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Irish beef and dairy are competing on supermarket shelves 
around the world. Amid changing eating habits and market 
instability, one point remains the same; consumers want 
to buy a product confident in the knowledge that they are 
getting the best.

We are rightly proud of the unique characteristics of our 
farming system that produces a world class product. But how 
do we prove this to customers, and in turn the shoppers who 
purchase from them, around the world?

In global markets, Irish grass-fed beef and dairy already 
enjoys a positive reputation for high welfare standards and 
sustainability. It is this international reputation that is the 
basis for the recently developed draft application for an Irish 
Grass-fed Beef PGI (Protected Geographical Indication).

PGI status acts as a protected trademark for food, 
recognising and confirming the unique credentials of a 
product. A successful PGI application based on the grass-fed 
credentials of Irish beef provides an invaluable opportunity 
to clearly call out the origin of the product and tap into the 
positive consumer attitudes towards it. Over time, a PGI can 
help secure a more premium position for Irish beef.

The application has been through a thorough consultation 
process since our initial meeting with the European 
Commission in early 2019. We take the opportunity in this 
newsletter to address some of the common queries about the 
application directly with you (see pages six and seven).

Every two years, Bord Bia recognise and reward farmers for 
their exceptional performance as members of the Sustainable 

beef, lamb and dairy assurance schemes through the Origin 
Green Farmer Awards. As well as giving something back to 
our members, the awards allow us to shine a light on the 
great work being done by Irish farmers. 

Due to continued restrictions around indoor gatherings 
we are unable to select new winners this year. Bord Bia 
will instead be highlighting the efforts of Irish farmers in 
a new campaign this November. The campaign aims to 
help counteract some of the criticism faced by farmers by 
demonstrating that farmers are taking proactive steps to 
protect the environment.

In other news, we provide market updates for beef, 
sheepmeat and dairy on pages four and five, while on page 
eight we profile Ireland’s second largest market for beef, the 
Netherlands, and detail a new European campaign to drive 
sales of steak. 

Also in this issue, our Quality Assurance team explains the 
reasoning behind the sustainability survey – which forms part 
of your audit – and how this information is used.

Finally, after what has no doubt been a very busy summer, 
I wish you and your family the best this autumn and thank 
you for your continued support of the Quality Assurance 
programme.

 
Mise le meas,

Tara McCarthy, Bord Bia CEO

Message from Bord Bia
Welcome to the autumn issue of our farmer newsletter 
for members of Bord Bia’s Quality Assurance Schemes 
for beef, lamb and dairy. 
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MEMBER NEWS

The sustainability survey is a four-page document consisting 
of approximately 60 questions. The questions range from 
animal grazing questions to employee welfare questions. 

Teagasc developed the Carbon Footprint and Grass-fed 
models to enable Bord Bia to calculate the carbon footprint 
of your farm and to determine whether your herd meets the 
threshold for the recently developed grass-fed standard (i.e at 
least 90% grass-based on a fresh weight basis). Six sections in 
the sustainability survey are required for the beef and dairy 
Carbon Footprint (CF) and Grass-fed (GF) calculations.

Housing and Turnout 
The reporting of the average date of turnout in the spring and 
housing in the winter is used to report the grazing season 
length of the herd. This information is also used in the carbon 
footprint and grass-fed models to identify the time of year 
animals are housed and when they have access to fresh grass 
or conserved forage. A longer grazing season is associated 
with a lower carbon footprint due to the higher energy 
content of fresh grass and reduced concentrate feeding. 

Manure Management
The application of manure and the dates of application are 
collected in the sustainability survey in order to calculate 
the impact of manure storage and application on the farm’s 
carbon footprint. The method and timing of slurry can 
influence farm emissions. Low Emission Slurry Spreading 
Equipment i.e. Trailing Shoe, can be used to decrease the 
loss of nitrogen to the atmosphere at time of spreading. The 
application of slurry close to the surface of the soil on mild 
days with little sunshine results in greater availability of N 
that can be taken up by the grass roots. The greatest value of 
the Nitrogen in slurry is available to the soil in spring. Teagasc 
recommend to aim for 70% of slurry applied in spring.

Feeding 
The rates of additional feed in the form on concentrates/
straights and whole crop are used in the carbon footprint 
and grass-fed calculations. The emissions of feed are 

influenced by the source and type of individual ingredients. 
Feed emissions can be offset by improving grass quality and 
utilization in the herd thus reducing the need for imported 
feed in the animal’s diet.

Fertiliser
The volume and type of artificial fertilizer applied to a farm is 
collected in the sustainability survey. This data is required to 
calculate the emissions associated with fertilizer production 
and application. It is important to report fertiliser use as 
accurately as possible as emissions from fertilizer can be 
associated with up to 20% of total farm emissions and there 
are many factors that a farmer can consider with relation to 
fertilizer management. 

The application of Treated Urea in place of CAN and straight 
Urea can reduce GHG emissions and Ammonia losses. A 
71% reduction in nitrous oxide emissions can be achieved 
using protected urea. The use of soil test results can be used 
to identify Lime, N, P and K requirements of your soil and 
a Nutrient Management Plan can be used to ensure that 
optimal soil fertility is maintained.

The Sustainability Survey can be completed online before 
your audit at farm.bordbia.ie

The Sustainability Survey
As part of the compliance criteria for the Sustainable Beef and 
Lamb Assurance Scheme (SBLAS) and the Sustainable Dairy 
Assurance Scheme (SDAS), you are required to report on farm 
management activity via the sustainability survey. Below, we 
explain why this information is collected and what is it used for.

Farmer Feedback 

Report
Once a farm is certified to SBLAS or SDAS, a farmer 
feedback report is generated and dispatched to the 
scheme member. The report outlines how their farm 
inputs and activities, as reported in the sustainability 
survey, contribute to greenhouse gas production 
and will contain advice and feedback, formulated in 
collaboration with Teagasc, on how to mitigate against 
these emissions and improve production efficiencies.
For further information or guidance, call the Bord Bia 
Helpdesk on 01 524 0410 (Monday to Friday, 9am to 
8pm).
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Irish Dairy Export Performance 
January to June 2020
Irish dairy export figures for the first six months of the year were resilient particularly against the backdrop of Covid-19 and all that 
accompanied it: foodservice shuttering, severe supply chain disruption and price volatility.

In value terms, for the period January to June, Irish dairy exports are up 8% to €2.5 billion year-on-year.  During this period, Ireland 
exported 786,000 tonnes of dairy products to all corners of the globe. The EU27 remains our largest export destination, accounting 
for 36% (285,000 tonnes) of total exports. The United Kingdom accounted for 20%, down 7% on the same period in 2019 while Africa, 
Asia and the Middle East accounted for 17%, 13% and 6% respectively.

A Year of Two Halves 
for Irish Dairy
In our summer newsletter, we noted that although the outlook for dairy ingredient 
pricing showed some signs of improvement, both exporters and commentators 
were exercising caution due to the tumultuous start to the year and the ambiguity 
that lay ahead. 

Now in autumn, that cautious sentiment remains and has become more bearish 
or negative in its leaning.  Commendably, Irish dairy export performance for the 
first half of the year was robust but there is a growing consensus among many 
within the global dairy community that the latter half of 2020 may bring further 
downward price pressure on core dairy ingredients. 

The reasons for this sentiment are many and extend beyond the effects of Covid-19 
to include the fundamentals of the global dairy industry: supply and demand 
dynamics and other macro influencers, including – of course – Brexit.

Finding new 
markets
Many efforts have been 
made in recent years to find 
alternative markets for Irish 
dairy products as a result of 
the anticipated trading tariffs 
and customs challenges 
associated with Brexit as well 
as our increasing milk output 
since quota abolition in 2015.
The cumulative markets 
within South East Asia are of 
strategic importance to the Irish dairy industry. Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam combined have doubled 
their importation of Irish dairy products since 2015 and last year, total exports of Irish dairy to these markets was valued 
at €163.7 million. Skim Milk Powder, Fat Filled Milk Powder, Whey Powder and Buttermilk Powder all feature in this market 
diversification effort by Irish exporters which has seen ongoing and increased interest from buyers in this region.
Reflecting the strategic importance of the region to the Irish dairy industry, this November, Bord Bia is hosting a Virtual Trade 
Mission with our dairy client companies, the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine and over 150 select buyers from 
Vietnam, Thailand, the Philippines, Indonesia and Malaysia.
This first ever Virtual Trade Mission will include a series of online buyer meetings and engagements with the objective of 
promoting Irish grass-fed dairy in these growing markets.
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Prices up on 2019 despite a 
fall in beef exports
Since May, there has been some welcome recovery in cattle 
prices at Irish meat plants, fueled by the reopening of 
restaurants and other foodservice outlets across Europe. The 
average price paid for R3 steers for week ending September 
13th stood at €3.63/kg (excluding VAT). This represents an 
improvement of nearly €0.30/kg in comparison with average 
prices four months earlier. The average price paid for R3 steers 
so far this year is €3.62/kg (excluding VAT), which is 4c/kg below 
the same period in 2019.

Export data for the first six months of 2020 show that Irish 
beef exports were down 8% in value and 7% in volume, 
reflecting weaker demand across the main export markets in 
the second quarter of the year, along with a small reduction in 
cattle throughput. The UK continues to be the most important 
export destination for Irish beef, accounting for 47% of Irish 
beef exports from January to June 2020 (see page eight for 
information on major EU markets).

Tighter Cattle Supplies
Cattle throughput at export meat plants increased during the 
summer months, as the beef market situation stabilised across 
Europe, bringing some relief from the earlier impacts of the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Weekly throughput averaged 35,000 head 
compared with just over 32,000 head for the same period in 
2019. 

For the remainder of 2020, recent analysis of the national 
cattle herd based on the Department of Agriculture’s AIM 
database suggests that cattle supplies will be similar to last 
year’s levels.

Looking ahead to 2021, availability of prime cattle looks set 
to decline somewhat. Across both male and beef-bred female 
animals, there are considerable reductions in the 12-24 month 
age category, reflecting particularly strong live exports during 
2019.

Live exports
For the year up to 13th of September, live cattle exports have 
declined by 12% or 29,900 head, to 216,516. The primary 
reason for this decline has been fewer calves sent to EU 
markets, which has fallen by 27%. This decline in calf exports 
has been partially offset by a particularly strong trade to 
Northern Ireland, as well as to international markets. Live 
exports of cattle to Northern Ireland have increased by nearly 
21,000 head. Live exports to international markets have 
increased by over 75%, with markets such as Libya, Turkey and 
Algeria accounting for the majority of exports.

Sheepmeat
Irish sheepmeat exports for the first half of 2020 have fared 
well, with export values increasing to €168m, up 7% on the 
same period in 2019. Average sheepmeat prices for the year to 
date are nearly 40c/kg higher than 2019 levels. 

Throughput at Irish sheepmeat processing plants for year to-
date is nearly 5% ahead of the equivalent period in 2019, with 
a 9% increase in spring lamb production contributing to this 
increase. This increase in supply over the summer months has 
not had the negative impact on Irish prices that was initially 
feared, on account of robust lamb demand within Ireland and 
across key export markets.

EU sheepmeat imports from international markets such as 
Australia and New Zealand have decreased by 17%, as these 
countries look to capitalise on the current meat-protein deficit 
in China as a result of African Swine Fever. This, along with the 
decline in UK sheepmeat exports this year into Europe has 
improved the prospects for Irish lamb for the remainder of 
2020, with exports to markets such as France, Germany and 
Canada all increasing.
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MARKET UPDATE
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Q&A on the Irish 
Grass-fed Beef PGI

What is the Irish Grass-fed Beef PGI? 
The Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 
(DAFM) is planning to submit an application to the EU 
Commission for ‘PGI status’ for Irish grass-fed beef. If a 
product is granted ‘Protected Geographical Indication’ 
status, it means that the EU Commission believe that the 
product is unique and can only be produced in a specific 
geographical location or by using a unique production 
method. DAFM are currently reviewing all feedback 
received as part of the ‘National Opposition Procedure’ 
which closed on 11 September. Once reviewed, the 
application will be finalised and submitted to the EU for 
approval.

What are the market benefits of a PGI?
A PGI would allow us, under EU legislation, to make 
more specific reference to Irish Origin in Irish beef 
promotions, packaging and advertising. PGIs are far more 
prevalent and recognised as premium quality products 
in Continental Europe. This is particularly relevant given 
the increasingly likely risk of a no-deal Brexit, whereby 
we would need to reposition a significant quantity of Irish 
beef onto supermarket shelves throughout Europe, as 
opposed to being driven down the discount route. The 
EU also prioritises PGIs under its promotional funding 
schemes, which would provide access to a €90 million 
promotional fund we can’t currently apply for. PGIs are 
usually afforded specific protections in trade deals, which 
could also be highly relevant for Irish beef under Brexit 
and Mercosur negotiations.

What animals will qualify for PGI status? 
Only carcases and cuts from certain higher-grade beef 
animals are eligible to be classified as ‘Irish Grass-fed 
Beef’:  

• Steers and heifers aged up to 36 months with O- 
confirmation, and better, and fat score between 2+ 
and 4+

• Beef cows of up to 120 months with O+ confirmation, 
and better, and with fat score between 2+ and 5.

Young bulls are not included in the PGI application as 
bull beef production systems are common across Europe 
and therefore not considered unique to Ireland, or typical 
of Irish grass-fed beef production which has earned 
an international reputation and forms the basis of the 
application.

Why has ‘grass-fed’ been chosen as the basis for 
the PGI for Irish beef?
A key requirement of any PGI application is to specifically 
describe what is unique, protectable and reflects the 
actual farming, selection and processing steps that make 
the product. 

Irish beef production is predominantly grass-based with 
approximately 80% of Irish farms qualifying as grass-fed 
under the recently developed ‘Grass-fed Standard’. Such 
widespread adoption of a grass-based beef systems sets 
Irish beef apart from our competitors. 

The clear strength that Irish beef can demonstrate is its 
strong, positive reputation among global consumers, 
retailers, chefs, journalists and opinion leaders, which is 
based on a pasture grazing and grass forage production 
system. It is the specific steps in producing this product 
that we must document and provide a specification on, in 
order to make a case for getting PGI status.

Why not use suckler beef as the basis for the PGI?
In making the application for PGI, Bord Bia is required 
to provide evidence that Irish beef has been sold and 
described in the press, at events, at awards etc. using 
the term “Irish Grass-fed Beef”. Grass-fed is a term that 
is understood by consumers, whereas ‘suckler beef’ is 
not. To date, suckler beef has not been sold as a specific 
product in the marketplace and therefore it is difficult to 
justify an application for Protected Geographic Indication 
status. 

Furthermore, a grass-fed PGI enables more farmers to 
qualify, while also including the vast majority of suckler-
bred production systems. 

Bord Bia fully recognises the urgent necessity to 
specifically market Irish Suckler Beef as a specific 
product with its own strengths. Since 2018 we have 
researched which markets and marketing angles could be 
used to build an Irish Suckler Beef Brand. 

Consumer research across a range of European 
markets demonstrated that, while suckler beef was not 
recognised as a name or a concept, its story is appealing 
and presents a consumer marketing opportunity. With 
this in mind, in 2019 and 2020 Bord Bia has made 
applications for EU promotional funding of just over 
€1 million annually over 3 years to build the awareness 
and understanding of suckler beef with consumers and 
buyers in Germany and Italy and to provide a basis to 
launch Irish Suckler Beef in those markets. Furthermore 
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Bord Bia is guaranteeing that regardless of the EU funding outcome, one million euro per 
year will be allocated to building awareness of suckler beef as a beef product.

Will consumers pay more for PGI Irish Grass-fed Beef?
PGI products generally tend to attract a price premium. Some examples of premium products 
with EU Protected Name Status include: Parma Ham, Charolais Beef of Bourgogne, Roqueford 
Cheese and Normandy Camembert. Analysis of Mintel’s new product database across key 
European markets suggests that meat, dairy and fish products with a PGI logo have attracted 
a price premium of 10% - 20% over the last five years. Furthermore, Bord Bia has research to 
show that consumers are willing to pay more for grass-fed meat. These two factors combined 
(grass-fed and PGI) point to a real potential to deliver a premium for PGI Grass-fed Irish beef.

Will my cattle be excluded from the PGI if I bring them to the factory myself or if 
the factory is more than two hours from my farm?
Farmers who bring their own cattle to the factory or those who choose a factory further than 
2 hours away, can still be eligible for PGI status. The application wording highlighted that low 
transport times and use of licensed hauliers are a feature of Irish Beef production, in order to 
emphasise that animal stress is kept to a minimum prior to slaughter, which contributes to 
the quality of the meat.

Why will the colour of the meat be assessed and graded and who will oversee 
this?
In all PGI applications, the EU Commission requires details on the organoleptic properties 
of the product i.e. information that describes the taste, appearance, smell and touch. The 
description of grass-fed beef in the Irish Grass-Fed Beef PGI application is as follows:

1. low overall fat levels,

2. an even distribution of fat (as intermuscular marbling),

3. a pronounced ‘cherry red’ meat colour, and,

4. a high degree of ‘creaminess/’yellowness’ of fat, due to the high beta-carotene content of 
‘grazed grass’ diets. 

Fat levels will be determined by the existing in-spec grading system (confirmation and fat 
score). However, it is necessary to also assess the colour characteristics described in the 
application. For this reason, Bord Bia will develop a colour chart to show the typical ranges of 
colour for meat and fat from grass-fed cattle. The proposed chart, and the implementation at 
processing level, is yet to be developed, however it will be done to international best practice 
and standards. The aim is to only exclude carcasses that are clearly not from a grass-fed 
system e.g. veal. The application of the colour grading will, as with other requirements of the 
PGI, be overseen by Bord Bia and DAFM. 

Did Bord Bia consult with farmers when developing the PGI?
The PGI application has been through a thorough consultation process involving ongoing 
one-to-one discussions, and further dialogue through the Beef Taskforce and during Bord Bia 
board meetings. Farmer organisations are represented on our Meat and Livestock board and 
also Bord Bia’s main board. At all stages of the development process, Bord Bia engaged with 
farmer representative groups and welcomed constructive feedback and input in order to 
develop the best possible application to benefit Irish beef farmers.

If this PGI is granted, does this prevent producer groups from applying for their 
own Irish beef PGI?
Not at all.  It is common for countries to have several PGIs for one type of product, e.g in 
France there are multiple PGIs for Charolais beef alone. If any farmer groups or producer 
groups wish to develop their own PGI application they will not be prevented from doing so by 
the existence of a PGI for Irish Grass-fed Beef.



8

 
Farmer Newsletter Sustainable Quality Assurance Scheme members’ communication

The importance of the Dutch Beef Market 
Based on the figures for the first half of the year, the Dutch market is currently Ireland’s 
2nd largest export market for beef by both volume and value. 

The Netherlands is a particularly interesting beef market for a number of reasons, the 
first of which is the volume of forequarter cuts that are consumed as whole muscle. 
Dutch consumers tend to cook extensively with stewing cuts, which deliver a higher 
return on muscles which would otherwise be sold as trimmings for mince. 

Unlike other markets, Quality Assured Irish beef is destined largely for retail, being 
stocked in some form in over two thirds of Dutch supermarkets. This visibility makes 
a consumer campaign vital to support the sale of Irish beef, and Bord Bia works very 
closely with Dutch supermarkets to ensure that they receive the marketing and insights 
support they need to boost sales.  

Success in the Netherlands is not a given; the Dutch consumer has a reputation for 
being very price conscious, and this is no different for beef. The Netherlands is one 
of the world’s dairy producing giants, which results in a ready supply of inexpensive 
local cow beef. Furthermore, there are few markets with such an exceptional focus on 
animal welfare, and Ireland’s practices around castration and housing in particular are 
constantly being challenged by NGOs. 

It is anticipated that the Grass-fed Standard logo for beef and dairy will be an effective 
tool, given the demand in the Netherlands for hard requirements within schemes rather 
than guidelines. Bord Bia’s marketing campaign continues to focus on highlighting the 
superior flavour of Quality Assured Irish beef and dairy, resulting from extensive grazing 
on family farms.

January to June Exports Netherlands

Dairy  
€350m

Beef 
€82.9m

160% 9%

European Steak Sales
Over a third of Irish beef exported to Continental Europe is sold into 
foodservice, i.e restaurants, cafés, catering etc. However, when it comes to 
steak cuts, more than half are sold into restaurants and other foodservice 
outlets. While restaurants have reopened across Europe, most have done 
so under reduced capacity; as a result, foodservice sales are forecast to 
decline by over 33% in 2020. 

While retail demand for steaks remained buoyant over the summer months, 
the traditional alternative outlet for steaks in the European foodservice trade can 
be expected to be greatly reduced over the coming months. Despite accounting for 
13% of the carcase, steak commands the highest priced, and so has a large impact on the 
overall value of the carcase. 

To provide a much-needed boost to Irish steak sales, Bord Bia has partnered with several major 
European retailers to run an Irish steak promotion from September to November. 

The campaign is currently running in Germany, Italy, Spain and Portugal in partnership with 12 different 
retailers, across over 9,000 stores. The campaign features a range of marketing and promotional materials 
including banners, on-pack stickers, posters outside stores, and information on video screens, all designed to increase 
awareness of Irish steak and provide an uplift in sales at retail level.


