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Message from Bord Bia
Welcome to the winter issue of our farmer newsletter
for members of Bord Bia’s Quality Assurance
Schemes for beef, lamb and dairy.
In early January, Bord Bia will release food and drink export
figures for 2020. Despite disruptions to the supply chain
at the onset of Covid-19, and significant disruption to the
foodservice sector, beef and dairy exports are predicted to be
only fractionally back (in volume) on 2019. A commendable
achievement in a challenging year.
2021 will bring its own challenges, in the form of Brexit,
trade protectionism, and a global recession. Furthermore,
agriculture’s contribution to greenhouse gas emissions will
require renewed focus in the coming year, with our parent
Department’s recently published Roadmap towards Climate
Neutrality, setting out a pathway towards a climate neutral
food system by 2050.
Recent research conducted by Bord Bia indicates positive
rates of adoption of sustainable farming practices such as
LESS and soil testing by Irish farmers. Furthermore, through
Bord Bia’s ongoing carbon foot-printing of member farms,
we have identified a large group of dairy farmers who have
consistently reduced their carbon footprint since 2014 (see
opposite for further details). All this points to a sector that is
both motivated and capable of playing its part in addressing
Ireland’s climate commitments.
While carbon neutrality remains both an urgent and a longterm goal, the most immediate challenge ahead is, of course,
Brexit. At the time of writing, last ditch negotiations were ongoing between the EU and the UK. Regardless of the outcome,
substantial and lasting change is coming. However, there is
no doubt that we can, and will, find our way in a post-Brexit
Britain. On page seven we provide details of our ongoing

monitoring of UK consumer sentiment that shows the high
regard for Irish produce – particularly beef, cheese, and butter –
among UK consumers.
Bord Bia has been continuously monitoring how the fall out
and recovery from Covid-19 will impact on globalisation.
Already we’re seeing a stronger emphasis on buying local
across our key markets. To counteract this, we are working at
pace to emphasise the rare nature of what we do, through the
verified Grass Fed logos and, if granted, the PGI for Irish Grass
Fed Beef. On page six we discuss why it is no longer sufficient
to claim that we are grass fed and why we must produce hard
evidence to support our claims.
On pages four and five, we provide market updates for beef,
sheepmeat and live exports and on page eight we update you
on plans to develop a brand proposition for suckler beef.
In our last newsletter I mentioned a campaign planned for
November highlighting the efforts of Irish farmers to the
public. You’ll find further details of this campaign on page
seven and, once again, many thanks to the four farmers who
took part in the campaign: Bruce Thompson, Jane Shackleton,
Brian Nicholson and John Smith.
Finally, I thank all of you for your continued support of the
Quality Assurance programme and I wish you and your family
a very happy and peaceful Christmas and New Year,
Mise le meas,

Tara McCarthy, Bord Bia CEO

Contents
3

4

5

6

7

8

Sustainability
progress

Examining the current
market situation for
Irish sheepmeat and live
cattle exports

Update on the
performance of Irish
beef on the export
market

Leveraging our grass fed
advantage with the Bord
Bia Grass Fed Standard
for beef and dairy

Bord Bia surveys
UK consumers to
understand their attitude
to Irish food and drink

Bord Bia commences
the development of
a brand proposition
for suckler beef from
Ireland

Member
News

Sheepmeat
market update

Beef market
performance

Grass Fed
Standard

Brexit and UK
Consumers

Suckler beef

Farmer Newsletter Sustainable Quality Assurance Scheme members’ communication

MEMBER NEWS
3

Appetite for
Change
The Irish agri-food sector has made significant
progress in increasing carbon efficiency and
addressing sustainability issues. However, agriculture
continues to come under pressure to reduce emissions
and improve overall environmental sustainability.
Last summer and autumn, Bord Bia conducted a survey
with over 650 farmers requesting their opinions on
a range of farming issues with a particular focus on
sustainability. The data gathered allows Bord Bia
to understand which practices are widely adopted
and which practices farmers may need support in
implementing.
The survey results indicate a strong appetite among
farmers to improve the sustainability of their farms.
Nearly three-quarters (74%) of farmers surveyed
believe that farmers should do more to improve their
sustainability and 88% are confident in their ability
to adopt sustainable farming practices. Despite this,
79% agree that “farmers need a lot more guidance to
improve their environmental sustainability”.
The results show a reasonably high degree of adoption
of sustainable practices: 40% of farmers surveyed
are using water meters; 51% had soil tested in the last
12 months; and 46% are using low emission slurry
spreading (LESS). The survey also captured the adoption
of measures set out in the Teagasc MACC curve. Nearly
60% of farmers surveyed are actively maximising
the percentage of feed that is grass or pasture. Over
a third (35%) are undertaking silage quality and feed
constituent assessments (e.g protein or fatty acids in
feed) with a further 41% prepared to do so. Two thirds of
dairy farmers are involved in a milk recording program,
recording at least four times a year, and over half (53%)
are implementing a Dairy EBI (Economic Breeding Index)
Improvement Plan.
Bord Bia would like to thank all those who completed
the survey.

Dairy CF Reduction
Bord Bia has identified up to 300 dairy farmers who
have consistently reduced their carbon footprint (CF)
over a five-year period on a per-audit basis during 2014
to 2019, by reducing inputs, increasing productivity,
and increasing efficiency.
Membership of the Sustainable Dairy Assurance Scheme
(SDAS) allows Bord Bia to identify the positive actions
taken by these farmers. These Carbon Footprint Leaders
can be found in 25 out of 26 counties and include a range
of herd sizes with an average size of 86 cows.
This cohort has decreased their average carbon footprint
by 21% from 1.27 to 1.00kg CO2/kg FPCM (fat and protein
correct milk). On average, Carbon Footprint Leaders
achieve longer grazing days and increased milk production
per cow. The group has also decreased the average rate
of chemical N application and fed less concentrates when
compared to all SDAS members.
Bord Bia will be contacting all 302 farmers in the new
year to inform them of their carbon reduction and to
acknowledge their significant progress.
It is hoped Bord Bia can share learnings from these farms
with the wider SDAS group of over 16,000 dairy farmers in
due course.

Proving Progress
Bord Bia participate in a number of international forums
focused on sustainability. These include the Sustainable
Agriculture Initiative (SAI) Platform and the European
Roundtable for Beef Sustainability (ERBS). Irish farmers
are making real improvement in a number of important
sustainability areas and being able to demonstrate this
to customers involved in these forums is key to keeping
them engaged and confident about continuing to source
from Ireland. Through farmer participation in SDAS and
SBLAS, Bord Bia can relay information on the progress being
made to SAI members and how the QA schemes contribute
towards achieving outcome targets in the case of ERBS.
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Tight Sheep Supplies
Maintaining Prices
Tighter supplies of lamb and a recovery in demand from both
retail and foodservice in key markets have resulted in a strong
export performance for Irish sheepmeat this year. During the
first eight months of 2020 exports were valued at €232m.
A strong deadweight sheep trade this year has seen lambs
marketed earlier and at lower carcase weights than previous
years. There was a particularly strong throughput of lambs

during the summer months, with steady supplies being
processed up until the end of October. However in recent
weeks numbers have tightened, with lamb throughput
during November 2020 running 10% behind November 2019
levels. This tighter supply has helped to maintain prices, at
a time of the year when they would often come under some
downward pressure.

Promising international trade
but numbers back overall

Fall in lamb
imports to EU

Live cattle exports during the first 11 months of 2020 totalled 253,223 head,
back 12 per cent or 33,600 head from the same period in 2019. A strong decline
in calf exports to the continent during the first half of the year, to Spain and the
Netherlands in particular, has been a key driver behind the overall decline in
cattle exports this year with 56,000 less calves exported during 2020 to date.

China continues to have a huge
impact on the global sheepmeat
market with its strong demand for
all types of protein, redirecting New
Zealand lamb exports away from
key EU markets during much of
2020. As a result there has been a
notable reduction in the availability
of imported lamb on the EU market.
This factor, combined with lower
sheepmeat production in the EU and
reduced lamb exports from the UK,
has helped underpin a strong Irish
deadweight lamb trade. Average
sheepmeat prices for the year todate have been more than 40c/kg
ahead of 2019 levels.

Tighter finished cattle supplies in Northern Ireland combined with a firm
demand for cows and store cattle has seen a strong increase in the number
of cattle being exported to the region for both direct slaughter and further
production. Up to the end of November 2020 some 58,931 cattle made the
journey northwards, almost double the 30,705 cattle exported during the
corresponding period in 2019.
Cattle exports to international markets have also shown some promising
developments this year with an additional 4,068 cattle exported during the first
11 months of 2020. This represents a 21 per cent increase from the same period
in 2019 with an increase in the number of cattle being exported to Algeria,
Kazakhstan and Libya in particular.
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Marginal increase in cattle
prices for the year
Finished cattle prices have been rising steadily in recent weeks at Irish
meat plants, with some tightening in availability combined with a
seasonal uplift in purchasing activity, including in the UK market.
The latest price paid for Irish R3 steers (week ending December
5th) stood at €3.72/kg (excluding VAT), which compares with
average UK prices of €4.18/kg for the same category, whereas
R3 young bull prices were €3.58/kg, on average across Europe.
On average, Irish cattle prices increased marginally this year,
compared with 2019. In the UK, average prices increased by 3%
but across Europe they declined by 2%.

Steady Export performance for 2020
The UK remains, by-far, the most important export destination for
Irish beef, with UK exports predicted to be back just 1% in value
on last year. This reflects firm demand from the retail sector,
alongside a 4% tightening in UK domestic beef production.
In its latest agri market outlook, the EU Commission estimated
the overall consumption of beef to have declined by 2.1% during
2020 across the EU, with a further fall of 1.2% likely for next year.
The value of Irish beef exports to the key markets of France, Italy
and Germany is predicted to fall by 7%, 11% and 3% respectively,
for the year.

Growth in International Markets
There was significant growth in the value of Irish beef exports to
non-EU markets, predicted to reach €207 million, with notable
growth in exports to the Philippines, Hong Kong, and the USA.
During the early part of the year, Irish beef exports to China grew
strongly to €23 million. Unfortunately, this trade was suspended
in May, following an atypical BSE case. Significant efforts are
being made by the Department of Agriculture, Food and the
Marine to reopen this promising market.

Irish Weekly Cattle Throughput
Cattle throughput at export meat plants increased slightly, by 1%
to 1.76 million head. However, average carcase weights declined
by 1.5%, as producers marketed animals slightly younger, on
average, than during 2019. Supplies of steers, heifers and cows
increased by 10%, 2% and 4%, respectively, which compensated
for a dramatic 34% reduction in young bull production.

Irish Beef on UK TV

Irish Weekly Cattle Throughput
2019

2020

The first ever Irish beef TV advertising campaign in the
UK ran throughout the months of October and November.
Aired during the high-profile ITV breakfast period, the ad
targeted families looking for premium, great tasting, and
naturally produced beef. The campaign featured grass
fed Irish beef farms and the strapline ‘It’s All Right Here’,
showcasing Ireland’s high standards in grass-fed beef
production and our longstanding history of supplying
premium beef to the UK. The ad earned over 13 million
impressions during October alone.
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Proving our Grass Fed Credentials
Significant effort goes into developing new market opportunities
for exports, and rightly so, but the importance of safeguarding our
position in already established markets cannot be understated
The uptake in the Sustainable Beef, Sheep, and Dairy Assurance
Schemes by farmers across the country must be commended as
it has allowed the industry to build a strong reputation across
the globe. However, it is imperative that we do not stand still
as consumers continue to look for evidence that the food they
consume is produced in a ‘sustainable’ manner.
Our grass fed system confers a significant natural advantage
that we must use it to its full potential. The Bord Bia Grass Fed
Standard for beef and dairy provides verifiable proof to the
market of our grass based production systems.

Comparison to Netherlands
The Netherlands is a country the size of Munster with over
60,000 dairy farms. Intensive dairy production at this scale
cannot be achieved without significant feed input in the form of
grain or alternative crops, however, the Dutch currently dominate
the grass fed image in Europe through their ‘Weidemilk’ (meadow
milk) logo. The terms of Weidemilk – known as the ‘Grazing
Covenant’ – require cows to graze outdoors for a minimum of 120
days, for a minimum of 6 hours per day - with a minimum of 25%
of cows having to be grazed to the desired level. This equates to
a total of 30 days with, in theory, no requirement for a proportion
of the diet to be derived from grazed grass.
FreislandCampina reports that 83% of farms practice some
form of meadow grazing with a 2018 Arla report stating that
the average grazing season for conventional farms was 120
days. For comparison, according to Bord Bia SDAS data, average
grazing days on Quality Assured dairy farms in 2018 and 2019
were 248 and 249 days respectively. Similarly, the national
average for beef farms is 220 days.
Although Irish beef and dairy has always been declared as grass
fed, the market now requires evidence to support the claim.

Perception of Grass Fed
Grass fed is a claim that is getting more resonance with
consumers. Bord Bia has conducted extensive research with
consumers on their perception and understanding of grass
fed. The most commonly held definition of grass fed is that
animals are “grass fed as much as possible, weather and
animal welfare permitting”.
Grass fed is associated with higher levels of animal welfare
as cattle can lead more ‘natural’ lives outdoors. As well as
being considered more natural, grass fed is perceived as
more nutritious and more sustainable – all of which are key
consumer trends.

The Grass Fed Standard Roll-Out
For dairy
As part of Bord Bia’s marketing campaigns, the Grass Fed
Standard for dairy was introduced to trade audiences in the
UK, Germany and the US in November. The objective is to
communicate to trade customers the capability of Ireland
to quantify the grass fed nature of milk produced on SDAS
farms. A more intensive follow-up campaign is planned for
2021 as verified grass fed product comes on stream from Irish
processors.
For beef
Over recent months, Irish Grass Fed Beef campaigns have
been launched to trade and consumer audiences across a
number of our priority markets. This includes advertorials
and press coverage in trade publications in the Netherlands,
Germany and Italy. Consumers have been introduced
to verified Grass Fed Irish beef with in-store and online
promotions as well as advertising on buses, trams and
outdoor sites in the Italian cities of Rome, Milan and Turin.
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Brexit Surveys
How is Irish meat and dairy perceived in the UK?
In January 2019, Bord Bia began tracking UK grocery shoppers to gauge
how Brexit is impacting on attitudes towards Irish food and drink produce.
The survey focuses on UK consumers’ perceptions of Irish food and drink
in comparison to competitors; their openness to choosing Irish produce;
and the extent to which Irish food and drink would be missed should
Brexit result in price increases or limited availability.

The study is conducted via a nationally
representative survey of UK grocery shoppers
online (n = 1090) and in total nine waves of research
have been conducted to date.
Key findings from the most recent ‘Bord Bia Brexit
Pulse’ survey include:

2 in every 3

Irish food and drink is considered the best
alternative to UK produce

UK shoppers (67%) are concerned that the current Brexit situation
will have a negative effect on the cost of the food and drink they
buy for their households, and half are concerned about the future
quality and availability of the food and drink they buy

3 out of 5

regular buyers of
mushrooms and
whiskey would also
miss having continued
access to Irish options

2 in 3
(65%) UK butter
buyers would
miss Irish butter

Over 8 in 10

(85%) UK shoppers are open to choosing
food and drink from Ireland; higher than any
other country of origin outside of the UK

For the vast majority of UK
shoppers, Ireland is considered
an ally and a friend (65%) and as
a food producing nation.

Ireland enjoys the
highest level of trust
of any EU nation

3 in 4
(72%) UK beef shoppers said they
would miss Irish beef if there was
a significant increase in price or
limitation on availability

3 in 4

(73%) UK cheddar buyers would miss Irish
cheddar cheese if there was a significant
increase in price or limitation on availability

Bord Bia Farmer Campaign
In November and December Bord Bia launched a new campaign to showcase farmers
who are taking action to help the environment. The four-week campaign targeted urban
adults and included print ads, online ads, paid social media, and public relations.
The purpose of the campaign was to highlight positive stories to the public – targeted
at a non-farming audience – who may be unaware of the practices and initiatives Irish
farmers undertake to benefit the environment. Four Bord Bia Quality Assured Irish
farmers fronted the promotion: dairy farmer, Bruce Thompson; organic beef farmer,
Jane Shackleton; sheep farmer, Brian Nicholson; and Farm Manager at Finnegan’s Farm,
John Smith. Bord Bia is grateful to all four farmers for giving their time and expertise to
the campaign. Visit www.bordbia.ie/farmstories for more information on each farmer.

Irish farmers.
Innovating
through nature.
Learn more abou
t environmentally
friendly
farming in action
from the farmers
themselves at

www.bordbia.ie/f
armstor

ies
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Suckler Beef from Ireland
As part of Bord Bia’s strategy for Irish beef we have begun developing a brand
proposition for ‘Suckler Beef from Ireland’ with the overall objective of enhancing
market value, and ultimately achieving higher returns for suckler beef farmers.
A core component of creating a brand is the development
of a brand proposition. A ‘brand proposition’ means
identifying the benefits that a brand offers, including its
USPs (unique selling proposition). In other words, what
characteristics of Suckler Beef from Ireland should be
emphasised in advertising and brand messaging that no
other beef brand can provide?

Once a brand proposition has been developed we will immediately
move to the next phase which involves:
• Educating consumers on what makes Suckler Beef from Ireland
different from other beef products in the market.
• Creating a niche for Suckler Beef from Ireland that will deliver added
value to Irish beef sold in overseas markets.
• Motivating consumption in our launch markets of Italy and Germany.

Suckler Beef Research
In 2019, Bord Bia conducted research with
consumers from Germany, Italy, Belgium and
Switzerland to gain an understanding of their
awareness and attitudes towards suckler
beef. Insight from this study has informed
the creation of a ‘brand proposition’ for Irish
suckler beef (see above). The study presented
three descriptions of suckler beef, focusing
on distinct attributes, and asked survey
participants to rate each one.

Only

9%

recognised the
term suckler

SUCKLER BEEF CONCEPTS

When presented with the
descriptions above,

4 in 10

commented that they liked that
suckler cattle are treated well

Beef bred – superior taste Beef from entirely beef bred
suckler herds – because better breeding gives better beef.

Wholesome Suckler Beef Beef produced in a way
that is kind to the planet and kind to the animal.

Sustainable Suckler Beef Beef from sustainable
farms working in harmony with nature.

Overall,

Wholesome
Suckler Beef

was the most
preferred of the three

57%

agreed that the Wholesome
Suckler Beef concept was
‘truly different from other
products in the market
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