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ICMSA have been asked to respond to the report from the Citizens 

Assembly on Climate Change and the mitigation strategies for our sector so 

I will likewise respond to both individually.  

 

The Citizens Assembly have made two recommendations that directly 

apply to the dairy and livestock sectors – Recommendation 11 and 13.   

Recommendation 11 is the most serious and worrying recommendation as it 

suggests that a carbon tax be applied to farmers based on their carbon 

output.   Carbon tax in our opinion has the potential to have a disastrous 

effect on our sector and is in fact quite short sighted.   Global demand for 

food is increasing and is projected to increase further as economies 

develop.   Dairy and meat remain main constituents of our diet thus demand 

for these products will remain stable.   Ireland’s temperate climate lends 

itself to dairy and livestock production that is inherently carbon efficient.   

This has been verified with independent assessments of our carbon 

footprint and our efforts must be recognised.   Ireland has been shown to be 

the most carbon efficient producer of milk in the EU and the fifth most 

carbon efficient producer of beef.    

 

Food Harvest 2020 and FoodWise 2025 were Government initiatives that 

set ambitious targets for agriculture and farmers have responded 

accordingly by increasing production through significant investment in 

farm facilities and milk processing.   The plans were agreed by successive 

Governments and farmers invested accordingly much of which was 

financed through long term debt.   Applying a tax on our produce would 

completely undermine our ability to compete with other exporting nations, 

would threaten the viability of family farms and would shift production to 

countries that are less carbon efficient thus increasing the total emissions 



2 
 

produced globally.   In addition, agriculture is the backbone of rural 

communities and applying a tax on production would further undermine the 

economic sustainability of rural communities.   Climate change is a global 

problem and if Governments are serious about addressing it, production of 

food should take place and be encouraged in carbon efficient regions of the 

world and imposing a tax on such sectors would be completely contrary to 

good climate change practice. 

 

Recommendation 13 aims to increase the rate of afforestation and organic 

farming in this country.   On this recommendation, ICMSA provide two 

notes of caution.   Increased emphasis should be placed on the type of 

forests we plant and their impact on our landscape and environment.   

While solving problems to tackle climate change, we cannot ignore the 

threat afforestation has on rural communities and biodiversity and future 

afforestation policy must address these concerns.   Biodiversity and climate 

change must be considered together.    

 

Organic production provides a viable income for a small sector of our 

industry.   It provides a niche product for a niche market.   Quite clearly, to 

expand organic production, farmers must see organic production returning a 

viable income on a consistent basis.   To protect the sector, we need to be 

careful that increased organic production does not result in a downward 

pressure on prices for produce.    

 

More thought and consideration must to be given to the recommendations 

of the Citizens Assembly.   In particular, the Government need to 

incentivise and encourage the many areas where agriculture and land use 
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can make a positive contribution to climate change.   Of course, there are 

areas which we continue to work on to ensure that we farm more 

sustainably in the future, which is the second ask of this Committee.   

Sustainability needs to be to the forefront going forward and economic 

sustainability is essential to deliver on environmental sustainability. 

 

Methane and nitrous oxide are the main GHG contributors from our sector.   

Methane as a consequence of enteric fermentation is the main gas produced 

from agriculture.   To remain economically sustainable, farmers have had 

no option but to increase cow numbers but what should be considered is the 

land our livestock are grazing.   Land under pasture is an efficient carbon 

sink (sequestering carbon from the atmosphere back into our soils), yet this 

action is not acknowledged in our emissions.   The inclusion of carbon 

sequestration from grassland has the potential to offset some of the methane 

emissions we produce.  

 

Potential strategies exist for the mitigation of nitrous oxide and ammonia 

emissions from agriculture and mainly apply to the way we manage our 

slurry and fertiliser. These have been identified in the Teagasc Marginal 

Abatement Cost Curve amongst other measures.   Of those with the most 

impact at least cost are actions that target improved efficiency per unit of 

livestock.   These relate to improved breeding strategies for both dairy and 

beef production.   Additionally, the use of mixed species swards, altered 

fertiliser formulations (protected urea) and extended grazing have merit.   

The way we use fertiliser and slurry must become more tailored taking full 

account of soil type, drainage characteristics and grass growth potential.   

This is an area ICMSA believe farmers need support including 
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incentivising the use of lime.   By using fertilisers more effectively, we can 

reduce emissions and expenditure; a win-win for the industry.  

 

Farms have huge potential to generate renewable energy from slurry, solar 

and wind but it is currently under-utilised.   If properly structured, this has 

the potential to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and also to generate 

substantial economic activity in rural areas.   To encourage uptake, the 

Government must provide the framework to make it financially sustainable 

for farmers and other rural dwellers to access such technology and feedback 

energy to the grid.   ICMSA believes that the Government need to finalise a 

policy that encourages energy generation on farms and in rural areas.  

 

The potential tools to combat climate change in agriculture are well known.   

What we need now is action upon such measures and we call upon the 

Government to provide support to encourage uptake of these measures in 

the sector.   

 

Specifically, ICMSA call upon this Committee to make recommendations 

in the following areas: 

1. The carbon efficiency of Irish agriculture needs to be 

recognised in the context of global food production. 

 

 

2. The carbon sequestration of grasslands needs to be fully 

incorporated into the GHG emissions abatement strategy.    

 

 

3. Fertiliser and slurry management needs to be refined.   

Measures within TAMs and GLAS aimed at better 

management of both have shown promise thus far and 

measures within these schemes need to be enhanced.  
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4. Energy generation from renewable sources needs to be 

promoted.   Irish farms need to be viewed as energy 

generation sites.   The Government need to provide the 

appropriate legal and policy framework to make this 

happen.  

 

Irish agriculture is one of the most carbon efficient globally and ICMSA 

believes that measures to restrict its potential would be a completely retrograde 

step from a global climate change perspective.   Irish farming can do more and 

farmers are and will continue to invest in climate enhancing initiatives and 

measures.   Farm renewables have enormous potential and it is essential that 

Government policy is immediately structured to promote this sector. 

 


