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MOTION FOR A EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT RESOLUTION

on the current situation and future prospects for the sheep and goat sectors in the EU
(2017/2117/(INI))

The European Parliament,

– having regard to the recommendations of the EU Sheepmeat Forum, held in 2015 and 
2016, under the aegis of the Commission,

– having regard to the study it commissioned on the future of the sheep- and goatmeat 
sectors in Europe,

– having regard to its resolution of 19 June 2008 on the future of the sheep/lamb and goat 
sector in Europe,1

– having regard to the Commission’s ‘Evaluation of CAP measures in the sheep and goat 
sector’ conducted in 2011,

– having regard to Rule 52 of its Rules of Procedure,

– having regard to the report of the Committee on Agriculture and Rural Development 
(A8-0000/2017),

A. whereas sheep- and goat-farming are low-profit-making sectors, with incomes that are 
among the weakest in the EU, chiefly as a result of high operating and regulatory costs, 
sometimes exceeding sales prices, causing many farmers to leave the sectors;

B. whereas there are now 25 million fewer sheep than in the 1980s, and production has 
fallen by over 20% in the past 17 years; 

C. whereas sheep- and goat-farming play an important role in ensuring environmental 
sustainability, being as they are present in 70% of geographically disadvantaged areas 
and contribute to preserving biodiversity and combating soil erosion, the build-up of 
unwanted biomass, avalanches and forest fires;

D. whereas these sectors contribute to the conservation of areas of high ecological value, 
such as dehesa pastureland, as well as less fertile land;

E. whereas the definition of permanent grassland in the current legislation does not cover 
Mediterranean grasslands with perennial woody species, such as dehesa pastureland, 
thus reducing the area eligible for direct aids and penalising farmers in these regions; 

F. whereas sheep- and goatmeat consumption has fallen considerably in recent years, with 
a decline in sheepmeat consumption from 3.5 kg per person in 2001 to 2 kg today, and 
that this downward trend has continued apace in 2017, particularly among young 
people;

G. whereas there is a need to increase the value added in meat production and to introduce 

                                               
1 Texts adopted, P6_TA(2008)0310.



PE612.315v01-00 4/9 PR\1137925EN.docx

EN

innovative new formulas more in step with the consumer habits of young people;

H. whereas the amount of sheepmeat produced in the EU fails to cover around 13% of 
needs, and imports from third countries, chiefly New Zealand, eat into the 
competitiveness of EU products in the most sensitive times of the year (Easter and 
Christmas);

I. whereas, in recent years, New Zealand has increased exports of fresh or chilled meat, 
reducing its traditional exports of frozen meat, thus having a greater impact on the EU 
fresh-meat market; 

J. whereas, in many instances, EU producers do not compete on a level playing field with 
imports from third countries, which have often have less rigorous quality standards and 
regulatory requirements, 

K. whereas Brexit could cause significant changes to intra-Community trade in sheepmeat, 
given that the UK is the largest producer of it and the main gateway for imports from 
third countries; 

L. whereas the UK imports about half of the quota for sheepmeat from New Zealand and 
that the EU cannot be released from its international commitments overnight, a fact that 
aggravates the uncertainty caused by Brexit;

M. whereas the protection afforded to certain animal species under the Habitats Directive 
has led to increased attacks on herds of sheep and goats by wolves, bears and lynxes, 
thus worsening the precarious situation in which some farms find themselves;

N. whereas the electronic identification system for sheep and goats is an efficient way of 
ensuring the traceability of animals, but losing eartags or inadvertently failing to scan 
them can give rise to penalties that are sometimes disproportionate; 

O. whereas the sheep- and goatmeat market is highly fragmented and there is little 
transparency in the reporting of market prices; whereas imbalances in the food chain 
aggravate the vulnerability of these sectors;

1. Endorses the recommendations published by the 2016 EU Sheepmeat Forum, held 
under the aegis of the Commission, in particular the need to compensate the sector for 
the environmental role it plays; takes the view that these recommendations are equally 
valid for the sectors of goatmeat and ewe’s and goat’s milk products;

2. Calls on the Commission to step up support for innovation and the promotion of sheep-
and goatmeat in the internal market, emphasising not only traditional products, but also 
newer cuts marketed to younger consumers;

3. Commends the Commission on its intention to set up a dedicated budget line for those 
products in the next promotion campaigns co-financed by the Union, and advocates the 
need to include wool among the beneficiary products;

4. Supports maintaining or, where possible, increasing coupled aid for sheep- and goat-
farming in the forthcoming reform of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), with a 
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view to arresting the drain of farmers from these sectors in the EU, in view of the high 
rate of dependence of sheep- and goat-farmers on direct payments;

5. Believes it necessary to offer greater support to young people, via both direct aid and 
rural development policy, given the high average age of workers in the livestock-raising 
sectors, exceeding even that in other agricultural professions;

6. Welcomes the agreement reached in negotiations for the Omnibus regulation 
recognising the specific nature of Mediterranean grasslands, such as dehesa
pasturelands, with a view to finding fairer arrangements governing the land eligible for 
direct payments; advocates authorising grazing in areas of ecological interest;

7. Calls on the Commission and Member States to consider measures to improve 
transparency in the market, as well as the possibility of harmonising arrangements on 
carcasses, and the establishment of a European observatory monitoring the prices and 
production costs of sheep- and goatmeat;

8. Believes it necessary to improve the bargaining power of producers in the food chain, 
extending rules on contractual relations for the sheep-and goat-farming by establishing
producer organisations similar to those existing in other crop and livestock sectors, in 
line with the agreement reached as part of the Omnibus Regulation;

9. Asks the Commission to ascertain what the post-Brexit sheepmeat market will look like, 
and to do everything in its power to prevent severe market disturbances; 

10. Urges the Commission to exercise caution in negotiating the new free-trade agreement 
with New Zealand, pending its analysis of impact of Brexit on the EU sheep-farming 
sector; takes the view that this new agreement should split New Zealand’s quota for 
lamb meat exports into the EU so as to separate fresh or chilled and frozen meat;

11. Is worried about the letter that the United States and six other large agriculture exporters 
(Argentina, Brazil, Canada, New Zealand, Thailand and Uruguay) sent to the 
representatives of the UK and the EU at the World Trade Organisation (WTO) on 26 
September concerning internal discussions on the possible redistribution of import tariff 
quotas between the United Kingdom and the other Member States; stresses how 
important it is that the UK maintains its current share of tariff quotas after its exit from 
the EU; understands how dependent the UK sheep meat sector is on the EU market, but 
considers that this situation presents both challenges and opportunities;

12. Calls for consideration to be given to the precarious situation of sheep and goat farmers 
when entering into further trade agreements with third countries by including their 
products among sensitive sectors, and excluding any provisions that might compromise 
the European model of production in any way;

13. Urges the Commission and the Member States to consider harmonising tolerance levels 
when punishing livestock farmers for inadvertent errors in the application of the 
electronic identification system;

14. Invites the Commission and Member States to consider rural development measures to 
protect herds from attack from predators and look into reviewing the Habitats Directive, 
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with the aim of controlling the spread of predators in certain grazing areas;

15. Instructs its President to forward this resolution to the Council and the Commission.
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EXPLANATORY STATEMENT

Sheep and goat farming are indubitably the most fragile livestock-farming sectors in the 
European Union. The rapid aging of workers, coupled with the serious health crises among 
these animals in recent years have led to the loss of 25 million heads of livestock since the 
1980s.

The high degree of dependence on CAP aid is a symptom of the vulnerability of these sectors, 
which have had to adapt to constantly falling meat consumption. Although accounting for 
only 3.6% of the total value of meat production in the EU, with 98 million head of livestock, 
sheep and goat farming is spread over vast swathes of the countryside, often in areas 
presenting significant natural handicaps. A well-known example is the United Kingdom, 
where herds occupy 31% of agricultural area, or countries such as Spain, Romania and Italy, 
where they cover 20% of the land. There are 850 000 sheep- and 450 000 goat farms. In 
respect of the former, the UK leads the way with 39.5% of total farms, followed by Spain 
(27.4 %), Greece (15.9%), Romania (15.6%), France (12.2%), Italy (12.2%) and Ireland 
(11%). As for goat farming, Greece takes first place with 35%, followed by Spain (21%) and 
Romania (10.6%). France (10.3%) and Italy (7.9%).

In overall terms, sheepmeat production accounts for the most value, but is in serious decline, 
while certain dairy products that have proven more responsive to changing consumer habits, 
are becoming more popular. Trends observed within the goat-farming sector are rises in the 
supply of dairy products and in kid meat exports to third countries.

The UK’s exit from the European Union will be one of the sector’s principal areas of concern 
in the coming years, given the overwhelming weight of that country on the European market 
and its position as the main gateway for imports from third countries. Aside from its impact 
on trade, Brexit will have repercussions on the EU budget, with weaker sectors – such as 
sheep and goat farming – potentially bearing the brunt in the event of cross-sectional cuts to 
Common Agricultural Policy funding. The UK’s departure could have a more marked impact 
on Ireland’s sheep-farming sector, given that the latter country exports 80% of its production, 
of which 63% is sold on the French and UK markets. The UK is also the main port of call for 
sheepmeat imports from third countries, with New Zealand first amongst them. Its exit from 
the EU therefore creates uncertainty for its trade flows with the other 27 Member States.

In addition to cyclical factors, the great structural weakness hanging over these sectors is the 
40% slump in sheep- and goatmeat consumption in the EU over the past 15 years, from 3.6 kg 
to 2 kg per capita. The Commission, following the recommendations of the EU Sheepmeat 
Forum, which it set up in 2015, appears to have made up its mind to redouble its efforts to 
promote the sector. The Commission is to introduce a dedicated budget line for the sheep- and 
goat-farming sectors in the next promotion campaigns, part-financed from the EU budget, 
which will have the benefit of eliminating pressure from competing aid applications from 
other meat sectors Your rapporteur welcomes the Commission’s laudable proposals to help 
increase sheep- and goatmeat consumption, and suggests that particular attention be paid to 
campaigns aiming to raise consumption not only of traditional products but also of newer cuts 
to attract younger consumers. EU funding should also be used to boost support for innovation 
in sheep- and goat farming.

This form of livestock raising unquestionably brings environmental added value, helping as it 
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does to maintain the biodiversity and landscape in areas either suffering from geographical 
disadvantages or low land fertility and contributing to the fight against phenomena such as 
erosion, avalanches or fires. Livestock grazing plays the inestimable role of guardian of the 
countryside, which, combined with the vulnerability of these sectors, justifies the fact that 22 
out of 28 Member States have decided to grant sheep and goat farming an average of EUR 
486 million (an average of EUR 12 per head of livestock) in coupled aids for the current 
financial perspectives, with a view to arresting the drain of workers from these sectors for 
many years. The coupling of this aid should be maintained, and, if possible, increased in the 
forthcoming reform of the Common Agricultural Policy.

The EU’s current level of self-sufficiency is 87%, but the sheepmeat sector is under particular 
pressure from imports from certain third countries, such as New Zealand and Australia, and 
thus has difficulties competing at critical points in the sales year (Easter and Christmas). The 
structure of New Zealand’s exports has changed in recent years, transitioning away from 
frozen meat towards fresh and chilled meat. The sector therefore calls for these changes to be 
taken into account in negotiations for a free-trade agreement with that country, by dividing 
the current tariff quota into segments.

In the sheep and goat sectors – unlike in the beef sector, a ‘transit’ sector with which they 
compete – there is no harmonisation of carcasses among Member States, which, together with 
the highly fragmented production models, leads to a considerable lack of transparency in the 
prices reported. This makes it impossible to gain an accurate picture of the situation in those 
sectors with a view to taking support measures in times of crisis. This is compounded by 
tensions caused by imbalances in the food chain that inhibit many farming sectors of the 
European Union. Unlike ewe’s and goat’s milk products, which are afforded protection under 
the ‘milk package’, meat sectors do not benefit from EU-level measures governing contractual 
relations.

Proposals of the EU Sheepmeat Forum

The rapporteur congratulates the European Commissioner for Agriculture, Phil Hogan on 
launching in 2015 EU Sheepmeat Forum, which has served as a platform for discussion on 
future measures in to support this sector, and strongly endorses the recommendations it made 
in 2016. It is the rapporteur’s view that these recommendations should be equally valid for the 
sectors of goatmeat and ewe’s and goat’s milk products.

The measures suggested by the forum include the introduction of a new environmental aid 
payment in recognition of the key role these sectors play in conserving vast swathes of the 
continent suffering from natural geographical disadvantages. Such aid would be provided 
separately from support already provided under the rural development policy and would be 
contingent on compliance with certain environmental requirements.

Increased support for young farmers is also needed, particularly through rural development 
programmes, as is the maintenance of specific payments under the direct payment scheme. 
The agreement reached as part of negotiations for the Omnibus Regulation to increase direct 
support for young people is of particularly crucial importance for sectors such as sheep and 
goat farming in which the age of the workforce is especially high.

The forum’s recommendations also include launching new promotion measures primarily 
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focusing on the internal market, via campaigns with a dedicated budget for these sectors. The 
Commission has already responded favourably to these proposals.

It also advocates establishing a market observatory to monitor trends in prices in the various 
links in the supply chain, as well as production costs and trade data.

The forum also believes that improving the bargaining power of producers in the food chain 
needs to be enhanced and recommends extending the provisions on contractual negotiations in 
other farming sectors under the Common Market Organisation. 

As regards trade issues, the forum stresses that producers would like to be classed as sensitive 
sectors in trade negotiations with third countries. Trade flows should be therefore be re-
examined and following Brexit and the same health and consumer protection standards that 
EU producers must comply with need to be applied to imports from third countries.

The forum is in favour of measures to simplify the electronic identification system, as well as 
maintaining the derogation granted for animals destined directly for abattoirs, while 
recognising the role played by this provision – introduced in the wake of the foot-and-mouth 
disease crisis in the UK in 2001 – in ensuring full product traceability.

The increasing number of attacks on herds of sheep and goats by predators (wolves, bears and 
lynxes) is a further concern raised by the forum. These incidents are attributable to the 
proliferation of such animals as a result of the protection measures enshrined in the directive 
on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora. The rural development 
programmes currently provide for the possible granting of aid to counter this threat, but given 
that these programmes are already oversubscribed and that the budget for the second pillar of 
the CAP is limited, the possibility of amending the directive should be considered.

The rapporteur takes the view that the Commission and Member States should consider the
forum’s recommendations seriously with a view to the forthcoming reform of the Common 
Agricultural Policy.
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