
 
 

Opening Remarks by Mr. Michael Spellman, President of the Irish Co-operative 

Organisation Society (ICOS) – Wednesday 12 December 2018 – Joint Oireachtas Committee 

on Climate Action 

Good afternoon Deputy Naughton, TDs and Senators, 

I appreciate this opportunity to discuss the issue of climate change and agriculture and to 

provide our perspective on the recommendations by the Citizens Assembly.  

The Irish Co-operative Organisation Society is the umbrella body for the co-operative 

movement in Ireland.  

We represent a range of co-operative enterprises, operating across many aspects of the rural 

economy including dairy processing and milk purchasing societies, livestock marts, breed 

societies, animal health and AI, horticulture, forestry, financial services and other rural based 

societies. 

In a few short months, ICOS will mark its 125th anniversary.  

I make reference to this milestone, merely to illustrate that the co-operative business model 

is a sustainable one, that has served the interests of Irish farmers, their families and rural 

communities extremely well across many generations and through some very difficult times. 

There is no doubt that Brexit is to the forefront of all our minds at the present time.  

However, it is no exaggeration to state that environmental sustainability, be it climate change, 

ammonia emissions, water quality and biodiversity are of equal importance, if not, of greater 

importance to the agri-food sector.  

The recent Special Report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change related to 

limiting global warming to 1.5 degrees is extremely stark.  

It calls for rapid, far reaching and unprecedented changes in all aspects of society1.  

At ICOS, we strongly believe that the co-operative model will be an important vehicle to assist 

the rural economy with future challenges in this area, for example, through the development 

of community based renewable energy projects. 

The ancillary recommendations by the Citizens Assembly rightly recognises the importance of 

agriculture to the economy, especially to the rural economy.  

The agri-food sector provided 174,000 jobs or almost 8% of total employment in 2017. 

Total agri-food exports were worth €13.5 billion in 2017, with exports of dairy and dairy 

ingredients valued at €4.02 billion. 

                                                           
1 IPCC, Global Warming of 1.5 °C, 2018, Link - https://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/special-reports/sr15/sr15_spm_final.pdf 



 
 

An analysis by Ernst & Young has indicated that additional milk production equates to 90 cents 

of additional economic benefit for every additional litre2.  

This multiplier effect is due to spending by co-operatives and on farms, spending by service 

providers to the dairy industry and spending by those employed in the dairy sector.  

The analysis concludes that additional milk production from 2016 to 2020 will result in a €2.7 

billion benefit to the economy or €540 million annually.  

There is simply no other industry generating wealth, investment and jobs to this significant 

scale in rural Ireland.  

Dairy farming when compared to other farming sectors provides a sustainable livelihood, 

despite extreme volatility in income from one year to the next. It is a legitimate aspiration by 

farmers to fully develop the potential of their farm enterprises, to secure better incomes and 

to provide better futures for their families.  

That said, the dairy industry acknowledges the importance of climate change and our 

responsibility to develop in a sustainable manner following decades of stagnation due to the 

imposition of quotas that severely impeded the sector and disadvantaged thousands of farm 

families.  

The Irish dairy industry exports to a multiple of Ireland’s national population, a highly 

nutritious food product recognised as the most carbon efficient in Europe.  

This is because Ireland’s temperate climate is perfect for growing grass, with a long grazing 

season.  

This also enables superior animal welfare conditions on Irish farms.  

Globally, 80% of milk is produced in confinement-based production systems, in contrast to 

Ireland where cows are at grass for up to 300 days a year.  

Furthermore, 95% of dairy farmers are participating in the Sustainable Dairy Assurance 

Scheme under Origin Green, which requires the completion of a carbon footprint every 18 

months.  

The Sustainable Dairy Assurance Scheme has enabled Ireland to position itself as a partner of 

choice globally for sustainably produced and quality assured dairy products.  

The inclusion of the carbon navigator tool makes the Origin Green programme unique from a 

global perspective. It provides the average carbon figure for production on the farm and also 

indicates where the greatest potential saving can be made in both carbon emissions but also 

very importantly in financial savings.  

In doing so, it has mainstreamed the message that carbon efficiency goes hand in hand with 

economic efficiency.  

                                                           
2 http://icos.ie/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/John-Higgins.pdf 



 
 

As an industry, we fully adhere to the principle of sustainable intensification, as set out in the 

European Council conclusions from October 2014. These conclusions also correctly recognise 

the lower mitigation potential of agriculture.  The European Council further acknowledges the 

need to ensure coherence in policy between the EU’s food security and climate change 

objectives.  

Food production systems throughout the world will have to provide 70% more food to feed a 

growing global population, which is expected to exceed 11 billion people by the end of this 

century.  

We must produce more food, while conserving available land, water and energy resources.  

That is why we strongly disagree with recommendation 11 by the Citizens Assembly in relation 

to a carbon tax on Irish agriculture.  

This proposal, if implemented, would damage the competitiveness of Irish agri-food exports, 

while benefiting little to the environment.  

In reality, it would be counterproductive, resulting in the possibility of carbon leakage.  

We strongly believe that Ireland’s approach to climate change and agriculture should be 

based on the principles of Climate Smart Agriculture, which is supported by the UN’s Food 

and Agriculture Organisation.  

Climate Smart Agriculture has three main objectives: 

1. To sustainably increase agricultural productivity and incomes, in view of the 

responsibility of the agri-food sector to provide more food for a growing population; 

2. Adapt and build resilience to climate change, which is particularly pertinent 

considering the weather extremes of 2018; 

3. Reduce and/or remove greenhouse gas emissions, where possible.  

The final objective is one, I will concentrate for a few moments because it is of critical 

importance, in which appropriate incentives are required to encourage behavioural change 

and knowledge sharing.  

At ICOS, we established a working group on climate change including personal from the 

environment and farm services teams in the dairy processing co-operatives.  

In doing so, we asked the working group to report with recommendations. 

The report called “Positive steps towards a low carbon future for the Irish dairy sector” was 

launched with 11 recommendations earlier this year by Minister Michael Creed and Professor 

John Fitzgerald. A copy of the report has been provided to the secretariat of the committee3.  

                                                           
3 http://icos.ie/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Positive-Steps-Towards-a-Low-Carbon-Future-for-the-Irish-
Dairy-Sector.pdf 



 
 

We identify a range of technical and cost-effective mitigation options that ICOS believes 

should be incorporated into a structured knowledge sharing programme on climate change 

mitigation.  

Many of these measures were also identified by Teagasc in its Marginal Abatement Cost 

Curve.   

These include measures around grassland management, the inclusion of clover in swards, 

manure management including trailing shoe technology, nutrient management planning, 

adoption of protected urea, improved EBI, sexed semen, reducing the age at first calving, 

nutrition, animal health including increasing levels of milk recording and energy efficiency 

improvements on farms.   

There is significant scope to improve soil fertility levels in Ireland including lime application. 

The health of our soil is a key factor in the production of food in an environmental and 

sustainable manner. As an industry, we are fully committed to the improvement of soil 

fertility, which will have a positive benefit in terms of climate change but also water quality.  

This commitment is demonstrated by our involvement in the newly established Agricultural 

Sustainability Support and Advisory Programme4. 

The ICOS report concludes that true sustainability without biodiversity is ultimately not 

sustainability. In this context, Irish farmland systems have a unique competitive advantage 

when it comes to biodiversity and wildlife and the report recommends that farmers should 

be incentivised to maintain a habitat management plan on their farms. 

We strongly believe that there is real potential for increased afforestation in Ireland to offset 

farm-based emissions. However, the targets established will not be achieved without a 

significant increase in planting from current levels.  The report recommends the development 

of a worthwhile agro forestry initiative for livestock farmers including dairy farmers to grow 

native, broadleaf trees.  

There is an overwhelming need for transformational thinking to deal with climate change, 

especially in the area of renewable energy. Unfortunately, the reality is that the current 

renewable energy options at farm level are uneconomical.  

This is clearly demonstrated by an analysis on anaerobic digestion in the Engineers Journal, 

which highlights that Ireland has the lowest supports in Europe for AD deployment5.  

In line with recommendations 5 & 6 by the Citizens Assembly, we agree that sensible financial 

tools are required to stimulate widespread uptake of on-farm renewable energy projects 

including biogas from anaerobic digestion and the installation of solar panels on farm 

buildings.  ICOS also urges the Government to prioritise the establishment of community led 

and co-operative projects in the area of renewable energy and micro generation. 

                                                           
4 https://www.teagasc.ie/environment/water-quality/farming-for-water-quality---assap/ 
5 http://www.engineersjournal.ie/2014/09/01/opportunities-challenges-developing-anaerobic-digestion/ 



 
 

The reality is that mitigation in agriculture is limited. There are no quick fixes.  

That is why we must work collectively to ensure that mitigation in agriculture is maximised.  

This will require a sustained and concerted effort by industry, farmers and the whole of 

government.  

-ENDS- 

 

 

 

 

 

 


