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Chapter 6:  Income, Subsidies &  

Employment in Irish Agriculture 
 
This section will address the following questions: 

1. How much do current meat based food production industries contribute to the economy, including exports and imports? 

2. What is the current state of Irish Farmer income and the level of subsidies? 

3. How many people are currently employed in animal agriculture industries and how are these jobs distributed between farming and food 

processing? 

 

6.1  The Economics of Ireland’s Agri-Food Sector 
 

In 2016 Ireland’s Trade generated €196 billion with exports totalling €121 billion and imports €75 billion.  The agri-food Sector including bev-

erages, oils, and fertilisers contributes approx. €13.7 billion (11%) of exports (an increase of 11% on 2016), and costs approx. €9 billion (12%) 

in imports.  By comparison, our total energy imports amount to €4.7 Billion. 

 

The below table shows the Gross Value Added (GVA) from the Primary Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry Sectors as well as GVA from the 

Food and Wood Processing Sectors.  It’s worth noting that there is more than double the value added in the processing phase (€9,612 million) 

compared to agriculture, with only about half the number of people employed.  This processing sector would expand under a VAS. 

Source: Central Statistics Office, National Income and Expenditure, 2016 

The primary agricultural, fisheries and forestry sectors contribute 1.6% of GVA while the overall agri-food sector contributes 5.5%. 

 

The following table shows the profits, costs and income in the agriculture sector in 2016 and 2017.  In 2016 the agricultural sector delivered 

a profit of €2.588 billion of which €1.592 billion was from subsidies.  In 2017 the agricultural sector delivered a profit of €3.498 billion of 

which €1.650 billion was subsidies.  The profit without subsidies would be €1.848 billion. 

 

In the below table we see that in 2017 €5,203 Million was spent by farmers on ‘Intermediate Consumption’.  This would include everything 

from fuel and electricity to contractors to supplies like grass seed, fertilisers and antibiotics.  With the transition to plant based agriculture the 

products being purchased would change, but they would still be significant as the area of land for crops and horticulture is more labour and 

technology intensive than animal agricultural systems as shown in the Netherlands Case Study in the chapter on the Future of Food. 

Source: Central Statistics Office, Output, Input and Income in Agriculture Final Estimates, 2017 
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6.2  Economic Overview of Ireland’s Farms – Teagasc National Farm Survey 
 

The CSO Structure of Farming in Ireland 2016 Survey (FSS) states, “There was almost 4.9 Mha of Agricultural Area Used (AAU) in 2016 in Ire-

land, including 0.43 Mha of commonage.“  Below is a breakdown of Irish Agricultural Land Use.  

 

CSO Infographic 

The below table and graph is a breakdown of the 137,500 farms in Ireland from the FSS. 

Data from CSO Farm Structure Survey 2016 

Data from CSO Farm Structure Survey 2016 
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Every Year Teagasc produce the National Farm Survey which looks at the economic activity of a sample of different types of Large farms.  This 

survey classifies farms with a Standard Output (SO) of over €8,000 as Large farms.  Standard output (SO) is the average monetary value of the 

agricultural output at farm-gate prices.  The SO excludes direct payments (subsidies), VAT and taxes on products.  Farms with a Standard Out-

put (SO) of €8,000 or less are defined as Small farms.  These farms are surveyed every five years.  According to Teagasc: “Little information is 

available on a further 8,000 ‘micro’ farms, which are not in receipt of direct payments.  It is assumed that most of these are very small-scale or 

‘hobby’ farms.“  

 

The latest Teagasc Report estimates 92,720 Large Farms with a total land area of 4Mha.  Given that the total land area is 4.46 Mha this leaves 

0.46 Mha for small farms (2015 estimate was 0.85 Mha).  A summary of the breakdown of farms is shown below based on the Teagasc 2019 

and CSO 2016 reports.   

The below table summarises the Large Farm Teagasc NFS preliminary information for 2018 and shows that beef and sheep farms make up 

73% of the large farms in Ireland and occupy 64% of the large farm land or 2.54 Mha.  These tables below are indicative and seem to have 

some inaccuracies, for example the farm numbers given above by Teagasc don’t add up correctly to 92,720 nor do the land areas add up exac-

tly. 

Large Farm Information, 2018 from Teagasc  

Assuming small farms are 60% beef and 40% sheep enterprises gives us the below table. 
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To summarise, large farms occupy 4 Mha and small farms occupy 0.46 Mha to give a total agricultural land area of 4.46 Mha.  Beef production 

occupies 2.18 Mha, sheep production 0.92 Mha, Dairy 0.94 Mha and tillage 0.42 Mha.  Beef and sheep production make up 82% of all farms and 

occupy 70% of agricultural land (3.1 Mha).  These farms receive an average of 113 - 219% of income from subsidies across both large (2018) 

and small (2013) farms. 

 

6.3  The Economics of Large Farms 
 

Family Farm Income per Farm (FFI) is defined and calculated by Teagasc by deducting all farm costs (direct and overhead) from the value of 

farm gross output.  Unpaid family labour is not included as a cost.  FFI therefore represents the financial reward to all members of the family 

who work on the farm for their labour, management and investment.  It does not include income from non-farming sources and so may not be 

equal to household income.  The average FFI for 2018 was €23,306 - a 26% drop on 2017.  On average 74% of income was from Farm Sub-

sidies.  The main reason for the decrease was the increased need for concentrates due to the low grass growth rates during the summer 

drought of 2018 and the increase in the cost of contractors.  This average conceals major income differences across the various farm types.  The 

below NFS image shows the FFI for different farm types ranging from €61,273 for Dairy to €8,318 for Beef - Cattle Rearing farms.  It also shows 

the percentage change in FFI from 2017 to 2018. 

The below graph shows how farm incomes have varied over the past six years with 2017 showing an unusually volatile increase in Dairy in-

comes. 

Total payments made to farmers were estimated to be €1.8 billion in 2017.  This figure includes subsidies in agriculture such as the Basic Pay-

ments Scheme, which is the main subsidy, Areas of Natural Constraint, GLAS and disease compensation payments, and also payments such as 

Forestry Premia, and the Targeted Agricultural Modernisation Scheme. 

 

In 2018 the average total payment received was €17,292 per farm and this accounted for 74% of average farm income.  There are major dif-

ferences in subsidies between the different farm types.  Direct payments accounted for 34% of dairy farm income, while accounting for 113% 

of cattle other income, 158% of cattle rearing income, 137% of sheep farm income and 54% of tillage farmers incomes as shown below.  

Value of Direct Payments and Contribution to Income in 2018: Teagasc, 2019 
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In 2018 73% (68,342) of large farms occupying 2.54 Mha received 113-158% of their income from subsidies.  It’s hard to believe that 

nearly three quarters of large farms generate no income and in fact operate at a substantial loss after costs are deducted.  Beef and Sheep far-

ming systems have failed as economic enterprises and should be considered economically unviable businesses.  Even tillage farms rely on a 

subsidy of 54% and dairy farms a subsidy of 34%. 

 

On average, there was one unpaid family labour unit employed on farms in 2018.  The amount of unpaid labour supplied was highest on Dairy 

farms at 1.4 labour units and lowest on Cattle Other farms at 0.88.  The below diagram presents farm income per labour unit.  Proportionately, 

hours worked (both family and hired) are highest on Dairy farms and when FFI is adjusted for same, a median FFI of below €42,432 is repor-

ted, with half of all Dairy farms (the green shaded box) earning between €23,000 and €62,000 approximately. 

System Avg. FFI per Annual Work Unit 2018 

Beef and sheep farmers are not earning a living wage and earn well under half the average industrial wage.  The below diagram shows the aver-
age incomes for different economic sectors in Ireland in 2017.  
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The average annual industrial sector earnings increased by 2% to €37,646 in 2017, from €36,920 in 2016.  For full-time employees in 2017 
wages were €46,402, while part-time employees wages were €17,059.  The average FFI for 2018 was €23,306.  The below table compares the 
average industrial wage of €37,646 with the median income of dairy farmers and the FFI of other farm types who on average have one em-
ployed person.  It needs to be remembered that 78% (2017) of large farm households have one or more additional income sources. 

73% of the Large Farms in Ireland are cattle and sheep farms whose FFI is 22-38% of the industrial wage.  In Ireland any adult earning less 
than €13,022 annually is considered to be living in poverty.   

Average Large Farm Income Distribution 2018: Teagasc 2019 

29% of farms across systems had a farm income of less than €5,000 in 2018.  A further 15 percent earned between €5,000 and €10,000.  If they 

were dependent on farming alone then the incomes of 40,800 (44% of large farms) farmers is actually below the poverty line.  Land Manage-

ment for Biodiversity and Climate Mitigation and Flood and Water Quality Protection is much more valuable to society than beef and sheep 

production.  Returning this land to Ecosystem Services will increase the income of all the Beef and Sheep Farmers by 13 – 58%. 

 

Economic Viability of Large Farms according to Teagasc National Farm Survey 

 Viable - A farm is defined as economically viable if it can remunerate family labour at the average agricultural wage, and provide a 5% re-

turn on non-land assets.  

 Sustainable - These farms are not economically ‘viable’ on the basis of their income from farming, but they are classified as sustainable due 

to off-farm employment of the farm holder and/or spouse. 

 Vulnerable - The income from farming is not sufficient to make these farms economically viable, and they have no off-farm employment.  

About half of these farm holders are aged over 65.  These farmers could be seen as being in a period of transition from active farming to-

wards retirement and farm transfer – whether through sale, long-term leasing or transfer to a family member.  However, the number of 

such farms has not shown any significant change over the last decade (Teagasc, 2013).  To reflect the reality on the ground the term vulner-

able should be replaced by the more truthful term ‘Living Below the Poverty Line.’ 
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The below diagram shows average farm viability for larger farms.  Teagasc’s NFS found that 32% of Irish farms were classified as viable in 

2018, with a further 34% classified as sustainable as they had an additional off-farm income, while the remaining 34% were deemed to be eco-

nomically vulnerable.  This shows that 68% of farms can’t provide a full household income even with the current massive level of subsidies. 

Viability of Irish Farming 2018: Teagasc 2019 

The below diagram shows the viability of the different farming systems with beef and sheep farms being the least profitable.   

Teagasc Viability of Farming by System 2018: Teagasc 2019 
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Land Area of Viable Farms 

In the below table we have applied the percentage of viable, sustainable and vulnerable farm types to the land area to give an estimate of the 

viable large farm land area. 

To put these results in context, there are just 30,000 Viable Large farms in Ireland occupying 1.28 Mha.  This does not take account of 

smaller farms with a standard output of less than €8,000 which we look at below.  Data is collected on these farms every five years and most 

recently in 2015, when only 17% of small farms were found to be viable.  The Teagasc Report continues: “The regional figures are stark, with 

44 per cent of farms in the South classified as viable compared to only 17 per cent in the Northern and Western region.  The equivalent figure 

in the Eastern and Midland area is 35 per cent.”  

 

The below diagram shows the average incomes in different regions as well as the percentage contribution of subsidies to FFI.   Direct payments 

account for 111% of FFI in the Border, 106% in the West, and 95% in the Midlands region.  Although much lower in percentage terms, direct 

payments account for a significant proportion of farm income across the other regions also, ranging between 57 and 67 per cent. 

In 2017 just over 35,000 Viable large farms occupied approx 1.7 Mha.  In 2018 this dropped to just under 30,000 Viable Large Farms on 1.28 

Mha. 
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6.4  The Economics of Small Farms 
 

According to the CSO FSS “43,600 farms (31.7%) had a Standard Output of less than €8,000 per annum“ down from 72,830 in 1991.  The Tea-

gasc Small Farm NFS in 2015 states that small farms are fully dependent on subsidies which range from 173% to 219% of FFI.  Small farms 

occupied just 0.56 Mha of agricultural land in 2016.  60% of small farms are in the BMW region.  Just under 85% of farms with less than 10 

hectares had a standard output of less than €8,000 in 2016.  Just under half (46%) of all Specialist Sheep farms had a standard output of less 

than €8,000.  Almost 43% of farms in Ireland were less than 20 hectares in size. 

 

Cattle farming is the predominant enterprise on Small Farms, with 61% of Small Farms categorised as Cattle Farms.  Although small in scale 

individually, and contributing very little to agricultural output, such farms account for almost 560,000 hectares of agricultural land.  Average 

Family Farm Income for Small Farms in Ireland in 2013 was under €3,000. 

Teagasc Small Farm Survey, 2015 

Average FFI on Small Farms was just 20% that of Larger Farms in 2015.  The average Small Farm is 14 hectares in size.  The average FFI of 

small farms was less than €2,917 in 2015.  Small farms were in receipt of €220 million in payments in 2015.  Depending on the Farm Sys-

tem, the share of direct payments range between 173% of FFI for small beef farms to as much as 219% of FFI for small sheep farms.  

Given the extremely high levels of subsidies for small farms we would recommend that small farms should immediately be given the opportu-

nity to cease trading as beef and sheep enterprises and instead be paid for vital ecosystem services.  This would see the conversion of 43,600 

small farms to ecological enterprises.  This could potentially increase the income of small land owners from €2,917 to €5,474 (average small 

farm subsidy) and their time would be spent restoring the ecosystem services on their land.  This could potentially free up 0.56 Mha of land for 

native forestry, grasslands, and wetlands. 

Teagasc Small Farm Survey, 2015 
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Economic Viability of Small Farms 

Over 80% of all Small Farms are not economically viable businesses.  Sheep farms are the largest vulnerable group amongst small farms (58%).  

Only 11% of Cattle Rearing Farms were viable, the figure on Cattle Other Farms was 20%.  

In 2015 88% of small farms were in receipt of an off-farm income source, either an off-farm job or pension or social welfare payment.  Given 

the extremely high levels of subsidies for small farms we have assumed that the land currently occupied by small farms should be restored to 

native forests, grasslands and/or wetlands. 

 
6.5  Employment in Ireland’s Agri-Food Sector 
 

As economies develop manufacturing, industrial and service sectors the number of people employed in agriculture drops because wages and 

value added are much higher in other sectors of the economy.  The below graph shows EU percentage employment in agriculture. 
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The below CSO table shows the number of jobs in different Irish economic sectors in 2016. 

Source: Eurostat LFS, CSO QNHS 

According to the CSO Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing combined employ 104,115 men and 12,651 women to give a combined total of 

116,766 people or 5.8% of the workforce.   

 

These figures differ from the DAFM figures, which we present below.  According to the Department of Agriculture employment in primary 

agriculture, forestry and fishing was 112,500 people, 5% of the employment market.  Food, fish and timber processing accounted for a further 

61,900 jobs or 2.9% of total employment in 2017.  Beverages are said to employ 5,200 people.  
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Source: CSO, Labour Force Survey, 2017 

Agriculture, forestry and fishing employed 112,500 in 2017.  The DAFM estimate that Forestry employment is c. 12,000 jobs.  So I have as-

sumed 6,000 people work in primary forestry production.  Below is the DAFM employment estimate for the fishing industry. 

The fishing industry employs 5,273 (full time and part time) in primary production (fisheries and aquaculture) and another 3,988 in process-

ing.  We summarise these figures below. 

In 2017 primary agriculture employed 5% of the workforce and food processing a further 2.3% of the workforce. 

Source: CSO, Labour Force Survey, 2017 



58 

  

Transition to an Irish Vegan Agricultural System 

Off-Farm Income  

According to the 2017 NFS: “Just over half (51%) of large farm households had an off-farm employment income source in 2017, a 2 percentage 

point increase from 2016.  The increase is reflective of an increased proportion of both farm holders (31%) and spouses (34%) employed off-

farm in 2017.  A further 27% of households are in receipt of a pension.“  In 2017 78% (up 1% from 2015) of large farms were dependent on an 

off farm source of income.  In 2015 88% of small farms were in receipt of an off-farm income, either an off-farm job or pension or social welfare 

payment.   

Teagasc Small Farm NFS 2015 

Age Profile of Farmers 

According to the CSO 2016 FSS more than half of farm holders 

were aged 55 or over, with 30% of farm holders over 65 (41,200 

farms), and 5.4% under the age of 35 years holding just 7,400 

farms.  This is primarily due to the low wages on beef and sheep 

farms, which do not come close to competing with income levels 

in industrial or commercial sectors. 

 
6.6  Conclusions 
 

1. In 2016 Ireland exported €13.2 billion (11% of exports) of 

agri-food products and imported just over €9 billion (12% of 

imports) of agri-food products.   

2. The primary agricultural, fisheries and forestry sectors con-

tribute 1.6% of National Gross Value Added while the overall 

agri-food sector contributes 5.5%. 

3. There are 137,500 farms in Ireland.  Large farms account for 4 

Mha and small farms for 0.46 Mha.  The average FFI for Large 

Farms in 2018 was €23,306.  On average 74% of income 

was from Farm Subsidies with an average payment per farm 

of €17,292. 

4. 44% (40,800) of large farms earn less than €10,000 a year.   

5. In 2018 73% (68,342) of large farms on 2.54 Mha received 

113-158% of their FFI from subsidies.  This large farm inco-

me was just 22-38% of the average industrial wage. 

6. 51% of large farms were in receipt of an off-farm income sour-

ce.   

7. In 2018 Direct payments account for 111% of FFI in the Bor-

der, 106% in the West, 95% in the Midlands region for Large 

Farms.   

8. In 2018 there were only 30,000 Viable large farms in Ireland 

on approx 1.28 Mha. 

9. Small Farms received 173 – 219% of FFI from subsidies in 

2015.  88% of small farms were in receipt of an off-farm inco-

me source.   

10. In 2015 average income for 52,300 (43,600 in 2018) Small 

Farms was under €3,000.  

11. 40,800 large farms earn less than €10,000 a year and 43,600 

small farms earn an average of under €3,000.  So 62% of all 

farms earn a FFI that is well below the poverty line.   

12. In 2017 primary agriculture employed 101,227 people (5% 

of the workforce) and food processing a further 46,712 

(2.3% of the workforce).   

13. A third of farm holders are over 65 years of age.  The average 

farmer age is 56. 

14. 78% (2017) of large farms and 88% of small farms (2015) 

were dependent on an off farm source of income, either an 

off-farm job or pension or social welfare payment.   

15. Beef and sheep production make up 82% of farms and oc-

cupy 70% of agricultural land (3.1 Mha).  These farms re-

ceive an average of 113 - 219% of their income from subsi-

dies across both large (2018) and small (2013) farms. 


