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Grand Challenges for the Irish Beef 
Sector 
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Lack of farm-level 
profitability 

Societal 
expectations of 
sustainability 



Farm incomes 



Family Farm Incomes in Ireland 
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 Very low family farm incomes on beef farms with subsidies and 
direct payments being much greater than total income – loss 
making from cattle activities 

Source: Teagasc NFS 



Performance gap for Irish suckler 
beef farms 
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Target1 National2 

 Stocking rate (LU/ha) 2.6 1.5 

 Carcass weight output (kg/ha) 510 270 

 Production costs (€/kg carcass) 3.02 4.11 

 Gross output (€/ha) 1,923 1,028 

 Gross margin (€/ha) 1,023 494 

 Net margin (€/ha) 385 38 

1Herbage utilised, 10 t DM/ha. Beef carcass base, €3.75/kg. Concentrates, €265/t. Protected urea, 
€400/t. CAN €300/t. 
2Farms greater than 20 cows, data from Teagasc NFS, ICBF and DAFM AIM 



 Phase I: 2008 – 2011 
• €27,000 increase in gross margin (+118%) on average per farm - 66% from 

increased technical efficiency 

 

 Phase II: 2012 – 2016 
• €18,655 increase in gross margin (+53%) on average per farm - 87% from 

increased technical efficiency 
 

Teagasc-Irish Farmers Journal BETTER Farms 

Impact of improved uptake of 
improved management practices 



Current 
• Average age at 1st calving = 30 m 

• Target = 24 m 

• < 20% cows calve within 12 m 

• Target = 100% 

• Average calving interval 394 d 

• Target = 365 d 

• Producing 0.85 calves/yr (all cows) 

• Target 0.95 calves/yr 

Consequences  

• Unproductive cows 

• Un-even calf crop 

• Less efficient use of grass 

• Inefficient labour use 

• Poor profitability  

Animal Performance – Reproduction 



Understanding the performance gap 
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 Average farm size: suckler farms 
31 ha, non-suckling beef farms 
37 ha; potential income limited 

 Much more likely to be on poorer 
soils 

 Majority of households have off 
farm employment (53%), many 
(35%) have pension income 

 Age: four times as many farmers 
over 65 than under 35 



Societal expectations 



Increased focus on meat production 
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Sustainable production 

 Carbon efficient 

 High animal welfare standards 

 Low antimicrobial usage 

 Land use – food, feed and fuel 

 Support rural economies & maintain 

countryside in GAEC 
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Good starting point… 

 Fifth lowest carbon footprint of beef in EU 

 Efficient on a global basis 

Relatively low carbon footprint 
of Irish beef 

Source: FAO, 2013 



GHG reduction targets 

 Debate over the role of soil carbon and methane 
emissions 



Teagasc role 



Animal welfare 
 Pasture based production implies “natural” systems 

with high animal welfare status 
 However, …continuous assessment and verification 

is necessary: 
• Calf welfare 
• Disbudding 
• Castration 
• Weaning 
• Housing 
• Transport 

 Research at Teagasc Grange has supported policy 
decisions in all of the above areas 
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Irish Independent, 16 January 2018 

Irish Independent, 5 December 2017 

Ethical Corporation, 7 September 2017 

BBC, 22 December 2017 Open Access Government, 18 December 2017 

The Times, 22 December 2017 
UK Gov Press Release, 27 October 2017 

Focus on antimicrobials 



 CIWF took 'Antibiotic Anna' to Brussels to raise 
awareness of the perceived overuse of antibiotics in 
farming 



Antimicrobial usage 

 Considerably lower AMU on Irish farms (~7 mg/PCU) 
compared to global estimate (~45 mg/kg) 
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Funded by DAFM: 

RSF 11/S/131 



Land use – food, feed and fuel 

“One goal for achieving food security 
is to grow more food on the existing 
land base in ways that limit additional 
pressure on natural ecosystems…” 

• Can we develop a grass based AD industry in Ireland? 



Supporting rural economies 
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 Hennessy et al. (2018): 

• Beef sector output 

multiplier, 2.11 

• DP multiplier, >4 

• Employment multiplier, 

16.2 (agfood sector) 



Location of farms 

Dairy farms 
Beef farms 

Source: O’Donoghue et al., 2012 



Global consumption patterns 
• Average consumption of  

~9 kg/capita 

• Projected increase of  73% 
in meat demand by 2050 

• Extreme scenario: 

• No change in 
consumption in 
developing countries 

• Consumption halved in 
developed countries 

• Still need to produce 65 m 
tonnes of  beef 

FAO 



Summary 
 Very substantial income challenge & potential 

headwinds 
 Multifactorial 

• Structural factors – long term, part-time systems 
important 

• Production efficiency – many “win-win” technologies 

 Sustainability metrics increasingly important 
• We have a good starting point 
• Continuous improvement necessary 
• Develop measurement & verification systems 

 Communicate more effectively 
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