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Executive Summary  

 Expansion and increased intensification is not a solution in beef nor should it be the primary 

focus – we need to target better prices through better marketing and reduced supply. 

 The context of Food Wise 2025 has changed substantially due to Brexit but also due to other 

negative factors which have adversely impacted beef price.  Brexit has already hit the beef 

sector severely.  A rescue package is now essential regardless of whether the UK crashes out 

with no-deal or not.   

 Margins in beef are threatened by not only Brexit but by a potential EU trade deal with 

Mercosur and this must be fought by Ireland and opposed by the Houses of the Oireachtas.  

 There needs to be EU legislation to audit the margins in the food chain and to provide public 

information on the share of profits between retailers, processors and primary producers. 

 Feedlot ownership and control by beef processors needs to be scrutinised from a 

competition perspective and legislation to control this should be considered. 

 The beef pricing grid and associated pricing issues around specs and the QA bonus need to 

be reviewed and reformed.  

 Live exports must be expanded.  Encouraging more live exports must be a key objective of 

Government and Bord Bia and this must be reflected in increased trade missions and 

reduced red tape barriers. 

 CAP payments must be targeted to a much greater extent at low margin sectors such as beef 

and away from farms which require a nitrates derogation.  Payments should be protected to 

the greatest extent possible for farms receiving less than €60,000 and capped with no 

employee loophole above that.  

 ICSA insists that PGI status should be sought exclusively for suckler beef and that this should 

be the basis for developing suckler beef brands with a view to achieving significant premium 

prices for the suckler beef sector.  This is much more important than prioritising retaining 

close to one million suckler cows if these cows are not profitable.  

 Dairy expansion must be reviewed with a critical examination of its impact on the beef trade 

and a specific questioning of Jersey and Kiwi cross genetics.  
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Section 1  Introduction 

 

 

 

1.1 About ICSA 

ICSA – The Irish Cattle & Sheep Farmers’ Association is the recognised representative association for 

specialist cattle and sheep farmers and recently celebrated its 25th anniversary.    

 

1.2 Overview  

ICSA believes that the Irish beef farming sector is facing the biggest crisis of confidence in its history.   

The combined effect of Brexit, market over-supply and mixed signals from processors has led to 

unsustainably low pricing and stop-go access to slaughtering at base prices.    

It is clear that everything has changed and for the worse since 2015.   Accordingly, the entire 

premise of Food Wise 2025 is flawed because all the basic assumptions inherent in the Food Wise 

strategy are meaningless in the context of Brexit but also due to the failure to fully understand the 

unintended consequences of dairy expansion.  

It must also be recognised that we did not start from a good point in 2015, when it comes to the 

cattle sector.  Table 1 summarises the starting point in 2015 whereby it is clear that there is 

approximately zero profit from actual farming activity.  In the case of the finishing sector, 97% of 

family farm income is accounted for by EU Direct Payments; take them away and the farmer is left 

with €468.   Suckler systems were 104% dependent on Direct Payments in 2015; take them away and 

the system delivers an average loss of €488.  

Table 1 

 Cattle Finishing  Cattle Rearing (Sucklers) 

Family Farm Income €16,319 €12,660 

% Dependency on Direct 
Payments (DPs) 

97% 104% 

Profit from farming excl DPs €468 -€488 

(Source Teagasc National Farm Survey 2015) 

 

The beef sector has also been the focus of a relentless campaign of negativity in relation to health 

and climate change, as well as orchestrated and well-funded efforts to push the vegan agenda. ICSA 

rejects these claims but submits that not enough is being done by beef processors, Government and 

the EU to counteract the hostile commentary.  



4 
 

 

Section 2  SWOT analysis 2015 re-visited 

 

 

 

2.1 SWOT 

In this section, we look at the SWOT analysis that informed the Food Wise report and offer 

commentary on the strengths, weaknesses, threats and opportunities and signpost where we have 

made more detailed observations or recommendations in different sections of this submission.  

Strengths: 

 Grass reared, welfare friendly production system 

 Specialist suckler beef production  

 Cattle and beef traceability systems 

 Credible and sustainable quality assurance scheme 

 High penetration of high-end retail outlets across the EU  

 Strong reputation in traditional markets ⁄ Capacity and capability to meet demand  

Measures that are/ should be in place to support the strengths of the beef sector. 

ICSA believes that the specialist suckler beef production is not a strength unless there is a credible, 

logical strategy to market some or all of this beef as a premium, niche product.  Our view is that 

getting PGI status for suckler beef, or a part of it, is an essential first step. On its own, it is not 

enough.  It must be part of a more comprehensive strategy to develop it as a niche, high end 

product, capable of delivering a significant premium to producers.   The excellence of our traceability 

system can be leveraged to ensure that the provenance of suckler beef under a PGI status cannot be 

questioned and it can be traced through to finishing farms as well.   This is further developed under 

Sections 4.1 and 4.2   

Weaknesses: 

 Land transfer, mobility and structural issues 

 Low profitability at farm level and dependence on direct payments  

 Skill gaps at all levels of the supply chain  

 National cost competitiveness, especially utilities and labour   

 Lack of scale across the sector combined with demographic factors  

 Dependency on the UK market while the reputation of Irish beef is less well known in new 

and developing markets  

 

Remedies that are/ should be in place to address the weaknesses of the beef sector.  
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Many of the weaknesses identified cannot be easily remedied particularly because of the 

profitability issues in beef, but also because of the disconnect between land values (rental & 

purchase) and beef profitability.  Whereas lack of scale is certainly a problem for many beef 

finishers, it is questionable as to whether scale is of much use in suckling.  A 10 cow suckler herd 

may be sustainable where there is off-farm income while a 100 cow suckler herd is unfeasible for a 

part-time farmer but not capable of delivering family income objectives for a full-time farmer if 

there are borrowings.  In many cases, post milk quota, the logic of a 100 cow suckler herd becoming 

a 100 cow dairy herd is irresistible for a full time farmer with a consolidated holding.   

ICSA believes that Direct Payments should evolve to be more focused on low income farming 

systems such as beef and sucklers.  We also disagree strongly with coupled payments for sucklers 

which is simply driving production higher than it would otherwise be and therefore compounds the 

income problem.  ICSA proposes a range of CAP support measures in Section 5.3   

ICSA also submits that a weakness of all farming systems is the deliberate avoidance of confronting 

labour costs as it applies to the farmer and the wider farm family.  Both Teagasc Profit Monitor and 

National Farm Survey do not account for the farmer’s own labour cost.  This, in turn, gives totally 

misleading impressions of how much it costs to produce a kg of beef.   ICSA believes that the real 

cost of producing a kilo of carcass beef is in the range €5-5.30 when even a modest hourly wage is 

calculated.   

 

 

 

Opportunities: 

 Global growth in protein demand   

 Developing a brand image for Irish beef based on superior attributes to secure additional 

markets and price premiums  

 Building Ireland’s reputation for beef production in new markets (USA, Africa and Asian 

markets, particularly China) which can absorb any increased production  

 Use of genomics, breeding indices and sexed semen to improve beef quality output from the 

dairy herd and technical efficiencies in the suckler herd   

 Potential markets for niche high grade products  

 Fifth quarter and meat by-products  

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

sector.  

Under Sections 4.1 and 4.2 this document outlines how ICSA would like to see suckler beef 

developed as a niche product.  To that we also submit that there is more could be done to develop 

beef and beef products as the most natural source of protein.  Dairy processors have returned 

significant value to the sector through development of high protein products targeted at sports 

people and others who want improved body image.  Much more could be done to position beef as a 

natural and nutritious protein source. 



6 
 

ICSA believes that fifth quarter products are giving a significant boost to beef processors’ margins 

but farmers are prevented from seeing the benefits.    

Threats: 

 Impact of animal disease incident  

 Food safety incident  

 Health image of beef products  

 Raw material supply changes linked to dairy expansion   

 Failure to adopt carbon efficient practices   

 Potential negative impacts of trade deals  

 Future CAP reform 

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

sector are mitigated.  

We outline our concerns on future trade deals in Section 5.1  

Our views on future CAP reform are outlined in Section 5.3  

ICSA is very concerned about changes in raw material linked to dairy expansion – this is outlined in 

Section 4.4 

The health image of beef is subject to an ongoing and relentless challenge, much of which is 

ideologically motivated. The recent EAT/ Lancet report is a case in point.  ICSA believes that the meat 

processing sector, with assistance from Government and EU funds, should invest in information and 

advocacy campaigns across all media platforms, to counteract the negativity around red meat in 

terms of health and climate change.    
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Section 3 Food Wise 2025 –the changed context 

 

 

 

3.1 Progress or regression since 2015? 

Dairying has expanded considerably since 2015 and there is a sense of optimism, notwithstanding 

drought problems in 2018 and some price volatility.   

The situation in beef is in marked contrast.  There is no improvement in income and confidence is at 

an all-time low.  Direct payments are reducing on many farms, although about 24,000 suckler 

farmers are benefitting from the BDGP scheme.  

The well-being of the sector is better measured by looking at how beef price has fallen since 2015 to 

the extent that farmers are not getting the benefit of increased output in terms of volume.  

 

Figure A illustrates how all of the metrics around growth work except for the beef farmer. Total 

throughput of cattle increased by 217,309 (+14%), from 1,580,284 in 2015 to 1,797,593 in 2018.  The 

value of beef exports is up by 4%.   

However the price for grades of cattle shown in Figure A have fallen by 4-9% (depending on 

category) in 2018 compared to 2015.  Looking at year to date in 2019, prices are 9-18% worse 

compared to 2015. 

It is clear that beef farmers are working harder, having massively increased the supply of cattle, 

resulting in better export figures but all for nothing because producer price falls have cancelled out 

the extra output.   

Food Wise does not pay adequate attention to the reality that, in the beef sector, supply and 

demand economics apply rigorously.  In particular, price is acutely sensitive to supply factors at a 

national level, whereas in dairying, national supply is considerably less significant than international 

demand.  

This speaks to the reality that Teagasc advice to increase output may work on dairy farms where 

increased output does not of itself weaken price but it is a different story on cattle farms.   

The advice to expand output by increased stocking rate is often framed around comparisons 

between low stocked farms and higher stocked farms.  However, the comparison is not valid if the 

lower stocked farm incurs massive investment cost (reseeding, paddocking, higher input costs and 

consequent need to build additional winter accommodation) in order to reach the higher stocking 

level.   
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Dairy farms typically generate enough income to handle bank repayments and to get a return on 

investment; beef farms don’t.   In practice, investment in cattle farming systems is mostly dependent 

on other income sources (off-farm job, business, sale of land or sites) but it does not change the 

reality that the return on investment is non-existent and the consequence of extra livestock is extra 

labour demand for no return.  

The challenge facing beef cannot be divorced from the drop in beef prices since 2015.  Figures B & C 

show how prime beef has fallen from around €4/kg (excl VAT) in 2015 to €3.66/kg for steers in 2019 

and €3.57/kg for bulls.  This does not full capture the calamitous drop for over-weight bulls.  It must 

be seen against a backdrop of increased costs in an economy where wage costs are spiralling.  If we 

allocate even a basic wage of €12/ hour to a farmer feeding cattle, then the true cost of production 

is in excess of €5/kg.  

 

 

 

Figure A  
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Figure B  

 

Source: Bord Bia  * Year to date 

 

 

Figure C  

Year U3 Bulls R3 Steers R3 Cows 

2015 401 398 356 

2018 389 384 335 

2019* 357 366 294 
*Year to Date  

 
Source: Bord Bia 
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3.2 The Brexit Impact  

The Brexit impact cannot be understated.   The first critical point to understand is that Brexit has 

already impacted price severely even though there is no clarity at this point (March 21) as to what 

kind of Brexit is going to emerge or if it will happen at all in the short term. 

Despite this, it has upset the market.  The first manifestation of this was the impact on the trade of 

forward planning whereby cold stores were filled up early last autumn in anticipation of beef 

unavailability in the immediate aftermath of an uncertain or hard Brexit.  This resulted in difficulties 

in handling weekly kills which were high anyway due to dairy expansion.  

The Sterling / Euro exchange rate has also impacted but on its own does not account for all of the 

price pressures.   In fact, sterling was untypically strong against the Euro in the eighteen months 

prior to Brexit (generally ranging from £1 stg = €1.31-1.41) in the period January 2015 to May 2016. 

In 2018 £1 sterling generally bought somewhere in the range €1.12-1.15 and it has on occasion been 

stronger again in 2019.  While that represents a significant weakness compared to the eighteen 

months pre Brexit it is not notably worse than 2014 where the rate was usually in the range €1.21-

€1.28.  

However, the impact of Brexit on confidence in the sector is much harder to quantify but it is 

undoubtedly impacting decision making on Irish cattle farms.  Moreover, it is undermining the ability 

of farmers to market their cattle and push for a better price.  Many farmers are confronted with 

complete uncertainty as to when they can get cattle killed.  It has not been uncommon in recent 

months for finishers to get phone calls from meat factories telling them that cattle they had booked 

in have been cancelled, at less than 24 hours’ notice.  

It has been particularly soul destroying for bull beef producers who have been treated like pariahs.  

Many dairy bull beef producers have spent weeks on end with no factory willing to even talk to 

them.  The impact on their ability to negotiate a fair price is obviously devastating.     

ICSA views on Brexit: 

 A no-deal Brexit is the appalling vista and must be avoided at almost any cost; however this 

is effectively out of our control. 

 The likely imposition of tariffs, even at 53% of the EU rate as indicated by the UK 

government, would devastate our ability to export beef to the UK.  Such a scenario would 

need a massive rescue package in the short to medium term but is very difficult to envisage 

developing new markets to take €1.2 billion worth of beef exports at an equivalent price.  

 Without a no-deal crash out, ICSA still believes that the Government must strongly push for 

a package from Brussels.  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.   
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 A rapid increase in exports to China and other international markets would be of paramount 

importance but in reality, we would also have to look at massive reduction in beef output. 

 Live exports will be even more crucial.   

 A better outcome is for the UK to agree to a negotiated withdrawal, combined with a 

transition period, in the hope that a comprehensive trade deal can be negotiated.  However, 

there seems to be little appreciation in some UK quarters that such a trade deal will not be 

agreed in a short time frame. 

 The best outcome would be for the UK to stay in the Customs Union as it would guarantee 

ongoing access for our beef to their market while curtailing international beef imports to a 

common EU tariff and quota regime.   
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Section 4 Market Development 

 

 

 

4.1 PGI Suckler Status 

ICSA strongly supports the need for PGI (Protected Geographical Indication) status for suckler beef.  

This needs to be done as soon as possible as a means of developing a speciality, niche brand for 

suckler beef and as a way of insulating suckler beef produced to high standards from cheap imports 

of non-EU beef, particularly in light of potential increased imports under already negotiated trade 

deals such as CETA and possible future trade deals such as Mercosur.  

ICSA suggests that it may be necessary to examine a more geographically specific strategy for suckler 

beef rather than one national brand.  ICSA understands that regional PGIs have a much higher 

likelihood of being sanctioned by the EU Commission.  This can be overcome by having different PGIs 

for each province rather than one national one.    

However, ICSA is strongly opposed to the idea of a national PGI to cover all beef up to 48 months of 

age (dairy and suckler) because this represents the lowest common denominator strategy and 

undermines any chance of getting a premium price for suckler beef.   

4.2 Marketing Suckler Beef  

ICSA believes that suckler beef will be only viable provided that its unique characteristics are 

marketed as a high end product (eg higher animal welfare, less intensive production systems, link 

with biodiversity and high amenity tourism regions etc) and that this is done with a view to 

significant price bonuses for suckler beef.   

In addition, suckler beef under a PGI status might need additional attributes such as lifetime quality 

assurance, recognised programme to reduce carbon footprint and coming from livestock that are at 

least two generations removed from dairy farming systems. The question of the diet of these 

animals will also need careful consideration and rations which include GM (genetically modified) 

ingredients or soya (where there is a question mark over de-forestation impacts) might be best 

avoided.  

ICSA submits that Bord Bia should intensify research into developing a suckler beef brand which 

should be totally focused on maximising the premium paid to farmers producing it.   According to 

the European Commission, PGI status meat products achieve an average premium of 30% over 

similar non-PGI products.  

The Meat Processing sector needs to make a clear decision on whether it is committed to suckler 

beef and to the strategy to deliver a viable premium price.  Otherwise, the message needs to be 

communicated to farmers that they are wasting their time at sucklers.  However, ICSA strongly 
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believes that the right strategy on PGIs coupled with building a suckler beef brand, underpinned by 

the necessary marketing resources, can lead to a future for sucklers.  ICSA does not believe that the 

future health of the suckler herd will be measured by keeping suckler numbers as close as possible 

to the one million head that we have become accustomed to.  Instead the important metric is to 

measure whether sucklers are profitable for those who keep them.  We note that for many farmers 

on smaller or fragmented holdings or on poorer land, dairying or large scale dairy or tillage are 

unrealistic alternatives.  

 

 

    

4.3 Live Exports 

ICSA wants to see much more efforts put into expanding live exports. 

ICSA views on live exports:  

 There should be more Ministerial and Bord Bia initiatives to develop live export markets. 

 The dairy sector should fund increased calf lairage capacity at Cherbourg.  

 Additional shipping options need to be developed and ships providing live export capability 

on the same day should be tackled as it is contributing to the blockage at Cherbourg.  

 Bureaucratic hold ups such as visa refusals and delays in approving ships should be 

eliminated.  

 

 

4.4 Re-thinking Dairy Expansion 

Dairy expansion has led to a substantial increase in the pool of livestock available for beef.   

Table C 

 Milk production (Mn 
Litres) 

No of Dairy Cows 
(million head) 

Yield/ Cow (litres) 

2014 5,651 1.192 4,938 

2018 7,576 1.435 5,290 

Source: Teagasc 

The expansion of dairy cows is outlined in table C, an increase of some 243,000 cows.  However, ICBF 

forecasts that dairy cows will reach 1.610 million cows by 2021. This would be an increase of over 

400,000 cows in the seven year period 2014-2021.   

It is clear that this is adding a lot of extra supplies of beef to the national kill in terms of extra male 

cattle and beef cross heifers as well as increased cull cow numbers.  This was seen to painful effect in 
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2018 as emergency culling of cows contributed to the glut of cattle, although the principal growth is 

in prime cattle.  

The key problem is the propensity of new and expanding dairy herds (particularly the 100 cow +) 

herds) to adopt a Jersey and Kiwi Cross breeding strategy. 

These calves are not only worthless from a beef perspective, their actual value from a beef 

economics point of view is about minus €165 (according to intensive feedlot operators).   

Even where such cows are bred to easy calving traditional beef breeds the economics of these cattle 

is highly suspect.  

ICSA believes that the adoption of New Zealand strategies for dairying has not been properly 

thought out or costed in terms of the national interest in beef.  While Jersey genetics is providing a 

quick fix in terms of easy care, fertility, walking ability and milk solids, they also are leading towards 

a crisis in terms of public perception, and the fact that no beef farmer wants them.   

4.4 ICSA views on dairy expansion: 

 Further dairy expansion will have a very adverse impact on our beef sector. 

 Kiwi cross and jersey genetics have negative externalities which are currently being carried 

by the beef sector.  Ideally such genetics would be phased out in a beef exporting country; 

otherwise the dairy sector will have to be responsible for the cost of handling these 

worthless calves. 

 Teagasc should be tasked with studying the holistic benefits to Irish agriculture of dairying 

systems based on dual purpose cows such as Fleckvieh.  

 CAP supports should be actively diverted away from dairy herds, especially those dependent 

on a nitrates derogation.  

  



15 
 

 

Section 5 Competitiveness 

 

 

 

5.1 Competitiveness General Points  

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

from massive ranches in North or South America.   

 Ireland should resist the momentum for a Mercosur trade agreement and the houses of 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 and the future trade EU/ UK 

trade relationship.  The impact of an EU/ Mercosur deal is amplified by the risk of UK/ 

international trade deals (see Section 3.2). 

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

profit monitor and National Farm Survey 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 such as the Newford herd.  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.  

 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 who 

would have the role of auditing and publishing who makes the profit from beef and 

exposing retailers or processors who take excess margin from key commodities such as 

beef.  

 There needs to be an investigation into how beef processors are using feedlots (including 

feedlots where they are the direct owners and feedlots over which they exercise effective 

control by purchasing the livestock.  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. )  
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5.2 Action on Grid Reform 

ICSA believes the current payment grid is no longer fit for purpose.  In the longer run, ICSA suggests 

that advanced mechanical grading machines using technology currently being trialled in Australia 

needs to be introduced here.  However, concerns about the accuracy of current mechanical grading 

machines needs to be addressed.  Where a machine is found to be inaccurate, farmers should be 

entitled to full compensation from the factory where it is found that such inaccuracy has adversely 

impacted the price received.  

ICSA believes that the current grid with 225 boxes is far too complex and that the potential array of 

prices which diverge from the base price militates against a farmer negotiating price with a number 

of factories and militates against being readily able to compare this with alternatives such as selling 

at a mart.  

The grid is part of a system whereby farmers are getting crucified on price.  This has to be examined 

in conjunction with arbitrary rules imposed by beef factories on age, weight, 4 residencies, 70 day 

rule etc.  All of these specifications are designed to reduce the number of cattle qualifying for a QA 

bonus.  Moreover, sudden and severe age cut-off points (30 month for steers and heifers; 24 months 

for bulls) not only cause drastic price cuts but also weaken the ability of a farmer to negotiate where 

the cut-off point is imminent in respect of the cattle for sale.  

ICSA believes that the argument that the grid was implemented on a price neutral basis (ie that cuts 

to lower grade cattle, over-fat cattle etc were fully compensated for by increased to better U grade 

carcasses) is manifestly no longer true.  

Dairy expansion means a massive increase in O- and P grade cattle.  For example, 40% of dairy steers 

(dairy x dairy) graded P in 2017, substantially up from the 2015 figure of 31%. (Source ICBF).  That 

figure alone would indicate significant scope to increase the U grade bonus.  But the U grade carcass 

is much more likely to fall foul of arbitrary weight limit penalties as U grade steers typically hang 

over 400kg.  

In addition, the better quality suckler progeny which are fattened as young bulls are hit on all sides.  

They are automatically excluded from QA bonus (except under 16 months) and are routinely 

penalised for being over-weight.  However, the only way to make money on this system requires 

farmers to feed them into heavier carcasses (at least 450kg) especially as lighter carcass bulls are 

notoriously hard to get to a fat score of 2+.  

For all of the above reasons, ICSA favours a simplified grid, with real and worthwhile bonuses for U 

grade cattle.  Meanwhile, all O grade cattle should be treated uniformly and attract the QA bonus.  P 

grade cattle get significantly less and the proliferation of such stock makes the other objectives 

achievable on a price neutral basis.  
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5.3 CAP supports 

ICSA believes that the next round of CAP should provide prioritise payments on the following lines: 

 Direct payments are much more vital for cattle and sheep systems and to some extent to 

tillage farmers compared to dairy farm systems and therefore ICSA believes the next CAP 

should reflect that. 

 Direct payments should be minimised or eliminated altogether for farms that require a 

nitrates derogation as these farms are not delivering environmental public goods. 

 Direct payments should be much more precisely targeted at extensive livestock systems 

where farmers could choose from a menu of extensification rates.  Thus, there would be a 

minimum stocking rate appropriate to the land type (non-disadvantaged, less severely 

handicapped, more severely handicapped) and above this minimum rate, a range of per 

hectare payments would apply, with a slight bias towards lower stocking rate.  This would 

coincide with the climate change objectives but would actually benefit farmers because 

scarcer stock suggests stronger prices.    

 ICSA believe that a voluntary suckler cow reduction scheme should be in place which would 

pay €200/ cow for a five year period for each cow less held by a farmer compared to a past 

reference period.  This would assist by making beef scarcer and would also provide a 

dignified strategy for farmers who are sick of making no money from sucklers.  More 

importantly, it would lead to better prospects for the remaining suckler herd in terms of 

price.  

 There should be a much more ambitious agri-environment scheme targeted at suckler and 

suckler beef finishers, which would be more like REPS in terms of ambition and income and 

less like GLAS.   

 The BDGP scheme should be replaced with a scheme that is similar in terms of being focused 

on breeding while mitigating livestock emissions through measures such as reduced calving 

interval and earlier first calving age.  However, a farmer should be given the task of defining 

breeding objectives rather than being pushed to narrowly focus on limited maternal traits.  

 Future CAP supports should be capped so as to protect payments to the greatest extent 

possible for family farms up to €60,000 and the employee loophole should be closed to 

prevent large scale feedlots and industrial farms circumventing the cap.   
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Section 6 Environment Sustainability and Renewable Energy 

 

 

 

6.1 Environmental Sustainability 

 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. 

 While the LULUCF (Land Use, Land Use Change and Forestry) agreement gives us some 

leeway on climate change targets, we need to address weaknesses in our forestry 

programme – namely the compulsory replanting requirement which is deterring some 

landowners. 

 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.  

 Teagasc plans on mitigating climate change such as the use of better systems of slurry 

spreading and more use of protected urea rather than calcium ammonium nitrate fertiliser 

can make a contribution but beef farmers are not able to utilise technologies if they cost 

more.   

 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 (e.g. lower imports of fossil fuel fertiliser, less use of soya from South America, lower 

emissions per hectare) 

 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.  
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