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Despite the lingering effects of Covid-19 and the first trading 
year in a post-Brexit environment, this year has brought, 
overall, positive trading conditions for Irish farmers. Strong 
summer prices for beef and sheepmeat reflect growth in 
our exports markets, while global dairy markets continue to 
perform strongly. 

Amid this market positivity, the focus on climate action has 
returned to the fore this year, with the role of agriculture 
firmly in the frame. It’s important to acknowledge that all 
sectors of the economy must do more to contribute to 
climate action. The challenge for the agri-food sector is in 
meeting ambitious emissions targets (10-15% reduction by 
2025) while maintaining livelihoods and food production to 
feed a growing global population.

While the focus is on accelerating sustainability 
improvements, it’s important to acknowledge the progress 
and commitments already made by Irish farmers. In autumn, 
Bord Bia will publish the 2021 Origin Green Progress Update 
Report, presenting the latest developments to the Origin 
Green programme. The report highlights the significant and 
ongoing efforts of all members, from farmers to companies, 
to impact positively on greener ways of farming and more 
sustainable food production methods.  

This summer, Teagasc launched the Signpost Programme, 
signaling the clear intent of the sector to work in 
collaboration and support farmers in implementing 
incremental changes to reduce emissions from agriculture. 
More details on the programme are available on page six.

Bord Bia is an integral partner of the Signpost Programme 
and is committed to playing its part in supporting farmers to 
become more sustainable. On page eight you’ll find details 
of Bord Bia’s new Learning Management System (LMS), to be 
launched in the autumn, which will support farmers across 
a range of sustainability topics including biodiversity, soil 
health, and water quality.

A first step in implementing changes on your farm is to 
know your carbon footprint. Bord Bia calculates the carbon 
footprint of all Quality Assured beef and dairy farms. Carbon 
footprinting on Quality Assured sheep farms commenced 
recently and a carbon footprint will be available to sheep 
farmers next year. We provide details on the Farmer 
Feedback Report, and how to access your carbon footprint 
on page six. 

Elsewhere, on page three we provide an overview of global 
dairy prices and the impact of increased shipping costs. 
On pages four and five, we have advice for sheep farmers 
on meeting market specifications, the role that Quality 
Assurance plays in the marketplace, and a beef market 
outlook for the remainder of the year.

I hope you find the information in this newsletter beneficial, 
and I thank you for your continued participation in the Bord 
Bia Quality Assurance programme, 

Mise le meas,

Tara McCarthy, Bord Bia CEO
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Welcome to the summer/autumn edition of the 
farmer newsletter for members of the Bord Bia 
Quality Assurance Scheme for beef, lamb, and dairy.
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Dairy commodity prices have been strong year to date, 
driven by a shift in the supply and demand balance in 
favour of the dairy exporting regions. Despite strong 
production growth in the US (+3% year to date) and 
New Zealand (+6% year to date), European supply has 
been flat due to weaker production in Germany and 
France, Europe’s two largest dairy producers. Irish milk 
production growth has been strong, leading to a 7% 
increase in milk supply in the first half of this year. 

Global dairy demand has also been robust so far in 
2021, with global imports up 5% from January to May, 
compared to last year. Chinese demand has been the 
key driver and with Chinese imports accounting for 
approximately 20% of total global dairy imports, their 
influence on global prices cannot be understated. 

Total Chinese dairy imports were up 40% to the end of May, with all 
product categories showing gains apart from infant milk formula 
which has come under pressure during the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Despite experiencing weakness in recent months, European and 
Oceania prices remain relatively high. European butter, skimmed 
milk powder (SMP) and whey prices are up 16%, 15% and 32% 
respectively on this time last year. Further relaxation of Covid-19 
restrictions, particularly in hospitality, bodes well for dairy demand 
as we enter the final quarter with buyers stocking for the key 
consumption dates of US Thanksgiving, Christmas and Chinese New 
Year. With some price fluctuations in recent weeks, commodity 
prices for dairy goods remain reasonably strong when compared 
to historical norms. However, the surge in logistical and supply 
chain costs, coupled with competitive pricing from well-stocked 
US exporters, will continue to pose significant challenges for the 
remainder of the year.

Global dairy demand strong 
despite supply chain challenges
Higher transportation costs are having an impact on dairy 
prices, as Irish exporters are bearing the brunt of a rise in 
demand for consumer goods, which is driving the cost and 
availability of shipping containers and sailing slots globally.

Logistical challenges
A key factor on price has been the challenge of 
getting products to market due to cost inflation 
and reduced availability of transport and 
warehousing along the supply chain.

Consumer demand for household items has 
skyrocketed during the Covid-19 pandemic, with 
many of these products being manufactured in 
China. As a result, and to ensure demand for these 
goods are met, Chinese exporters are paying for 
containers to return to Chinese ports empty, where 
they would have previously carried goods such as 
dairy powders, which has significantly increased 
the cost of doing business in some of our key dairy 
markets. According to supply chain advisors Drewry, 
shipping costs have increased by 370% on this time 
last year. Compounded by the blockage in the Suez 
Canal in March and the closure of some major ports 
for periods due to Covid-19 outbreaks, it is expected 
that these logistical challenges will remain into 2022.

World container index – assessed by Drewry
$ per 40ft container
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Meeting Sheep Market 
Specifications
Meeting market specifications at point of slaughter 
will help maximise returns from finishing lambs. 

4

The current specification from the major processors is 
generally for R grading lambs or better with a fat score 
of 3 and a carcase weight of up to 21kg. While there are 
markets for lamb produced from carcases outside these 
specifications, the marketing options are much more 
limited. Irish processors also have a strong preference 
for lambs with Quality Assured (QA) status with bonuses 
available to the producer at point of slaughter. 

Carcase weight and fat cover 
Consistently presenting lambs for slaughter that meet 
customer specifications can help maximise profits at farm 
level. Upper carcase weight limits can vary across the year 
from 20-23kg and there is no economic sense in keeping lambs 
to heavier carcase weights if they can be finished sooner. 
Killing a lamb with adequate fat cover is also essential to meet 
customer requirements and in recent weeks, some reports 
have indicated an increase in the number of under-finished 
lambs being presented for slaughter due to deadweight prices 
coming under pressure. There are significant penalties in place 
for under-finished carcases which undermine any price gains 
from killing lambs before they are ready.  

Handling and weighing lambs regularly should be encouraged 
as it allows the producer to gain knowledge on how their lambs 

are performing and killing out. Regular weighing and handling 
will avoid lambs being drafted that fail to meet current market 
specifications because they are overweight, have a poor 
conformation, or are over fat/under fleshed. Where a producer 
is selling lambs live, they should be presented for sale in even 
batches to maximise returns. 

Animal handling
Careful handling of live sheep is also important as sheep 
bruise very easily, especially young lambs. Producers should 
not handle or move sheep by grabbing the wool as this can 
often create a surface bruise that requires part of the carcase 
to be trimmed or discarded, thereby devaluing the whole 
carcase. Particular attention should also be paid when sheep 
are in pens or being transported as any overcrowding or 
mishandling can also result in bruised or damaged carcases 
which reduces the animal’s value.

Producers should avoid presenting dirty sheep for slaughter 
with particular attention paid to the tail area which should be 
free from any contamination. Dirty animals should be dagged or 
crutched before sale and, where applicable, lambs should have 
their belly clipped to avoid soil contamination. To help minimise 
the chance of lambs becoming dirty during transit they should 
be fasted for at least one hour prior to transportation and then 
transported in a clean dry vehicle.
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BEEF, SHEEP & LIVESTOCK

Good market 
conditions for 
beef set to 
continue

Quality Assured Lamb 
in the marketplace
Achieving Bord Bia Quality Assurance (QA) status 
allows Irish sheep producers to keep their options 
open when marketing their lambs, while also 
providing on-farm benefits. The enhanced assurances 
on animal welfare, food safety, traceability, and care 
for the environment provided by the Sustainable Beef 
and Lamb Assurance Scheme (SBLAS) allows Irish 
processors to service the high-value domestic market 
where retail and foodservice customers include 
QA status as a key requirement of their product 
specification.
While having QA status on Irish lamb has been 
important on the domestic market for some time 
there has recently been growing interest from 
some key customers in the EU market in sourcing 
QA lamb, particularly those who already source QA 
beef. While there is some variability across the year, 
approximately 60% of sheep processed in Ireland 
have QA status at point of slaughter. By comparison, 
95% of beef is QA at point of slaughter. 
Purchasers of Irish lamb products are increasingly 
looking for proof that the meat is produced 
sustainably on farms that are certified members 
of an accredited Quality Assurance Scheme which 
is based on sustainability principles incorporating 
environmental, social and economic aspects. The 
SBLAS was developed to help meet these demands 
from the marketplace.

At the start of the year, exports to Britain were at a 
low ebb following the strong levels of Brexit-related 
trade in late 2020. Fortunately, there has been a 
steady upturn in the beef trade since mid-April. 
At a current average price of €4.26/kg (excluding 
VAT) for R3 steers (week ending 7th of August), 
Irish beef prices are running at an eight-year high. 
This compares favourably with male cattle prices 
prevailing on the European Continent, which 
currently stand at €3.88/kg (at time of writing). 
The Prime Irish Composite Benchmark Price – which 
compares the average Irish prime cattle price to 
the prevailing cattle prices in our main markets, 
weighted by the proportion of our exports to those 
markets – also compares favourably. At €3.93/
kg average for the year to date, the Prime Irish 
Composite Price is two cents ahead of the average 
Export Benchmark price for the year.
Tight cattle supplies in Ireland, the UK, Europe and 
beyond, have been a significant factor influencing 
the current trade. Irish cattle supplies are down 5.4% 
or 74,638 head to date this year. Throughput for the 
full year is forecast to end up 110,000 head lower 
and it could be close to the second half of 2022 
before we see numbers increase significantly again. 
Tight supplies are also forecast for our main markets 
for the rest of 2021, with UK numbers down by 5% 
and EU-27 numbers down 2%. Against this backdrop, 
retail sales continue to perform strongly. For 
example, while UK retail sales in the last 12 weeks 
to 11th July were running 9.4% lower than this time 
last year, they were still 5.4% above 2019 levels. 
Similarly strong beef demand is being reported 
from European retail, while the foodservice sector 
is showing steady demand recovery as restaurants 
and travel continue to open. With international beef 
demand also remaining strong, it leads to an overall 
positive outlook for the second half of 2021 and into 
early 2022 for the beef market.
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After each audit, all certified dairy and beef farmers receive a Farmer 
Feedback Report from Bord Bia with their farm’s carbon footprint. The 
carbon footprint is the ratio of total greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) to 
total outputs of the farm enterprise. The carbon footprint is measured as 
kg CO2 equivalents per kg of unit output. The unit output for dairy is kg 
fat and protein corrected milk (FPCM) and kg live weight gain for beef. 

Your most recent carbon footprint is displayed on the first page of the report, 
alongside your previous audit result (where available), and the typical carbon 
footprint of farms within your category. 

On page three, a graph displays the percentage share of carbon emissions on 
your farm under the following headings and farm activities: animal digestion; 
manure; fertiliser; forage/feed production; other (e.g. transport, fuel, etc.).

The report also contains advice and feedback on how to mitigate against 
these emissions and improve production efficiencies. The advisory feedback 
is formulated in collaboration with Teagasc and focuses on measures set out 
in the Teagasc MACC curve.

You can download your most recent report 
at farm.bordbia.ie. To view, you will need 
your herd number and the pin given at your 
last audit. (Call the Bord Bia Helpdesk on 01 
5240410 if you need to retrieve your pin.)

Scan the QR code using your  
phone to access your report 

The primary objective of the Signpost 
Programme is to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions (GHG) on Signpost Farms by 
10-15% by 2025. The target for all farms 
nationally is a 10-15% reduction in GHG 
by 2030.  

The Signpost Programme will take a holistic 
view of sustainability, encompassing 
economic, social and environmental 
sustainability. 

The 100 Signpost demonstration farms will 
be central to the programme and will point 
the way forward for all farmers. These farms 
include dairy, beef, sheep, and tillage farms as 
well as organic farms and pig farms.      

These farmers will be the early adopters of the 
various technologies to reduce GHG emissions, 
in particular. These technologies include:

• Make better use of 
nutrients in cattle 
slurry.

• Incorporate clover into 
their grassland swards.

• Use protected urea 
as their source of 
fertiliser nitrogen.

• Reduce the quantity 
of fertiliser nitrogen 
spread.

• Reduce the finishing 
age of beef animals.

• Manage and enhance 
their hedgerows and 
other biodiversity 
features.

• Breed more efficient 
animals.

Teagasc Signpost Programme
Bord Bia is one of 40 partners in the Teagasc Signpost 
Programme – a partnership of companies and organisations 
from across the Irish agricultural sector working with 
farmers to reduce gaseous emissions, improve water 
quality and enhance biodiversity of food production.

Do you know 
your carbon 

footprint?

Advisory campaign
The Signpost Advisory campaign will be the 
second element of the Signpost Programme 
and will be supported by Teagasc Advisory and 
Education staff as well as industry and private 
advisors. The programme will be delivered via a 
network of discussion groups, events, one-to-one 
consultations as well as media – traditional and 
digital. Farmers will have the opportunity to track 
the progress of their own local Signpost Farm and 
hopefully be inspired to make a change to how 
they farm to reduce gaseous emissions.  
The education of the next generation of farmers as 
well as training of all farmers will be a key priority 
of this programme over the next couple of years. 
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QA NEWS

Climate Change
Climate change is perhaps the greatest 
environmental challenge facing the world right 
now. Teagasc, together with Bord Bia, outline why 
Irish farmers need to engage with climate action.

Social responsibility 
We are fortunate to live in a beautiful and diverse part of the 
world. Our children, and all future generations of farmers, local 
communities and the wider society, deserve the same.

Policy
We are bound by international agreements, EU and national 
policies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. These policies will 
need to implement regulations in the coming months and years 
to achieve the targets set.

Protect our markets
The consumer is demanding food produced in a more 
sustainable manner, and farmers have an opportunity to delight 
these consumers

Climate change will impact how we farm
We will have wetter winters, drier summers, more extreme 
weather events as well as increased risk of pests and disease.  

Improved farm profitability
Many of the technologies farmers are being asked to 
implement to reduce emissions will also reduce costs and 
improve profitability. Farmers are part of the solution to 
emissions; this will create opportunities for income generation.  
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NEWS & EVENTS

E-Learning 
for Farmers
Bord Bia is set to launch a Learning Management 
System (LMS) that will host e-learning modules 
to provide guidance and support to farmers. The 
optional modules have been developed with 
industry experts such as Teagasc to simplify the 
actions that producers can take to become more 
environmentally and economically sustainable.

The first modules to be launched in the autumn 
will cover:

• Greenhouse Gases (GHGs): Introduction

• Greenhouses Gases (GHGs): The MACC

• Responsible Use of Antibiotics

• Biodiversity: Introduction

A further two modules are currently in 
development covering soil health and water 
quality. These will be available later this year. 
The library of modules will continue to grow over 
time to help farmers to play their part in meeting 
climate change targets and to further enhance 
Irish agriculture’s sustainability credentials. 

Members of the Quality and Sustainable 
Assurance Schemes will be able to access the 
modules on farm.bordbia.ie. For assistance, 
please contact quality.assurance@bordbia.ie or 
01 6143679. 

Global 
Sustainability 
Study

In September, Bord Bia will launch 
the results of a comprehensive global 
sustainability study conducted across 
13 key markets with trade buyers and 
consumers. The aim of the study is 
to help inform the future direction of 
travel for agri-food sustainability and 
develop an up-to-date understanding 
of customer and consumer 
sustainability demands.
The results will be presented by 
webinar on Thursday 2nd September 
at 12pm. Visit bordbia.ie/news-events 
to register.

Established in 2018, Farming for Nature is a not-for-profit initiative 
that seeks to support farmers who farm, or wish to farm, in a way 
that will improve the natural health of our countryside. The annual 
Farming for Nature Ambassador Awards, supported by Bord Bia, 
recognises farmers across Ireland who manage their land in a way 
that sustains nature while providing a livelihood for their family. 

Farmers are nominated by those working in farmland biodiversity 
such as Teagasc advisors, field and research staff from the National 
Parks and Wildlife Service, and heritage and biodiversity officers 
from the Heritage Council.

A total of 48 farmers were nominated for this year’s awards. 
A shortlist of nominees progressed to the next stage in the 
Ambassador Awards with judges visiting farms over the summer. 
Following the judging process, the 2021 Farming for Nature 
Ambassadors will be announced. The public will be invited to 
choose their favourite candidate in the Farming for Nature public 
awards, with the winner announced in October. 

Current Farming for Nature ambassadors include dairy, beef, sheep, 
horticulture, and tillage farmers from across Ireland who manage a 
wide range of valuable habitats including species-rich grasslands and 
heaths, wetlands, woodlands, and hedgerows. To find out more about 
the current ambassadors, visit farmingfornature.ie.


