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Business of Joint Committee

Chairman: Apologies have been received from Deputy Martin Browne and Senator Lynn 
Boylan.  Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn is substituting for Deputy Martin Browne.

Before we begin I remind members that due to the current Covid-19 restrictions, micro-
phone positions in the committee room and speaking slots will be prioritised for members of the 
committee.  Members are requested to ensure that for the duration of the meeting their mobile 
phones are turned off completely or switched to airplane, safe or flight mode, depending on the 
device.  It is not sufficient for members to put their phones on silent, as this will still interfere 
with the broadcasting systems. 

Our meeting today is in three parts.  We will first address the impact of Brexit on the fishing 
industry.  The second part, from 10 a.m. to 10.30 a.m., will address African swine fever.  We 
will go into private session from 10.30 a.m. to 11 a.m.  The meeting will be suspended for five 
minutes between the first and second sessions to allow the desks to be sanitised.  On this note, 
I remind members that there are sanitation products throughout the room which should be used 
when taking or vacating a seat.

Impact of Brexit on Fisheries Industry: Discussion

Chairman: I welcome the representatives from the Irish South and West Fish Producers 
Organisation, Mr. Patrick Murphy, CEO, and Mr. Damien Turner, chairman.  Mr Greagoir 
O’Cathasaigh will be joining us remotely.  I would also like to welcome the representative of the 
Killybegs Fishermen’s Organisation, Mr. Seán O’Donoghue, who will be joining us remotely.

We have received the witnesses’ opening statements, which have been circulated to mem-
bers.  Our time is limited due to Covid-19 safety restrictions.  The committee has agreed that 
the opening statements will be taken as read so we can use the full session for questions and 
answers.

I draw the attention of witnesses to the fact that by virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the Defa-
mation Act 2009, witnesses are protected by absolute privilege in respect of their evidence to 
the committee.  However, if they are directed by the committee to cease giving evidence on 
a particular matter and they continue to so do, they are entitled thereafter only to a qualified 
privilege in respect of their evidence.  They are directed that only evidence connected with the 
subject matter of these proceedings is to be given and they are asked to respect the parliamen-
tary practice to the effect that, where possible, they should not criticise or make charges against 
any person, persons or entity by name or in such a way as to make him, her or it identifiable.  

Members are reminded of the long-standing parliamentary practice to the effect that they 
should not comment on, criticise or make charges against a person outside the House or an of-
ficial either by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.

Those participating in the committee meeting from a location outside the parliamentary pre-
cincts are asked to note that the constitutional protections afforded to those participating within 
the parliamentary precincts do not extend to them.  No clear guidance can be given on whether 
or the extent to which their participation is covered by absolute privilege of a statutory nature.
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The Brexit process has reached decision time.  “Morning Ireland” was dominated by talk of 
fisheries this morning, so it is a very opportune time for us to hear the witnesses’ concerns and 
those of their industry.  I will open the floor to members to ask questions and allow an exchange 
of views on issues facing the industry.

Deputy  Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: I thank the representatives of the Irish South and West 
Fish Producers Organisation and the Killybegs Fishermen’s Organisation for their presenta-
tions.  I looked through both of them last night.  They make for very alarming reading.  I will 
direct my first few questions to the Irish South and West Fish Producers Organisation and my 
next questions to the Killybegs Fishermen’s Organisation.

The presentation submitted to the committee by Mr. Patrick Murphy points out that under 
the Common Fisheries Policy Ireland’s share of the fishing opportunities in what would be 
termed UK and Irish waters is 15.5%.  I understand that about half of that catch is within UK 
waters.  The impact of the loss of access to those waters would be absolutely devastating.  Mr. 
Murphy also expressed the concern that if there is no deal or a significant reduction in access 
there will be serious pressure on the Irish exclusive economic zone, EEZ.  The maps included 
in the presentation show the particular pressure that will fall on the southern coast of Ireland.  
Mr. Murphy calls for urgent studies of the environmental and biological impact of the European 
fleet being denied access to UK waters and coming to ours.  He has provided a superb presenta-
tion.  The maps contained in it are deeply alarming.  He particularly emphasises the pressure 
that will be on the shallow waters which are important for trawling.  Can he elaborate on the 
biological and environmental threats posed by this huge displacement?

Mr. Patrick Murphy: I thank the committee for the opportunity to speak.  The easiest way 
to describe this is using the analogy of a football pitch.  We are steeped in GAA history, and I 
am no different from anyone else in the rural community who gets involved in clubs.  Our local 
GAA club might host five or six matches on a Saturday or Sunday.  The pitch can sustain that 
amount of strain.  We can imagine the condition of the field and the mud that would be thrown 
up in the old days, when a ball would be thrown and two villages would fight for it.  That is what 
is going to happen if a massive number of vessels come into an area, regardless of their quota 
share.  We are fearful of the impact on the biologically sensitive area where the boats operate.  
This comes back to one of the meetings we had with the Marine Institute a few years back when 
we discussed the nephrops industry.  One of the scientists said they were alarmed at the rate 
of depletion of the stocks in The Smalls but they found out what had happened, namely, there 
was the displacement of maybe seven or eight Scottish vessels into the area.  That raised the 
concerns with me and that was a few years ago.  It is something that should be investigated and 
we should see what would happen.  The Common Fisheries Policy was designed in the 1970s 
and copper-fastened at the start of the 1980s and we still have the same regime today as we did 
back then.  Everything is changing.  We do not know whether we are going to have access to 
UK waters and we do not know how much fish the UK will be given or will want to take as a 
coastal state and that is going to change the share-outs.

We have just finished a meeting with the Minister this morning and know the hard work 
done in Europe to try to get us the best deal.  I am sure my colleague, Mr. O’Donoghue, will ad-
dress that too.  The complication is we do not know how much fish we will have to give up, we 
do not know how much will be left in the pot and we certainly do not know how many vessels 
are coming in.  There will be some sort of a rebalance because the UK vessels currently fishing 
here will have to go back to their own waters if there is no deal, but I think they number around 
38 or so.  I do not know how many foreign vessels have the opportunity to come in here but we 
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know the Belgium beamers have expressed an interest.  In the past couple of days we discov-
ered their concern was how to get the fish back to market but now that there are two sailings a 
week to Zeebrugge, I think that obstacle has been removed for them.

These are the concerns we have in the Irish south and west.

Deputy  Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: Mr. Murphy reported that there has been a 42% reduc-
tion in vessels over 18 m from 2006 to 2019.  There were 280 vessels over 18 m registered in 
2006 and 165 today, a reduction of 42%.  Even more dramatically, in the 15 m to 18 m category, 
50 vessels have been reduced to 18, a 64% reduction.  Obviously that reflects a very significant 
decline in the sector.  What can we do to create wealth for our coastal communities from the 
immense resource around us?

Mr. Patrick Murphy: We would have to look for a bigger share of the pot.  Not only is 
Brexit going to impact the quota shares we have but we have vessels in the south and west that 
go to the UK coastline and target non-quota species such as cuttlefish.  We have them going up 
to Rockall and catching squid.  When those boats are at those fisheries they are displaced from 
the other share of the pot and that gives more to everybody else.  The system we operate is on a 
monthly basis.  We start at the start of the year and we do a countdown of the quotas.  My organ-
isation advises the Minister every month, together with my colleagues, Mr. Seán O’Donoghue, 
Mr. Hugo Boyle who is not here today, Mr. John Ward, some representatives from the National 
Inshore Fisherman’s Association, NIF, and Mr. Lorcán Ó Cinnéide from the processors.  We 
advise the Minister on a monthly basis.  When we can displace boats ourselves into other fisher-
ies, it alleviates the pressure on certain boats around our own coastline.

All of this is now going to change so in answer to the Deputy’s simple question, we must 
look for more quota.  How do we look for that?  Relative stability now is totally and utterly 
changing.  Once the dust settles we are going to see whether this is going to be renegotiated or 
if we are going to continue with the same share.  If there are fewer fish, if we see a reduction 
in fish of 40% like Mr. Boris Johnson is looking for, then for me that is a reduction of 40% 
on somebody’s fleet so somebody will have to give up that fish.  We do not have a 40% profit 
margin in our fleet.  Our chairman is beside me.  We have already seen massive reductions in 
earnings this year due to Covid and the depletion of the markets so there is no room here for 
manoeuvring in the vessels.  The only thing that has staved off annihilation, as I would describe 
it, is that in fairness the banks have negotiated and have given the boats a break.  Many of our 
members are after putting aside a lot of bills and are holding off but it is necessary to keep their 
boats up to standard and keep the safety on board the boat and that is something we have to be 
very aware of.

The bottom line is we have to look for more species.  We have to try to see if there is any-
where where we can look for fish.  I do not know whether it is possible or not, but the difficulties 
there should not stop us from doing so.

Deputy  Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: I thank Mr. O’Donoghue, CEO of the Killybegs Fisher-
men’s Organisation, and Mr. Murphy for giving the historical context.  The PowerPoint pre-
sentation submitted by Mr. O’Donoghue was also excellent.  It is a pity time does not allow for 
it to be displayed on screen as the maps in particular are so important.  I remember when the 
representatives of the fishing organisations gave a presentation to a previous agriculture com-
mittee about the threat of Brexit and the maps were very stark at that time.

Both representatives have touched on relative stability and in his presentation Mr. 
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O’Donoghue referenced the Hague preferences as giving a little comfort, but only a little bit.  
Do both representatives believe that if - we are all hoping and praying that this does not ma-
terialise - for some reason there is a no-deal scenario that we must immediately revisit the 
Common Fisheries Policy relative stability measures?  I appreciate that in his presentation, Mr. 
O’Donoghue referenced working in partnership with other European member states and the 
fishing organisations.  Obviously it is agreeable that we should stand together and defend the 
common interest but if this does not work out we need to defend the Irish interest.  Does that, 
therefore, require an immediate renegotiation of the Common Fisheries Policy and an immedi-
ate revisiting of relative stability?  Perhaps Mr. O’Donoghue will go first, then Mr. Murphy.

Chairman: I call Mr. O’Donoghue.

Mr. Seán O’Donoghue: I thank the Chairman.  If we end up in a no-deal scenario and we 
have significantly lost percentage share, which I certainly have been moving might and main 
to ensure will not happen, two things would have to be done immediately.  There would have 
to be a revisiting of the shares, as the Deputy said.  The other member states would have to 
compensate Ireland for that.

The Deputy made a very important reference to the Hague preferences.  We are now at a 
defining moment again in the history of Hague preferences.  They are additional quotas that 
Ireland gets every year.  They were enshrined in the Hague Resolution in 1976 and have been 
honoured every year since then in the issuing of the total allowable catch, TAC, quotas.  Now 
that the UK is leaving the European Union of its own volition, the Hague preferences that it has 
will revert to the EU.  I would be looking at that.  Now is the time to really copper-fasten those 
Hague preferences for us and to get an equalisation from the amount that is coming back from 
the UK that we would get a certain amount of that as well.  Though it gets very little commen-
tary, it is well worth noting that this is all about the myth of how the UK lost out here in 1973.  
The UK gained significantly between 1976 and 1983.  It actually ended up getting an additional 
90,000 tonnes of fish from the EU between 1976 and 1983 as compensation for losses in third 
country waters.  Now that it is leaving the EU and taking back those waters, it cannot expect 
to take those presents with it.  When one looks at this on a yearly basis, over the past ten years 
the UK has got €1 billion a year because of those additional quantities of fish it got, beginning 
in 1983.  That is €1 billion over a ten-year period.  We have been screeching from the rooftops 
about this but as a starting point in the negotiations, that has to come off the UK.  I hope I have 
answered the Deputy’s questions on the Hague preferences and the relative stability issue.

Chairman: Deputy Michael Collins requested the witnesses to attend this morning.  I think 
there has been a misunderstanding.  He in not in the Dáil precincts.  The secretariat has advised 
that if he is outside the Dáil precincts he cannot ask a question.  He has been looking to get in 
since the meeting started.  We may meet in private session with people operating outside the 
Dáil.  I am told there is a legal issue with him contributing to a public session when he is not in 
the Dáil precincts.  That is why Deputy Michael Collins has not been called on to contribute.  I 
was not aware of that stipulation.

I call Senator Lombard, followed by Senator Paul Daly.

Senator  Tim Lombard: I welcome both speakers.  I read the presentations last night.  They 
were very informative and gave a very good overview of the future of the fishing industry.  In 
the Armageddon scenario of having no deal on Brexit, not alone would we be locked out of the 
UK waters, we would have an increased fleet in Irish waters, which we all hope will not happen.
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The Seanad Special Committee on the Withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the Euro-
pean Union met yesterday and was addressed by representatives from the Scottish Parliament.  
Their views were very interesting.  They believe that some of its fishing fleet could be displaced 
to Northern Ireland because they believe they will land their catch in Northern Ireland to get 
access to EU market itself.  In such a Brexit scenario, they believe they could lose many of their 
processing jobs to Northern Ireland because some of their fleet may decide not to land their 
catch in Scotland.

The media are reporting that 15% to 18% of the quota is to be transferred to the UK.  What 
impact would that have on our coastal communities?  If that were the Brexit outcome, how 
would towns like Castletownbere and Killybegs survive with a 20% cut in quota?  Would this 
result in vast unemployment issues and a total downturn in the economy?  If there were a 20% 
cut, what should the package be to ensure that the fishing communities could survive? 

Mr. Patrick Murphy: We do not know.  From the media, we hear that the UK Prime Min-
ister is looking for an 80% increase, but that 80% is of the 60% what will be referred to as the 
foreign vessels are now catching.  In my view that would be 48%.  Adding that in, that would be 
an 88% total.  That would only leave 12% of fish in the UK waters for the European fleet.  Those 
figures are frightening and staggering.  No industry could sustain a wallop like that on top of the 
boats that would be displaced into other areas looking for fish.  I am joined today by an operator 
of a vessel for the past 30 years.  He might join the discussion shortly.  I do not want to put any 
pressure on him; it is his first day in here.  Our organisation’s chairman, Damien Turner, is now 
noticing boats that we have not seen in Irish waters previously.  These are new boats, displaced 
boats, coming in to try to catch fish, resulting in added competition.

I would describe it as follows.  If somebody cutting silage got to a field before somebody 
else, there would not me much grass left for the second person.  The first one to arrive will take 
the fish and the next fellow coming along will be looking for those fish.  It is that simple.

With the legal entitlements reduced so dramatically, a significant reduction in the fleets will 
be needed.  As Mr. O’Donoghue said, we look for a fair share of the fish coming back.  I will 
use the Porcupine functional unit for nephrops as an example.  Four countries have entitlements 
there.  Spain has 795 tonnes; France has 498 tonnes; the UK has 387 tonnes; and we have the 
vast bulk of the share which is 957 tonnes.  We normally look for swaps because it is such an 
important fishery to our fishermen.  It sustains many vessels and is a prized fishery.  When the 
UK leaves, how much of the 387 tonnes will we get?  Will it be divided in proportion?

When we joined the EU, it was to allow boats to come into our waters with a traditional 
right, but they did not own the fish.  They had a traditional right to come in and catch fish.  I 
would hate to see that changed now.  That right is copper-fastened.  They could use that right as 
a tradeable commodity without even having to catch anything.  They could use that to go back 
to the UK and say, “I have 1,000 tonnes of monkfish in Irish waters, but I would like to catch it 
in your waters.”  They could trade that, and we would have no skin in the game per se.  As Mr. 
O’Donoghue said, if there is a no-deal Brexit we need to go back and look at all these aspects.  
Before we joined the EU, they were our fishing waters.  They had a traditional right here, but 
in my view, they did not have a traditional right to claim the fish.  That is how the negotiations 
should go forward.  I hope I have explained the fears we have.

The Senator asked about the devastation to our coastal communities.  I will give a story 
from experience.  I started fishing with my father, Danny Murphy from Hare Island.  I left 
school aged 18 and went fishing in a small half-deck 27 ft. vessel.  We targeted what I was 
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told were aristocracy fish, lobsters, crabs, spider crabs and shrimps - the expensive stuff.  We 
did it fairly well and made a good living out of it.  During the wintertime we took in our pots 
and protected them, leaving us free.  We normally spent the winter repairing gear and getting it 
ready.  If I was lucky enough, I might get a berth in one of the 30 trawlers out of Baltimore, but 
it would take a month to get to get my name in to get the berth on the boat.  However, there are 
no boats in Baltimore now.  Only one or two families have managed to keep that going.  That 
was the sacrifice made in the past.

If that happens again, places like Ballycotton could be wiped out and even Union Hall could 
suffer greatly.  These are jobs in the local community that will not be replaced by anything else 
anytime soon.  That will mean fewer mechanics in the garages, fewer children in the schools 
with a loss of teachers and more shop closures.  It would be an annihilation of our coastal com-
munities, towns and villages.  That is not something that might happen; it has already happened.  
That could be the final death knell.  About 1,000 fishermen are fishing in the Cork region up as 
far as Dunmore.  BIM has advised that each of those jobs lost will cost five more ashore.  The 
figures are stark.

We do not know, but we have great fears.  We should definitely protect the goose that lays 
the golden egg, which is our fishing grounds.  We cannot damage the biologically sensitive area 
where the fish come to spawn, as can be seen in the maps not from me but from the Marine 
Institute.  They show the value of the Irish fishing grounds not just to our fishing fleet and those 
visiting.  Those fish travel and that is why we are so adamant that the UK cannot just grab those 
fish because they are in its waters when it wants to catch them.  They come to our waters to 
spawn and if they are not spawning, they will not be in UK waters.

That is our argument and I am sure Mr. O’Donoghue agrees with me because he has been 
to the forefront on this.  He is negotiating on both sides of the fence and bringing eight other 
countries together to try to reason with the people on the other side.  It is all about linking the 
trade.  If we break that linkage, we are doomed.  Mr. O’Donoghue discovered that and he has 
been at it for 30 years.  As soon as Brexit became a reality, he knew that this was the only way 
we could protect ourselves.

Mr. Seán O’Donoghue: I want to go back to the question of the 15% or 18%.  I caution 
everybody about listening to sound bites.  On hearing this figure, one automatically assumes it 
is 15% or 18%.  My first question is about the species and areas are involved.  The North Sea, 
the English Channel, the Irish Sea, the west of Ireland, the north west of Ireland and the Celtic 
Sea are all involved here.  There are large numbers of stocks in the North Sea that we do not 
have an interest in.

The devil is in the detail.  Irrespective of whether it is David Frost, Boris Johnson, Michel 
Barnier or Ursula von der Leyen who give us sound bites, I want to see if there is a deal and 
to read what the text states about access, quota shares and whether the agreement will be re-
viewed.  According to media sources we have reached the end phase of the three major areas of 
a level playing field, governance and fisheries.  The mood afoot seems to be one where we can 
sort out the level playing and governance but can leave fisheries, which is unacceptable.  None 
of the Heads of Government has agreed that that would be case.  As late as yesterday, we got 
confirmation from our Minister, Government and, indeed, other Governments that fisheries will 
not be separated from the other trade areas, which is absolutely critical here.  Somebody could 
claim that the deal is good but only lasts three years and if that is the case, then it is the same as 
a no-deal for us.  If we end up with that scenario, it will lead to the demise of our very healthy 
Irish seafood sector that generates €1.22 billion for the coastal peripheral areas that stretch from 
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counties Donegal to Cork to Louth.  Our coastal communities depend on fisheries.  If we lose 
access then over a period of two years we could lose between 5,000 and 6,000 jobs out of the 
16,100 jobs in the industry.  In addition, the value of the seafood sector could also decrease 
from €1.22 billion to €600 million.  Therefore, to prevent the demise of the seafood industry, 
we must collectively move might and main.  We are at the end game so people must be strong 
and hold their nerve.  We have been told that there will be no trade deal if there is no fisheries 
agreement.  I expect the Government, the other Governments and Michel Barnier to honour the 
mandate they have got in relation to this matter.

Senator  Paul Daly: Like previous speakers, I thank the witnesses for their comprehensive 
submissions.  Even though we have seen the maps it would be good for the committee to ex-
amine them again because when one concentrates a little more thoroughly on the issue at hand 
they are frightening.  We are in a vacuum and hope for the best but we must still consider the 
worst possible scenario.

Let us leave the numbers and percentages aside.  Fish spawning in Irish waters and their 
migration have been mentioned.  How would the loss of access to certain geographical areas of 
water affect the variety and types of fish that we can land?  In a worst case scenario, could we 
end up being unable to supply our domestic market because the fish that we process here has 
been exported?  This year, 2020, has been an exceptional year for the food sector but my ques-
tions concern a normal year.

Will the voisinage arrangement cease or can it exist afterwards to our advantage?  Con-
versely, would the arrangement with whatever scenario be the death knell for some of our fleets 
and fishermen who operate along our coasts between zero and 6 km off the coast?  Will the ar-
rangement remain in situ in a no-deal scenario yet allow the Northern Ireland fleet to fish along 
our coast where we are banned?

I am very interested in hearing about the different varieties of fish and the affect on the ex-
port market but, more importantly, the domestic supply and food chain.

Mr. Seán O’Donoghue: I thank the Senator for his questions.  In terms of fish species, the 
two main species that drive the Irish fishing industry are mackerel and Nephrops norvegicus or 
Dublin Bay prawns.  We are 30% dependent on access to the UK market with whitefish species, 
such as cod, haddock, whiting, monkfish, hake and megrim.

In terms of fishing, yes, we would be able to fish mackerel in our own waters but the qual-
ity and price would probably be a third of what it is at the moment thus making it uneconomic.  
Nephrops or Dublin Bay prawns differ from mackerel in that they are sedentary for which we 
need 40% access to the UK waters.  We probably would be unable to catch our allocated quotas 
for nephrops because of a lack of access.  Yes, we would have enough fish as our domestic mar-
ket is only 10% of the catch and we export between 80% and 90% of our total catch.

As all of the members will recall, there was a major debate in the Oireachtas on the voisin-
age agreement two years ago.  As members will see when they peruse the Dáil record, one of 
the assurances given was that if we ended up in a no-deal scenario that the arrangement would 
fall, which is also my understanding.  Given that it is a neighbourhood agreement, it could be 
negotiated.

Mr. Patrick Murphy: Mackerel move from the Bay of Biscay to the waters around Iceland 
and Norway whereas the nephrops burrow into the seabed and remain there.  Therefore, if one 
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does not have access to where the nephrops are, then one cannot catch them.

Mr. O’Donoghue and I would like to see the domestic market grow.  I would like more 
people to eat more fish as it is a healthy food.  People who live on the Continent eat multiplies 
of the amount of fish we eat.  If the domestic market grew, then fishermen would get a better 
price and greater reward for their work.  Displacement is not just about boats moving into an 
area.  Fishermen have to make enough money to be able to go to sea again, and to make it at-
tractive enough to bring men out with them.  If one fishery is denied, they have to move on to 
another fishery.  There are myriad complications in moving on.  Pelagic fisheries target their 
pelagic stock, so it does not really affect them per se.  As Mr. O’Donoghue noted, if fish are 
not caught in their prime condition, it is not that they are not good enough to eat or whatever; 
it is just that, like all species, their fat content at different times of the year varies.  Going back 
to the issue of animals in a field, if they are being fed on grass and have then to be taken into 
the house, they will have to be fed nuts and silage to keep up their condition.  The fish do that 
naturally at a certain time of the year and in particular parts of the waters.  If that opportunity 
is missed when they are there to swim, move on and move in their life cycle, they will lose 
conditioning, although that does not mean the fish are not good and wholesome - I want that to 
be understood.  I do not want anybody outside the House thinking they are not of good quality.  
They absolutely are; it is just that the market price would not be top notch at that time of year.  
That is the difficulty.

Coming back to the displacement issue, there are non-quota species in UK waters that can 
be fished without a quota.  It is a good opportunity for boats to displace from the quotas they 
have to give them a little leeway to make some money with another type of fish, and to take 
pressure off other boats.  If the effort is condensed, in the same way as moving boats into an 
area, it will narrow the playing pitch and making it more difficult.  As with the analogy of the 
silage cut, the boat that gets there first gets the lion’s share of the fish.  The fish will come back 
to the areas because that is what fishermen do, namely, protect the tracks of where they go 
fishing and go back to them time and again.  They do that because that is where the fish like to 
congregate for whatever reason, whether currents, tides or the flow of food through that area.  
They just need some time after having being caught for the others to move in from the other 
area.  Again, it is like displacement.

The question the Senator is asking cannot yet be answered.  We know from the negotiations 
that at the start of next year, because of the uncertainty, the Commission has decided to give 
three months of the year and one quarter of the fish in those three months for boats to catch.  
That is their entitlement at the moment and it will be revisited to decide whether access will 
be given.  Access will have a part to play.  There is so much uncertainty at the moment that it 
is difficult to give a definitive answer.  As Mr. O’Donoghue stated, until we see the detail of 
the agreements and what has been decided, it will still be guesswork.  Nevertheless, it has very 
significant implications.

Senator  Paul Daly: I read somewhere, although I cannot remember the figures mentioned, 
that if there is a no deal and the European fleet is barred from what the British are calling the 
British territorial waters, the UK will not have a fraction of the fleet to harvest those waters.  
What effect will that have on stocks down the line?  Will fish migrate?  It might be a silly ques-
tion but when I read about it, I wondered what all the argument was about, given that even if the 
UK got what it was seeking, it would not have the ability to harvest it.  Its own fleet would not 
be able to manage or get anything worthwhile from the waters it would then sail.

Mr. Patrick Murphy: I will pass that question to Mr. Ó Cathasaigh because he has a legal 
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background and I think he would be best suited on our side to answer it.  Mr. O’Donoghue too 
might be able to answer it.

Mr. Seán O’Donoghue: I might comment first.  The Senator is correct to say the UK does 
not have a large enough fleet if it wants to double its catch.  There is no way, however, under 
international law, the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea and the Straddling Fish 
Stocks Agreement, that the UK can legally double its catch.  It has to negotiate with the Euro-
pean Union.  The European Union shares with the UK 119 of the 143 stocks for which there are 
tax and quotas.  The UK and the EU are duty bound under international law to talk to each other 
about the sustainability of those stocks, whether they like it or not.  A doubling of the UK’s 
catch cannot happen because that would mean it was fishing the stock unsustainably.  I do not 
envisage that scenario happening because, although people are not saying it, the UK is barred 
under international law from doing it.

Mr. Gréagóir Ó Cathasaigh: Depending on how they are counted, between 300 and 400 
European-registered boats - French, Dutch and Spanish - fish in the exclusive fishery limits of 
the British economic zone.  In a no-deal scenario, from 1 January they would not have access 
to British waters, nor to British fishing grounds, nor to British stocks.  They would be displaced 
from British waters.

Two questions arise, namely, where the boats are supposed to go and what is to happen to 
the stocks in British waters.  We may well say they will be allowed to catch only that which 
is allowable under ICES advice within their waters, but there is nothing to stop them building 
their own fleet to reach that number of boats to be able to catch what is in their waters over a 
period of years.  The displacement out of British waters is the main problem, because the boats 
that are displaced will, inevitably, flood into Irish waters or be decommissioned.  To be honest, 
I cannot see the Dutch, the Spanish, the French and the Belgians welcoming that, or the Danes, 
for that matter, in the North Sea.

It is all very well to say that under international law, and under the UN Convention on 
the Law of the Sea and Straddling Fish Stocks Agreement, the UK cannot do that, but Boris 
Johnson promised what might be called the most fervent Brexit supporters that from 1 January, 
whatever else happened, Britain would have its fishing rights back.  That is the promise he made 
and he is staring down the barrel of a gun if he does not have that.  Whatever deal he does has 
to take account of that.  That is the real political problem, as I see it.

The UK might well be inclined to give away whatever quantity of fish it likes from 1 Janu-
ary, once it has control over its own waters.  It is as simple as that.  They are the two immovable 
objects in this.  We want to maintain and retain access to British waters and to the stocks within 
British waters, whether they are spawning and migrating into British waters or straddling stocks 
across the demarcation lines between the various national waters.  Does it really matter if the 
British insist that on 1 January, everybody is out and that they will deal with the matter on a 
country-by-country basis or with the European Union to give it access back in?  That is the real 
issue.

Deputy  Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: I have a question for Mr. O’Donoghue.  He focused on 
trade in his presentation.  An important point is the dependence of the British fishing industry 
on the European market.  I will invite him to elaborate on this shortly.  It is 74% dependent on 
the European market.  The value to the British fishing industry in accessing that market is €1.2 
billion.  The important products are salmon, Norway lobster, scallops and crabs.  The thing that 
may have been missing from the equation is that one can catch all the fish one likes, but there 



JAM

11

has to be a market for the fish.  A significant percentage of that market is in the European Union.  
Maybe we need to inject some reality into the chest-beating we are seeing from certain quarters 
in Britain.

Mr. Seán O’Donoghue: I am pleased the Deputy brought up that question because it is a 
key question.  All we hear about is what Boris Johnson will do for the catching sector.  We do 
not ever hear that the UK market for fish products is 74% dependent on the EU.  From the be-
ginning, immediately after the referendum, we went after that.  It is all down to access, quota 
share and linkage to other trade areas, not just seafood trade.  To be fair to Michel Barnier, when 
he was doorstepped during the week, he made it clear that if the UK wants free access to the 
Internal Market, whether for seafood, energy, financial services, the car industry or whatever 
else, there needs to be a reciprocal arrangement for fisheries.  That is why this linkage is so 
important.  Eleven areas are being discussed here and the European Union has the upper hand 
in ten of them.  If any negotiator worth his salt cannot deliver on the 11th area, he is not doing 
a good job.  The Deputy has highlighted a key issue about the seafood market but it is not just 
about that.  The linkage applies to all the areas.  That is a fundamental principle.  If it is thrown 
under the bus at the eleventh hour, it will be a disaster for the Irish fishing industry.

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: I thank the witnesses for their submissions.  Regarding the 
Northern Ireland protocol, I recall that there were previously problems with fishing boats being 
hauled in due to a law not being put into force.  What will happen with Irish fishing boats going 
into Northern fishing areas and vice versa with the protocol?  Is there an arrangement in place?

Mr. Seán O’Donoghue: There is uncertainty about this.  I understand there is some provi-
sion in the Northern Ireland protocol regarding Northern Irish vessels landing in the South in 
the event of a no-deal scenario.  My understanding is that does not apply to the Irish vessels.  It 
is something about which I have sought clarity from the Department of Foreign Affairs and the 
Department of Agriculture and the Marine.  I await that clarity.  It is a pertinent and relevant 
question.  If it transpires that there is no deal, there could be vessels from Northern Ireland that 
would be able to land only in Killybegs or Castletownbere which is nonsense if they are small 
vessels and, vice versa, we would be able to land only in the designated ports, and I am not sure 
whether there are any designated in Northern Ireland.  A no-deal scenario throws everything up 
in the air.  It will be an unmitigated disaster if that happens.

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: Can Mr. O’Donoghue not get clarification on that at the 
moment?

Mr. Seán O’Donoghue: To be fair, there seems to be ambiguity about whether what I am 
saying is correct.  I was waiting for confirmation about whether it is the case that vessels from 
Northern Ireland can still land in the South under the Northern Ireland protocol in a no-deal 
scenario.  I know it applies with regard to matters on land because there is no border, as such, 
between North and South.  My understanding is that Northern Irish vessels have that option but 
that Southern vessels do not have that option.

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: Would it be helpful if this committee wrote to the Minister 
and sought clarification for Mr. O’Donoghue?

Mr. Seán O’Donoghue: Absolutely.  I have asked this question on a number of occasions 
and have been told I will get an answer.

Chairman: I thank the witnesses for attending and engaging constructively on the topic of 
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Brexit and its impact.  Deputy Michael Collins has been listening to the debate all morning and 
it was at his request a week or so ago that the witnesses were asked to come in.  I was not aware 
that he could not contribute in public session from outside Leinster House or the Convention 
Centre.  He has listened to the full debate and I am sure he will be in touch with the witnesses 
after this exchange of views.  The witnesses’ presentation has highlighted the situation to the 
committee.  The secretariat will follow through on Deputy Fitzmaurice’s request and try to 
provide clarification.

Sitting suspended at 9.58 a.m. and resumed at 10.04 a.m.

African Swine Fever: Discussion

Chairman: I welcome representatives from the Irish Farmers’ Association national pig and 
pigmeat committee: Mr. Robert Malone and Mr. Shane McAuliffe, and Mr. Roy Gaille, chair-
man, who will join us remotely; also joining us remotely is Mr. David Ronan, a pig and dairy 
farmer.

Before we begin, I wish to give an important notice in regard to parliamentary privilege.  
Witnesses are protected by absolute privilege in respect of the evidence they give to the com-
mittee.  However, if they are directed by the committee to cease giving evidence on a particular 
matter and they continue to so do, they are entitled thereafter to only qualified privilege in re-
spect of their evidence.  They are directed that only evidence connected with the subject matter 
of the proceedings is to be given.  They should respect the parliamentary practice to the effect 
that, where possible, they should not criticise nor make charges against any person, or entity by 
name or in such a way as to make him, her or it identifiable.

Witnesses participating in the committee meeting from a location outside the parliamentary 
precincts should note that the constitutional protection afforded to those participating within the 
parliamentary precincts does not extend to them.  No clear guidance can be given as to whether, 
or the extent to which, this participation is covered by absolute privilege of a statutory nature.

We have received the witnesses’ opening statements, which have been circulated to mem-
bers.  This issue has not got enough media attention and public knowledge is not up to standard.  
It was requested that we bring the witnesses before the committee to get a briefing on the dan-
gers this presents to the industry.  I invite Mr. Ronan to make his opening statement. 

Mr. David Ronan: I thank the committee for giving me the opportunity to make this pre-
sentation on the pig disease threat from African swine fever, which has the potential to cause 
devastation to Ireland’s third largest agricultural sector.  I am a third generation pig farmer 
based in Tipperary.  We have been supplying Irish pig meat for mored than 50 years and em-
ploy more than 60 people.  In the past few years, the biggest threat to our business has been 
the potential for an outbreak of a serious disease and the sourcing of suitable employees for the 
farming sector.

With regard to the African swine fever issue, I will introduce my colleagues shortly and 
they will expand on this issue.  By way of background, I wish initially to outline the reasons I 
have come before the committee today.  The issue of African swine fever is of a serious nature 
for the pig farming community and has been a huge concern to me for a number of years.  I 
have been in contact with my local Tipperary Deputies to try to get this issue elevated and to 
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highlight the seriousness of the problem to this country.  This disease would have far-reaching 
consequences if it arrives here.  One need only note the collapse of the Chinese market when 
they had an outbreak.

Furthermore, I would like to see an all-island approach to protect ourselves from African 
swine fever.  The last two diseases that reached the Republic of Ireland came through North-
ern Ireland, namely, blue ear disease and post-weaning multi-systemic wasting syndrome, or 
PMWS.  Failure to implement a system such as that of Australia, which has stringent border 
controls, will be detrimental to the industry.  Australia has been able to keep out disease for two 
to three decades, and not only African swine fever, but also PMWS and blue ear disease, which 
have severe consequences for the pig industry.

I believe the best way forward is for the Ministers for Agriculture, both North and South, to 
collaborate on an all-Ireland approach to safeguard our health status.  My biggest fear currently 
is that African swine fever has already managed to travel from Asia, through eastern Europe, 
and has now arrived in Germany and Belgium.  It is only a matter of time before the borders 
here are breached.  If we do not act now, the consequences for the agriculture sector will be 
catostrophic.

I will now introduce the order of speakers: first, Shane McAuliffe, pig farmer in County 
Kerry and EU pig ambassador 2019; Roy Gallie, chairman of the IFA pig committee; and Rob-
ert Malone, secretary of the IFA pig committee.  I thank members for their time.

Chairman: As Mr. Ronan said, it is in Germany and Belgium.  Is it in the commercial 
herds?  Where is it?  What are the precautions we need to take here to keep out this disease?  If 
the gentlemen could focus on that for us, we would appreciate it.

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: African swine fever is a viral disease of pigs.  It is causing up to 
100% mortality.  It was first found, as the name suggests, in Africa, in Kenya in the early 1920s, 
with the first transcontinental spread was into Europe in the 1950s and 1960s.  It was eradicated 
in the Iberian Peninsula in the 1970s and 1980s.  It has remained endemic in Sardinia.  The most 
significant transcontinental spread was in 2007 when it went from Africa to Georgia.  From 
then, it spread up through the Caucuses, up through Russia and then into eastern Europe.  That 
led to the most significant disease outbreak, which was China in 2018.

China can be described as a global pork powerhouse.  Half of the world’s pigs are in China.  
In the past two years, they have culled hundreds of millions of pigs, affecting millions of Chi-
nese farmers.  The equivalent of the entire European, Canadian and North American breeding 
herd of pigs has been wiped out with African swine fever in China.

Wild boar are a serious issue.  They have spread it throughout eastern Europe - through the 
Baltic states, Poland and now, most recently, into Germany.  The recent outbreak in Germany, 
while confined only to wild boar, has seen the German price collapse.  As an exporting nation 
ourselves, if African swine fever came here our industry would collapse overnight.

Chairman: Why has the price collapsed?

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: Because the third markets, for example, China, which, as I said, is 
a global pork powerhouse-----

Chairman: But it is not in commercial herds.  It is only in wild boar.
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Mr. Shane McAuliffe: The Chairman is correct but, under the World Organisation for Ani-
mal Health, OIE, rules, if African swine fever is found in a wild boar one’s country is deemed 
positive for African swine fever.  China closed the market to German pigmeat.  Bearing in mind 
that Germany is the third largest exporter of pigmeat to China, it has completely lost that mar-
ket.  They have lost other south-east Asian markets - Vietnam, the Philippines, etc.  Of course, 
that has meant German pigmeat has been dumped on the European market and that has brought 
down prices for the rest of us.

Chairman: What precautions has Germany taken to stop African swine fever spreading 
into its commercial herds?

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: The problem with Germany is the wild boar.  We are very lucky we 
have not got any here.  Wild boar are very destructive and they are spreading it all over Europe, 
as I mentioned.

Of course, on commercial pig farms we have very high biosecurity.  We take a lot of mea-
sures to prevent the spread of disease into farms.  Biosecurity is a big focus here in Ireland.

Chairman: I am sorry for cutting across Mr. McAuliffe.  The understanding of this is poor 
in this country.  It is in the wild herd in Germany.  What are they doing to keep it out of their 
commercial herd?  If it does not get into their commercial herd, surely it cannot transfer to this 
country?  We will not have any contact with their wild boar.  If they can keep it confined to the 
wild species, where is the threat to our herd?

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: The virus survives in infected pigmeat.  In terms of wild boar, we 
would be concerned that hunters who are going to Europe and coming back to Ireland would 
have the virus on their clothing, on knives, etc.

Another concern of ours is pigmeat coming to Ireland in passengers’ suitcases via the air-
port.  I wrote a paper two years ago with the Royal Veterinary College of London and my main 
finding was that at the time there were 28 routes out of Dublin Airport to destinations where 
African swine fever was present.  We do not know if passengers bring in pigmeat in their hand 
baggage.  They are not checked.  It is only for the hold baggage that the National Disease Con-
trol Centre in Dublin Airport has a sniffer dog, Josie, which is looking for pigmeat or any kind 
of meat in passengers’ luggage but eastern Europeans, with the low-cost airlines, very much 
carry it in their hand baggage.  The worry is that infected pigmeat might be brought into Ireland, 
that it would be discarded inappropriately and that it would end up in the food chain.  Someone 
feeding discarded infected pigmeat to a pig would lead to African swine fever coming here.  It 
is as simple as that.  Of course, that is how foot and mouth disease spread in 2001.

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: Is Mr. McAuliffe saying that it could be on the raw meat of 
a pig that comes from Germany to here?

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: The commercial meat is fine because African swine fever is not in 
any commercial herd in Germany.

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: Does it travel in the meat?.

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: Yes.  The virus is inactivated if it is kept at 60°C for an hour or so.  
It can survive in salted and cured fresh-frozen pork.

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: Can I ask a few questions?
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Chairman: Yes, of course.

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: First, I thank the IFA for its submission.  Going by the sub-
mission, Mr. McAuliffe seems to be referring to the 1,641 other farmers.  They state there are 
265 commercial farms.  There are a total of 1,641 active herds.  What is the IFA saying to them?  
Is it saying they should not have their pigs outside?  Is it saying they should not be farming 
pigs at present?  Will Mr. McAuliffe give me his view on that?  Is there any danger in semen or 
is semen imported for pigs?  I presume the IFA has looked for a complete ban on all live pigs 
coming in from any other country to shut down shop in this country.

In China, as I saw only the other day, interestingly, there is a guy who seems to have built a 
pig farm that is like a multistorey carpark.

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: Yes.

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: I do not know what percentage of China he is able to cover 
but it looks impressive.  I understand that some countries, such as Spain, were 15 years trying 
to get rid of swine flu and they were not able to do so.  What have these guys in China done 
so that they are able to build this massive multistorey pig farm and these pigs do not have the 
swine flu?

The IFA seems to be saying that the flood of German pork, as a result of being banned from 
export to China even though the disease is not in its herd, is crippling the sector in Europe.  I 
understood it was a boom time for the pig men.  They struggled for many years.  It is a long way 
from, when we were young, having a farrowing pen, a litter of bonhams and a sow.  We had this 
years ago.  Are we exporting a lot of pigmeat to China?  When one considers the likes of these 
guys with their multistorey pig farm, is that market dropping?

Will Mr. McAuliffe give me his views on the ordinary pig farmer, for example, the organic 
farmer?  Long ago, they used to ring the pig but I think that is illegal now.  One could put rings 
in their noses and let them out in the fields. That does not happen now.

Does African swine fever travel?  Is there a danger that a bird can bring it from the boar in 
Germany to a pig here, if the pigs are outside?

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: I thank the Deputy for the questions.  First of all, I stress it is not 
a flu.  It is African swine fever virus.  It is not a public health threat.  It is not a risk to human 
health of any kind.

Starting with the small holders and backyard pig producers, we commend the Department of 
Agriculture, Food and the Marine’s National Disease Control Centre which has done fantastic 
work in reaching small holders in Ireland but our worry is that there are unregistered pigs we do 
not know about.  In the case of any notifiable disease outbreak, not necessarily African swine 
fever, if there was such an outbreak, the Department would not know of these pigs in the sur-
veillance zones and in the control zones.  This is an ongoing threat.  We found it very difficult 
to pinpoint how the Department finds out about people who have unregistered pigs.  Even for 
a pet pig, you must have a pig herd number.  Many people do not understand that.  Much work 
needs to be done to get this information out to people with backyard and pet pigs.

Deputy Fitzmaurice mentioned the multistorey pig farm in China, an image of which has 
gone viral in the past week.  I think there are 80,000 sows on that farm, which is half the size 
of our entire herd here in Ireland.  What we are seeing now in China is what we saw about ten 
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years ago in Russia.  When the disease spread through Russia it affected backyard pig produc-
ers who had very poor biosecurity.  They were compensated by the Government and massive 
mega-farms were built in Russia in their place.  Again, we are seeing that now in China.  The 
backyard pig producers are the ones-----

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: Where are the farmers getting the bonhams or the sows?  If 
the farms were infected, where are all these pigs coming from?

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: In the case of Russia, a very well-known Irish company, Hermitage, 
was exporting gilts to Russia for quite some time.  The Danes are currently exporting quite a lot 
of gilts to China.  As we have seen happen in Russia, China is now is building these mega-farms 
and we expect that by the end of 2021 China should be at about 80% of what it was at before 
the 2018 outbreak.

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: Some 850,000 gilts are heading off that way from Den-
mark.  The IFA has talked about flooding the market in Europe.  Are those pigs not gone out of 
the market in Europe now?

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: There are specific herds that are solely breeding and exporting fe-
males for those markets.  The Chinese Government has invested €26 billion in the last two 
years to get China back up to where it was.  It is spending a colossal amount there and is really 
working hard to get the country back up and running.

Chairman: Is there a vaccination for the disease or is culling the only option?

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: There is no vaccine, and the disease has a 100% mortality rate so 
those countries had to cull all the animals that became infected or were impacted by the virus.

Chairman: Where did they get fresh stock that were healthy?

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: Denmark.

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: Yes, from the Danes and many other countries which were exporting 
live pigs as breeding stock.

Chairman: The pigs would be quarantined when they come in.

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: Exactly.

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: Maybe I am picking this up wrong, but what I cannot 
fathom is that, if that many pigs are going out there to become sows and breed, there has to be 
a vacuum somewhere, be it in breeding pigs in Europe or in killing pigs.  That market was not 
there before, until the other pigs died.

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: Yes, but there are also clean Chinese herds that have been breeding 
for the local market.  They would be a large percentage of that.

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: What about the semen?  Is there any danger there?

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: No.  Semen is okay because we have Irish boar studs here and any 
live breeding gilts or breeding boars are kept in quarantine when they arrive here.

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: Have we stopped bringing in pigs completely?
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Mr. Shane McAuliffe: No, we can still bring in pigs.

Deputy  Michael Fitzmaurice: Is that not a risk?

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: No it is not, because they are kept in quarantine.  There is testing 
and surveillance before they leave their country in Europe and again when they get here.  That 
is overseen by the National Pig Health Council.

Mr. Robert Malone: We have a strict protocol for importing live pigs.  Most of the ones 
that come in are breeding pigs with high genetic merit.  They are quarantined and tested on both 
sides, before they leave the country of export and when imported into Ireland.  That is the key 
point.  The risk is not in the commercial production herd.  China’s production system was based 
on farmers with 100 pigs, like Ireland 50 years ago, and it spread through those farms.  The 
biosecurity was not there and now China is moving towards big, intensive and biosecure units.  
We have a good production system on our 265 commercial farms, where biosecuirty is highly 
maintained, so that is not the risk.  The risk is in our backyard flocks.  We have 1,600 registered 
flocks and there is probably the same again not registered.  That is where we need to get out 
with the Department, to make sure they are registered and make sure those farmers know it is 
illegal to feed swill waste to those pigs.  That is the risk.  If someone has two pigs on his or her 
back lawn and one pig gets African swine fever, the whole industry suffers.  We would get shut 
out of Asian markets like China straight away.  Even with the recovery that will happen in the 
Chinese market, it is still the biggest importer of pork in the world and it will still be a very 
important importer, especially for cuts that we might not consume here.  Its delicacy is not hams 
or fillets but parts of the pig we do not eat.

Last year, we exported €950 million worth of pig meat.  Some 25% of that went to China 
and that was all cuts that might have been rendered if we did not have China to take them.  Simi-
larly, Chinese people do not eat the same cuts of beef we eat.  It is putting value back into the 
animal, the pig or whatever we export, because we would have to almost pay to get rid of those 
cuts if we did not have those markets.  It is vital to keep them.  One of the main processors told 
me recently that if it did not have China, 20 cent would be gone off the price of the pigs in the 
morning.  At the start of 2020, Teagasc predicted a price for the year of around €2 a kilogram, 
and rightly so.  That is a great price and everything would have been perfect with that.  We are 
now down to €1.50 or just a little above it, which is just breaking even.  Pig meat production is 
a volatile market; it goes up and down.  The rest of Europe is down below €1.30 now because 
of the German impact and being restricted from markets.

It is very important to keep African swine fever out and we have an opportunity as an island 
to do that.  The crux of today’s meeting is two asks.  First, we need an all-Ireland approach with 
our counterparts in the North.  We are an island so we should be able to keep this out.  The high 
risk of wild boar is not present in Ireland.  This disease is going to be brought in by unassum-
ing travellers.  Second, we need to inform the public about this.  Travel has been restricted due 
to Covid but it is going to come back eventually and we need to inform people.  I will bring in 
our pig chairman, Mr. Roy Gallie, who is present online.  He is a pig farmer in my county of 
Kildare.

Chairman: Senator Daly has a few questions.  I will let him in and then we can bring Mr. 
Gaille in.

Senator  Paul Daly: Some of what I was going to ask about has been covered already.  The 
Chairman himself mentioned a vaccine.  In the current climate we all consider ourselves epide-
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miology experts.  I am intrigued because Mr. McAuliffe said this disease has been in existence 
since the 1920s.  Is there any progress as regards a vaccine or was there ever a move towards 
one?  Would one be feasible or would that be part of the solution to keeping the disease out of 
the country?  He also mentioned lads going out hunting and bringing back the bit of meat in 
their bag illegally.

A few years ago, Mr. McAuliffe highlighted that the contents of a full Irish breakfast in a 
well-known chain here might not be not of Irish origin.  I picked up on that point and raised in 
the Seanad.  Is there any danger that possibly undesirable but officially imported pork, hams or 
rashers could be opening the gate to the disease?

I ask the witnesses to elaborate a little, for my own information as much as anything, on how 
the disease affects the pigs.  Will it eventually kill them if they are not eliminated or terminated 
to avoid the spread?

It has already been said but it is important to reiterate that there is not a human issue here.  
Most definitively, it is the life of the pig we are talking about.  Even if something does get 
through the net, there are no human consequences.  It is vitally important that we get that mes-
sage out there.  This meeting should be solution-driven.  We do not want to start scaremonger-
ing.  We cannot reiterate that point half enough for the market and especially given the time of 
year that is in it because there is a lot of scaremongering at the moment.  While Christmas is not 
going to be traditional, there is talk of Avian flu in turkeys and the last thing we want is a mes-
sage going out about African swine fever in the ham portion of the traditional Christmas meal. 

Mr. Roy Gallie: I am glad to join the meeting.  I will concentrate on the two areas in which 
we are looking to act.  That is what is most important.  This has never been more prudent than 
it is at the moment, with the different Covid figures in the two halves of our country.  We now 
need a comprehensive all-island agreement on animal disease, and to govern the movement of 
livestock and other potential threats on this island with statutory powers.  Before travel hope-
fully opens up next year, we need a serious and all-encompassing public awareness campaign 
focused on the movements of people and products into this country, North and South combined.

To deal with the Senator’s worries about the ham on the Christmas table, he can rest quite 
easy on this one because there is no threat to humans from this disease.  It is an entirely pig-
related disease.   The disease is fatal in pigs and as of yet there is no vaccine.  I imagine if there 
was one, China would have found it, because that country’s pig industry has been absolutely 
decimated.  Some 300 million pigs have been killed in China.  That is a colossal amount.  I will 
stop there and take any further questions. 

Senator  Paul Daly: To clarify, I do not have that worry.  I was making exactly the opposite 
point.  I want to get the message out that there is no worry about Christmas ham.  I do not want 
the conversation to worry other people.

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: We have one concern about the communication of the science.  Peo-
ple are confusing African swine fever with swine flu, which conveys lots of negative images of 
the pandemic several years ago.  African swine fever only affects pigs.  The Senator asked about 
the clinical science.  As the name suggests, pigs will get a high fever, become lethargic and go 
off their feed.  There is a reddening of the ears and 100% mortality.

Senator  Paul Daly: The IFA highlighted the question of the full Irish breakfast a couple of 
years ago.
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Mr. Shane McAuliffe: In the event of an outbreak anywhere in Europe, control and surveil-
lance zones are set up.  There is regionalisation.  Any pork in the affected region cannot be ex-
ported.  There is little risk of pig meat carrying the virus getting into Ireland.  We do not import 
much pork from the African swine fever-positive countries in eastern Europe.

Deputy  Matt Carthy: I apologise for not being here, but I listened to the witnesses’ open-
ing remarks in my office.  I thank them for their contributions.  The witnesses may have touched 
on this already.  Some countries have had African swine fever and have managed to eliminate 
it.  Has that been done entirely through isolation and culling?  This is a unique conversation 
for us, because usually we discuss our response to crises after they happen.  This is a situation 
where we are trying to avoid a crisis.  It is very important that this committee conveys to the 
relevant Departments that we have an opportunity to put the necessary protections in place.  We 
need the all-island animal health and welfare strategy to be implemented.  There is a strategy 
in place, with associated agreements and memorandums of understanding.  We need to ensure 
these measures are robustly implemented.

Who is responsible for that?  Does it fall entirely to the two Departments?  Is there an over-
sight body?  Is there a role for an organisation like safefood, a North-South implementation 
body with a particular role where food safety is concerned?  Does it have a responsibility here?  
Could this committee recommend liaising with those organisations?  Do the witnesses get a 
sense that communication between the two Departments is poor?  I take it that the reason they 
are here is that they have a particular concern at this time, more so than previously.

Finally, Senator Daly referred to the importation of pig meat to restaurants and retailers in 
Ireland.  That is a product they could easily source locally, never mind on the national market.  
Do the witnesses believe there is scope for better country-of-origin labelling for meat products 
under EU rules?  Is that something this committee should pursue?

Mr. Shane McAuliffe: I thank the Deputy for his comments and questions.  His first point 
concerned countries that have eradicated the disease.  The majority of those countries, including 
the Czech Republic and Belgium, only had the virus among wild boar.  It did not affect commer-
cial herds.  A lot of eastern European countries like Romania and Bulgaria are still very badly 
affected and are experiencing a lot of virus outbreaks.

Regarding pig meat origin, we in Ireland are quite renowned for our national DNA database.  
The DNA of every single boar in the country is kept on a national database, which allows the 
IFA to go into any supermarket, restaurant, hotel or deli in the country, pick up a piece of pig 
meat and test to see if it is Irish or not.  The IFA can find out if a restaurant is actually serving a 
full Irish.  Mr. Robert Malone might comment on the policy.

Mr. Robert Malone: I would like to highlight the point on DNA and the origin of meat.  We 
have country-of-origin labelling in Europe.  That is enforced and regulated by the HSE and the 
Food Safety Authority of Ireland.  The pig farmers of Ireland set the DNA scheme up through 
the IFA.  It has made great progress.  Any retailer in Ireland today offers Bord Bia quality-as-
sured pig meat.  A buyer can be 100% certain that it comes from an Irish farm.  We are making 
progress in the food service sector, which is not as compliant and does not always have an Irish 
offering.  Using the DNA database we can take a sample of a rasher, sausage, etc., in any food 
service outlet and find out whether it is Irish.  Through our communications with them, the IFA 
has convinced many people to offer-----

Deputy  Matt Carthy: Does Mr. Malone accept that there is not the same level of emphasis 
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as with other products?  Restaurants, even fast food outlets, make it very clear that they serve 
Irish beef.  It is very obvious if that is not mentioned.  It is not the same for pork-based products.

Mr. Robert Malone: The Deputy is right.  That does not apply to pork or chicken.  We 
are working on that.  We are a pig meat exporting country, although we consume more rasher 
meat than we produce.  We are working on that, and there is growth potential in our pig indus-
try.  That important work would be undone if African swine fever appeared in one pig in one 
farmer’s backyard.  We would lose all those markets and devastate the industry.  That is why 
we are here.

Regarding overall policy and an all-Ireland approach, we have an overarching strategy but 
we wish to highlight it and raise it to the highest levels.  We need our Minister to meet with the 
Minister in the North and raise the profile of this issue.  Covid-19, bird flu and other issues are 
always on the agenda, but we have an opportunity to make sure we have the strictest protocols 
and do everything we can to stop this virus before it comes into the country.  We have benefits 
other countries do not have; we are an island and we do not have a wild boar population.  We 
are here to highlight the reasons we cannot allow the virus in.  We have solutions. 

Deputy  Matt Carthy: We had previously agreed to arrange to meet with our counterparts 
in the Stormont Committee for Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs.  Perhaps we could 
include this item in our agenda whenever that happens.

Chairman: That is a good point.  I would like to thank the witnesses for coming in, both 
those who joined us physically and those who contributed remotely.  They have given us a good 
overview of the issue.  The only thing they did not mention was the increase in feed costs.  This 
is an added complication, which affects all farming sectors, but the pig industry is more depen-
dent on feed.

I assure the witnesses that we will draft a letter to the Minister and the Secretary General of 
the Department highlighting their two priorities.  They have been very clear on their asks.  It 
has been said here that we are trying to close the door before the horse has bolted.  More often 
than not we are chasing the tail of a crisis.  We are ahead of the game here.  This virus is not in 
the country at the moment and the witnesses have very sensible asks: to increase awareness and 
to implement an all-Ireland approach.  An all-Ireland approach is imperative for every disease.  
A disease does not know when it is crossing a border.  We will do that and we will send the wit-
nesses copies of the documentation.  They should feel free to keep in communication with us 
and we will highlight this issue with both the Minister and the Secretary General.

The joint committee suspended at 10.39 a.m., resumed in private session at 10.45 a.m. and 
adjourned at 11.13 a.m. until 4 p.m. on Tuesday, 19 January 2021.


