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Presentation Overview

▪ Irish agri-food sector: past and present

▪ Factors underlying success

▪ The Future: 

• The global context: global megatrends and drivers of change

• National policy driver

• Challenges

• Opportunities

• Likely success factors

▪ Role of science and technology

▪ Lessons from Ireland’s experience



Ireland

• covers an area of 68,890km², of which agricultural land covers 71.6 % 

and forest land 11.0 %. 

• has a total population of roughly 4.95 million, of which 37% live in 

rural areas. 

• has an important farm sector dominated by medium-sized farms and 

grass-based livestock and dairy production. 

• 81% of agricultural area is devoted to pasture, hay and grass silage (3.6 

million hectares), 11% to rough grazing (0.5 million hectares) and 8% to 

crops, fruit & horticulture production (0.37 million hectares). (DAFM, 

2015)



Irish Agriculture since 1973

1970s

▪ EEC accession brings higher prices and substantial increases in production

1980s 

▪ Emergence of food mountains and trade distortion 

▪ Price-cost squeeze and downward pressure on incomes

▪ Introduction of the milk quota and non-indexation of support prices

▪ Stabilisation in prices and production

1990s 

▪ MacSharry Reforms and reduced price support with shift to Direct Payments

2000s

▪ Shift towards decoupled Direct Payments

▪ Economic boom in other sectors renders agriculture relatively less attractive

▪ But rural off farm employment sustains farm household incomes

Today

▪ Higher nominal output price and cost environment

▪ Consensus re positive medium-term prospects for exports and nominal prices

▪ Less protection from international competitors

▪ Greater farm price volatility and income volatility than in earlier decades



Benefits of EU Membership/CAP to Irish Agri-Food 

▪ EU membership enhanced farmers’ incomes and transformed living 
standards

▪ Benefited from access to higher prices available on the EU market, while 
exports to world markets have been subsidized by export refunds

▪ Benefited from transfers for on-farm investment from the Structural 
Funds resulting in massive on-farm improvements

▪ These funds have enabled the food industry to make a massive leap into 
value-added and consumer-ready products for domestic and export 
markets

▪ Society at large has benefited in the form of a better environment, higher 
levels of food safety, additional employment in food processing and a 
positive contribution to our balance of payments

▪ Farm management and technology skills have developed so that the 
agriculture and food sectors are well adapted to modern economic and 
social demands



Ireland versus New Zealand (1985-2010)



Some structural features of  Irish agriculture
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8.6% of total employment



Food & Drink Exports 2017

Teagasc Presentation Footer8

Ireland is the largest net exporter of dairy ingredients, beef and lamb in Europe

-Ireland is the largest exporter in Europe of powdered infant formula

-Ireland exports over 80% of its dairy and beef production

-Ireland is the UK’s largest supplier of food and drink

-Irish beef is listed by more than 82 retail chains across Europe

-Ireland exports over half the pig meat it produces – to over 60 countries around the world



GHGs and ammonia emissions

• Irish Agriculture accounts for 

33% of Irish national 

emissions (EU = 9%)

• Due to small industrial base to 

‘dilute’ agricultural emissions 

and proportionally large 

livestock sector

• 80% of ammonia from dairy 

and beef

• Remainder from pig and 

poultry

Ammonia

GHGs



Significant pressure to ‘At Risk’ water bodies 

from agriculture

10



The Future: Global Megatrends and Drivers of 

Change

▪ Food and nutrition security

• Increasing population and income

• Growing urbanisation

▪ Climate change

▪ Pressure on natural resources

▪ More sustainable lifestyles and consumption 
patterns

▪ Global policy developments

▪ Growth of bioeconomy and circular economy

▪ Transformative technologies



Irish Policy Driver

Food Wise 2025 is an industry-led national 

strategy to enable Ireland capitalize on a host of 

new growth opportunities arising from the ever-

increasing global demand for food and for new 

and innovative food solutions.

Ireland is well -placed to meet these demands 

given our comparative advantage in producing 

a range of sustainable, safe, nutritious and 

innovative food products

But we face critical sustainability challenges….



Food Wise 2025: Growth Projections
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Innovation Challenge



Disruptive Technologies

Teagasc Technology Foresight 2035:

• Spate of disruptive innovation from rapidly accelerating

▪ scientific discoveries and new technologies

• Big Data, 3D Printing, Artificial Intelligence, Robotics,

Synthetic Biology, Nanotechnology, Biotechnology

• Cycles of technology-induced change have accelerated  

▪ evidence of exponential rather than linear growth  

• We cannot even begin to conceive of the wider social and

▪ economic impacts of these technologies in the long term

• Who foresaw second-order effects of the Internet 

▪ (Facebook and Twitter) or third-order effects like the use of these 
innovations for social movements/upheavals (Arab Awakening)?

• Eventually they could conceivably impact all sectors of the economy

• Government, business and society will need to collaborate to introduce 
policies and institutions to make best use of these new technologies

• We need to prepare in the agri-food sector



Innovation the key to growing export markets

World-leading expertise 

in quality / safety, e.g., 

Beef and Dairy  -

reassure new buyers in 

new markets. 

Cheese 

diversification, e.g., 

Cheese for China

Cross-Cultural Sensory Studies

Leading Analytical Capabilities

Technologies to extend shelf life to reach far away Markets

SMART ingredients – nutritional base for foodstuffs 

elsewhere in the world beyond the UK market



Review of Success Factors
▪ Comparative natural advantage

• Competitive advantage built on this

▪ EU membership

▪ Long history of food exports

▪ Large UK market close by and then large EU market

▪ Cooperative movement

▪ State support and priority for policy

• Investment in RTD and Innovation

• Investment in marketing

• Investment in  quality and safety

• Investment in Industry support

▪ Strategic Planning

• Programme for Economic Development (1958)

• Food Harvest 2020 (2010)

• Food Wise 2025 (2015)



Lessons from Ireland

• Strong commitment from Government

• National policy

• International policy

• planning

• Strong supporting state agencies

• RTD

• Marketing

• Industry support

• Emphasis on safety and quality

• Added value and innovation

• Synergy between different sub-sectors 

• Efficient production business model-grassland

• Coops

• EU membership


