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Introduction 

The Beef Plan Movement is a volunteer farm group made up of beef farmers from all over 
the island of Ireland. Combined we have thousands of years of experience working in the 
Irish beef sector. The following sections detail our proposals for the future of the Irish beef 
sector and highlight some of the major issues that must be overcome if this sector is going to 
survive and continue to be the lifeblood of rural Ireland. As a group we strongly feel that not 
enough is being done by government to protect a sector which exported 2.5 billion euro 
worth of product in 2018. The sector is now in crisis and the emphasis is on the government 
to act fast. 
 

Overview 

Quote from Food Wise 2025[1]: 
“It is, however, beef from the suckler herd that has principally driven our success on 
international retail markets. There is considerable scope for growth in the value of that beef 
output, even with static breeding herd numbers, through the use of the best available 
technologies. Encouragement for the uptake of these technologies is, therefore, of great 
importance. It is equally important, however, to try to ensure that suckler cow numbers are at 
least maintained at close to current levels. This requires improved profitability at farm level 
through maximizing returns from penetration of premium markets.” 
  
The above statement from Food Wise 2025 highlights a critical point for the Irish beef sector. 
It highlights the importance of the suckler cow in relation to marketing and selling Irish beef 
internationally. The image of the suckler cow in the field with her calf has almost become the 
trademark of Irish beef and resonates well with the increasingly health conscious consumer. 
Despite the critical importance of the suckler cow for Irish beef she is under serious threat at 
the moment. 
  
Lack of profitability has meant that the majority of dedicated suckler beef farms in this 
country are currently not considered viable. According to Teagasc’s latest annual review[2] 
and the average suckler farmer made a net margin of -104 euro per hectare in 2018. In the 
northern and western regions of Ireland where the majority of suckler beef farms reside 
according to the latest Teagasc farm survey[3] less than a quarter of farms are considered 
viable. As a result of this lack of profitability suckler cow numbers are decreasing rapidly. 
This decline in sucker cow numbers is in direct contrast to the recommendation in the above 
paragraph of Food Wise 2025 which states that “try to ensure that suckler cow numbers are 
at least maintained at close to current levels.” This lack of profitability is due to a combination 
of high input costs and primarily low output costs. Any effort to secure a sustainable future 
for the Irish beef industry must focus on protecting this critical asset by making suckler 
farming a viable enterprise. 
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The extent to which the analysis undertaken in 2015 needs to be 
revisited in light of emerging challenges in 2019 and anticipated 
challenges in the future. 

  
A new SWOT analysis should be undertaken based on the following changes since 2015 : 
  
Strengths: 

●    Our sustainable system of primarily grass fed beef production produced almost 
exclusively on traditional family farms. 

  
Opportunities: 

●    The increase in consumer demand for more natural and sustainably produced 
food. 

●    The increased level of knowledge that we now have in relation to increasing beef 
consumption in the Asian markets. We now know that our competitive 
advantages goes beyond grass fed and includes far more environmental factors 
such as clear air, water etc. 

  
Weaknesses: 

●    The decline of suckler cow numbers 
●    Lack of profitability on specialized beef farms is resulting in a very low input of 

young farmers into the sector. The sector may face a significant skills challenge in 
the future as a result. 

  
Threats: 

●    The large increase in dairy beef numbers and its impact on our beef image with 
no differentiation from a marketing viewpoint. 

●    The impact of the rapidly increasing number and size of factory owned and 
contracted feedlots on the image of Irish beef. According to a recent Agriland 
article that referenced figures obtained from the department of agriculture over 
18% of cattle slaughtered last year came from factory owned or contracted 
feedlots. 

●    The threat of a hard Brexit and its impact on the Irish beef sector 
●    The rise of veganism and its negative red meat campaign. 
●    The impact of the buy British beef campaign on Irish beef and how that has 

impacted the price Irish processors can obtain for our beef. 
●    The reduction in CAP payments as a result of losing the UK’s contribution. 
●    Ireland carbon emissions and the fact that much of the blame for high emissions 

is being targeted at beef farming. 
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The measures that are/should be in place to support the strengths 
of the beef sector. 
  
Our traditionally reared beef from family farm’s needs to be recognized, branded and 
marketed as the premium product that it is. Differentiation is required between this 
premium product and dairy or feedlot beef. 
  

The  remedies  that  are/should  be in  place  to  address  the  
weaknesses of  the beef sector. 

Lack of profitability on specialist beef farms 

The core of the beef sector is the primary producer and on specialist beef production farms 
the primary producer is in serious difficulty financially due to having no option in many cases 
but to accept a below the cost of production price for their product. Legislation must be put in 
place to ensure farmers receive a minimum of the cost of production plus a margin inflation 
linked for their produce. This average cost of production of a kg of beef should be 
established two or more times per year including proper charges for land owned along with 
capital costs and the cost of the farmer's own labour. Plus, a differential for the different 
grades. (To be demonstrated in a pie chart.) Farmer representatives agreed by all beef 
farmers should sign off on these production costs. If the “free" market moves up then the 
farmer gets the benefit when it falls the legislation is there to provide a safety net for the 
drop. 
 
In conjunction with the above retailer legislation aimed at legislating that the primary 
producer gets his/ her fair share of the retail price must be enacted. A similar initiative exists 
in France where retailers enter a contract with producers. 

  

Lack of competition in the beef sector 

The department of agriculture and other stakeholders need to develop a plan to create more 
beef outlets for the farmer. This in turn will create competition in a space which is currently 
almost exclusively dominated by a very small number of beef processors. 

 
These outlets should include: 
Live exports: 
Increased emphasis on live exports to ensure as many cattle as possible have no obstacles 
in reaching the markets that are available. Examples of current issues which are limiting the 
number of cattle that can be exported are lairage space in France, visa issues for buyers, 
credit availability for exporters. All of these and any other obstacles should be dealt with by 
the department of agriculture in conjunction with the exporters before they become issues 
during peak exports times of the year. 
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Marketing of farmer and farm group beef: 
All indications are that there is consumer demand for close links with farmers and with this in 
mind every effort should be made to develop and assist farmer co-op to sell direct to foreign 
and domestic markets. A program should be put in place to train and enable farmers and 
farm groups to achieve this. 
 

More stringent regulation of beef processors 

In recent week only after specific questions were asked in Dáil Éireann did farmers learn 
about a series of issues which all have a negative impact on the price they can get for their 
beef. The issues identified were excessive trimming of carcasses and incorrect calibration of 
grading machine and weighing scales. These issue that have just recently come to light span 
multiple years and identified issues on the small sample size which is checked annually. At a 
farm level farmers are highly regulated but at a processor level this is not the case and this 
needs to be addressed. As well as additional regulation farmers should also have a 
representative in every large beef processor that is fully trained and recognized by factories 
and the Department of Agriculture whose job it would be to check scales, grades, trim, hide 
puller, samples been taken for TB detection etc., this person should be paid out of existing 
levies collected. 
 
Transparency is the current enemy of beef processors in the view of producers. Trust has 
been broken and this relationship needs to be improved. 
 
Additionally an appeals process for producers is required. 
  

Address processor and retailer dominance 
The weaknesses in the beef sector are primarily related to the position of dominance that retailers and 
factories now find themselves in over the primary producer. In relation to beef processors the 
dominant position of the big 3 processors needs to be addressed from a competition point of view. 
Support needs to be given to existing independent processors and assistance for the establishment of 
more independent units. The following list highlights some of the practices which have resulted in this 
dominance, changed must be made to all of the following to bring fairness back into the beef market: 
  
Meat Processors: 

●      Farm residency - 4 Movement Rule 
○      This rule reduces the value of the animal every time it is moved. The amount of 

times an animal is moved does not affect the quality of the meat. This rule must 
be scrapped. 

●      Farm residency - 70 day retention period to collect QA 
○      When a farmer who is part of the QA scheme brings a fit animal to the mart, the 

paperwork associated with that animal and compliance to the QA scheme should 
be transferable to the new owner and the new owner should be able to claim the 
12c QPS payment without any retention period. 
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●      Nomad Rule 
○      This is apparently a labelling issue. It is possible to send Irish cattle live almost 

anywhere in the world where they can be finished and slaughtered and there is 
no issue with labelling. However this is not possible in our closest market the UK. 
This needs to be addressed. 

●      125km CAT 1 Waste transport rule 
○      The dominant players in Ireland beef processing industry control a lot of the beef 

waste disposal facilities. We believe that this rule gives then an advantage and 
control over smaller independent factories who have no choice but to send their 
waste disposal to the larger processors facilities. This rule was introduced at the 
time of the foot and mouth outbreak and must go as it has no relevance today. 

●      Factory owned or controlled feedlots 
○      These can be used to manipulate the free market. Cattle can be predominately 

slaughtered at key times of the year onto an already flooded market with the 
deliberate intention of collapsing the price. These must be outlawed. In the US, 
factory owned feedlots are not allowed. 

●      Beef processors access to farmer data 
○      Beef processors should not have access to any farm herd data which can allow 

them to forward plan dropping their prices when they know a glut of cattle will be 
coming to them. 

●      Age limits, 30 months for steers and heifers and 16 months for bulls 
○      Having these age limits works against Ireland's competitive advantage which is 

grass fed production as supplementation is required for continental cattle to 
“finish” before 30 months. Some continental cattle need more time to finish in an 
less intensive grass based system which is our unique selling point as per Origin 
Green. For steers and heifers born in spring these age limits create a glut in the 
autumn which drives down the price the farmer receives. The introduction of this 
dates back to BSE and is no longer relevant. These limits must be removed. 

  
With all of the above we refute the suggestion that any of them are consumer driven. 
  
A full appraisal of the current QPS grid itself to simplify it and have greater increments for premium 
cattle is required as it has patently failed in its intention. This is confirmed by one of the people 
responsible for its introduction in 2009 - Michael Drennan who in 2016 stated that it was no longer fit 
for purpose.[5] 
 
In tandem with this review, the QPS (commonly called QA) bonus needs review and its association 
with the above specifications requires assessment and decoupling. 
  
The landscape has changed considerably since 2009. There has been a significant decline in steers 
obtaining R grade over this period with it being 44% in 2009 compared to 30% in 2018. 
For this reason, the review is necessary to reflect current throughput with respect to grades, fat scores 
and animal type compared to when the grid was introduced. 
NB - any review must be linked to earlier points that quality cattle presented to producers with 
increased meat yield must be rewarded accordingly. The QPS cannot and should not be used as a 
means of severely penalizing producers of lesser grade animals. 
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Retailers: 
Retailers must play their part in ensuring the primary producer is getting a cost of production plus a 
margin. If the retailer sets the price for the factory a sustainable price for the primary producer must 
be factored in. As mentioned in this document legislation must be brought in to ensure this is the 
case. We recognize that this type of legislation should be enacted at a European level and would 
therefore take time to implement. In the interim a fair price agreement between farmers and retailers 
should be put in place similar to the one which has been implemented in France.  
Other retailer practices that should be addresses: 

●      Below cost selling should be banned 
●      No hello money 
●      On time payments for producers 

  
  
 

The strategies that are/should be in place to exploit the 
opportunities associated with the beef sector. 

Access to new markets 
There are currently 11 CNC licenses pending to mainland China, these need to be fast tracked to 
exploit the opportunities that currently exist there. Frozen beef on the bone in the form of quartered 
beef is also very popular in China and the relevant stakeholders should fast track the acceptance of 
beef in this form. 
  
America is another market that has potential and a major push needs to take place to get a lot more 
USA export licenses approved for meat processors. 
  
 

The measures that are/should be in place to ensure that the threats 
associated with the beef sector are mitigated. 

  
As a baseline key performance indicators (KPI’s) should be put in place for relevant bodies 
responsible for reaching the Food Wise 2025 targets with regular check-in on progress and 
remediation as needed. 
  
A reassessment of market specifications should be carried out regularly and it should robustly 
challenge what the actual market requirements. At present there is very little market information 
shared with farmers in a meaningful way. As a result of this it is extremely difficult for a farmer to 
plan ahead for his/ her business. A far greater level of market and associated price transparency 
between the beef processors and the farmer is required. 
  
To allow beef finishers to plan ahead a system of forward contract prices should be developed and 
implemented. 
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Cross cutting themes 

Market Development 

We are one of the largest beef exporters in the world yet we have one of the poorest 
selections of beef for the consumer to purchase. When our suckler and dairy bred beef go to 
the processor they essentially come out the other end in the same package. This leads to a 
huge inconsistency in the beef from one packet to the next and as a result it makes Irish 
beef harder to sell in the marketplace. This also means that consumers are lacking choice 
when they go to buy their beef and as a result so are farmers in what they can produce. 
Other large beef producing nations like France should be studied and learnings should be 
applied here. France has a well-organized series of beef brands and labels which allow the 
consumer to choose based on breed or region. This choice gives the consumer consistency 
of taste as they can always purchase their favorite. 
  
The strengths of the Irish beef sector are the predominantly grass fed diet and the 
environmentally friendly way in which Irish beef is produced. Our dairy bred beef is 
predominantly grass fed with full traceability and quality assurance controls in place. For 
this reason it should command a premium price over similar dairy bred beef in Europe and 
beyond. 
  
Our suckler herd is the envy of the world in terms of the quality of beef produced and is also 
predominantly grass fed. This product needs to be marketed and sold separately as there is 
a demand for it and a substantial premium can be achieved. This premium is required by the 
primary producer because of the extra costs associated with this type of production. 
Producer organizations were announced in Ireland three years ago and yet their uptake has 
been very low. Their current structure must to be reviewed and a new structure should be 
agreed with all farm organizations.  
  

Environmental Sustainability 

A review of how we measure our carbon footprint should be undertaken and it must consider 
all factors including the impact hedgerows have on our carbon footprint. 
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Competitiveness 

The cost of inputs for Irish farmers is an issue that needs to be addresses to make our 
product more competitive. Input prices are increasing year over year while output prices are 
not. The result is that according to the latest Teagasc data it now costs on average 635 euro 
to produce a suckler weanling. That figure does not include the cost of land and jumps to 
over 800 euro if land is taken into account. This figure is far too high and needs to be 
addresses if we are to become more competitive on the international market. We have seen 
news headlines about lost cost loans for farmers but these have not come to any meaningful 
fruition. More needs to be done to reduce farmers input costs. 
  

Human Capital 

Marketing and Sales skills 
Training opportunities and startup funding should be provided for beef producers to 
establish their own brands. This training should include everything from the setup of 
producer groups or organizations to marketing and selling the final product. The training 
should also help farmers identify unique selling points in order to target low volume niche 
markets rather than larger retailers. 
 

Innovation 

We have an opportunity in Ireland to embrace some of the latest technology to make our 
beef more appealing to the consumer and give our beef even more of a competitive 
advantage. One such technology is Blockchain. There are several companies now focusing 
on adding food traceability information to a Blockchain. This means that the consumer can 
scan a barcode on their product and get the complete traceability history for that product. 
Cutting edge technologies like Blockchain must be assesses regularly to determine if they 
can help us gain a competitive advantage in the market.  
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