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Thank you chairman for the invitation to this meeting of the Joint Oireachtas Committee on 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine. We welcome the opportunity to engage with you on the future of 

beef in the context of Food Wise 2025. 

The beef sector is in crisis. This time it is different. There are many challenges, ranging from Brexit to 

climate change to vegan ideology being used as a front for multi-million dollar investments in fake 

meat.  

Our members are hurting and badly. 

ICSA estimates that prime beef producers are losing almost €4 million a week on steers, heifers and 

young bulls compared to 2015, the last full year before Brexit. The base price today of €3.70 for an R 

grade steer is way below the real cost of production which ICSA estimates is at least €5/kg if we 

allow for a farmer’s own labour cost. Many farmers have had extreme difficulty in getting bulls 

killed. The level of despondency is palpable.  

The Food Wise 2025 strategy was devised before Brexit. The prevailing ethos of Food Wise 2025 was 

the potential to expand significantly our beef exports. It was drafted against the backdrop of the 

abolition of milk quotas but it did not take a balanced approach in terms of the challenges faced by 

cattle, sheep or tillage farmers. 

The key outcome was a plan to expand from €10 billion to €19 billion in agri-food exports but there 

was no focus on how to expand the income of beef farmers. Today, beef farmers have not seen a 

single cent of extra income from expanded agri-food exports. 

Food Wise 2025 did consider climate change but did not foresee the extent to which climate change 

would dominate our agricultural outlook, in terms of marketing beef or in terms of CAP reform.  

I was on the committee for Food Wise 2025 but my concerns were not listened to in the rush to 

expand. What we have is a plan that underpins massive dairy expansion but ignores the needs of the 

vast majority of 130,000 farmers. 

That was before Brexit.  

A lot of the focus has been on what if there is a no deal crash out? But the extension to October 

prolongs the uncertainty. For beef producers, Brexit has already effectively happened.  

ICSA met Phil Hogan in Brussels last week to make the case that the beef sector still needs a rescue 

package from Brussels even in the context of continued uncertainty.  

The Government must strongly push for this. The relaxation of state aid limits is welcome but totally 

inadequate. ICSA believes that a package from Brussels should be directly linked to cattle 

slaughtered by winter finishers.  Their losses in terms of price compared to last year varies but is 

typically in the order of €75-100/ head on heifers but can be as much as €200/ head on a typical 

young bull with account taken of price cut and weight penalties. 

I will now ask my colleague, the beef chairman, Edmund Graham to address the issues of market 

development, competitiveness and environmental sustainability.  

 

 



On market development ICSA wants to make 4 key points: 

(1) We need to seek Protected Geographic Indication (PGI) status for speciality suckler beef. 

(2) This must underpin a strategy to develop a high value suckler brand, built around imagery of 

biodiversity, high animal welfare and low carbon emissions per hectare.  

(3) Live exports must be grown and the dairy sector should pay for increased lairage capacity at 

Cherbourg. 

(4) We need to re-think dairy expansion and its impact on beef supplies.  

 

On competitiveness ICSA believes that a majot threat still exists from Mercosur and we recently met 

the chief EU Mercosur negotiator. We were left in little doubt that German cars are the priority.  

 It is not realistic to expect Irish beef farmers to be competitive with cheap beef imports 

from South America.   

 Ireland should resist the momentum for a Mercosur trade agreement and the Oireachtas 

should vote against any deal in which Irish beef will be undermined. 

 Trade deals have to be seen in the changing context of Brexit  

 Teagasc should be mandated to ensure that all cost of production measurements account 

for own labour and own land costs.  

 We should not hide lack of profitability behind cross subsidisation from off-farm income but 

we also need to recognise that return on hours worked on farm is often a far better metric 

for a part-time farmer than increasing gross output or even net margin per hectare. 

 It is now evident that increased intensification does not lead to an economically viable 

model as has been demonstrated by research demo farms. The conclusion is that suckler 

beef needs a much higher price and a priority must be to look at developing niche markets.  

The corollary is that trying to operate calf to beef systems with unsuitable progeny from the 

dairy herd is futile.  80% of pure dairy breed steers graded P in 2017 – such animals have no 

place in a beef model. Crossing them with beef bulls is trying to make a silk purse out of a 

sow’s ear.  

 The margins of all players along the food chain need to be subject to audit and full 

transparency. ICSA believes that Ireland should be pushing for an EU level auditor to audit 

and publish who makes the profit from beef and to expose retailers or processors who take 

excess margin from the food chain.  

 There needs to be an investigation into how beef processors are using feedlots. This should 

be examined from an anti-competitive position and abuse of a dominant position and 

should be looked at against the backdrop of the Google fine imposed by the EU Commission 

in 2019.  

 The beef price grid needs to be reviewed. ICSA favours a simplified grid, with real and 

worthwhile bonuses for U grade cattle. 

 We also want to see an end to the abuse of the quality assurance scheme by meat factories 

and we want an end to artificial devices for squeezing price such as age, weight and 

residency conditions.  

 On CAP reform, we see that the priority must be to deliver the bulk of payments to less 

intensive cattle, sheep and tillage farmers. Those who need a nitrates derogation do not 

need direct payments. 



 The BDGP needs significant re-thinking to reflect the breeding objectives of committed 

suckler farmers.  

 

Environmental sustainability is a key demand on our beef farmers today.   

 ICSA believes that Irish agriculture has a lot more positives in terms of climate change than 

negatives. Livestock farming contributes to emissions but so do all systems of food 

production and Irish emission per kg of output are better than most alternatives.  

 Irish grassland sequesters carbon and more research is needed to quantify this and to 

ensure that we get full credit for in terms of our climate change inventory. 

 ICSA strongly supports the development of renewable energy options to provide beef 

farmers with alternative income streams. 

 In particular we want to see Anaerobic Digestion with a view to supplying renewable gas to 

the gas network supported and encouraged. It has the potential to provide additional 

income to the farming sector, reduce dependence on increasingly expensive imported 

artificial fertilisers and reduce emissions all at the same time.  

 Beef farmers should be incentivised to have solar panels on sheds and enabled to sell 

surplus electricity to the grid.  

 The debate on environmental sustainability needs to acknowledge the fact that most cattle 

farming systems are extensive and support higher diversity. Cattle farmers have had high 

participation rates in schemes such as REPS and future schemes need to deliver real financial 

benefits to farmers who deliver the most in terms of biodiversity while reflecting the fact 

that less heavily stocked farms are already doing more than their fair share on climate 

change. 

 We need to view positives from environmental criteria as a basis for marketing suckler beef 

and new initiatives on marketing beef from regenerative systems of farming in the USA need 

to be researched and where appropriate, adopted in Ireland.  

 We need to have a unified and proactive approach for standing up for and promoting the 

health and climate change positives of Irish grass fed beef.  

 

I want to conclude by saying that the beef crisis is a crisis for every rural community in Ireland. It is  

not like the closure of one major multi-national employer, it is far more significant than that.   

Thank you for your time. There is more detail on all these points in our submission to you and we are 

happy to answer any questions.  

 

 

 

 

 



 




