrespective of the final Brexit deal, could become a major additional cost burden on sales and a 

further barrier to the efficacy of trade between Ireland and continental Europe. It is evident that neither 

Ireland nor the UK have the resource capacity nor the infrastructure in place at this point in time to seamlessly 

manage border crossings. The level of preparedness of key EU ports is also unknown.  As it is expected that 

in any scenario other than the UK remaining in the single market and the customs union, documentary, 

identification or physical checks are likely to feature in respect of the transit of goods between Ireland and 

the UK, and onward from the UK to continental EU.  

 

The scope for substantial disruption and increased costs as Irish goods destined for customers in Continental 

Europe, enter and exit a Third Country, the UK, is immeasurable at this point in the absence of clarity as to 

the nature of the new relationship. At a minimum, for Ireland to continue trading seamlessly with our EU 

partners through the Land-bridge, an agreement on transit arrangements with the UK and a guarantee on 

the EU’s part of the free flow of goods into the Union will be a prerequisite for the continued efficient conduct 

of such trade.       

 

MII has conducted a survey of members in relation to transport logistics for servicing the UK and Continental 

EU markets, in particular looking at the level and nature of use of the UK Land-bridge. Each week, the Irish 

meat industry sends in the region of 320 refrigerated trucks of meat to Continental EU markets from Sweden 

in the north to Italy in the south. Approximately 11% of these trucks are shipped directly from Ireland to an 

EU port.  The clear majority, 89%, of consignments use the UK transit Land-bridge.  The Land-bridge offers 

the more time and cost-efficient route to EU markets for Irish exporters and also proves more reliable over 

the year, from the perspective of operational efficiency and lower levels of cancelled sailings. An additional 

factor in the Land-bridge is the fact that approximately 10% of consignments that transit the UK, make a pick-

up/drop-off stop in the UK. The risk of losing the Land-bridge as the main means of transit would carry 

enormous risks, distinct and separate from the fact that alternative routes would take time to be properly 

developed and involve significant infrastructural adjustments. It would result in increased costs, longer 

journey times to market, reduce shelf-life, increased stock carrying requirements and serious disruption to a 

just-in-time fresh food delivery system that has evolved over the years and which is crucial to holding onto 

customers. 
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Conclusions 

 

In conclusion, a soft Brexit scenario is vital to ensuring that Ireland is sheltered from extremely adverse 

economic and social consequences of Brexit. It is therefore crucial that the current negotiations deliver a 

withdrawal agreement that envisages a future trading arrangement that will maintain relationships between 

the EU and UK as close as possible to existing arrangements. It is equally important that a realistic transition 

period is agreed that reflects the complexity of concluding such international agreements and does not lead 

to another cliff-edge. Untold damage to current trade relationships between the EU and UK has already been 

done, such as currency losses in trade, delayed investment and the incalculable loss of focus to core business 

while governments and business leaders have wrestled with Brexit preparedness issues. In essence, having 

identified the enormous consequences that a hard Brexit could potentially have on the EU and UK economies, 

a priority in negotiating a future trading relationship must be one that delivers the minimum burden on 

business and maintains current arrangements as close as possible, including regulatory convergence.  

 

While these objectives are the key overarching deliverables to a ‘soft’ Brexit, there are specific risks that need 

to be avoided in any Brexit scenario so as to mitigate the worst effects. These include minimising customs 

and border inspections, including regulatory inspections in respect of agricultural and food-related products. 

Systems need to be devised that allow for the free-flow transit through the Land-bridge of Irish goods to their 

EU destinations and vice versa. Both the UK and the EU should aim to ensure that an Adjustment Period’ is 

agreed that delays the implementation of customs and regulatory controls at borders until both sides have 

assembled the infrastructure and related resources to enable trade to be conducted efficiently.  In the 

meantime, the Irish government will need to address preparedness on the Island, focussing in particular on 

transport capacity direct to the EU. 

 

Finally, given that the decision of the UK to leave the EU is a political rather than a commercial matter, and 

that Ireland’s meat sector amongst others will be badly affected by this decision, it is imperative that 

government must engage with the EU to secure financial support through an array of EU crisis measures, 

which would be needed quickly and of necessity remain in place until the EU market disturbance has been 

stabilised over the medium term. Such measures should include, but are not limited to, the type of market 

supports that remain as options in EU legislation but have seldom been used since the 2003 CAP reform. In 

the potential crisis that is likely to result from a ‘hard’ Brexit, such measures could put a floor on prices until 

wider stabilising measures can be agreed, acting to mitigate the worst immediate effects and act as a bridge 

until some semblance of order returns to the commercial market.  

 

In addition, due to the particular exposure of Ireland to very substantial market share, competitiveness and 

trading losses, it is clear that exceptional state aid support for Ireland must be secured.  This should be viewed 

as a means of supporting the particular economy that has most to lose from Brexit and where, by investing 

in competitiveness and diversification, the disturbance caused by surplus products on the EU market will be 

mitigated by helping companies diversify externally, leading to the rebalancing of the internal market in the 

long term interests of the wider European meat market economy. 

 

 

 

Annex: UECBV Report – The EU Meat Industry in a Hard Brexit 

 


