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Introduction:  
Chairman, TD’s and Senators, good afternoon, Macra na Feirme welcomes the opportunity to 

present the views of young trained farmers on the future of the beef sector to the joint 

Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine.   

 

My name is James Healy, Macra na Feirme National President and I’m joined here today by 

Derrie Dillon, Macra na Feirme Agricultural Affairs Manager.  This year chairman, Macra na 

Feirme celebrates 75 years of representing, supporting and developing young farmers to help 

them overcome the challenges they and their communities face.  Our young beef farmers are 

facing great uncertainty which emphasises the need for action to develop a pragmatic action 

plan for the sector. We must work to restore the confidence of those that keep this sector 

alive. 

  

Issues identified by the orgainsation:  
Through an extensive consultation process Macra na Feirme engaged and consulted with 

young beef farmers across the country through both surveys and six meetings which 

encouraged them to debate their views on the future of the sector. We asked them to 

identify the current strengths, weakness, opportunities and threats which are presently 

facing the beef sector. 

 

Strengths:  

Although confidence amongst farmers is clearly low at this time, our members identified a 

number of strengths that must be acknowledged.   

 

The work of Bord Bia through the Sustainable Beef and Lamb Assurance scheme and in 

particular the Origin Green promotion campaign is recognised by young farmers as playing a 

major role in making Irish Beef the trusted product it is. The SBLAS scheme ensures that our 

beef products are produced to the highest levels of animal welfare and sustainability and 

this is capitalised on by Bord Bia through the Origin Green campaign which has played a 

huge part in highlighting these positives to consumers both here in Ireland and 

Internationally, this isn’t to say however that young farmers don’t feel that this access to 

new markets is necessarily rewarding them as it should.  

 

Another strength of the Irish beef sector is our grass-based system as a source of a relatively 

low-cost feed source. It is imperative for Irish beef farmers to take advantage of this ability, 

as feed typically accounts for 75% of total variable cost in the average suckler beef farm. 

This is a strength that is not being capitalised on to its full potential and steps must be taken 

to broaden the access to training and advisory services which can give our beef farmers the 

knowledge and technical skills required to maximise the resource at our feet. 

 



Weakness:  

We cannot ignore however the basic fact that the return to our beef farmers for the quality 

product they produce is not sufficient to sustain a viable income for a vast majority of our 

beef farmers, regardless of the beef production system they have chosen to operate. I 

doubt the committee needs me to outline the numbers, but I hope they understand the 

harsh realities that this raises in the homes of those farmers. It must also be said that it is 

very hard to be green, safe or future facing if you are in the red. 

 

The expansion of the dairy sector in Ireland was identified as a substantial challenge for 

young beef farmers going forward. Since the removal of milk quotas in 2015, the suckler 

herd population has experienced a 4% decline.  At the end of 2010, the total number of 

suckler cows in Ireland was 911,104 however, by the end of 2017 there had been a drop of 

40,537 cows to a figure of 870,567. While there has been good work done in boosting the 

levels of export, the expansion of the dairy herd has led to high numbers of cattle being 

killed on a weekly basis which has been exploited by those further down the supply chain. 

 

The age profile of the average beef farmer was once a growing concern within the industry, 

now it must be at the forefront of their thoughts and this is demonstrated by the regularity 

with which Minster for Agriculture, Food and the Marine, Michael Creed regularly highlights 

his concern about the age profile. For the Irish beef sector to continue providing the high 

quality produce it does, beef processors and retailers must wake up and realise that their 

future business is inextricably linked to providing an economically sustainable future for 

young beef farmers. Macra na Feirme proposes that there be a Young Farmer Bonus payed 

recognising that Young Farmers are the most likely to adopt change and put in place the 

advances in technology that will drive the future of this sector.  

 

Opportunities: 

From its grass-fed nature to its distinctive colour and eating experience, Irish beef is ideally 

placed to be recognised and protected at European level under the European Quality 

Schemes Geographical Indications. A Geographical Indication mark for Irish beef has the 

potential to add significant value to our quality beef product.  This added value needs to be 

returned to the primary producers for their work and production techniques in producing 

this distinctive product that consumers clearly identify and associate with.  

 

Producer organisations can provide stability, security, reduce the workload and increase 

efficiency for beef farmers. The establishment of producer organisation can potentially 

increase the bargaining power of farmers in the food supply chain and could help them 

combat some of the daily challenges they face. For reasons outlined previously Macra na 

Feirme strongly supports the move to recognise and fund facilitators for the producer 

organisations and will be encouraging beef farmers amongst our membership to form and 

join a registered producer organisation. Ideally the group would source an independent 



facilitator to set up and run the group to encourage proper governance to the aims and 

objectives of said group.  

 

It is also important that the best available breeding technologies are used to ensure that the 

value of this output is maximised for the beef sector and for the economy, but this will also 

benefit us from an environmental sustainability point of view. Breeding technologies will 

help the farmer to achieve key performance targets set for the farm such as calving heifers 

at 24 months of age. The improvement of the overall genetics of the herd can be achieved 

by breeding high index replacement heifers, purchasing 5-star bulls and the use of AI. The 

use of sexed semen could play an important role in reducing the carbon emissions of the 

beef sector by allowing farmers choose the correct straw for their requirements, whether 

that be breeding replacements or having cattle for finishing. As per our previous budget 

submissions, the use of sexed semen must be supported possibly by removing VAT but there 

must also be significant work done with the AI companies to look at the development of a 

centre for creating fresh sexed semen here in Ireland so that it’s reliability can be 

maximized. 

 

Threats:  

Improved standards of living, changes in dietary patterns and a rise in population levels are 

all contributing to an increase in global food demand yet the return to the primary producer 

has rarely been so poor. I think we have all heard enough about Brexit to last us a life-time 

but the effect of it along with any increases in beef supply from low cost production 

countries could have a terminal effect on our beef sector. Macra na Feirme believes more 

immediate work is required at EU level to prevent further access to the EU markets from 

these third countries. If on a global level, we are serious about farming more sustainably 

while matching the food requirements of an ever-growing population we must consider 

where the best places to produce that food are. 

 

Our young beef farmers have also expressed their concerns at the unprecedented levels of 

information that is being spun in such a way as to attack agriculture. We accept that 

agriculture must put its shoulder to the wheel and contribute to addressing the carbon 

emissions which are driving climate change but organisations who choose to compare 

apples and oranges to support their argument and who use images from farms on a 

different side of this planet do nothing to aid the spirit of collaboration that is required to 

address these issues. Beef farmers want to maintain their ‘social license’ to farm and we 

need to do more to inform the consumer on key facts such as our current status as the fifth 

in Europe in terms of carbon footprint for the beef produced.  

 

Chairman, if I could make two comments before I close. Macra na Feirme has expressed 

disappointment in the past with the lack of pressure placed on retailers to justify the profits 

they make in comparison to the primary producer and even the meat processor. I hope that 



both of these groups will be invited to attend the committee and asked to clarify their role 

in supply chain and the profits they generate. 

 

Finally I would ask you to urge the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine to 

reconvene the Beef Forum. While others may have felt frustration at the lack of concrete 

progress, Macra na Feirme believes progress will not come by refusing to talk. What is 

needed is greater unity from those representing our farmers and while we have launched 

our Beef Policy today which you should have all received a copy of, that is not to say that 

common ground cannot be found by all of us doing our best to represent the farmers of 

Ireland. 

 

Thank you again Chairman for the opportunity and I look forward to taking your questions. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

      
 




