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Introduction  
The Irish Farmers’ Association is the representative organisation for over 72,000 farm families throughout 
the country and is the recognised voice of Irish farmers in Europe and internationally. The objective of 
IFA is to provide focused leadership to deliver improved income and living standards for all farm families. 
The Association promotes the ongoing development and competitiveness of Irish agriculture and the food 
industry, which continues to making an important contribution to Ireland’s economy. 
 
 
Part I – Background Information 
 
 
UK Decision to Leave the EU 
Brexit presents the most serious threat to Irish farming and our agrifood sector in the history of the State. 
With 38% (€5.2b) of our food exports going to the UK, no other Member State and no other sector is as 
exposed in these negotiations. The decision by UK voters in June 2016 that the country will exit the EU 
has already had a negative impact on Irish agriculture, particularly in terms of currency fluctuations and 
investment uncertainty. 
 
The UK is a high value market, sharing similar consumer preferences to Irish consumers. Irish farmers 
and processors have developed systems of production and specifications to match market requirements 
in the UK. Both producers and processors have invested significant resources in meeting the EU’s world-
leading standards of production. 
 
Ireland is the only Member State to share a land border with the UK, and every year thousands of 
animals and huge volumes of agricultural produce cross the border with Northern Ireland for further 
finishing 
or for processing, as part of a complex supply chain. These trading links have built up over many years 
and are critically important for farmers and processors on both sides of the border. 
 
In April 2017, IFA published its Brexit Policy Paper1 setting out the key priorities for the farming and food 
sector and also an in-depth analysis sector by sector of the issues. 
 
Irish farming2 and the agri-food sector are particularly vulnerable to Brexit for a number of reasons.  

• Ireland’s agri-food sector has a high dependence on the UK market. Disruptions to this market, 
through the imposition of tariff barriers, border checks, certification requirements, or other 
regulatory changes could all render this trade uneconomic. 

• High EU tariff protection applies to products of major importance to Irish farmers, namely beef, 
dairy products and lamb. In the event of a significant reduction in import tariffs by the UK for 
other exporting countries post Brexit, the competitive positioning of Irish products on the UK 
market will be undermined. 

• The existence of the land border between Ireland and Northern Ireland creates an additional 
challenge, with the potential to disrupt the highly integrated trade flows in agri-food products and 
to undermine the strong cooperation that exists on animal health and welfare. 

• Finally, as a net contributor to the EU budget, the UK exit from the EU creates uncertainty on the 
size of the EU and CAP budgets post 2020. A reduction in the CAP budget post 2020 would 
directly and negatively impact on Irish farm incomes across all sectors. 

 
 
 

                                                           
1 Brexit: The Imperatives for Irish Farmers & the Agri-Food Sector 
2 Including Forestry 
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Importance of the Ireland-UK agri-food trading relationship 
The UK accounts for 38% of all food and drink exports in 2017 or €5.2b3.  Agri-food accounts for 15% of 
total merchandise goods exported to the UK in 2017. Of all exports to the UK, 14.6% were destined for 
Northern Ireland 
 
Ireland is also a significant importer of agri-food products from the UK and in 2017 Ireland imported 47% 
of total agri-food products from the UK which also reflects our reliance on the UK market.  
 
The shared land border between Ireland and Northern Ireland has resulted in the development of a highly 
integrated agri-food sector, with large volumes of trade annually in live animals, finished products and 
products requiring further processing.  
 
A key element supporting the trade flows between Ireland and Northern Ireland is the significant 
cooperation in the area of animal health and welfare. The objective of the All-Island Animal Health and 
Welfare Strategy is the development of policies which facilitate free movement of animals on the island. 
 
For Irish agriculture, it is clear that almost all sectors would be impacted negatively by changes to the 
trading relationship with the UK, whether through reduced access and/or a reduction in the value of the 
UK market. The potential redirection of significant volumes of Irish food exports onto the EU market is 
likely to result in a reduction in the value of these markets, affecting Irish and EU producers. 
 
The following provides some key information on the importance of the UK market in sectors of strategic 
importance for Irish farming and food. 
 
Beef 

• The UK is a significant market destination for our beef, with 283,000 t (51%) destined for the UK, 

while a further 240,000t (43%) was destined for the EU continent in 20174.  

• With 65% self-sufficiency, the UK is a net importer of beef. Ireland is the main import supplier, 
accounting for almost 70% of UK beef imports. 

• The UK is a high value market for beef, with prices consistently above the EU average.  

• Overall, a reduction in access to and the value of the UK market would have a very negative 
impact on the Irish beef sector, and potentially on the overall EU beef market. 

• As a mature market, the capacity of the EU beef market to absorb increased imports is low. 
 

 
Dairy 

• In terms of exposure, 22% of dairy products were destined for UK markets in 2017. Of these, 

dairy exports, 41% is cheese, 26% is butter and 12% is SMP.  

• Cheddar cheese is the dairy product most exposed to the UK market with 47% of Irish cheddar 

cheese exported to the UK in 2017.   

• For Milk and Cream, the UK is a significant net exporter. In 2016, Ireland imported over 800m 
litres of milk from Northern Ireland for processing. Of this amount, approximately 120m litres 
were sold as fresh milk, accounting for 25% of the Ireland’s fresh milk market. 

• Retention of tariff-free access to the UK market is critically important, particularly for Irish 
cheddar exports. Overall, the loss of or disimproved access to the UK market could have a 
destabilising impact on the overall value of the Irish dairy sector. 

                                                           
3 CSO  
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• In addition, the uncertainty surrounding the future trading relationship between the UK and EU 
presents a particular threat to the current highly integrated all-island milk processing structures. 

 
Sheep 

• Ireland is the fourth largest sheep meat exporter in the world and the second largest in Europe 

exporting 62,000t in 2017.  

• The UK accounted for 29% of sheep meat exports in the EU bloc in 2017, the weaker sterling 

made UK meat more competitive on EU and international markets.  

• The UK and France accounted for over 50% of all Irish sheep meat exports in 2017. 

• The key issue for the sheep sector will be the decisions taken on the division of the large EU 
TRQ (Tariff Rate Quota) for New Zealand lamb– any displacement of NZ lamb imports, which 
currently go to the UK market, could have a negative impact on the overall value of the EU lamb 
market. 

 
Pigmeat and Poultry 

• There is significant bilateral trade between Ireland and the UK in pigmeat and poultry products, 
which has been built up over many years. The disruption to existing trade flows, through tariff 
barriers, or other increases in costs, would reduce the overall value of these markets. 

• In addition, the continuation of cross-border trade of pigs for processing is a critical issue, 
reflecting the overall processing capacity of the sector on the island of Ireland. 

 
Tillage 

• In 2017 the value of exports reached €417m with the UK the top destination by value, with 

exports totalling €374m 

• In the tillage sector, Ireland is a net importer of grains. The geographical closeness to Northern 
Ireland results in some grain farmers exporting their product to Northern Ireland, rather than 
selling to more distant parts of Ireland. 

• The imposition of tariffs on UK imports would potentially result in a re-sourcing of imports from 
the EU, with increased transport costs. 

• On the inputs cost side, the exit of the UK from the EU presents a significant threat of increased 
costs and reduced availability for plant protection products and animal health remedies. 

 
Mushrooms 

• For the Mushroom sector, the UK represents over 90%5of the value of Irish exports, or over 
€80m. Barriers to trade, through tariffs, or other additional costs would undermine significantly 
this sector. 

 
Forestry 

• The Forestry sector has a high reliance on the UK market, and has experienced major growth in 
exports to the UK in recent years doubling its UK market share of sawn softwood timber since 
2007. In 2017, the UK was a top destination for forestry with 71%6 of forestry exports destined for 
the UK. 

 
 
 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 
6 CSO  



5 
 

Part II 

 

 

EU / UK Negotiations and Implications 

 

This part of our submission will focus on developments since July 2018 

 

UK White Paper on the Future Relationship following Chequers meeting 

The UK Government finally set out its negotiating position on the future relationship it wanted with the EU 

following a cabinet meeting in Chequers, which was detailed in the White Paper of 12th July. This 

proposed an economic partnership, a security partnership and other areas of co-operation.  

The economic partnership was framed around a UK-EU free trade area for goods but not services with 

four elements: 

1. A common rulebook for all goods including agri-food with a UK treaty commitment to ongoing 

harmonisation with EU rules to maintain a frictionless border; Parliament could choose not to 

incorporate rules into UK law recognising that this would have consequences for market access 

or the frictionless border 

2. Reciprocal commitments to open and fair trade on state aid, competition, environment, climate 

change, social, employment and consumer protection standards 

3. A Facilitated Customs Arrangement (FCA) to remove the need for customs checks and controls 

as if a combined customs territory; and deliver an independent trade policy. The UK would apply 

UK tariffs and trade policy for goods intended for the UK, and the EU’s tariffs and trade policy for 

goods intended for the EU - becoming operational in stages.  

4. On governance, a joint institutional framework with due regard to EU case law. 

The UK maintained that these arrangements would meet its commitments on Ireland and ensure that a 

legal text for the ‘backstop’, which it would agree, would not need to be used. 

The UK indicated that it would continue to prepare for a range of outcomes including the possibility of ‘no 

deal’. 

 

Westminster legislation 

The European Union (Withdrawal) Act 2018 makes ratification of the Withdrawal Agreement depend 

upon the prior enactment of a European Union (Withdrawal Agreement) Bill; and fixes 21st January 2019 

as the latest date for Parliamentary debate in a no deal scenario. This is being interpreted as giving the 

House of Commons a ‘meaningful vote’ on any Withdrawal Agreement or on a no deal scenario. 

The European Union (Withdrawal) Act 2018 also included a commitment to avoid a hard border between 

Northern Ireland and the Republic that would feature “physical infrastructure, including border posts, or 

checks and controls, that did not exist before exit day”. 

In July, the government accepted Brexiteer amendments to its Taxation (Cross-border Trade) Bill which 

provide for the post-withdrawal situation. These included provisions, as follows: 

- that Northern Ireland cannot be treated differently in customs arrangements to the rest of the UK 

– which was a direct attack on the Ireland back stop – and 
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- that the UK cannot enter a customs arrangement and collect EU tariffs if the EU does not 

reciprocate and collect tariffs on goods bound for the UK – which was intended to prevent 

agreement on a Chequers-style customs plan. 

 

 

July – October 2018 

The UK Chequers White Paper opened the way for the resumption of engagement on the Withdrawal 

Agreement and commencement of discussions on the accompanying Political Declaration.  

The EU developed detailed proposals to de-dramatise the backstop. It maintained that if the UK leaves 

the Customs Union and the Single Market, then agri-food products moving from Great Britain to Northern 

Ireland would be subject to: 

- Customs procedures through online declarations, barcode scanning and checks on ferries or in 

ports on lorries/containers; and  

- Compliance with EU standards and protection of the island of Ireland as a single epidemiological 

area, through health and phytosanitary checks on 100% (currently 10%) of live animals and 

animal-derived products; although the percentage of checks might in future be reduced once a 

comprehensive veterinary agreement is reached between the UK and the EU. 

Northern Ireland would have continued access to Single Market and the benefits of EU Free Trade 

Agreements. It has been suggested that this could amount to a “best of both worlds” dual certification 

system so that Northern Ireland goods would circulate freely in both the UK and EU.   

On the Chequers proposals, the EU raised difficulties over the incompatibility of the UK plan with the 

EU’s principles on the integrity of the Single Market, Customs Union and Common Commercial Policy, 

the indivisibility of the four freedoms (labour, goods, services & capital) and the autonomy of the EU’s 

decision-making. 

However, in the run-up to the Conservative Party conference at the end of September, the UK 

government put forward nothing new on the backstop, dug in on its Chequers proposals and talked up its 

preparations for ‘no deal’.  

At the Salzburg EU Council on 20th September, EU Council President Donald Tusk: 

a) Re-iterated the EU27 position that there would be no Withdrawal Agreement without a “solid, 

operational and legally binding Irish backstop”; 

b) Supported the efforts of Michel Barnier to ‘de-dramatise’ the backstop; and 

c) Stated that while there were “positive elements” in the Chequers proposals, “the suggested 

framework for economic cooperation will not work. Not least because it risks undermining the 

Single Market.” 

At the Conservative Party conference, UK Prime Minister Theresa May came under strong pressure from 

Brexiteers including former Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson. However, in her conference address, 

Theresa May faced down her critics and stuck to her proposals but dropped any reference to “Chequers”. 
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UK counter-proposals on the backstop 

Since the Conservative Party conference, there has been an intensification of the negotiations.  

The critical issue remains the Ireland backstop, with Theresa May on 22nd October in the House of 

Commons re-stating her objections to the EU proposal “as it would mean creating a customs border 

down the Irish Sea and breaking up the integrity of our United Kingdom”. 

As a solution to this impasse, the UK has again put forward its counter-proposal for a legally-binding UK-

wide backstop, the Temporary Customs Arrangement (TCA) proposed in June, so that which in her 

opinion the Northern Ireland backstop would no longer be needed.  

As an alternative to the TCA, Theresa May has also sought an option to extend the Transition Period in 

case the future EU-UK relationship was not agreed and in place by the end of the Transition Period on 

31st December 2020. She has indicated that the Transition Period could be extended to end 2021 or well 

before the end of the current Parliament in May 2022. 

The UK could make a sovereign choice between the two alternatives, a UK-wide TCA or an extended 

Transition Period. Whatever its choice, Theresa May insisted that the UK could not be kept in either 

arrangement indefinitely, i.e. they must be time-limited. 
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Part III - IFA’s Position 

 

Optimum Outcome 

IFA’s policy position remains that the optimum outcome of the negotiations is for the UK to remain within 

the Single Market and the Customs Union.  

If this is not possible and the UK leaves the Single Market and Customs Union, our objectives for any 

new EU-UK trading relationship must include: 

- Tariff-free and quota-free trade for agricultural and food products 

- Full UK regulatory alignment to current and future EU standards including food safety, animal 

health/welfare and environmental standards and  

- Full UK application of the EU’s Common External Tariff and tariff rate quotas (i.e. no increase in 

import volumes) for agricultural and food products.   

Our overall objective is: no hard border on the island of Ireland, no border in the Irish Sea and no scope 

for the UK to pursue a cheap food policy. 

 

IFA reaction to UK White Paper proposals  

The Chequers proposals, while demonstrating some movement, still represent an effort by the UK to 

retain the benefits of the Customs Union and the Single Market, while having the ability to pursue an 

independent trade policy that would run counter to the EU’s interests. 

Irish farmers’ interests lie in maintaining full access and frictionless trade, both north-south and east-west 

between Ireland and Britain, while retaining the full value of the UK market. 

The UK claimed its proposals would create a free trade area for goods under a “common rulebook” that 

would remove the need for customs checks. 

However, there are serious shortcomings in the UK’s commitments on both trade policy and standards, 

as follows:  

- The White Paper clearly states7: “the UK would be able … to change tariffs and [import] quotas in 

the future”.   

 

This would open the door to the UK directly competing with the EU in future trade deals, 

undercutting EU import tariffs and opening up additional import quotas to the US, Mercosur, 

Australia, New Zealand, Canada, etc. This would devalue the UK market, damage and displace 

Irish food exports, and in turn drag down the EU market. 

 

- The UK’s proposed common rulebook covers8 “only those rules necessary to provide for 

frictionless trade at the border” and therefore falls short of full regulatory alignment with EU 

standards. 

 

                                                           
7 UK White Paper 12th July - The Future Relationship between the United Kingdom and the European Union - Chapter 1 Economic 

Partnership, paragraph 41 on agri-food products 
8 UK White Paper 12th July - The Future Relationship between the United Kingdom and the European Union - Chapter 1 Economic 
Partnership, paragraph 7 (a) 
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It is clear to IFA that the UK is aiming to avoid compliance with EU regulations on marketing, labelling, 

GMOs, pesticides, geographic indications, food fraud and other CAP requirements in ways that would 

give its producers clear competitive advantages and undermine the value of the UK market. 

Overall, the UK’s White Paper proposals would be a licence to pursue a cheap food policy that would for 

example destroy the value of Irish beef on the UK market and drag down the EU market. 

 

IFA Comments on Latest Developments 

The outstanding issues in the Withdrawal Agreement negotiations are the most difficult, however, they 

are crucial for the future prospects of Irish farmers and our food industry. These issues are the Irish 

backstop and the framework for the future EU-UK trading relationship. 

The latest developments have seen an attempt by the UK to argue that the Ireland backstop would no 

longer be needed if, in December 2020, the UK could opt either to extend the Transition Period or enter a 

Temporary Customs Arrangement with the EU. 

IFA does not accept this argument. The Ireland backstop must be part of the Withdrawal Agreement, 

providing an all-weather insurance policy to guarantee no hard border on the island of Ireland.  

In last December’s Joint Report, the UK gave a very clear commitment that, if no other solution was 

agreed, then Northern Ireland would “maintain full alignment” with those rules of the Single Market and 

the Customs Union which, now or in the future, support the all-island economy and the Good Friday 

Agreement.   

This means that the backstop can only be superseded, if and when, the EU and UK agree a treaty on 

their future relationship, after 29th March 2019, which allows cross-border trade to continue as it does 

today, with no physical infrastructure and no related checks or controls.   

IFA has no difficulty with a facility to extend the Transition Period being included in the Withdrawal 

Agreement, as this would see the UK remain in the Customs Union and the Single Market and allow 

trade continue as it does today.  

However, the UK would have to make full EU Budget contributions for the duration of any Transition 

Period extension. The Irish Government must set down a marker now in Brussels that the CAP budget 

must be the first to benefit, as the CAP is the only major area of EU expenditure facing a cut under the 

current EU Budget proposals. 

Any Temporary Customs Arrangement is by definition temporary and limited to customs, failing to 

address the area of regulatory alignment. As such, it could never be used to replace the backstop.  A 

Temporary Customs Arrangement could also raise the issue of an appropriate level of EU Budget 

contributions.  

By opening up the area of a Temporary Customs Arrangement and linking it to the backstop, the UK is 

attempting to introduce issues which concern the future relationship, to be negotiated after 29th March 

2019 into the Withdrawal Agreement negotiations. 

IFA is clear that the EU cannot agree to anything in the Withdrawal Agreement or the political declaration 

accompanying it, that would allow the UK to undermine the Customs Union or Single Market.  
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Contingency planning and supports for farmers 

In July, IFA wrote to Tánaiste and Minister for Foreign Affairs & Trade Simon Coveney reiterating our 

overall position, setting out our comments on the UK White Paper and our requirements that the 

Government and EU prepare for all possible scenarios. 

IFA maintained that farmers would require direct Government and EU support measures, detailed as 

follows: 

- A special purpose fund including structural and adjustment supports and measures designed to 

offset the negative impacts arising from Brexit and scalable depending on the outcome, from a 

‘soft’ Brexit up to and including a ‘no deal’ scenario.  

Such a fund would provide scope for a package of measures to meet requirements including e.g. 

direct producer sectoral and targeted supports, basic payment top-ups, emergency market 

support measures, etc; and take full account of the additional costs on Irish farmers and food 

exporters arising from the devaluation of our position on the UK market; 

 

- In the event of further Sterling devaluation, direct income aid support to Irish farmers, on the 

basis that even a small fall in Sterling beyond 90p could wipe out producer margins; 

 

- An increased CAP Budget to make up for the shortfall arising from Brexit so that the real value of 

the budget is protected and farmers are properly rewarded for any additional requirements, and 

 

- Opposition to Mercosur or other trade concessions by the EU which damage Irish farmers. 

IFA pointed out that the confidence of farmers in the Brexit planning process has been undermined by the 

delay in delivering the second low-cost loan package which the Government first announced over a year 

ago in Budget 2018 and repeated in last month’s Budget 2019. 




