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Executive Summary
National Strategy needed

This policy document outlines the key
areas which the Meat Industry Ireland (MII)
Sheepmeat Committee believes should be
addressed as part of the development of a
national strategy for our sheep sector.

Ireland can achieve a sustainable market leadership
position as a supplier of premium lamb products to
European and targeted international markets. To
realise this potential a national strategy (Five Year
Development Plan) endorsed by all stakeholders is
essential. Such a strategy will send out a clear
message that the lamb industry is valued, has a
sustainable future in Ireland, and is a central plank of
our national Agri-Food Strategy. Some years ago, the
Malone Report, initiated by the sheepmeat industry
and signed up to by all stakeholders, set out 37
important recommendations for the development of
the sector in Ireland. While some actions were taken,
failure to put in place an ongoing Implementation
Group saw progress stall.

It draws on our earlier submission to Food
Wise 2025 and includes a series of action
points necessary to achieve the level of
ambition that we believe is possible and
which should form a central part in the
implementation of Food Wise 2025.
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Our aim for the Sector

EU Sheepmeat Forum

There is undoubtedly excellent potential for the
sheepmeat sector in Ireland with a European market
of 500 million consumers, that is less than 87% selfsufficient, on our doorstep. In addition, wider
international markets, if properly developed, provide
opportunities to achieve higher returns for the
industry as a whole. The EU imports more than four
times the export output of Ireland's sheepmeat sector
and this reflects a lost opportunity to sheepmeat
producing countries across the EU, including Ireland.
We believe that the Irish sheep sector should have
the ambition to grow output by 40% and in this
Development Plan we set out various targets and
actions to achieve these.

The establishment, at the end of 2015, of an EU
Sheepmeat Forum by the European Commission as
a reflection group to specifically look at the future of
the EU sheepmeat sector is an extremely positive
signal. The formation of this group builds on MII
engagement with colleagues at EU level and follows
discussions with EU Agriculture Commissioner Phil
Hogan earlier last year where it was highlighted that a
strategy targeting EU self-sufficiency in lamb output
over a ten year period was an important and realistic
target that all stakeholders should work towards. The
EU Sheepmeat Forum, which will report in Autumn
2016, will also focus on the urgent need to stimulate
lamb consumption in the EU and to ring-fence EU
promotional funding to assist in achieving this
objective.

 Building on the commitment in the
Programme for a Partnership Government that
“developing the sheep sector is a key focus of
the Food Wise 2025 strategy”, MII calls on all
partners in the sector to sign up to this
growth ambition. (See Fig. 2 below).

 MII calls on all stakeholders to engage with
and back this EU initiative and for the
Government to endorse its recommendations.

Figure 2: Growth potential for the Irish Sheep Sector by 2025
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Introduction
The sheepmeat sector in Ireland is a very important
indigenous industry with widespread production
throughout the country. The sector generates an
output value of €320 million per annum which
supports in excess of 34,000 sheep farmers, and a
further 2,000 jobs in processing and related industry
services. Over 2.6 million sheep were processed in
2015. The sector is strongly export oriented and 2015
exports, to over 30 markets, were valued in excess of
€230 million.

beef farms. Teagasc data shows that in terms of
gross margin, sheep enterprises perform very well
when compared to other farm enterprises.
Unfortunately over a ten year period, the sector has
seen a near 50% reduction in the breeding ewe
population in Ireland, a result which, if mirrored in
other sectors would see the adoption of national
strategies to reverse the trends and address the
relevant issues. While some recovery in sector scale
was achieved in the period 2009 – 2012, momentum
in the sector in recent years has stagnated due to a
lack of focus and ambition regarding its future
potential. This ultimately has impacted negatively on
the sheepmeat industry as it competes for grassland
with other enterprises.

Sheepmeat processing plants are located across
rural Ireland and make a huge contribution to both
rural communities and the national economy. They
provide 2,000 direct and in-direct jobs. These towns/
regions rarely benefit significantly from Foreign Direct
Investment and therefore are hugely dependent on
meat processing facilities and the associated
employment, farm incomes and services generated
by them. The level of spending in the sector has a
huge multiplier effect (farm inputs / livestock trading)
for these regional areas and is crucial to sustaining
local economies across Ireland.

Nevertheless, the sheepmeat processing sector has
continued to change and adapt its business from a
carcase/commodity business to a key fresh food
supplier to blue-chip retail and food service
customers across Europe (see Fig. 4). Processors
have invested heavily to upgrade their facilities in
order to enable them compete on an international
scale with product from other European markets as
well as product from countries such as Australia and
New Zealand.

“The sector generates an
output value of €320million
per annum which supports in
excess of 34,000 sheep
farmers, and a further 2,000
jobs in factories and related
industry services”

With an improved market situation in the EU (a
general trend towards less Oceanic lamb imports in
recent years), producer prices have improved which
has helped a recovery in Irish sheep farm
enterprises. Prices increased by 20% from 2010 to
2015.

Ireland is the 4th largest net exporter of sheepmeat in
the world and the 2nd largest in Europe, a fact which
is often overlooked as attention instead can often be
diverted to other sectors within the wider Irish agrifood economy.
Sheepmeat production and processing has excellent
environmental credentials and fits well with our
national effort towards a sustainable Agri-Food
sector. While there remains a small but important
core of sheep-only enterprises, sheep farming works
well with mixed grazing enterprises on both dairy and
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Challenges and Opportunities
MII believes that the SWOT analysis of the Irish Sheepmeat Sector, carried out as part of Food Wise 2025 provides
a fair assessment of the Sector’s current position.
Strengths







Weaknesses



Grass based production systems
Good export performance
High net value added product
Breed improvement programmes
Credible and sustainable quality assurance scheme
Positive socio-economic and environmental impact
in hill /mountain areas





Seasonality of supply
Viability of sheep farming is heavily dependent on
direct supports to the producer
Higher age profile of sheep farmers
High relative price point at consumer level
Lack of significant third country markets outside the
EU

Opportunities

Threats












Securing access to new markets in Asia, Africa and
North America
Growing ethnic population
Growing demand in China is leading to reduced NZ
imports into Europe
Expand its product range and exploit the image of
sheepmeat as a particularly natural healthy product

Food safety incident
Disease outbreak
Difficulty to maintain consumption levels
Failure to protect and measure the impact on the
natural environment

Source : Food Wise 2025
 Further efforts are necessary to build increased
customer focus and confidence in sourcing
verifiable sustainably produced meat from
Ireland.

MII highlights the following points in relation to
challenges and opportunities facing the Sector:
 Maintaining the ewe flock and securing the
production base is a key challenge to be
overcome. The aim must be to have a national
flock of at least 3 million ewes. A further decline in
the breeding population would be a serious threat
to the sector and would ultimately mean a loss of
scale and relevance in a European market
context. We need to maintain critical mass and
need a consistent year-round supply of quality
product to maintain access to premium markets.

 Ireland must be more proactive and responsive to
new global market opportunities where
competition is extremely strong. This will require
stronger resourcing in market access by the
Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine
(DAFM). MII has identified significant opportunities
in existing European and new international
markets including the US and China, in particular.
These opportunities derive from increasing global
demand for all meat proteins, due to continued
global growth in population and affluence.

 It is essential for success that young farmers are
encouraged to enter the sheepmeat sector.

 Sheepmeat production has excellent
environmental credentials. We need to build on
the natural and environmentally friendly image
associated with sheepmeat, together with
Ireland’s reputation in sustainable food production,
to further enhance the marketing of Irish lamb.

 Acknowledging that sheepmeat is more expensive
than other competing proteins, there is an urgent
need to reverse the perception that sheepmeat is
largely a product of choice solely of ageing and
more affluent consumers.
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Growth potential Our ambition for the sector
MII believes that the ambitious growth targets set out
in this document are appropriate and achievable. We
also highlight the absolute need to restore critical
mass to the sector, for the survival of the sector as a
key farm enterprise and also for Irish lamb to
maintain relevance in the European marketplace.

advancement and strong marketing, ewe numbers
can be restored to 3 million head and lamb output per
annum increased by 1 million head by 2025. This
involves increased lambing rates and also a focus on
improving lamb quality from our hill flock.

The output, export, value and job growth targets
already outlined (see Fig. 2) will contribute greatly to
both the agrifood sector and the National economy.
We believe that with appropriate support, technical

 MII calls on all partners in the sector to sign
up to the ambition to grow the sheep sector
by 40% with the implementation of this five
year development plan.

Figure 3: Irish Sheepmeat Exports

Figure 4: Evolution of Irish Sheepmeat Exports
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Market Potential for an
additional 20,000 tonnes of
Irish lamb

 Exports to France, the traditional core sheepmeat
export market for Irish sheepmeat have fallen from
60% of sales in 2005 to 40% in 2015. France
remains an important outlet but significant
diversification is taking place.

MII firmly believes that an additional 20,000 tonnes of
Irish lamb can be effectively marketed over the
coming years in a manner that delivers value to
farmers, industry and the economy.

 Exports to Germany, Belgium, Sweden have
increased by 60%.

 Irish sheepmeat export volumes have reduced
over the last decade and we have lost relevance
with some customers in some markets – this can
be reversed.

 In recent years, the Irish industry has developed
new non-EU outlets for Irish sheepmeat and coproducts. Sales to international markets such as
South Africa, Hong Kong and Gulf States have
grown to significant volumes.

 Lamb imports from Oceania into the EU market
have been declining in recent years, as other
opportunities emerge in Asian markets.

 With significant investment in facilities and market
development, 65% of Irish lamb is now exported in
broken/cuts format, adding value and increasing
flexibility.

 Current FTA negotiations do not present a
significant import threat in sheepmeat and in fact
offer new opportunities for international exports.
 The increasing proportion of Irish lamb exported in
broken/boneless format offers new opportunities.
 Progress can be made in restoring EU sheepmeat
consumption, particularly given increased
promotional funding at EU level.
 Progress is being made on non-EU exports (South
Africa, Hong Kong, Canada and Singapore) and
access to the US market could offer new potential
of 8-10,000 tonnes of exports per annum.

Irish sheepmeat exports have diversified
significantly over the last decade. We export to
more than 30 EU and international markets and
count most major EU retail and foodservice
groups as customers for Irish lamb (Fig. 3).
Sustaining scale, continuity & relevance to this
customer base is vital to the continuing success
of the sector.
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MII Policy Recommendations
 Approximately two-thirds of flocks in Ireland have
less than 100 ewes. On-farm capital investment
schemes are vital to encourage labour saving at
farm level and generally to overcome the
structural deficiencies that can lead to an overall
improvement in profitability.

Production
Producer viability is critical for the future development
and expansion of the sheepmeat sector. Sheep
production can generate a positive market margin either
as specialised enterprises or as a complementary
enterprise in mixed grazing farms. While market price
returns have delivered higher revenues in recent years,
there are additional opportunities for improvement in
enterprise revenue. In this context, it is essential that
there be a strong focus on productivity gains that can be
achieved in terms of output per ewe and per hectare.

 A revised training and education programme
should promote husbandry issues including
castration, tail removal, fleece hygiene (CLP),
animal health and welfare. All these issues are
critically important to the marketability of lambs.
 The large reduction since 2008 in Teagasc sheep
specialist resources, as well as reductions to
dedicated sheep research centres, is indicative of
what had been a general lack of ambition towards
the sector.

Firstly however, it is important to highlight that the
majority of the EU sheep flock currently benefits from
some element of coupled support under the CAP and
Ireland needs to revise its policy approach in this area.

MII Recommendations:

In this regard, MII welcomes the commitment in
the Programme for a Partnership Government
to introduce a new sheep payment scheme.

 MII calls for the early introduction of the new
sheep payment scheme, with appropriate
linkages to efficiency and productivity
included;

As regards other actions at production level, the
following is proposed:

 MII calls for the strengthening of research and
advisory resources targeted to the sheep
enterprise and the expansion of a dedicated
specialist sheepmeat unit in Teagasc;

 A realistic target of at least 1.5 lambs / ewe to the
ram should be pursued on a national basis. Current
rates vary hugely from 0.6 to 1.8 depending on
location, enterprise, breed and management
practices. An increase from the current levels
achieved of approximately 1.35 lambs/ewe to the
ram to 1.5, would result in approximately 375,000
additional lambs (0.15 x 2.5m breeding ewes) to be
marketed annually.

 MII calls for incentives to encourage young
farmers to develop a sheep enterprise;
 MII calls for a refocusing of the Clean
Livestock Policy (CLP);

 Knowledge transfer (KT) is essential. This includes
increased resources dedicated to the provision of
advisory and training services and expansion of the
KT programmes. In addition, sheep enterprises need
to maximise the potential of grass (i.e. grass growth,
measurement and utilisation) as it is a competitive
advantage for Irish producers and is central to the
marketing of Irish sheepmeat. The BETTER Sheep
farm programme can play an important role in this
area.

 MII calls for the following additional actions in
relation to production:
 Productivity gain targets must be set;
 Increased resources for Knowledge
Transfer and on-farm investments under
TAMS 2;
 Renewed focus on finished lamb
presentation.
 Expansion of the BETTER Sheep farm
programme.

 Given the current age profile of sheep farmers, it is
essential that the younger generation are
incentivised to get involved in this industry.
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Breeding

Electronic Tagging

There must be an emphasis on achieving an
improvement in sheep production through better
breeding and application of the latest technology and
science in this area. It needs clear and realistic
objectives and close co-operation between Sheep
Ireland and Teagasc with adequate resources
(expertise and funding) to ensure the success of such
a programme. The programme should include:

The introduction of electronic tagging or electronic
identification (E-ID) is critical to the entire sheepmeat
sector. While competitors have moved ahead with the
implementation of E-ID, Ireland has fallen behind in
this regard. Given that Ireland is heavily dependent
on exports, we should be upgrading our current
identification and traceability regime to a fully
electronic system that:

 Breeding to improve prolificacy (to achieve the
gains outlined above). Breeding resistance and
resilience to diseases and conditions which impact
on productivity of flocks e.g. foot-rot.

 Underpins our traceability and labelling system
and modernises its responsiveness in the event of
a disease outbreak or food safety issue.
 Ensures that the Irish Sheepmeat Sector can
progress with international market access for
sheepmeat, based on a modern, robust and
reliable electronic database.

 A strong focus on producing carcases which meet
market requirements.
 Focus on hill sheep production, to maximise the
viability of those enterprises which play a crucial
role in terms of protection and preservation of
sensitive hill and mountainous areas. The focus
should be on improving genetics within hill breeds
so that they can be finished in the lowlands to
product specifications suitable for Northern
European markets i.e. a minimum target weight of
18kg and minimum of an R3 grade.

 Gives precise information to producers to ensure
flock registers are accurate and enhances flock
management practices.
 Allows the development of a modern and
beneficial sheep breeding programme which can
only be realised through the introduction of full EID. Accurate data collection is at the heart of any
breeding programme and at present this cannot
be delivered.

MII Recommendations:

 Provides accurate and timely information on the
size of the sheep flock. The current annual paper
census fails to give timely information to the sector
to assist in planning and marketing product.

 MII calls for an acceleration of efforts in the
area of breed improvement and the
application of latest breeding technology to
the sector.

MII Recommendations:
 MII calls for immediate action in addressing
the changes needed in output from the hill
flock.

 MII calls for the earliest completion of the
review of the NSIS and for full implementation
of E-ID in the Irish sheep sector.
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MII Policy recommendations continued

International Market
Access

Marketing Irish Lamb
With a European market, on our doorstep, that is less
than 87% self-sufficient, Ireland should aim to
maximise this opportunity. There is a very substantial
and growing ethnic mix of consumers which offers
further opportunity to Irish producers and processors.
Ireland has the advantage of being an established
supplier to the EU market and therefore has the
opportunity within the EU internal market to maximise
this potential. Bord Bia needs to examine how greater
synergies can be achieved between its beef and lamb
promotion and market activities. This should include:

In addition to maximising the potential of the EU
market, it is important that Ireland has full access to a
wide range of international markets to benefit from
the emerging opportunities and maximise returns for
Irish sheepmeat. We need to focus the market
access strategy in line with the opportunities that
exist. For example 1.6bn (23%) of the world’s
population are Muslim and have a preference for
lamb based on culture and religious beliefs. MII
members acknowledge the efforts being made at
political and official level to open international
markets for Irish sheepmeat and believe that these
efforts could be further enhanced with greater
resourcing of the DAFM Market Access unit. Efforts
must also be made to ensure we have a common
certificate that meets the majority of import conditions
in different markets.

 Promotion of Irish beef & lamb in tandem;
 Review whether the national meat promotion
strategy should major on grass based production
rather than a specie specific approach. This could
be good fit with the Origin Green initiative.
 Expand the Bord Bia Chef’s beef club to the Bord
Bia Beef & Lamb club.

Sheepmeat should be included with other meats
when market access applications are being
submitted. A kilogram of lamb exported from Ireland
is equally as important as a kilogram of other meat
types.

 Expand participation in the Bord Bia Lamb Quality
Assurance Scheme
MII Recommendations:

An urgent focus is required to ensure we avail of the
international opportunities that exist for Irish
sheepmeat before we lose momentum to other
competing exporters. In terms of market access for
Irish sheepmeat, immediate priorities include: USA,
China and the Gulf States, as well as technical work
to improve certification conditions for a number of
open markets.

 MII calls for a strategic review of the
promotion and marketing approach on Irish
lamb to support the ambition of this
Development Plan.
 MII calls for a new initiative at EU level,
promotion EU lamb to EU consumers,
supported by a ring-fenced allocation from
the enlarge EU food promotional budget.

MII Recommendation:
 MII calls for an expanded Market Access Unit
in DAFM and for sheepmeat to be included in
all market access applications.
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Market Specification

Seasonality

It is essential that we, as an industry, produce a
product that meets the market requirements, thereby
maximising the price return to the producer. Currently
there is a huge variance in terms of the sheep
presented for slaughter and this is creating difficulties
for processors to market such product. There is an
urgent need to focus on a more consistent output from
our farms. Producing animals that meet market
requirements is essential to the future of the
sheepmeat sector. It is essential that such animals
become the norm if we are to maintain and grow
premium market outlets.

The seasonal nature of the sheep sector in Ireland
presents serious challenges for the processing
sector when marketing produce to fresh/chilled
markets that require year-round supply. We must
maintain our presence in the market throughout
the year and scale is a critical factor in ensuring
relevance to customers.
It is essential that agencies such as Teagasc work
in collaboration with processors and Bord Bia
when advising producers regarding production
options. Promotion solely of grass-only production
systems will further escalate the problem of
seasonality in Ireland. It simply is not possible to
develop premium markets for fresh Irish lamb if we
can only supply such markets for half the year.

Product innovation is taking place at processing level,
bringing value-added sheepmeat products to existing
and new markets. Maximising the potential for such
value-added opportunities is dependent on having a
consistent high quality product that meets market
specifications. The benefit of value growth will be a
shared benefit to both producers and processors.

The sector needs a programme to halt our
worsening seasonality problem and build a
strategy to extend the lambing season e.g. one
month earlier and one month later. Such an
initiative would spread the amount of Irish lamb
over a longer period, helping to protect the sector
mid-season and ensuring that a more steady
supply allows access to premium markets for
longer periods of time.

MII Recommendations:
 MII stresses the need for improvement in the
quality consistency of finished lambs.
 All stakeholders must play their part in
implementation of the Clean Livestock Policy.

MII Recommendations:
 MII stresses the need for continued focus
on spreading our production season in
order to maximise the marketing potential
for Irish lamb.
 Teagasc should also explore the potential
of two lambings per annum for some flocks.
 Progress must be made on improving the
lamb output from our hill flocks to improve
their marketability.
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MII Policy recommendations continued

Sustainability
 MII supports the government’s intention to
examine how to improve the environmental impact
of agriculture through measures in the Rural
Development Programme 2014-2020, improving
the uptake of mitigation practices by farmers,
increasing the level of forest cover and continuing
to undertake relevant research.

Increasingly consumers, both at home and abroad,
are becoming more conscious as regards the
sustainability of the meat they purchase. Ireland has
a natural competitive advantage in this regard, and in
particular the sheep sector is naturally suited to meet
this market demand.
It is important to the sector that continued funding is
available to Bord Bia to promote take-up and
operation of the Lamb Quality Assurance Scheme.
While approximately 65% of throughput is from
quality assured farms, currently only 12,000
sheepmeat producers are members of the LQAS.

MII Recommendations:
 MII highlights that sheepmeat has the
strongest sustainability credentials. It is an
ideal fit within the Origin Green initiative.

A number of farm efficiency improvements were
highlighted earlier. Adoption of these efficiencies not
only improves economic performance but results in
significantly lower carbon emissions per kilo of
sheepmeat produced. Ultimately better practices and
technology adoption help to increase income while
reducing carbon emissions.

 MII calls for the rapid completion of QA rollout across the National flock.

Other important aspects regarding sustainability /
climate change include:
 A recognition that while there has been some
progress made recently at EU Council level in
terms of the EU Climate Change & Energy
Framework to 2030 which includes recognition of
specific issues for agriculture, it is very important
that this progress is further built upon and
developed. The Irish economy is still in recovery
mode and therefore we need to have realistic
international commitments.
 MII notes the Government’s plan to publish the
first National Mitigation Plan within six months and
welcomes its commitment that in respect of
agriculture, the plan will focus on balancing the
need to control emissions with the economic and
social objectives of promoting the sustainable
development of the rural economy.
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Competitiveness in processing
Irish lamb processing companies have invested significantly in
modern processing facilities which operate to the highest
international standards. Our export companies operate in an
extremely competitive international marketplace. Competitiveness
across all aspects of the processing business is critical. Irish labour,
energy and ‘business’ costs are significantly higher than those of
many of our competitors. Regulatory burden is also a challenge,
while the need for investment in product and process innovation is
intensifying.

MII member companies have committed considerable investment
funds, with support from Enterprise Ireland and in collaboration with
Teagasc, into the establishment of a Meat Technology Centre. The
purpose of the centre is to establish an internationally leading centre
of excellence for meat processing research and innovation. This
centre will fuel growth in the Irish sheepmeat and beef sectors by
supporting its competitiveness and by creating a pipeline of science
and technology based innovations. It will lead to enhanced
processes and product development, ultimately adding value to the
primary meat product and delivering on business sustainability
goals.
MII welcomes the support of Enterprise Ireland in the establishment
of the Meat Technology Centre.

MII Recommendations:
 MII believes that to support the competitiveness of lamb
processing in Ireland, the following actions are necessary:
 Continued focus by Government on reducing the cost of
doing business - labour, energy, insurance costs, etc.;
 A review of state-aid rules to allow meaningful support
for capital investment in processing facilities;
 Ongoing support for innovation, building on the Meat
Technology Centre initiative;
 Continued access to the necessary skills (e.g. skilled
knifemen / de-boners) either through official permit
arrangements or appropriate training supports.
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Conclusion
In summary, the sheepmeat sector in Ireland is a vital indigenous industry which continues to make a very
significant contribution to the national economy, supporting farms across rural Ireland and generating
employment in these regional locations.
Processors have invested heavily to maximise efficiencies, sustain their operations and ensure they can
compete on an international scale. There is huge potential for this sector in Ireland in terms of exports to
Europe and to new markets internationally as well as maximising the opportunities for additional value-added
created within Ireland.
However some key issues need to be addressed, as outlined in this policy document. Previous reports into the
sheepmeat sector have outlined various recommendations, many of which have never been progressed and
implemented. To ensure the continued growth of this important industry, the sector needs a strategic vision for
the future with an ambition shared by all stakeholders. MII believes that the potential exists to grow the sector
by 40% in the coming years.
This is a challenge, not solely for industry stakeholders, but due to its strategic importance and to its
significance to the economy and to rural Ireland, it poses a challenge to government and its agencies. For
these reasons the actions proposed in this Five Year Development Plan should be led and driven at
government level as part of the activation of meat measures under Food Wise 2025. Furthermore, our work
programme for the Irish sheepmeat sector should immediately coordinate with the important EU Sheepmeat
Forum initiative at Brussels level which is currently reflecting on the development of the EU sheepmeat sector.

“Developing the sheep sector is a key
focus of the Food Wise 2025 strategy”
A Programme for a Partnership Government (May 2016)
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Contact us:

Cormac Healy - Director
cormac.healy@ibec.ie

Joe Ryan - Senior Executive
joe.ryan@ibec.ie
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Confederation House
84/86 Lower Baggot Street
Dublin 2
Tel: 01 – 6051640
Fax: 01 – 6381640
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