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Chair and members, 

I welcome the opportunity to appear before the Agriculture Committee to discuss the Trade and 

Cooperation Agreement (TCA). In my opening statement I would like to address the initial 

experiences of the industry in the first 11 months of the Agreement, some specific issues that have 

arisen or will arise and the measures that we think are needed. 

We have welcomed the agreement reached between the EU and the UK as disastrous tariffs have 

largely been avoided but the agreement reached is still very much a hard Brexit. The UK has left the 

single market and left the customs union, and this has introduced a number of barriers to trade with 

Great Britain in particular. 

Food and drink companies face substantial non-tariff barriers to trade between member states and 

Great Britain with customs, SPS and other food safety requirements. This is happening when the 

sector also faces the twin challenge of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 

A reminder about the size and scale of the EU food and drink industry 

The industry is a major contributor to Europe’s economy. It employs 4.5 million people, generates a 

turnover of €1.1 trillion and €222 billion in value added, making it one of the largest manufacturing 

industries in the EU. In half of the EU’s 27 Member States, the food and drink industry is the biggest 

manufacturing employer. SMEs are at the heart of the sector – over 99% of companies are SMEs and 

they account for almost half of total turnover. 

The Irish food and drink sector is by far the most exposed of any sector in any country in the EU to 

Brexit with the UK taking over 1/3 of our exports. There are also deeply integrated supply chains 

across the island of Ireland. We must continue to ensure that there is no hard border on the island of 

Ireland whilst maintaining the integrity of the Single Market. A further 1/3 of Irish food and drink 

exports go to EU26 - much of which uses the land bridge across Wales and England. This is and will 

remain an essential route to market for Irish operators. 

 

Initial experiences 

Looking first at imports, movement of shipments through the ports continue to improve but there 

are still teething problems (albeit lessening) with both SPS and customs requirements. We and our 



members continue to communicate these problems to the authorities as they arise, and they are 

dealt with accordingly.  

Exports to Great Britain have been working reasonably well. Companies were largely prepared for the 

new customs formalities which came into effect from 1st January. However, east-west trade flows 

have been impacted by difficulties for backloads from GB, which has materialised as a major problem, 

leading to shortage of trailers, delays and increasing costs of transport as many trucks return empty 

to Ireland and other member states. 

 

Trade Impacts 

FoodDrinkEurope’s recent Data and Trends report has confirmed that the EU is the largest global 

exporter of food and drink - €145 billion of exports to third countries in 2020 of which €33 billion was 

exported to the UK.  

The UK Food and Drink Federation have reported that UK exports to EU for H1 2021 at £4.9bn are 

down 16% on the same period in 2020 and down 27% compared with 2019. EU imports to the UK for 

H1 2021 at £13.4bn are down 11% on the same period in 2020 and down 15% compared with 2019. 

Brexit has had an impact. 

Looking at the latest Irish goods exports and imports statistics from the Irish Central Statistics Office: 

• Irish food and drink exports to GB at €2.6bn are down 2% for the first nine months of 2021 

compared with the same period in 2020 whereas imports at €1.3bn are down 42% on the 

same period in 2020. 

• Irish food and drink exports to Northern Ireland at €1bn are up 41% for the first nine months 

of 2021 compared with the same period in 2020 and imports at €915m have increased 37% 

on the same period in 2020. 

My colleagues in the Ibec Economic Unit included the following in a recent commentary on Brexit and 

All-island trade recently: Much focus has been given in recent months to the increasing share of Irish 

imports coming from Northern Ireland. In total this share has risen from 1.8% in 2019 to 3.8% in the 

first seven months of 2021. By way of comparison, the share of Irish imports coming from Great 

Britain has fallen from 21% to 11% over the same period. This level of import share from Northern 

Ireland is a change relative to recent years but would not have been unusual before the mid-1990s 

when Irish trade data was not as dominated by multinational supply chains. Much of this change has 

come about due to growing demand for Northern Irish products in the face of a significant change in 

trade structures and costs post-Brexit. In addition, the CSO has drawn attention to revisions to 

previously existing data whereby an inability (before Brexit) to separately identify Northern Irish VAT 

numbers led to an underestimate of over 27%, or €1 billion, in cross-border goods trade.  

 

SPS 

The current SPS (and to some extent customs) rules are not fit for purpose for high volume perishable 

goods traded to and from a large consumer market in such close geographical proximity to the EU 

(pre-notification times, level of onerousness and complexity of certification). There has to be an 



easier more innovative way aided and abetted by greater digitalisation and trusted trader regimes 

(adapted so that they work for POAO trading companies).  

 

Electronic certification 

The objectives of the SPS Chapter in the TCA are wider in scope and more ambitious than the SPS 

Chapter in for example CETA and include “enhance cooperation between the Parties in the fight 

against antimicrobial resistance, promotion of sustainable food systems, protection of animal welfare, 

and on electronic certification”. I’ll repeat “enhance cooperation…on electronic certification”. In the 

age of digital transformation, we must move rapidly to electronic certification for export health 

certificates. 

In this context, it’s encouraging to see that both sides discussed the importance of “SPS electronic 

certification for trade between the EU and Great Britain” in their first Trade Specialised Committee on 

Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures under the TCA on 22nd and 23rd September. 

 

Rules of Origin 

The rules of origin in the TCA are severely disadvantaging the food and drink sector, and Irish 

consumers. Here are three examples: 

• There is no industrial milling capacity in ROI so all the flour for the plant bakeries is imported. 

The majority comes from GB. The specification for a lot of the flour we import has a Canadian 

wheat content in excess of 15%. This exceeds the tolerance level in the rules of origin, so the 

full tariff of €172 / tonne is imposed. FDI and the bakery sector sought a derogation for a 

period of time on the basis of the unique position of ROI in not having an alternative supply as 

there is no industrial milling capacity in ROI. 

• Many companies have evolved supply chains that stretch to the continent and utilise GB 

distribution hubs to serve the Irish market. This model reflects the most cost-effective way for 

many companies to serve the small and physically distant Irish market but under the rules of 

origin they now face paying a full tariff on goods despite them originating in the EU. To date 

some of the more immediate solutions such as returned goods relief are complex and costly 

to administer. There have been some simplifications to allow this relief to be used on a more 

systematic basis, but it is still costly. 

• Dairy products processed from the mixed North/South milk pool will not be able to avail of 

preferential tariffs in the many Free Trade Agreements that the EU has negotiated- as well as 

access to sCMO Market Tools. Spirits will be similarly affected.  

 

Groupage 

One area of transport/logistics that has been severely hampered is groupage transport. Shared loads 

(multiple pick-ups or drop-offs) which are important to operators both large and small or medium 

have become an important part of an efficient and cost-effective delivery system. However, 

experience to-date is that groupage transport is significantly challenged by the new post-Brexit 

procedures.  

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ftrade.ec.europa.eu%2Fdoclib%2Fdocs%2F2014%2Fseptember%2Ftradoc_152806.pdf&data=04%7C01%7C%7C4885117ebad84fe73b9e08d8abf8546d%7C85a8d31a930f41528233caa8bf1183bf%7C0%7C0%7C637448430361504114%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=yUj0uftbacdT7Qza89HlaOtQTFbjvPEFZ0nits4%2B0r8%3D&reserved=0


 

Organics 

Amendments have just been agreed to Regulation EC1235/2008, removing UK Organic Control Bodies 

from Annex IV. Whilst the TCA respects the equivalence of the organic rules that are in place in the 

UK, it will not allow equivalence to be extended to the re-labelling or re-packaging of imported 

products from 1st January. The lack of a transition period is problematic for long supply chains and 

should be reconsidered. 

 

Samples 

The import conditions and border controls for trade, research, diagnostic and returned samples (not 

placed on the market) are very onerous with few exemptions. This means that for many products, 

controls including pre-notification, export health certification or private attestation may be required 

– this is a significant impediment to commercial operations and needs to be simplified.  

 

Northern Ireland Protocol 

The Protocol on Ireland and Northern Ireland is the creative solution to a series of mutually exclusive 

problems to facilitate the UK’s departure from the EU while at the same time protecting the Good 

Friday Agreement that is underpinning peace and prosperity on our shared island and ensuring the 

integrity of the EU Single Market. For business on the Island of Ireland it is working, and the priority 

now must be to stabilise the EU-UK relationship and ensure the continued seamless flow of goods 

north and south. We welcome the Commission’s proposals for pragmatic solutions to ease the flow 

of goods from Britain to Northern Ireland which respect the integrity of the EU Single Market and we 

urge the UK Government and Commission to reach agreement to ensure a sustainable 

implementation of the Protocol. 

 

UK Border Operating Model 

We are also equally focused on the forthcoming challenges for our food exports to GB as the next 

phases of the UK’s Border Operating Model takes effect at various stages throughout 2022 from 1st 

January. EU exporters will face a new SPS regime for Products of Animal Origin such as meat and 

dairy with pre-notification requirements, veterinary certification requirements, border controls, 

additional administrative requirements and additional costs. These changes present further potential 

for disruption to logistics, particularly damaging for just-in-time supply chains and perishable 

products. 

 

Regulatory Divergence 

A big concern is continued regulatory divergence. In April we saw changes in European legislation in 

areas like certification, changes that UK did not adopt. As these grow more frequent there needs to 

be an awareness of the closeness of the EU and UK markets in terms of distribution systems, 

common packaging and so on and in particular the unique difficulties that will therefore be faced by 

Irish producers and suppliers. The scope for divergence in regulation and standards potentially 



increases further in the medium to long term, especially as the UK completes trade deals with other 

global partners. This presents a significant new competitive threat for our food exports to the UK. 

 

Suspension of the TCA  

We welcome the ongoing discussions between the EU and the UK to ensure the sustainable 

implementation of the Protocol. However, in the worst-case scenario that these talks fail, and the 

TCA is suspended, EU 27 food and drink exports to the UK could face tariffs of €6 billion. Irish agri-

food and drink would account for 25% of those tariffs - €1.5 billion. Our beef sector alone would face 

tariffs of over €720 million and our dairy sector would face tariffs of over €400 million. Tariffs of this 

magnitude would have an immediate and massive impact on exports, food and drink manufacturers 

and on farm gate prices. In addition, the displacement of product to EU 26 will cause significant 

market disruption. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion Europe’s food and drink industry is our largest manufacturing sector and the main 

creator of sustainable economic activity, jobs and wealth in rural areas across the Union. It is the 

most resilient of sectors as continues to be demonstrated during the Covid-19 pandemic. We will 

continue to do what we do best. To supply high quality food and drink to consumers across the EU 

and in third countries but as I have outlined, certain specific and immediate policy responses are 

needed to minimise the negative impacts of Brexit. Thank you again for the invitation to appear 

before the Committee today and I am happy to answer any questions later. 

 


