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Introduction:  
Macra na Feirme the organisation, representing the views of young trained farmers, 

welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission on the future of the Beef Sector.  

 

Macra na Feirme is the best positioned organisation to engage with young farmers and 

hence provides credible information as to the thinking of young Irish farmers. Young farmers 

are the future of the Irish agricultural industry and therefore their views carry with them a 

strong weighting and need to be taking into consideration when plans are being constructed 

for the Beef industry going forward.  

 

The beef sector is one of Ireland’s most important indigenous industries.  In Ireland meat 

production accounts for over 40% of Ireland’s gross agricultural output (Enterprise Ireland, 

2019). This production is dominated by beef with the sector itself can be sub divided into 

suckler producers, fatteners and cattle finishers. In the European Union Ireland is currently 

the largest net exporter of Beef and ranked the 5th largest export in the world. Over 90% of 

the beef produced in Ireland is exported (Bord Bia, 2019). 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.  

 

Continued rapid transformation is vital for the beef sector as it continues to respond to the 

evolving market demands. These demands affect processors and farmers both from a 

profitability and sustainability point of view. In this regard maintaining the premium status 

of our Irish beef remains a significant challenge. Over the years there have been 

considerable fluctuations in commodity prices particularly in beef prices.  Improved 

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

contributing to an increase in global food demand. Countries with a lower cost of 

production remain the main threat to Irish producers. Macra na Feirme believes more work 

at EU level is required to prevent further access to the EU markets from these third 

countries. The profitability of the primary producer needs considerable attention in order to 

get more from the market. The Irish beef industry needs to future proof the sector by 

creating an action plan. 

Issues identified by the orgainsation:  
Macra na Feirme engaged and consulted with young beef farmers across six meetings to 

gather their views, below is an outline of Young beef farmers views on the current and 

future state of the beef sector in Ireland. We asked our young beef farmers to identify the 

current strengths, challenges and opportunities which are facing the beef sector. 

 



 
 

Strengths: Challenges: 
 Origin green  

 Assurance and traceability 

 Level of exports 

 Grass based systems 

 Genetics 

 Age profile of beef farmers 

 Access to finance 

 Public education 

 Grading system 

 Brexit 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Figure 1 Macra na Feirme Young Beef farmers sector analysis 

This is just a short summary of the wide-ranging discussions that took place, however it 

highlights that Young Farmers foresee a future for the beef sector, but this involves tackling 

the challenges that the sector faces while making the most of the opportunities that our 

members identified. 

 

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

efficiency for beef farmers. Recent data research conducted by John Joyce, Nuffield Scholar 

2015., identified savings that can be achieved from producer organisations which concluded 

that participants could save from between 5-10%. An example of this saving is on insurance 

in which one purchasing group saved 17% on their producer organisations insurance policy 

(Joyce, 2015).  

 

Macra na Feirme strongly encourage producer organisations both in buying inputs but also 

selling outputs produced. The most efficient way to ensure this is the formation of EU 

recognised Producer organisations which can be used to negotiate with factories or 

exporters. In the EU, producer organisations receive the following opportunities;  

 Food Chain Recognition 

Opportunities: 
 Efficiency 

o Education and Training 

o Lean Management 

 Collaboration 

o Buyer groups 

 Sexed semen 

 Grass utilisation and infrastructure 

 Genomics 

 Technology advancements 

 International Markets 



 CAP: Co-operation Art 36, CMO, Greening  

 LEADER Funding 

  Labelling- Organic, PGI/PDOs  

  Promotion 

 Research and Development 

 Co-op Statute 

 

Producer Organisations give beef farmers who have not the size or scale, the bargaining 

power of large-scale beef producers when dealing with the industry and encourages more 

efficiency in the processing end of the sector.  A good working ethos and understanding the 

needs of the group is essential to ensure unity of its members. Farmers can all be held 

responsible for the stock which is produced, which will lead to better quality stock being 

produced in the group. In order for the group to be successful there needs to be trust and 

loyalty within the group. Production contracts should be drawn up between group members 

which outlines the production targets including weekly kills, target animal specs etc. 

Environmental Sustainability:  
Ireland is one of three countries in Europe which has a high reduction target in relation to 

emissions. Irish agriculture is somewhat unique in comparison to other member states as 

emissions from agriculture represents 33% of the country’s overall emissions. The large 

number of dairy cows and the increase in milk production are identified as the main 

contributors in growth according to EPA. Macra na Feirme appeal for international 

recognition of Ireland’s Agriculture as one of the lowest carbon footprints in comparison 

with other developed countries.   

 

There have been a lot of negative views expressed in relation to climate change and farming 

practices. The need to reverse the negative views into a positive in relation to climate 

change is clear. An aspiration for future beef farmers should be to capture the methane 

gases produced from beef production in an Anaerobic Digester (AD) and produce electricity 

from this gas in a Combined Heat and Power (CHP) plant.  The digestion process converts 

biomass and waste products of a high carbon footprint such as cattle slurry into usable gas. 

The remaining ‘digestate’ product is high in nutrients and can be used to reduce fertiliser 

costs on the farms. Raw material which can be used in an AD include; Food waste, slurry, 

silage, grass, root and cereal crops.  

 

However, this situation is not viable for current Irish beef famers as the biogas potential per 

tonne is low for cattle slurry (19.6 𝑚3/ tonne). However, if an AD system was incorporated 

with a variety of feedstock such as barley straw which has a biogas potential per tonne of 

383 𝑚3/ t (Caslin, 2018). Community ownership in a co-operative structure could make AD a 

viable option with varying farming enterprises in which electricity can be produced to 

benefit the entire rural community. There needs to be a constant supply of raw materials, 



for example, a minimum of 10,000 cattle is required to produce enough slurry. The ability of 

AD to take slurry from farms in unsettled weather instead of spreading in unfavourable 

conditions, will reduce the environmental impact of spreading such slurry.  

 

Greenhouse gases 
The environmental impact of meat production varies significantly due to the wide variety of 
agricultural practices employed around the world. Most common environmental effects 
associated with meat production are animal methane, effluent waste, water and land 
consumption etc. Over 30% of national GHG emissions are emitted from an agricultural 
source. The carbon footprint of suckler beef is influenced by the reproductive efficiency of 
the suckler cow herd (e.g. age at first calving and calving rate) and the daily live weight gain 
of progeny to weaning or slaughter.  
 

Artificial insemination (AI)  
As many of our above proposals have addressed key measures for increasing profitability of 

the beef sector has the added benefit of reducing GHG intensity per kg. A greater level of 

recognition of the effort’s farmers have made. One aspect of this is product advertising with 

a greater effort made to identify Irish beef’s low carbon footprint. There are constant 

improvements been made by farmers to improve their carbon footprint.  

 

The use of AI on a beef farm can have significant benefits once handling facilities are 

suitable. In 2017, according to ICBF figures, only 25 percent of calves bred on Irish beef 

farms through AI. Beef farmers should use AI to select animals based on reliability and select 

bulls which are best suited to the dam. Irish beef farmers over the years have traditionally 

used stock bulls which they would buy in and keep for an average of three years. A move 

away from using a stock bull would give the beef farmer a greater choice when selecting the 

ideal sire to suit their production needs. For example, a farmer could choose an AI bull 

which has a higher maternal index to be used on maternal cow to produce superior 

replacement stock for the farm. This breeding system is not suited to all beef farmers 

especially part-time farmers as there are high levels of management associated with using 

AI.  

 

In cases of failure to detect heat, only 10% attributable to cow problems with the remaining 

90% due to management problems (Diskin, 2018). However there have been significant 

recent advancements in heat detection aids which are available to beef farmers. Technology 

such as Moocall HEAT, which eliminates the need for a cow to observed while presenting 

signs of heat. This technology, that is worn by the vasectomised bull provides the beef 

farmer with the following data: 

 The exact time cows or heifers are in heat 

 Whether a cow or a heifer repeats 



 Due dates, and when you can assume a cow or heifer is pregnant 

 Cow fertility over time 

 

Sexed Semen: 

Macra na Feirme call for further development on the potential use of sexed semen for 

breeding selection and improving genetic profile and profitability of the national beef herd. 

The use of sexed semen may reduce the occurrences of difficult calving as heifer calves 

tends to be lighter. Sexed semen allows the farmer to expand their herd while maintaining a 

closed herd which improves the biosecurity on the farm.  

 

Further research should also be conducted in knowledge transfer tools to better utilise the 

beef output in a systemised manner. This allows the suckler beef farmer to select and 

ensure the correct amount of replacements are bred from the superior cows each year in 

accordance to their breeding plan. Other benefits to beef farmers could include improved 

bio-security, rapid increase in herd size and quality of beef cattle being produced in Ireland.  

A recent study conducted in New Zealand reported fresh sexed semen conception rates 

were approximately 94% (Murphy, 2018). More research is required in Ireland to ensure 

optimal conception rates and increase number of bull’s semen being sexed.  

 

 

Grass management and utilisation 
Growth and utilisation of grass underpin the competitiveness, profitability and sustainability 

of Ireland's low-cost beef production system. Grass growth that can be achieved in Ireland is 

our key competitive advantage over most other EU beef producers. Grass is a very nutritious 

feed and is comparatively cheap when managed correctly.  

 

Measuring grass and budgeting is essential to increase grass utilisation from its current 

level. Grass at a reasonable level of utilisation (75%) costs approximately 7.5c/kg utilisable 

dry matter compared with first and second cut grass silage at 18.5c/kg and 18.2c/kg 

utilisable DM compared to concentrates at 30 cent per kgdm. Where soil fertility is 

corrected, beef farms can grow up to 15 t DM/ha of grass on light- medium soils and 10 t 

DM/ha of grass on heavier soil (Egan, 2018). 

 

Utilisation of grass can be increased on beef farms by improving the current utilisation rate 

or increasing the amount of grass grown. The Teagasc Grass10 campaign which was 

launched at the end of January 2017, is a campaign aimed to promote sustainable grassland 

and increase utilisation over a four-year period. A campaign like this amplifies the 

importance of good grassland management practices in place on farms. If a beef farmer 

increases grass being utilised on the farm by 1 t DM/ha/year it would be worth in return to 

that farmer € 105/ha (Egan, 2018).  



 

Soil fertility 
Currently only 11 percent of soils tested were of an optimal status for lime Potassium and 

Phosphor. For beef farmers to grow the maximum DM/Ha possible from their farm, soil 

fertility must be correct (Egan, 2018).  Soil testing is the starting point, and the foundation 

to delivering the correct balance of both for major and minor nutrients. Incentivising 

farmers to conduct soil sample testing and implement results of soil tests on farm is 

essential to achieve potential grassland production. To achieve soil fertility targets there 

needs to be a renewed focus by advisory and extension services to ensure soil test results 

are explained and understood by the farmer.  

 

Macra na Feirme call for a link to be established between the Nutrient Management Plans 

(NMP) and soil testing as a result-based incentive. This link will ensure that the results from 

the soil testing will be implemented in accordance to the farms NMP.  

 

Competitiveness:  
EU guaranteed quality - Geographical Indication marks  
The qualities associated with the origin of Irish beef are well established and recognised. 

From its grass-fed nature to its distinctive colour and eating experience, it is ideally placed 

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

Geographical Indications. Applying for this process through the Department of Agriculture, 

Food and Marine to the European Commission should be a priority.  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.  
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