Mr. Chairman,  Ladies , Gentlemen and Distinguished Guests.

It is a great pleasure to have this opportunity to address you this afternoon. The Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food is always appreciative of  constructive  initiative, and consequently, I am delighted to be associated  with the launch of the this wonderful contribution  from  the institute, which   shows, that true  sustainability is a concept that must apply throughout every stage of the the supply chain, reducing  energy use in production, storage and transport , improving refrigeration and cutting down on the amount of food we waste,  So, I’d like to begin by welcoming the report and  by congratulating the editors Jill , Michael  and Joseph, for their sterling work in correlating the imput of such an  illustrious cohort of experts and stakeholders. I would also like to commend the experts and stakeholders themselves,  who gave freely of their time and who’s  contribution’s were essential to the delivery of this, excellent, blueprint, for the future sustainability of  Ireland’s agri-food industry. 

Before we reflect on the sustainability of Irish food production and the greenhouse gas emissions associated with the Agri food sector, I believe it is important to provide some perspective of the extent to which combination of primary agriculture, fisheries, food production, together with forestry and wood processing, actually contributes to Ireland’s economy. Firstly, it provides employment for almost 180 thousand people. In 2008, the Agri-Food sector alone accounted for 10% of Irelands exports. Meat exports were worth 2.3 billion Euros. Exports of dairy produce amounted to a further 2.1 billion Euro. In 2007 output from the forest industry, including growing, harvesting and processing, was €1.89 billion Euro. Given this enormous, social and economic contribution to the well being of the entire economy, it is incumbent on us to bear in mind, at all times, that any measure that affects Ireland’s agri-food sector will have a significant, consequential impact on the overall economy of the country.

Irish agriculture has been on the receiving end of some very “poor press” with regard to greenhouse gasses produced by the sector, but when we compare historic, sectoral emissions from the economy, we find that the bad press is simply not justified.   In 1990, emissions from Irelands agriculture sector amounted to 19.9 million tonnes CO2equivalent. By 2007, this amount had been reduced, by 6.5%, to 18.6 million tonnes. The reduction was achieved despite a marginal increase in livestock activity in that period. The most recent EPA projections indicate that emissions from the sector will be reduced further, to an average of 18.2 Million tonne per annum, for the Kyoto period 2008 – 2012, a reduction of 8.5% compared to 1990 levels.  

In order to establish the potential contribution of the sector, to national commitments on emissions reductions in the post Kyoto period, the Department of Agriculture Fisheries and Food conducted an in-depth analysis of the potential of abatement options currently available. Our findings were broadly in line with the outcome of a marginal abatement cost curve analysis, conducted by McKinsey consultants, on behalf of Sustainable Energy Ireland. Indeed, the findings of our analysis were also in line with other analyses including those carried out by the UNFCCC. McKinsey’s examined the costs associated with a wide range of levers that might deliver greenhouse gas emissions reductions in the Irish economy, including a cost curve analysis on potential emissions reduction levers in Irelands agriculture sector. In our Department, we only make decisions based on evidence. Consequently,  I very much welcome this additional analysis, by the institute, which more or less confirms our initial estimates, that the potential, of cost effective emissions abatement technology, to deliver further emissions reductions in the agriculture sector, is limited to no more than 4% of emissions.
Ireland is somewhat unique in that greenhouse gas emissions associated with our agriculture sector, as a proportion of our overall national emissions, is significantly higher than the EU average of 9%. In Ireland, the agriculture sector accounted for 26.8% of Irelands total emissions in 2007. This clearly demonstrates the contrast between Ireland and most other developed countries, where a higher proportion of economic wealth is generated from heavy industry and less from agriculture. In an international context, New Zealand is the only other developed country with a proportion of its emissions from agriculture that is higher than Ireland.

Due to the high proportion of greenhouse gas emissions associated with our agriculture sector, compared to other Member States, our current post Kyoto target, to reduce national emissions by 20% compared to 2005 levels will disproportionately affect Irish agriculture and that disproportionate effect is compounded by the acknowledged lack of cost effective abatement technologies available to the sector.

I must take this opportunity to say, that the vast majority of Irish farmers understand their environment and have a genuine concern for it. They know that all farming is a matter of inputs and outputs and they know that if those are not managed properly, their production systems will be neither sustainable nor profitable. I firmly believe that increasing efficiencies in Ireland’s beef and milk production systems is the key to improving the overall sustainability of the sector. Improved effiency will deliver  a double dividend in terms of profit for farmers and a reduction in emissions to the atmosphere. 

If my many years in the service of the Department of Agriculture have thought me anything about effecting behavioural change in agriculture, it is this; nothing, but nothing, drives policy implementation faster and more readily, than increased profits to the farmer. Thanks to the efforts of our colleagues in Teagasc, the essential link, between emissions reductions and improved farm profits is now, firmly established.

The strong uptake in new technologies and practices, at farm level, provides another example of the correlation between improved efficiency and reduced emissions. Technological advances in dairy production have led to significant reductions in the ratio of methane, per kg of milk produced. In fact, between 1990 and 2006 the   amount of methane produced, per kg of milk, dropped by over 12%.

The report being launched here today reinforces the uptake of sustainable technologies as a means of reducing greenhouse gas emissions, advocating the adoption of best practices, including, amongst others,  

· Extending the grazing season.

· Increasing the use of low emission slurry application technology, combined with earlier spreading of slurry in springtime.

· The benefits of increasing clover in grass swards, and,  

· Reducing the age of slaughter of cattle.

Teagasc have indicated that, through the promotion of technologies such as these, on dairy farms, it is feasible to further reduce the greenhouse emissions per litre of milk produced. 

Experience has shown us, that reducing the age of slaughter of beef cattle will also deliver significant reductions in emissions.  In 1990, 44% of male cattle were over 30 months of age at time of slaughter, by 2006; this had reduced to 15%. 

The uptake of new technology and practices has inspired a significant improvement in efficiencies and this improvement will be built upon, through research and development. Under my Department’s Research Stimulus Fund there has been a significant commitment, of  €15.5 million, to climate change research projects since 2005. This includes research into these new technologies. I am also hopeful that a new area of research, matching nitrogen usage to soil type, will lead to lower nitrogen usage, which, in turn, will lead to reduced emissions. 

We all recognise that climate change is the most pressing challenge facing mankind. Inextricably linked to finding the solutions to climate change is the imperative of providing access to affordable, sustainably produced food, for all the worlds’ inhabitants.  The UN predicts that global population will increase from 6.7 billion people today to 9.3 billion by 2050.  However, the number of chronically undernourished people on the planet now stands at over 1 billion, or one person in every six. The UN also estimates that, by 2050, an increase of 70% in current food output will be required to eliminate hunger and meet the food needs of our burgeoning world population. 

Due, in the main, to our pastoral, grass based production systems, Irish beef and dairy production is already amongst the most efficient in the world in terms of the ratio of greenhouse gas emissions, to unit of food produced. Nevertheless, as a substantial producer and exporter of high quality, sustainably produced food, I believe that Ireland must exploit our natural advantages and expertise in food production, in order to assist in meeting the long-term, increased global demand for food. 

In considering agriculture’s contribution to climate change we need to widen the discussion to adaptation – how the sector can respond to climatic changes. While the impacts of climate change could possibly have some benefits to Irish agricultural systems in terms of a longer growing season, we have to continue to try to understand all the impacts. We must be able to deal with the negative impacts in order to ensure that we can contribute to the growing demand for food worldwide. We must also understand the benefits so that we can adapt our systems to avail of the opportunities for farmers as food demand increases. Of course, the need for adaptation in worldwide. Many projections indicate that food production could decline due to the impacts of climate change in some important food producing countries – it is vital that all countries commit resources to adaptation to ensure their agricultural systems are capable of meeting the growing demand for food.

The conclusion of an  international agreement with all Parties taking on commitments is the best way to ensure that sustainably produced  food  from Ireland and other efficient producers is not replaced by food produced from farming systems where much higher emissions than its Irish counterpart, and possible ecosystem damage, are associated with that replacement product. I would like to recognise the progress that has been made in relation to agriculture in the negotiation process, and welcome the interdepartmental and inter-agency co-operation and support in this regard. 

Our policies for the Post Kyoto period, will be to pursue two, complimentary objectives. At home, we will, through increased production efficiencies and the adoption of the very best available technologies, maximise the sustainability of Irish food production and also, we will reduce emissions associated with sustainable food production to a minimum. In the International arena, we will endeavour to ensure that  that climate change considerations do not, inadvertently, hinder, or prove a barrier to, the expansion of Irelands agricultural and food production capacity into the future.

I would like conclude by thanking Jill O Donoghue and her staff for the warm welcome extended to me today . I understand that Jill’s term as Director General of the institute is drawing to a close but that she will continue her association with the Institute as Director of Research. I would, if I may, like to take this opportunity to congratulate her on a very successful tenure and to congratulate Dáithí Ó Ceallaigh who is soon to be appointed as Jill’s successor. I wish you both every success in your future roles.
