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How can Ireland make itself more resilient from a food perspective? 

The Celtic tiger years have left the Irish shopper with a greater choice of food than ever 
before. To walk around a supermarket in any Irish town is to be faced with such a wide array 
of produce from around the world that ultimately one has little idea of where ones food 
comes from.  When faced with such continuous choice the fragility of the networks that bring 
this food to Ireland, and indeed Ireland’s food security is rarely thought of.  The Irish food 
chain is susceptible to global influences such as a worldwide increase in population, climate 
change bringing extreme weather patterns, higher oil prices and an increase in crops being 
grown for bio-fuel instead of food.  

This essay aims to investigate how Ireland can become more food resilient and less 
exposed in the event of a global food crisis.  I aim to initially investigate the current state of 
Irish agriculture, food distribution networks and the power of the supermarket, before 
suggesting ways in which Ireland can become more food resilient while still enabling the 
population to eat a healthy and varied diet. 

Irish Agriculture in 2010: 

Ireland currently has 130,000 farmers, working 4.4 million hectares of land.  The average 
Irish farm is approximately 32 hectares, and generally consists of a patchwork of small 
irregularly sized fields bounded by walls or hedgerows.  The farms are mostly specialized  

  

(with 93% being livestock specialists1) within agricultural zones which are dependent on soil 
types and climate.  Very few dairy farmers also grow vegetables or cereals for example.  The 
typical Irish farm, like most in the developed world has become reliant on cheap 
transportation costs and now ‘operates for the purpose of exchange rather than self-
reliance’2  3.5 million hectares of land is devoted to grass which is used for silage, hay and 
pasture, 0.5 million hectares used for rough grazing, with slightly less again being used for 
crop production.  In 2006 just under 40,000 hectares were being farmed organically in 
Ireland, which is less than 0.9% of the utilisable agricultural area of Ireland, and is well below 
the average EU level.  

                                                             
1 Eurostat: farm structure survey in Ireland 2007 
2 www.theoildrum.com/node/6140 
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Imports and exports: 

3 Self-sufficiency ratio Export (tonnes) Import (tonnes) 
Beef 820% 428,510 30,670 
Pig meat 163% 124,830 70,990 
Sheep meat 303% 54,940 2,310 
Dairy 1088% 916,150 491,960 
Poultry 101% 87,210 73,340 
Cereals 85% 316,760 1169,050 
Vegetables * 84.8% 140.47 686,294 
Fruit            * 23.5% 35,000 150,856  
Total  2,103,870 2,675,470 

The table above shows that Ireland imports slightly more food than it exports.  The statistics 
also highlight the free-market in operation with large-scale movement of food in and out of 
the country.  Ireland is heavily reliant on importation of fruit and vegetables for internal 
consumption.  The table above only shows fruit and vegetables which can be grown in 
Ireland, ignoring produce which cannot be grown here due to our climate.  The amount of 
fruit grown in Ireland could be increased in certain areas, the limiting factors appear to be 
mostly economic, as the market price of what is grown here is more expensive than foreign 
imports and therefore could not be sold as readily.   

The export of food is extremely valuable to the Irish economy, with the exportation of Beef 
alone worth €1,559 million per annum to the Irish economy.  The dairy sector is even more 
lucrative, and is worth €2,215 million.  In the conventional dairy and beef industries the 
breeds of cattle used, and the system of fattening cattle for slaughter requires a vast amount 

of protein to be incorporated 
into cattle feed.  This cannot 
be grown to sufficient 
standards in Ireland. The 
industry is therefore heavily 
dependent on imported soya 
for winter feed.  In excess of 
1.5 million tonnes of Soya 
are imported into Ireland 
each year, mostly from South 
America, much of which is 
Genetically Modified.  Not 
only is the importation of 
soya feed expensive and 
prone to market fluctuations, 

it is also partly responsible for deforestation in South America.   

Transportation: 

Depending on your particular viewpoint peak oil will either occur in the next few years, or has 
already recently occurred.  Very few people imagine that oil is a finite resource.  With 
increased global demand for oil the price seems set to continue to rise and rise.  The figures 
below show that diesel prices doubled between 2002 and 20084.  Although much of the cost 

                                                             
3 www.agriculture.gov.ie/publications/2007/compendiumofirishagriculturestatistics2007/listoftables * only 
relates to fruit and vegetables which can be grown domestically 
4 US energy information administration 
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of diesel in Ireland is made up in tax5, the prices will still be unstable in the coming years.  
This will not only affect the cost of transporting food, but also the cost of producing food. 

It does not seem sustainable or secure for the agricultural sector to rely too heavily on 
exporting food for its revenue as external factors, such as the inevitable fluctuation in oil 
prices, will make the transportation of food increasingly expensive, and perhaps less 
profitable in the future, even more so considering that food transported into Ireland travels an 
average of 3,000 miles6. It also seems unsustainable, and frankly lunacy to import meat or 
dairy products that are produced in excess in Ireland.  This absurd movement of food stuff, 
and the reliance on import money, is not sustainable and could very easily be disturbed by 
external factors.   

Diesel use in agriculture: 

In 1997 there were 167,500 tractors operating in Ireland.   The average tractor uses 450 
litres of diesel per hectare per annum7.  The tillage sector uses an average of 35 litres per 
acre during the tilling, sowing, harvesting and drying of cereals. There are several other 
varieties of agricultural equipment, all of which are diesel driven.  The cost of agricultural 
diesel was approximately 50c per litre in 2007, but had risen to 77c per litre a year later. 
Silage contractor Eamon Murphy, stated in an interview with the Irish Independent in 2008 
that his ‘silage gear burns on average, 30 litres/acre. We're now paying 20c/litre more for 
diesel than last summer; that works out at an extra €6/acre at the moment, but this could go 
to €8/ac if diesel prices keep rising’.   

Pesticides and herbicides: 

Only 0.9% of the utilisable 
agricultural area in Ireland is 
organically farmed.  This means 
that the remaining 99.1% of the 
agricultural area is farmed 
conventionally, with chemical 
fertilizers and pesticides 
(herbicides, fungicides, 
insecticides) which are mostly oil 

based.  Those in favour of pesticide use state the increase crop yields which are available by 
using such products. 

Modern farms practice monoculture (where one or few crops are grown) to save human 
labour and maximize machine usage, the downside however is that when a pest comes 
along that feeds on this crop the population of that pest or disease explodes.    Although the 
use of pesticides may help to stop the widespread destruction of crops by insects and 
disease the true cost of their use is only now beginning to be appreciated.  In the United 
States for example pesticides were found to pollute every stream and over 90% of wells 
sampled in a study by the US Geological Survey8 and have also been thought to be 
responsible for Colony Collapse Disorder which severely threatens global bee colonies.  
Insects are also becoming resistant to pesticides, a phenomenon which was predicted by 
Rachel Carson in 1962 in her book ‘Silent Spring’, to date 500 species of insects have been 

                                                             
5 Ibid. Ireland is ranked 164th highest out of 168 countries in terms of diesel taxation 
6 Safefood, ‘Where does our food come from’ July 2009 
7 Energy Inputs in Production Agriculture Lecture, Con Trass 
8 Gilliom, RJ, et al. The Quality of our nation’s waters: Pesticides in the nation’s streams and ground water, 
1992–2001. Chapter 1, Page 4. US Geological Survey.  



 

noted that have developed some resistance to pesticides9.  In fact the use of pesticides is 
not necessarily beneficial to crop yields, in the USA losses to pests have increased in the 
last 50 years despite an increase in pesticide use.  The use of chemical pesticides, which 
are having a detrimental effect on the environment, and which are subject to price increases 
by the few multi-national companies which share the market, does not appear to be the 
practise of a sustainable agricultural system.  If for some reason pesticides could not be 
purchased by Irish farmers their yields would suffer hugely, it is questionable at the moment 
if Irish farming could cope without the use of such chemicals. Highly intensive monoculture 
needs pesticide, a pre-pesticide example of monoculture gone-wrong is The Irish potato 
famine of 1845-9.  This occurred because a single variety of potato, called The Lumper, 
which was grown almost exclusively across Ireland at the time, was susceptible to a 
particular strain of potato blight.  The blight affected the majority of the potato harvest over 
several seasons, however in contemporary Peru there was also a potato blight, but as their 
potato crop included a wide variety of potato species, not all were affected by the blight and 
a famine did not occur.  This example could be used to extol the virtues of pesticide use, but 
it also shows the weakness of any system of monoculture and that of the lack of 
diversification.  Using pesticides to maintain a system of monoculture is in itself an 
unsustainable and unsecure form of agriculture.  

Almost the entire Irish food system is dependent on oil, from the pesticides used, the 
agricultural machinery, and the transportation of food.  This leaves the Irish food chain 
extremely vulnerable to price hikes or shortages in oil supply. 

Climate change: 

Along with rising diesel prices, climate change will probably have the greatest impact on Irish 
agriculture in the future.  No one can be certain what the precise impact will be but the 
following has been speculated: 

 In east Leinster and east Ulster water stress in grass, barley, potato and to a lesser extent maize will 

occur on a much increased frequency. Summer soil moisture deficits will be problematical for 

dairying, losses from which may be partially compensated by reductions in fertiliser inputs. Late 

summer feed deficits may require supplementation or the introduction of a mid season housing 

period during particularly dry summers.  

 In the midlands, less stresses are apparent in summer and good yields of grass, barley, maize, 

potato and, later in the century, soybean can be expected. Scope for reduced fertiliser inputs will be 

greater in areas of poorly drained soils.  

 In the extreme northwest cool temperatures and relatively wet conditions will produce lower grass, 

maize and soybean yields, but good barley and potato yields. On poorly drained soils, agriculture will 

be slightly more productive than at present. Dairying will not be heavily impacted.  

 In south and south-west Munster, warm temperatures and relatively moist conditions will lead to good 

grass, barley and maize yields and provide potential for new crops such as soybean. Potato yield is 

limited. The relative advantages of this region for dairying will be maintained though summer droughts will 

become more common than at present.10 

                                                             
9 http://grapes.msu.edu/pesticideResist.htm 
10 Teagasc publications, ‘Climate change and Irish Agriculture’  p3 



 

Although climate change may bring benefits, such as the ability to grow crops which at 
present cannot be produced in Ireland, it seems that increased water use will be a major 
problem.  At present agriculture uses 10% of fresh water in Ireland the possibility that we will 
be charged for all treated water may be problematic for the agriculture sector.  The 
investment in rain water harvesting technologies for non-drinking water may be a solution to 
reducing the use of supplied water by as much as 47%11.  The instillation of such systems 
may not be economically viable at the moment without government grants, however in the 
future such systems may well be a necessity. 

Supermarkets: 

The Irish retail market is increasingly being shared by three major retailers, whose stated 
intentions are to try and push down prices for the consumer.  Although the consumer may 
benefit financially in the short-term the quest for low prices is putting huge pressure on 
farmers, who are often forced to sell their produce below the cost of production, squeezing 
many to the point of elimination12.  A good example of this in Ireland is Glanbia and their 
ability to regularly renegotiate milk prices with farmers.  As few independent dairies now 
survive the farmers are forced to accept these lower prices.   

Although prices may be getting cheaper official European Union statistics state that Ireland 
is the most expensive country in the euro zone for food, with the cost of fruit and vegetables 
being on average one third higher than the EU average13.  Despite these relatively high food 
costs 40% of all food grown does not meet the standards expected by the Irish consumer, 
often merely on aesthetic grounds. In addition to this, huge amounts of food is disposed of 
by supermarkets as their policy of having continually well stocked displays of fruit and 
vegetables means large amounts of this fresh produce goes off. Furthermore we the 
consumer throw away an average of one third of all the food that we buy14.   

It is therefore the consumer’s responsibility to change their shopping habits to make the Irish 
food system more resilient.  Giving so much of the market share to so few players will make 
the entire system extremely brittle.  Supermarkets are responsible for a large portion of the 
unnecessary transportation of food described above; a system which is very susceptible to 
fluctuations in oil prices, and may result in food prices rising considerably in the future.  It is 
also the consumer’s responsibility not to waste large amounts of food, and accept that 
cosmetic blemishes do not necessarily affect the true value of food. 

Potential Solutions: 

 For Irish food systems to become more resilient it must become more diverse and 
less reliant on imports and exports, the transportation of which can be affected by 
fluctuations in currency and in oil prices.   
 

 Figures from the US Department of Agriculture stated that in 2009 107m tonnes of 
grain were grown by US farmers to be used as biofuels, enough grain to feed 330 
million people for one year at average consumption levels15.  With such demand on 
supply Ireland must become more self-sufficient in grain production, which may mean 
growing grain on soils that would not now be considered suitable by modern 
industrial farming methods.  At the end of the Second World War 2.5 million acres of 

                                                             
11 http://rainman.ie/wp-content/uploads/Rainwater%20Harvesting%20Pilot%20Project.pdf 
12 Friends of the Earth: The Tesco Takeover 
13 http://ec.europe.ue/eurostat 
14 www.wrap.org.uk 
15 Organic Matters, Issue 112 p5 



 

Ireland’s agricultural land16 was under grain crops, it is currently just over 750,000 
acres.  The war time increase showing that the current constraints on grain 
production are economic rather than due to soil quality. 
 

 
Muintir Laoghaire ag baint na coirce Cùil Aodh, Corcaigh c.1930 
The O’Laoghaire family harvesting oats in Coolea, Co. Cork c.1930 
 

 To reduce the necessity to import vast amounts of soya feed used to feed cattle in 
the winter, the transition to native cattle breeds which can be grazed all year round 
should be initiated.  These breeds produce less meat and milk however which will 
mean a smaller export market for these products.  It may also require Irish people; 
(who currently eat 111kg of meat annually per person as opposed to the European 
average of 72kg) to eat less, however meat produced in this way would be of a much 
higher quality. 
 

 The Irish farmer should start to move away from monoculture and try to bring 
diversity back to the countryside.  This will not only cut down on the need to use 
pesticides, but will also mean that no single crop failure or disease, such as foot and 
mouth, will devastate any single farm, or vast areas of the countryside. 
 

 To create a more fair and flexible food retail market the Irish consumer must stop 
slavishly shopping in large supermarkets and begin to shop locally and buy locally 
produced goods even if the cost appears slightly more expensive – this will not only 
give the farmer a fairer price for his goods, but will also cut down on the unnecessary 
transportation of foodstuff. 
 

 Consumers need to accept that food is a seasonal produce and there should not be 
an expectation of certain produce throughout the year. 
 

 Grow your own.  The desire to grow vegetables in the back garden has increased in 
popularity in the last few years.  If more people began to grow their own food it would 
take the pressure off farmers to supply all of our food requirements. It would also 

                                                             
16 http://www.muckross-house.ie/library_files/ireland_in_the_30s.htm 



 

mean a lot of food that does not require transportation over long distances, or 
protective packaging in order to end up on our plates. 
 

 There is a surprising abundance of food growing in the hedgerows across the 
country, most of which is not utilised and even some of which people may not realise 
is edible.  Free food comes in the form of nettles for soup, rosehips which have a 
higher vitamin C content than oranges, blackberries and crab apples17.   

 

Case study: 

The suggestions mentioned in this essay have been, by-and-large, put into practice in 
Cloughjordan eco-village in Co. Tipperary, where a community farm has been running since 
August 2008.  The scheme operates through a system of individuals pledging to support the 
farm by paying an annual subscription, for which they receive a weekly supply of produce 
from the farm.  The subscribers receive milk, eggs, vegetables and a small amount of meat.  
The 2009 vegetable harvest included potatoes, carrots, onions, cabbage, beetroot, kale, 
chard, turnips, parsnips, tomatoes and courgettes. Grain in the form of oats, barley and 
wheat as well as more unusual types such as rye and spelt were also grown, some of which 
was used for animal feed and some distributed to the members. 

The Cloughjordan farm is also organic and bio-dynamic which means that it will have a 
diversity of wildlife, healthy soil, healthy crops and no requirement of expensive pesticides. 

As the farm produces food to those who have subscribed and have paid an agreed price, the 
farmer will keep the majority of the income, instead of retailers, distributors or processors, 
taking their cut as the food pass from farm to plate.  As the farm also tends to produce food 
for those living within a short distance there is no need to transport food long distances, and 
because there is a short time between harvesting the food and it ending up on a plate 
packaging of this food is not required.  It seems that in such a system, where the worth of 
food is appreciated, people do not take what they do not need and therefore do not waste 
vast amounts of food18. 

 Conclusion: 

Irish agriculture is by no means in a terrible state, having in part resisted some of the 
changes favoured by the Common Agricultural Policy in the 1970’s and 80’s, such as farm 
enlargement and the removal of hedgerows and field boundaries.  At the moment the two 
most serious potential problems appear to be the rising cost, or possible interruption of the 
supply, of winter animal feed, and rising oil prices.  The former may be ameliorated against if 
the high intensity farming practices seen in the beef and dairy sectors are remedied, with 
native breeds, which are more adapted to this climate, possibly being part of the solution. 

A major hike in diesel prices would have a huge effect on the agriculture sector, but short of 
trying to use substantially less farm machinery an answer to this problem is not immediately 
obvious within the present agricultural model.  A move towards small holdings and smaller 
areas under single crops could see the reintroduction of work horses as a viable alternative 
in places.  Tractors are often massively overpowered for smaller farming jobs and therefore 
the energy output and financial input is unnecessarily high.  Although the job may take 
longer using workhorses the low input costs may make it cheaper in the long run.  The ‘Fuel’ 
costs per horse per year consist of around three acres of rough ground and an acre of hay.19 

                                                             
17 Wild garlic, gooseberries and me. D Cotter 
18 http://www.thevillage.ie/ 
19 Organic matters Issue 112 p25 



 

The main point I hope that I have made in this essay is that farming methods are only part of 
the problem, the other large factor being consumer demands and the global food market.  It 
seems that cheap and plentiful food is now not only expected but demanded.  If this race to 
the bottom is not remedied then a future food crisis may see us in a very vulnerable position. 
It seems that we have better things to spend our money on than that which actually sustains 
us.   

The following statistics show what attitudes to food in Ireland is really like, and changing this 
will be the major task of improving Ireland’s ability to feed itself. 

Average weekly spending in 200520: 

Commodity group € spent Percentage of income 
Food 142.74 18.1% 
Drink and Tobacco 47 6% 
Transport 123.45 15.7% 
Services 230.77 29.3% 
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