
No sector 
within any 
member state 
is as exposed 
to the fallout 
from Brexit as 
the Irish beef 
industry

Dear President Juncker,  
Commissioners Hogan and Malmström,  
An Taoiseach Leo Varadkar and  
Minister Michael Creed

In 2017, Irish beef exports totalled €2.5bn. The back-
bone of this industry is our national suckler herd. Tra-
ditionally standing at over a million cows, the suckler 
herd has been a vital generator of economic activity in 
towns and villages throughout rural Ireland. 

There are over 100,000 Irish farm families directly en-
gaged in the production and finishing of suckler-bred ani-
mals. Alongside this, the beef processing industry generates 
another 10,000 jobs. Many of these processing facilities are 
located in rural towns and villages where alternative em-
ployment is limited. Furthermore, with the beef sector 
sourcing in excess of 90% of its inputs from within the Irish 
economy, suckler farming is key to sustaining the economic 
activity that generates thousands of jobs in the agricultural 
inputs sector. 

Overall the Irish beef industry has traditionally contrib-
uted more to the Irish economy than any other manufactur-
ing sector. Economic analysis indicates that for every €100 
in exports, the net foreign earnings from the beef sector is 
over €50. This compares to just €19 for other manufacturing 
sectors including modern economy sectors such as pharma-
ceuticals and ICT.

Unfortunately, suckler beef production is an extremely 
low-margin business. Within the EU, the suckler herd has 
largely been maintained through a combination of direct 
payments that underpinned production and trade regula-
tions that ensure only beef produced to EU standards can 
enter the EU market. 

Along with providing EU consumers with safe, high-qual-
ity beef, both measures reflected a long-held view at nation-
al and EU level that the suckler cow played an important 
role as:

Who should sign?
1. All farmers that see value in 
maintaining a diverse portfolio of 
agricultural exports.
2. Meat processors and their 
employees who depend on suckler 
farmers for their raw material.
3. Feed mills, marts, consultants, 
vets, accountants and all other input 
providers dependent on suckler 
farmers.
4. Rural schools, shops and sports 
clubs who depend on maintaining 
vibrant rural communities.
5. Those engaged in the tourist 
industry that recognise the impor-
tant role suckler farmers play in the 
maintenance and development of 
our rural landscape. 
6. Environmental organisations that 
recognise the positive contribution 
that suckler farmers play in main-
taining a bio-diverse landscape. 
7. Politicians whose constituents 
depend on a vibrant rural Ireland.

Letters will also be available to sign at various agricultural venues and events throughout the country in the weeks ahead. You can download a 
copy of the letter at www.farmersjournal.ie, where there will also be the option to sign the letter electronically. If you would like a copy of the letter 
to be sent to your premises please contact us at 01-419 9525.

Please sign below along with family, friends, work colleagues and suppliers and return to  
Open Letter, Irish Farmers Journal, Irish Farm Centre, Bluebell, Dublin 12

By signing this letter, I am calling 
on you, the European Commis-
sion and the Irish Government to 
recognise the important role that 
suckler farmers play in maintaining 
a vibrant rural Ireland by commit-
ting to: 

1 A fully funded Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP) 
with the commitment to 
introduce targeted direct 

support for all low-income sec-
tors including sucklers. 

2Protect EU and Irish 
suckler farmers in all up-
coming trade deals and 
reject any demands from 

non-EU countries for increased 
access to EU beef markets.  

3Safeguarding farmers’ 
income both during and 
after Brexit negotiations 
through the implemen-

tation of market support meas-
ures. 

4 Supporting the cam-
paign for the introduc-
tion of a suckler cow 
support payment of 

€200/cow to underpin the sec-
tor and halt rural decline.

1 An economic generator in rural towns and villages across 
the EU. 

2An environmental custodian across some of the most 
marginal land areas within the EU. 

An analysis carried out by UCD on behalf of the IFA rein-
forces the role of the suckler cow as a wealth creator, show-
ing that every €1 of support provided to suckler farmers 
generated over €4 of economic activity in rural towns and 
villages. 

Unfortunately, we have in recent years seen a steady ero-
sion in the level of direct support targeted towards the suck-
ler sector. A recent analysis carried out by the Irish Farmers 
Journal showed that a typical suckler farm has seen the level 
of support received from both the EU and Irish Government 
fall by typically €200 per cow. 

This lack of support has coincided with a growing appe-
tite within the EU to undermine the EU beef market by al-
lowing increased access to beef imports from parts of the 
world that do not have the same costs or production stand-
ards. Currently the EU is negotiating a trade deal with South 
American countries that, if agreed, would have devastating 
consequences for the EU and Irish suckler herds.

All this is taking place against a backdrop where EU and 
Irish beef farmers are struggling to cope with the conse-
quences of Brexit. No sector within any member state is as 
exposed to the fallout from Brexit as the Irish beef industry. 
The UK market currently consumes five times more Irish 
beef than the Irish market. 

The lack of profitability, due to the steady withdrawal of 
support from both Europe and the Irish Government and 
the uncertainty around the future of the EU beef market, 
due to ongoing trade deals and Brexit, is seeing the Irish 
suckler herd slowly starting to wither away. 

Unless both the EU and Irish Government move to quickly 
inject confidence back into the suckler sector, then the pace 
at which farmers exit the sector will accelerate, with the 
financial consequences being felt far beyond the farm gate. 
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SAVE OUR SUCKLERS
#saveoursucklers

Open letter from readers of the Irish Farmers Journal

Yours sincerely


