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Opening Statement by Nigel Renaghan IFA Organic Project Team Chair  

to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine 

Tuesday 15th June 2021, 3.30pm 

 

Challenges Facing the Organic Farming Sector  

 

Chairman and Committee Members, 

 

Thank you for inviting IFA to address you here today. I am joined by Niamh Brennan IFA Organic Policy 

Executive.  

 

Before I present the challenges facing the organic sector, I think it would be useful to give a brief overview of 

farmers’ involvement in the sector.  

 

Organic Farming  

Ireland has approximately 1800 organic producers, of which 70% are livestock farmers and they are mostly 

concentrated in the South West and Mid-West of the country. Just 2.6% of Ireland’s agricultural area is under 

organic production, compared to an EU average of 7.5%, well behind Austria, Estonia and Sweden, which all 

exceed 20%. 

Organic farmers in Ireland are keen to increase production in response to market opportunities.  However, the 

target of 25% of EU agricultural area under organic production by 2030, when the current average is only 

7.5%, is extremely ambitious.  Organic production systems have many positive environmental benefits, but 

they tend to come with lower yields and higher costs, which need to be offset by higher prices based on strong 

demand. The Programme for Government Our Shared Future sets out to align the area under organic 

production with the EU average of 7.5%. This seems unrealistic as the sector is severely under-resourced in 

terms of investment, research and advisory services.  

IFA believes it is important to develop the domestic and export markets for high quality Irish organic produce to 

ensure producers can have confidence in converting or growing their organic farm enterprise to access 

premium paying markets.  
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I will now outline the main challenges constraining the expansion of organic agriculture in Ireland.  

Research, Advisory and Knowledge Transfer (KT) 

The sector is currently under resourced regarding investment, market research, production research and 

development, and specialised advisory services. 

 

Irish farming benefits from one of the best farm research and advisory services in the European Union 

delivered through Teagasc and a well-developed network of private agricultural advisors. Irish farmers are also 

backed by an excellent Knowledge Transfer structure.  However, it does not sufficiently extend to specialist 

organic farming.   

EU funded schemes subsidising organic farming have been available for some years. Their uptake has been 

hampered by the lack of clarity on market opportunity for a very small domestic market or for export, the 

economic risks, the challenges of the 2-year conversion period, and the relative unavailability of technical 

support. 

We need basic research into grassland and cereal production, such as the use of inter-cropping which is being 

used by conventional and organic farmers in Ireland. This would meet the goals set out in the Farm to Fork 

Strategy to reduce fertiliser and pesticides. 

Research and Development and KT are also central to maintaining the balance between supply and demand 

in the sector and thereby, maintaining a viable farm gate price. 

IFA recently met with Teagasc to discuss upcoming research for the sector, although concerted efforts are 

positive, increased funding is needed to drive the level of research required to support sustainable organic 

farming practises in Ireland.  

 

Financial Aid/Organic Farm Scheme 

As part of the next CAP programme, IFA is proposing a fit-for-purpose organics scheme that will help Ireland 

achieve its 2030 objectives. The OFS1 must be continued under the new CAP and payment rates increased to 

€520/ha for farmers in conversion and €470/ha for flat rate payments.  

 

The rate of grant aid under the capital investment scheme must also increase to 60% to allow for the investment 

commitment of farmers converting to organic farming. 

 
1 Organic Farm Scheme 
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The re-opening of the OFS scheme last April was welcome, however, the uptake for the scheme was 

disappointing. Just 317 applications were received, despite increased funding to facilitate 400/500 new 

applicants. A number of factors contributed to this, including the pilot REAP2 Scheme opening and running in 

parallel with the reopening of the OFS scheme.  

IFA proposes that the scheme is re-opened immediately to draw down the additional funding available.  

Organic farming practises enhance the environment and organic farmers should be equally rewarded for this.  

Organic farmers must not be excluded from any other environmental schemes under the new CAP.  

Productivity Yield Gaps 

The differences in productivity, when compared with conventional production methods, is the main reason why 

organic farmers need to have secure access to price premiums. 

 

An academic review of 362 studies carried out in 2018 by Plant Production Systems researchers from 

Wageningen University3 showed yield gaps of around 20% between lower productivity in organic farms and 

their conventional equivalents, with significant variability – a standard deviation of 21% - between crop groups 

and regions. 

The higher cost of organic feed and the lack of availability of permitted organic feed ingredients and additives 

to optimise animal health, sustainability and performance have also been identified as a disadvantage to 

organic livestock farming. 

Organic farmers are therefore particularly dependent on price premium being protected, which in Ireland, 

especially in the still small-scale organic tillage (organic oats) and dairy sectors, are currently genuinely 

offsetting the higher costs.   

Those types of price premiums need to be solidified in the beef and lamb sectors however, and production 

growth targets for those and all products must be market demand driven. 

Labour needs and shortages 

 
2 Results Based Agri Environment Pilot Scheme 

 
3 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0308521X1100182X 

 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0308521X1100182X
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Organic farming is more labour intensive than conventional: a study of over 1000 organic farms in the UK and 

Ireland4 published in the International Journal of Agricultural Sustainability showed that they employed on 

average 135% more FTE (full time equivalent jobs) than their conventional counterparts.  So, while the figures 

vary considerably between enterprises, sectors and regions, where a conventionally run enterprise might 

require 1 labour unit, the same enterprise run under an organic system would require 2.35 labour units, 

imposing correspondingly higher costs. 

 

Organic Strategy Implementation Group  

IFA’s key asks and concerns on organic farming are addressed in the Strategy for Development of Ireland’s 

Organic Sector 2019-2025 which was produced by the Organic Strategy Implementation Group.  

 

Since the publication of the Strategy document, the Group had not met until March 31st this year. Prior to this 

there was no engagement or consultation with farmer stakeholders on the strategy implementation, despite 

repeated requests from IFA.  It is very important that the asks in the document are achieved and furthermore 

that farmers are engaged with in the process.  

 

Retailer Opportunism  

Retailers have integrated organic food produce into their food offering to a greater or lesser extent.  While we 

are still seeing some price premium, essential to promote the activity of an intrinsically costlier production 

system, we are also seeing the erosion of margins through the increased prevalence of private labels and 

promotional offers in the organic category. 

 

Kantar research for Bord Bia shows that 90% of organic food sales take place through Ireland’s mainstream 

grocery retailers, whose activity is strongly influenced by competition from the main discounters.   

It is legitimate for organic farmers to fear that their necessary price premiums will go the same way as those of 

quality assured conventional farmers whose produce has become the norm, and is routinely discounted at 

retail level. 

Lack of quality market data 

While there appears to be good data on the areas of land being farmed organically, or in conversion, the 

availability of data on the consumption of organic food is poor. 

 
4 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228702292_Survey_and_Analysis_of_Labour_on_Organic_Farms_in_the_UK_and_Repub
lic_of_Ireland 
 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228702292_Survey_and_Analysis_of_Labour_on_Organic_Farms_in_the_UK_and_Republic_of_Ireland
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228702292_Survey_and_Analysis_of_Labour_on_Organic_Farms_in_the_UK_and_Republic_of_Ireland
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IFA believes this fundamentally challenges the credibility of the Farm to Fork Strategy target which arbitrarily 

proposes to increase to 25% within 10 years the EU land that is dedicated to organic production, without 

reference to market demand, from an existing level below 8% with huge national variations. 

 

Conclusion 

IFA welcomes the recent support of the organic sector in Ireland through increased funding of the OFS scheme 

last year. This, however, is not enough and a whole industry approach is needed.  

 

The points outlined here today must be addressed in order to achieve targets set out under the Programme for 

Government and the Agri Food Strategy.  

 

A whole Government approach is needed to develop a farmer friendly system that actively supports and 

encourages farmers to invest in organic farming. It is only when this level of support is achieved that organic 

farming in Ireland will expand and a viable option.  

 

 

Thank you. 

 

 

 




