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At the outset, we would like to thank the Chair and Committee members for giving us this 

opportunity to appear here today. While we find ourselves in a constant battle to have our voices 

heard, we are very grateful for the opportunity today to answer your questions and share with you 

some of our own feedback and experience in recent months with this legislation that will seek to end 

our livelihoods. 

We want to put on the record here that, unfortunately at this stage we have had to seek legal advice 

on what the Department are proposing as part of this legislation. We have received a formal legal 

opinion from a Senior Counsel who has found that the Bill as currently drafted seeks to create a two-

tier compensation regime, with the method of compensation proposed for in this Bill being at odds 

with compensation provided for under the Animal Health and Welfare Act 2013. The law makes it 

clear that the obligation on the State is to compensate for the total loss and it is not entitled to 

restrict activity and take property, and only partially compensate. We have consistently maintained 

that the compensation proposals are unjust to us as farmers and it is the view of our Senior Counsel 

that these proposals are unlawful. However, we are very keen to resolve all issues and come to a fair 

and amicable agreement with the Department. Currently, we remain very far apart as regards to 

agreeing how to wind down the industry fairly and in a practical manner. We have shared with the 

Department this legal opinion and are happy to share it with the Committee, if needed.  

We understand that the Government is bringing forward this legislation on ‘animal welfare grounds’ 

– we strongly refute this and have in the Appendix our ‘Wel Fur’ certificates which is an 

internationally recognised level of animal welfare certification going above and beyond the 

standards set down by the Department of Agriculture here. Further, the Minister himself recognised 

that we as farmers have “always upheld the required animal welfare standards”1. 

We are the three most regularly inspected farms in the country and have always been happy to 

facilitate this. The closing of our industry is based instead on ideological misconceptions. We would 

caution the Committee, that by allowing one farming entity to be closed under the premises of 

 
1 Fur Farming Bill receives go-ahead from Government for drafting, Department of Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine. 22 June 2021. Online HERE. 
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animal welfare but in reality is purely driven by a populist, nonfactual, ideological narrative is very 

dangerous for the whole of the farming industry in Ireland.  

As per the Programme for Government, we had been working and operating our business plans 

towards closing in 2024 in line with a “phasing out of fur farming”2. Two of the three farms have 

licenses up until then, the other farm has a licence to the end of this year. It has come as a huge 

shock to us that we are to be closed at the end of this year and goes against what is set out in the 

Government’s own plan to ‘phase out’ fur farming. We still have not received a valid or logical 

explanation as to why we cannot farm until the end of our licences.  

The last nine months have been very stressful for us, and while this is regularly acknowledged by the 

Department, they have done nothing to mitigate the distress that this whole process is bearing on 

us. We have asked the Department on numerous occasions to make mental health supports 

available to us and our staff on those grounds however, these requests have been rejected. 

Members will be fully aware of the mental health challenges that are prevalent in rural communities 

in particular and we have heard repeatedly of Government Ministers calling for increased supports 

to be made available. It seems though that they are happy to close down our businesses and end our 

livelihoods with little regard for the implications that this will have on us personally.  

We have a lifetime of experience working on our farms, we are proud of what we do and how we do 

it. The Department has next to no knowledge about our industry and our farms. While we have tried 

our best to inform them about the industry, including recently facilitating a visit by officials onto our 

farms, the majority of those working on this policy to close our farms have never been on a mink 

farm and know very little about how we operate. An example of this would be the lack of 

consideration of the infrastructural facilities that are required to farm mink, which have been 

overlooked in the compensation proposals as well as the proposed compensation costs of stock 

disposal; the cap figure proposed here highlights a significant lack of understanding of the costs 

involved in keeping and caring for mink.  

We feel the lack of knowledge about our industry has led to a very poor and completely 

unacceptable and unworkable compensation scheme to be offered to us by the Department, on 

several grounds: 

(i) The scheme is far inferior to any other compensation scheme offered by the Department, 

such as those used in instances of a TB reactor or any other disease on a farm resulting in a cull.  

 
2 Programme for Government, Department of the Taoiseach. 29 October 2020. Online HERE. 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/


(ii) The Department is looking to base compensation on our earnings for the last 5 years which 

were 5 very poor years for us. We want it to be based on the internationally used model of a 10-year 

average, most recently used in Denmark. We have repeatedly stressed to the Department the 

cyclical nature of our trade and the graph included as part of the Appendix confirms this, showing 

the combined total Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation and Amortization (EBITDA) for our 

three farms from 2006 to 2020.  

(iii) The proposal has suggested a very low ceiling for demolition costs without anyone coming to 

view our farms and assess the actual costs. We have had to get our own quotes to get some 

understanding as to what the costs would be to return each farm to a greenfield site. Incredibly, the 

Department have suggested using Google Maps to assess our farms for demolition costs – this again 

clearly proves the lack of understanding and willingness to work fairly with us which we are expected 

to endure.  

(iv) We have a loyal staff that have worked with us for many years. As part of the compensation 

scheme, only statutory redundancy is being offered to them. The Department have told us to ‘top 

up’ this payment ourselves if we do not think it sufficient, which is not the case when many other 

industries close or move out of an area. Why are our workers being singled out for such poor 

treatment due to no fault of their own or ours? 

In 2012, the Department of Agriculture brought in significantly enhanced animal welfare and 

environmental measures for fur farming. We complied with these completely, and at our own 

expense – we do not receive any grants from the Department of Agriculture at all, even if it is related 

to new measures which we are required to implement. Members here will agree this is highly 

unusual in the agricultural sector, and we spent collectively in the region of €10 million on these 

measures at that time. Each of us take our animal welfare and environmental obligations very 

seriously.  

We also wish to point out to members that we are not aware of any environmental consultation 

having taken place between the Department and the local Councils with regards to the demolition of 

our farms. This is another area of great concern for us, as we feel that the Department is in danger 

of causing real environmental damage to nearby water sources by not undertaking proper 

consultations and a full study in relation to this. Two of the three farms, for example, have asbestos 

in their buildings. We are always very environmentally conscious in our work and are not going to 

allow an ill-thought-out demolition of our businesses do anything that would endanger the beautiful 

surrounding rural areas.  



From an employment perspective, there are over 100 suppliers that we buy food stocks from, 

stretching from the fishermen in Cork and Kerry right up to Malin Head. The economic impact of the 

loss of our business will be significant for them. We operate in rural areas, places that do not have 

new industries opening in them, and we cannot see another industry coming to the area to replace 

the valuable contribution we make to the local community by operating here. There is nothing that 

can replace that loss to the community or indeed for us in the future.  

To conclude, we are happy to answer your questions on our industry and our livelihoods. We know 

many of you are farmers and representant rural communities such as ours. While fur farming may 

not be the most common form of farming in Ireland, we are proud farmers and have a lot in 

common with other farming entities but very little is known about what we do. We look forward to 

discussing this in more detail with you today and hope that you can also help us with some of the 

very serious issues which we have outlined above also.  

 

We thank you again for this opportunity. 

 

Sven Sjöholm  

Tazetta Teoranta Farm,  

The Glenties,  

Co Donegal  

 

Una Heffernan  

Vasa Farm  

Stradbally  

Co Laois  

 

Michael Curran  

Willow Herb Farm  

Waterville  

Co Kerry  

 

Appendix  

(i) Farm Photos   



(ii) Wel Fur Certificate for each farm  

(iii) Graph showing combined total EBITDA for all three farms, 2006-2020  

(iv) Letter from Mark Oaten, CEO International Fur Federation   
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Jackie Cahill TD, Chair 

Oireachtas Joint Committee on Agriculture & the Marine 

Houses of the Oireachtas 

Kildare St 

Dublin 2. 

09 July 2021 

Dear Deputy Cahill, 

I write to you as Chairperson of the International Fur Federation, of which all three fur farmers in 

Ireland are members. I would like to thank you and your Committee members for giving them an 

opportunity to appear before you on 15 July 2021.  

To give you some background, the International Fur Federation was established in 1949 and is the 

only organisation to represent the international fur industry and regulate its practices and trade. The 

Federation promotes the business of fur, establishing certification and traceability programmes on 

welfare and the environment. We are committed to promoting the highest standard of farming 

practices in our industry.  

Our three farmers in Ireland have always fully complied with our updated animal regulations, which 

many times go above the national regulations and requirements. They are also inspected at least 

once a year to ensure these standards are consistently met and maintained.  

We have a number of serious concerns in relation to the legislation that is proposed by the Irish 

Government at present including:  

(i) The Government is insisting on using the previous 5 years earnings to base any

compensation package on. This is not the norm in other European countries where our

members have been involved in similar schemes. The most recent example is the Danish

model where a 10-year average was used.

(ii) Our clear understanding from the Programme for Government is that fur farming in

Ireland was to be phased out. Instead, we see from the published legislation that it is to

be abruptly ended in the coming months. This is despite two of our three farmers having

licences until 2024.

(iii) The various capping of costs which the Department has put forward are completely

unrealistic and would, if allowed go through, either leave the farmers unable to take up

any further use of their farm or lead to very concerning environmental issues.

(iv) The premise that this legislation is being progressed on the grounds of ‘animal welfare’

is something which we must also refute. The three farms have always maintained the

highest standards of animal welfare, which can be attested to by our inspectors as well

as the Irish Department of Agriculture’s own inspectors. We note also that the Irish

Minister for Agriculture recognises this. Failure to do so would not be tolerated by our

Federation.



We work with Governments and Departments across Europe in relation to rules and regulations 

relating to the fur industry, including some on the closure of certain sectors in the industry. Ireland is 

the only country where we feel that our farmers are not being given a fair hearing and seat at the 

table when it comes to the discussion around the closing of the industry. While they are a small 

group, we do not think it is appropriate that they be treated like an insignificant group in this 

manner.  

It is worth noting that due to the issues faced in the Danish market last year, there is now a huge 

increase in the rate being paid for furs in international markets. The Irish farmers are being asked to 

close down at the first opportunity to be offered a higher price for their produce since 2013. 

Increases of up to 150% are being reported in some markets. We know that if this was in any other 

farming industry like Beef for example in Ireland, there would be no question of them not being 

allowed to fill that demand in the market.  

The asks, and concerns of our members are reasonable and achievable. I would ask you as 

Committee Chair to ensure that the Department make the amendments to this legislation in order to 

be fair to these farmers; none of this is of their making they are not in favour of it and therefore they 

should not be penalised as a result.  

If I can be of any further assistance to you or your members with regards to information from an 

international perspective on this matter, please do not hesitate to contact me.  

Yours Sincerely. 

Mark Oaten 

CEO, International Fur Federation 

Further information about the International Fur Federation 

The international Fur Federation represents 56 members associations in over 40 countries around 

the world. The members encompass all parts of the fur trade including farmers, trappers, dressers, 

manufacturers, brokers, auction houses, retailers and designers. Each of these members have signed 

a strict code of conduct committing them to upholding the industry-relevant laws they fall under in 

their home countries. 

https://www.wearefur.com/ 

https://www.wearefur.com/



