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An examination into:  

 What is needed in the short term to save the suckler sector? 

 How do we go about overhauling the sector over the longer term?  

 What are the implications for Foodwise 2025, the DAFM, state bodies such as 

Teagasc and Bord Bia etc? 

1. 

Overarching truths that guide this submission: 

1. Less is more. If we want the livestock sector to produce profit and livelihoods for 

farm families, we need to reduce numbers and increase quality. A market flooded 

with lower quality beef is a root cause of the current collapse.  

 

2. There is no such thing as ‘sustainable intensification’. Teagasc’s MACC document 

contains the facts that between 2010 and 2012, Ireland was the closest ever to its 

targets around nitrates, water quality, emissions and air quality. This is the roadmap 

that needs to be taken from the document. We need to establish the numbers of 

livestock and fertiliser use during this period and use this as a baseline.  

 

3. Production of prime beef needs to remain in the hands, hills and fields of the family 

farm and not become an industrial feedlot product. Prime Irish beef is marketed by 

Bord Bia as coming from this source and we need to live up to our marketing and 

advertising claims. We need the right cow for different land type and conditions. 

 

4. The tinkering and tweaking of a failing or broken livestock system is not going to 

produce one fit for current purpose – that is, capable of delivering both a livelihood 

for family farms and meet the challenging targets around nitrates, emissions, air and 

water quality we are committed to delivering. An overhaul in certain areas might 

suffice, however in most areas, a completely new system or at least new way of 

approaching the situation is required. ‘We cannot solve our problems with the same 

thinking we used to create them’ – Albert Einstein.  

 

5. We need to diversify our farm enterprises to increase social, economic and 

environmental outcomes.  We need to move away from the concept of cheap food 
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and move towards affordable, good quality, locally sourced, processed and marketed 

products.  

6. Monoculture is the opposite of Diversity. If we want to see diversification or increase 

biodiversity, we need to move away from practices of monoculture. This applies from 

the macro to the micro. 

7. Nitrate use and emissions need to be measured and accounted for on the farm of 

production. The current practice of using one farm to mop up another’s nitrates and 

emissions needs to stop.  

 

8. The future of the live export trade is uncertain. We are not calling for live exports to 

be stopped, but we acknowledge that it is well possible in the near to mid-future 

that live exports may suffer interruptions, diminish or cease. Whether this is as a 

result of public sentiment (especially when they see calves worth 50c being exported 

out at two weeks of age or mature beef heading out into North Africa, the Middle 

and Far East in temperatures that are literally cooking the animals alive – see 

Australia stopping exports during the three hottest months of the year) or whether it 

has to do with physical constraints like no sailings due to extreme storms or lack of 

lairage – it is possible that interruptions will be experienced which will cost the 

farmer and the sector or put the sector at risk.  

 

It is therefore imperative that we look ahead to what could be put in place to adapt 

to such an eventuality. This would include suggestions like the return of local 

abattoirs, local butchers and speciality produce shipped out to global consumers, the 

development of industry around the fifth-quarter including leather, blood and blood 

serum products being bought from local suppliers, etc.  

  



2. 

Discussions: 

2.1   The need to rethink Foodwise 2025 and the intensification of the dairy sector 

There is no such thing as ‘sustainable livestock intensification’.   

a) Teagasc’s MACC document clearly proves increasing the dairy herd to meet the 

Foodwise 2025 targets will take us further and further from our binding targets 

around emissions, nitrates and water directives. The fines we will pay, added to the 

costs of loss of soil fertility, pollinator services etc. will in the long term exceed the 

income we expect to receive from the food industry. Moreover, many of the jobs the 

industry will create in the rural areas are proposed to be covered by non-EEC 

member country workers as the salaries and conditions are not acceptable to EU or 

Irish workers. How is this acceptable? 

 

b) Teagasc’s MACC document shows graphs of water quality, nitrates use, air quality 

etc. In 2012, stocking densities fell as did fertiliser use. That year brought us the 

closest we’ve ever gotten to our water, nitrates and air quality targets. It makes 

sense to bring the stock numbers and fertiliser use closer to those numbers than to 

the projected ones from under Foodwise 2025. If that means the new mozzarella 

factories do not have enough milk to become viable, give resources and support to 

repurpose the factories.  

 

c) Maps and graphs from Teagasc’s MACC document: 

 

d)  
 

 



e)  
 

f) 
 

 

 

g) The beef and livestock sector need a complete overhaul and subsidies can be used as 

a mechanism to finance this transition. We must invest in the transition from 

‘unsustainable intensification’ to ‘less is more’. In the short to mid-term we can look 

to subsidies to redirect breeding programmes to produce quality dairy cows for the 

dairy industry and quality beef cattle for the beef industry based on the idea of the 

right cow for the right land. The subsidies need to be implemented immediately and 

run, for example, a limited three-year period. Following this approach, we will 



produce better quality beef with a cleaner carbon and environmental footprint. We 

will thus be in a better position to get a better price for a quality product and have 

no need for subsidies. We would propose to remove as many of the poor-quality 

cattle out of the system and reduce the suckler herd to about 750 000 head. 

 

h) Over the next 3-4 years we need to reduce the dairy herds to around 750 000 head 

too. The dairy sector is 1.5 billion euro in debt. Have we learned nothing from the 

collapse of the building sector where our short-sightedness led to developing a 

monoculture economy using easy credit? When the bottom fell out of the industry, 

the economy collapsed. International dairy trends are seeing the smaller family 

farmers being put out of business and the industrial farm with its fully automated 

operation taking over. Should this happen in Ireland, rural communities would surely 

collapse. We need to leave the dairy industry in the hands and fields of the family 

farm and ensure a good price for a quality product. Encouraging the family farm to 

invest in 500+ cows is a recipe for dispossession.  

 

i) We are a small country with small farms and family farmers. And yet this farm sector 

pulled Ireland out of the recession – with some of the poorest sectors contributing 

the most. (Note: The Areas of Natural Constraint farmers with over 34ha took a hit of 

€1100 – which ten years later they still haven’t gone back to those levels.) The 

economy is apparently revived and thriving, but the weakest members of the 

farming community are still sponsoring the more resourced and financed sectors.  

 

j) As a small country with small farms and family farmers, we cannot continue to 

model our dairy and beef expansions off countries like New Zealand, North America, 

Canada and Colombia.  In doing so, we are continually turning up the speed on the 

treadmill and causing more and more farmers to abandon their family farms. We 

need to move our model from industry led for industry gains, to farm family led for 

thriving rural development.  The overhaul of Foodwise 2025 needs to happen to 

move from money for the industry to money for the family farms and the removal of 

fines from the table for government. 

 

k) The Oireachtas Committee on Climate Action is recommending a Task Force be set 

up of actors to tackle the issues of climate action implementation etc. It is 

recommended that someone working on the overhaul of the livestock sector sits on 

that committee. 

2.2    Our current system of payments and subsidies are faulty.  

a) We are paying people to pollute. In some instances, farmers are receiving payments 

of upwards of €60 000 to contribute to air and water pollution, carbon and other 

GHG emissions. We do not pay farmers who lower their carbon and emission 

footprint or who contribute to clean air and water, carbon sequestration or the 

storage of carbon rich soils.   

 



b) We are paying people to produce products for export – feeding other countries 

affordable beef and dairy whilst at the same time the figures of fruit and vegetables 

imported reveal a country that is unable to feed itself. In 2017, according to CSO 

figures, we imported 62,000t of apples, 72,000 t of potatoes, 47,000t of onions, 

33,000t of carrots, 23,000t of cabbage and 15,000t of lettuce. We also import huge 

quantities of bottled water and grain (for malting, cooking and animal feed).  We 

need to create a focus where we pay farmers to feed our country affordable, high 

quality, locally grown, processed and marketed produce.  

 

c) We are paying people to continue sterilising habitats and leading our biodiversity to 

extinction. Centuries of using every inch of land for grass or feed for livestock has 

meant an inherited deficit in biodiversity. Past CAP programmes (eg Area Aid paid on 

livestock numbers) and modern farming practices of fertilisers, pesticides, herbicides 

and the like are delivering the final blows to our flora and fauna. Our hills and 

designated lands are the last remnants of wild lands / habitats for our biodiversity – 

and yet we continue to push for livestock productivity in these areas at the expense 

of habitat and biodiversity, the release of stored carbon and the potential of carbon 

sequestration and flood mitigation and water quality. We need to assess our 

ecosystems on a water catchment basis and determine the best land use practices to 

deliver healthy environments for production of agricultural goods and public 

services. We need to develop natural capital accounting and start paying farmers for 

delivering these goods and services. 

 

d) We need to start producing protein crops to at least contribute towards feeding our 

livestock rather than importing GM grain and products like palm and soya pulp from 

South America or other countries where deforestation and other practices drive up 

the carbon footprint of the meat and milk we produce.  With climate changed (it has 

already happened), droughts, floods and other extreme weather events are going to 

impact on global availability and prices of protein crops. Interruptions in supply could 

be damaging to the livestock industry – hence the need to become a little more self-

sufficient. 

 

e) We have seen fodder crises twice in five years. With climate changed, we can expect 

availability of grass / silage to become a more regular challenge. ‘Sustainable 

intensification’ is not possible when there will be more demands on the squeezed 

middle to deliver land for biofuels, renewable energy crops, forestry and the like. We 

are, unwisely, planting heavier soils with non-native conifers under our industrial 

forestry model. In drought conditions, these soils are naturally resilient and can 

continue to grow grass when other platforms fail. 

 

f) TAMS must refocus in the light of the overhaul. There needs to be an immediate 

stop to the loans and credit available for building big sheds and milking parlours.  

 



g) Agricultural Education needs to move away from the focus on dairy and industrial 

forestry to a new model which embraces diversity of land use and production taking 

place in healthy ecosystems. Knowledge and knowledge transfer needs refocussing 

in the same direction. Teagasc needs to be repurposed – this will not be easy as it is 

the designer and main implementer through its advisory services of the model which 

has put us in this mess.  Teagasc – to use a colloquialism - talks out both sides of its 

mouth. On one level we hear about carbon navigator tools and mitigation and 

adaptation to climate change and building soil fertility – and on the other hand, our 

leaflets and farm advisors tell us to spray, fertilise, reseed, fertilise, cut and bale.  

h) Agroforestry on permanent pasture is the way to go for future beef and dairy 

platforms. Silvopasture (agroforestry) in good conditions can sequester almost two 

tons of carbon per acre per year, making it one of the most effective carbon-storing 

tools in agriculture. We also need to see a different approach to forestry. This would 

include predominantly native broadleaf woodland and forest cover preferred to 

monoculture non-native conifers and harvesting under continuous cover practices. 

We need to develop the hemp industry for fibre as an alternative to conifer wood 

fibre and for a protein crop via its seed. The latter would be a preferred option to 

soya or rapeseed.  

2.3  We never thought through the dairy expansion properly:  

We are turning our prime suckler beef into bairy or deef and expecting it to sell.  

a) A dairy cow has been bred to channel feed into milk production, whereas a beef cow 

has been bred to channel feed into muscle. Putting a beef sire to a dairy dam 

produces a calf that, no matter how much feed it receives, does not build quality 

meat. Thus, at no stage should a continental be crossed with a Friesian. 

b) The Beef Data and Genomics Programme is a cross breeding scheme which results in 

the poor-quality beef we have discussed. Continuing with this programme will result 

in the country being awash with poor quality cattle and will achieve no marked 

results in emissions 

c) Jevon’s paradox applies here as although the animal is smaller, the numbers are 

doubled or quadrupled and thus too, the emissions and other consequences. This is 

especially true of Friesian cows that are being served by a Jersey bull (Kiwi cows) 

resulting in the females being used for more efficient milk production. We are 

producing a more efficient cow, but because it is smaller, we are increasing the 

number of cows which defeats the argument of efficiency. There is no market for the 

bull calves from this cross.  

d) We are flooding the market with calves that are not designed for fattening and that 

we cannot get out the country (passage and lairage)? ‘We’re a disgrace in the eyes of 



the world in terms of what we are doing with calves and we need to do something 

about this very soon before it ruins our already challenged reputation’, Gerry Loftus. 

2.4  The overhaul needs to take pla ce for many reasons, one of which is climate changed  

a) Properly managed under the right confluence of conditions, cattle, pigs, sheep, goats, 

and chickens can help mitigate degraded soils and restore healthy ecosystems, which 

helps lock carbon deep in the ground. 

b) The key words are:  

1. properly managed and 

2. right confluence of conditions 

 Properly managed means - We should be encouraging sustainable forms of meat and 

dairy production based on traditional rotational systems, permanent pasture and 

conservation / restoration grazing. 

We should NOT be encouraging or even allowing industrial feedlot farming (large 

numbers of animals never put out to grass). This does not mean a family farm cannot 

house and finish prime beef. (Silage = compaction of ground from machinery, all the 

grass is removed so nothing goes back in to the soil, fertiliser is used to increase 

yields, fields are sprayed and reseeded with non-native grasses which have no 

resilience to climate change etc – ALL of these add to CO2 emissions). Stored slurry is 

not a good idea from ammonia and methane emissions (Anaerobic digestors should 

be set up at local level and farmers would have their slurry sucked up regularly and 

taken off for digestion. The particulate off the digestion process can be spread back 

on the land in pellet form. Trailing shoehorn injecting slurry into the soil is not useful 

at all – it is seriously harmful to the soil health which is critical to the soils ability to 

sequester carbon.)  

 Not only does the system of natural grazing aid the environment in terms of soil 

restoration, biodiversity, pollinating insects, water quality and flood mitigation—but 

it also it guarantees healthy lives for the animals, and they in turn produce meat that 

is healthy for us.  

 

  



3. 

Suggestions for immediate implementation: 

a) Current registration practices do not identify the breed of the dam. For example, the 

registration may indicate Angus X. This causes uncertainty as to the quality of the 

beef and needs to be rectified. Registration needs to include the sire and the dam 

and this needs to be reflected in the labelling of the product. 

 

b) Scrub Bulls need to be taken out of the breeding programme. If cross breeding is to 

take place in a continental herd, then the cross breed must be from another 

continental. Regarding heifers for easy calving first time, we need to see continental 

breeds suitable to the dam. For example, shorthorn limousine would be suitable to 

most continental breeds. 

 

c) As regards the more Traditional Breeds (as opposed to Continentals) – we need to 

keep crossing out of the breeding programme too. These plainer more native type 

breeds (for example Hereford and Angus) - we should be aiming for as high a 

percentage as possible put with their own breed. The idea here is that we minimise 

cross breeding. 

Going down this road, we’ll be able to identify a better prime beef product.  

d) Labelling: The beef product should be labelled to provide the following information: 

a. Identify the farm of origin.  

b. Identify the breed of the beef. 

c. State if the beef was naturally reared on the cow or if it was artificially 

reared. 

d. State if the beef was meal or grass finished. If it was meal finished, state 

where the meal came from. 

e. The carbon rating of the beef needs to be identified on the label. As we 

proceed towards carbon neutrality, this rating will become very important.  

e) Movement and pricing: All farm movements and the four-movement rule need to 

be abolished. They were designed to put profit in the IFA and industry pockets and 

actively devalues the price of the animal for the farmer. The idea that the IFA and 

Meat Industry Ireland could concoct a ruling between themselves without it having 

any legal status is unacceptable and should be legally challenged if not stopped 

immediately. Decades ago the IFA moved from being a farmer’s representative body 

to an agribusiness which represents their own and certain farmers interests 

nationally and at EU level. The current industry-led model is, in part, a result of their 

interests. The IFA are very definitely part of the problem and along with Foodwise 

2025 and other state agencies (eg Teagasc) need a complete overhaul of purpose, 

structure and programme. 



f) Farm movements and the associated bonuses need to be scrapped. Instead a farmer 

needs to be paid a proper price for delivering a quality product.  Beef needs to have 

a base price reflecting the basic cost of production which farmers can rely on. Should 

factory prices fall below this base price, then the difference between the factory 

price and the base price needs to be made up by the government. Farmers cannot 

be producing beef below cost. 

g) We are also allowing the supermarkets to dictate what the grades and prices are, 

and we need to change this. Farmers are used as a tool to make money for big 

businesses and at the same time, food security is a massive problem. The public is 

increasingly seeking produce with is locally sourced, produced, processed and sold. A 

move in this direction would invigorate the local economy and rural communities. 

Food security would also have a massive impact on the psyche of the nation. As the 

challenges of Brexit, climate changed etc. tend to instil fear into people, a focus on 

food and energy security will have a stabilising effect on people and their actions. 

Sufficiency if not abundance brings peace, stability and prosperity. It is imperative 

we invest in bringing a sense of sufficiency around food, energy and water to the 

nation if we want the co-operation and support of the people. 

h) The Grid: This complicated grading system which was adopted after a visit to South 

America needs to be scrapped and replaced with a simpler, straight-forward grading 

system.  




