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Opening Statement by IFA President Tim Cullinan  
to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Agriculture, Food & the Marine  

on  
The Challenges facing the Pig, Poultry and Horticulture sectors in particular with 

regards to production costs and retail price 

  

Chairperson and Committee Members, thank you for inviting IFA to address you today on the issues facing the 

Pig, Poultry and Horticulture Sectors. 

I am joined by IFA Poultry Chair Nigel Sweetnam, IFA Senior Policy Executive for Retail Robert Malone and 

IFA Policy Executive for Horticulture, Potatoes and Organics, Niamh Brennan. 

The challenges facing the sectors we are representing here; horticulture, poultry and pig farmers are 

multifactorial, but centre around the increasing costs of production, the dominance position of a small number 

of retail buyers resulting in ever tightening margins.  

These three sectors are going through a very difficult time. Energy, feed and fertiliser bills are overwhelming 

for farm families trying to run their businesses.  These same famers are being squeezed from all sides with 

the added actions of retailers who are relentlessly pushing down the retail price of their products and 

embarking on unstainable discounting to encourage store footfall. 

 

Reliance on the Retailers  

Produce from these sectors is dependent on the Irish retail sector for route to market.  

• Apart from mushrooms, virtually all horticultural produce is for the home market.  

• Poultry production is centred around servicing the home market with some low value offcuts exported. 

• The Irish pig sector, while generating significant export value of close to €1billion pa, is reliant on the 

home market, predominantly the retail trade, for 50% of all sales. 
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Challenges facing the Horticulture, Pig and Poultry sectors. 

Retail food price deflation from 2010 up until 2020 is putting huge downward pressure on farmers’ margins.  

This falling prices of food, fresh produce from the horticulture sector in particular, has resulted in squeezed 

margins for primary food producers and it now poses a significant threat to the viability of primary food 

production in Ireland in these sectors.  

The horticulture sector, similar to the pigs and poultry sectors, depends on getting a viable return direct from 

the marketplace, as they generally do not receive direct payments under the CAP1. 

Reducing Price of Food. 

While there have been some moderate increases in food prices on the shelves in recent months, the reality is 

that between January 2010 and December 2021, the average price of all food declined by 9 %.  

 

Over the same period, the average level of overall consumer prices increased by 12.5% percent, according to 

the CSO (see table below). 

 

CATEGORY % CHANGE JAN 10 – 

NOV. 21 
% CHANGE NOV 

20 / NOV 21 

Overall CPI +12.5% +5.3% 

Fruit -3.7% +0.3% 

Fresh or Chilled Fruit -4.7% 0.0% 

Dried Fruit & Nuts -2.9% +0.3% 

Vegetables -8.5% +0.9% 

Fresh or Chilled Vegetables (other than Potatoes & Other 

Tubers 
-8.1% +0.6% 

Pork -11.4% -4.0% 

Poultry -14.5% +2.3% 

Eggs -5.5% -1.9% 

Milk  -4.8% 0.0 

Frozen Vegetables (other than Potatoes & Other Tubers) -8.0% +2.4% 

Dried Vegetables, Other Preserved or Processed 

Vegetables 
-12.7% +3.1% 

Potatoes -13.4% -3.3% 

 

The consequences have been, that only a small number of horticulture growers have survived. They have 

been forced to scale up and are all extremely vulnerable today. This situation is replicated in the pig farming 

and poultry sectors. 

 
1 Common Agriculture Policy 
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The Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine published a SWOT2 analysis of the Irish agri sector in 

2021 and clearly identified the that primary producers’ share in the value chain is very low, and well below the 

EU average of the total value-added share which is being passed back to farmers.  

Retail in Ireland Today 

Today’s retail environment is dominated by 5 players. Dunnes Store, SuperValu, Tesco and two discounters, 

Aldi and Lidl. Together, these five retailers constitute 90% of the total grocery market in Ireland. It is the latter 

two, Lidl and Aldi that have fundamentally had the biggest negative impact on the price that primary producers 

receive for their produce.  

These retailers have used fresh produce in particular as marketing tools to attract consumers into their 

stories, offering fresh fruit and vegetables at discount prices that do not relate to the production costs.  

Retailers may claim that the cost of special promotions is funded by them. This may be accurate on a short- 

term basis, but we would argue that the cost of such promotions is built into procurement prices over time. 

The reality is that the price farmers get paid each year has consistently declined up until this year.  

Many primary producers in these sectors have been forced out of business and many more will follow, unless 

strong intervention in the market occurs.  

 

Retail discounters Lidl and Aldi in particular, use locally sounding brand names and ‘fake’ farms and 

creameries to market many of their products.  

 

IFA called out this practice in Summer 2021, only to be hauled into the courts by Lidl seeking a court 

injunction to stop IFA from highlight this which is capable of misleading.  However, the court rejected the 

application by Lidl and awarded costs against Lidl.  

 

 

Food Regulator 

The average price of food increased by 1.3% in 2021, the first year that food has increased in over 10 years. 

The price of food will have to increase further in order for the producers to be paid for their work.   

 

The massive increase in energy and fertiliser costs are well documented in recent weeks. These costs cannot 

be borne by farmers without significant increases in the food chain being passed back to the farmer.  

 
2 The Department of Agriculture, SWOT Analysis of the CAP Strategic Plan 
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While there has been some recognition by the retail sector of these cost increases in recent weeks, it is not 

nearly enough.   

 

We need a food regulator that has long since been promised by this Government. It needs to be given real 

statuary powers of investigation and enforcement to ensure that there is equality in the food chain.  

 

Getting Farmers and the Cost of Production recognised in the Food Chain  

The EU Directive on Unfair Trading Practices (UTP) was transposed into Irish law3 in April 2021. 

This is a step in the right direction, but on its own, the UTP regulations will have minimal effect.  

There is no recognition of the price required to produce a head of cabbage, a kilo of carrots, a dozen eggs, a 

whole chicken or a pound of rashers in the UTP regulations.  

Sustainability 

We are all bombarded with lots of talk about sustainability.  

 

There are three pillars to sustainability, Environmental, social and economic sustainability.  

 

Today in Ireland, we have legislation underpinning two of these pillars - Environmental and social 

sustainability.  

 

There is no legal protection for the economic sustainability of food producers. This has to change.  

 

This Government has the opportunity today and must give the new Food Regulator Office legal powers that 

go beyond the UTP regulations.  

 

It must have authority to investigate and properly sanction those who breech the regulations.  

 

It must ensure the farmer’s position at the bottom of the food chain is not abused, as it has been for many 

years.  

  

 
3 S.I. No. 198/2021. 
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Legislation 

The DAFM4 has set up the UTP Enforcement Authority as required under the EU Directive on UTPs. 

 

This Government has committed to setting up and funding a Food Regulator, or Food Ombudsperson to both 

ensure the implementation of the UTP Directive, but to go further and provide greater transparency and 

reporting of where value is being distributed in the food chain.  

 

Budget 2022 committed €4 million to the establishment of a Food Ombudsman office.  

 

There were an estimated 350 commercial vegetable growers in Ireland in 2010, IFA now puts this number at 

below 100, only 1/3 of what we had.  

 

This can be almost exclusively attributed to the reducing price being paid by the big retail buyers to their 

suppliers, forcing more and more of them out of business.  

 

The result is what we see on the shelves today.  

• Imported broccoli from Spain,  

• Imported tomatoes from Holland, strawberries from Egypt, raspberries from Morocco.  

• All these crops can be grown and produced almost 10 months of the year here in Ireland, but only if 

the retailers pay the cost of local sustainable production.  

 

Below Cost Selling 

Below cost selling must be prohibited.  

 

IFA is calling on this to be enshrined into Irish law and regulated by the new Food Regulator Office.  The 

discounting and degrading of food must be stopped. Retail buyers must be held accountable for the declining 

number of farmers in these vulnerable sectors of Irish food production, that depend on the Irish domestic retail 

market.  

 

It is a sad state of affairs when farmers that are producing beef and dairy products, where over 90% of what 

we produce in Ireland is exported, are doing better in world markets than farmers suppling fresh fruit, 

vegetables, pork and poultry to be consumed here in Ireland.  

 
4 Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine 
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I am calling on every Deputy and Senator here today to ensure that there is legal protection given to the 

producers of food.  

Legislation on the Office of The Food Regulator must be prioritised and must be underpinned with statutory 

powers of enforcement.  

Below cost selling must be banned.  

Fairness must be is returned to a fundamentally unfair food supply chain. 

 
ENDS  
 
 
Background Information 

The IFA is Ireland’s largest farming organisation, with 72,000 farmer members covering all production systems. The Association is 

structured with 947 branches and 29 County Executives across the country.  

Myself as IFA President and various Committee Chairmen, along with branch and county representatives are democratically elected 

by the farmer membership. IFA represents all farming sectors at National, European and International level. Through our office in 

Brussels, the IFA represents Irish farmers on the European umbrella body of farm organisations COPA/COGECA. In addition, the IFA 

is the representative for Irish farmers on the World Farmers’ Organisation. 

 

Horticulture sector overview 

Horticulture is the 4th largest sector Irish agriculture, behind beef, dairy and pigs, with a farm gate value of €477million (DAFM 

2019) The sector encompasses vegetables, fruits, ornamentals, trees, mushrooms and protected crops (in glasshouses). It has a 

strong regional and rural economic and employment footprint and is a very important part of the rural community and economy. Of 

this €477 million, Bord Bia data suggest that food horticulture accounts for 86 per cent or €410.2 million, and amenity horticulture 

accounted for 14 per cent or €67 million. It is estimated by the DAFM that the horticultural sector accounts for 6,600 full-time staff in 

primary production. 

 

Pig sector overview 

The pig sector is of significant importance to the national and rural economy. It is the third largest of the livestock sectors after dairy 

and beef with a farm-gate value of €510 million. It accounts for 6.3% of the output value of the agri-food sector and generated 

exports valued at €930 million in 2021. The sector supports approximately rural 8,000 jobs. 

 

Poultry sector overview 

The farm-gate value of output of the poultry meat sector was just over €170m at producer prices in 2019.  The CSO also estimate 

the output value of the egg sector at €74 million at producer prices in 2019. The poultry sector directly supports just over 5,000 jobs 

in the rural Irish economy. 
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Background to Unfair Trading Practices Regulations: 

In April 2019 Ireland adopted the EU Directive Adopted on UTP EU Directive No. 2019/633 on unfair trading practices in Business-

to-Business relationships in the agricultural and food supply chain. European Union (Unfair Trading Practices in the agricultural and 

food supply chain) Regulations 2021. All new contracts /agreement covered by the UTP Regulations must be compliant from July 

2021 and all existing contracts/agreements must be compliant by 28th April 2022.   

The UTP regulations aim to protect weaker suppliers against unfair trading practices (UTPs) by stronger buyers in the agricultural and 

food supply chain.  

There are 10 (‘black’) UTPs that are prohibited in all circumstances and n additional 6 (‘grey’) UTPs prohibited unless previously 

agreed in clear and unambiguous terms in a supply agreement between buyer and seller. The UTP regulation requires Ireland to 

establish an Enforcement Authority (EA) in the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine which is in place.  

The 16 UTP’s cover the following: 

• Payment timeframes period, (but not the actual payment terms!) 

• Termination and security of supply contracts,  

• Change to contracts by the buyer without agreement  

• Payment not related to a specific transaction 

• Risk of loss and/or deterioration transferred to the supplier 

• Misuse of trade secrets by the buyer 

• Refusal of written supply agreement Misuse of trade secrets by the buyer 

• Commercial retaliation by the buyer 

• Transferring the costs of customer complaints to the supplier  

  

Six Grey UTP’s which are prohibited unless both supplier and buyer agree 

• The buyer returns unsold products to the supplier without paying for those unsold products 

• Payment by the supplier for stocking, display and listing  

• Payment by the supplier for promotion 

• Payment by the supplier for marketing 

• Payment by the supplier for advertising 

• Payment by the supplier for staff of the buyer, fitting out premises 

  

  

  




