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‘Irish Beef’

1. Name 


Irish Beef

2. Member State 


Ireland 

3. Description of the agricultural product or foodstuff


3.1 Type of product 

Class 1.1 Fresh meat 


3.2 Description of the product to which the name in (1) applies

Irish Beef is the name given to the carcases or cuts of meat from cattle born, reared for the entirety of their lives, slaughtered and dressed in Ireland.  

The meat is typically deep red in colour. The natural covering of fat is yellow white in colour, which reflects the high concentrations of β-carotene and lutein in grass. The colour of the meat is a direct consequent of the extensive outdoor grazing of beef. The meat is well marbled which gives an enhanced flavour to the beef.

Cattle include steers, heifers, young bulls and cows. No single breed predominates in Irish beef.  Producers favour different breeds according to geographic location, farming system and target market. 

Breeds Used and Genetic Herd Management 
No single breed predominates in Irish beef and raw beef coming from several breeds can meet uniform standards throughout the geographical area.  More that 50% of Irish beef is derived from the dedicated beef suckler herds, while an additional 25% comes from animals which are beef crosses from dairy herds. This high proportion of quality beef genetics has helped Irish beef earn a strong reputation among customers. Producers favour different breeds according to geographic location, farming system and target market. The traditional, early maturing breeds such as Hereford and Angus remain highly popular, along with the more muscular continental breeds like Charolais and Limousin as well as a strong Fresian. Coupled with the customary management and grazing techniques, these breeds allow Ireland to produce beef that is strong demand in major EU markets.

The Gene Ireland Beef Programme was established in 2005 and is a special breeding initiative with the objective of providing beef farmers with the most suitable bulls from which to breed suckler replacements.  Young bulls in AI are selected from bloodlines and breeding records that show good potential for maternal traits and are then tested to quantify their genetic potential as measured by the €urostar system.

3.3 Raw materials (for processed products only)



N/A
3.4 Feed (for products of animal origin only)

The core of the diet is natural pasture (grass) and preserved grass (hay and silage). Cattle are grazed extensively on pasture throughout Ireland for 6 - 10 months in line with the traditional outdoor free-range system of extensive rearing of cattle. Ireland possesses the largest continuous stretch of carboniferous limestone in Europe; underlying the central lowlands, it nourishes rich, bone-building pastures, excellent for cattle production and horse breeding. The prevalence of grass in the diet averages 80% and some four fifths of Ireland’s agricultural land area is devoted to grass.  Annual grass growth averages over 15 tonnes of dry matter per hectare on Irish farms; higher than any other EU country.
 
While grassland is usually in permanent pasture on Irish beef farms, fields are sometimes reseeded in order to establish more productive swards. Rye-grass species (Lolium spp.) are abundant, usually in association with White Clover (Trifolium repens). Other prominant grasses include meadow-grasses (Poa spp.), Timothy (Phleum pratense), Crested Dog's-tail (Cynosurus cristatus) and Yorkshire-fog (Holcus lanatus). Rhizobia bacteria live in nodules on the roots of white clover and have the capacity to increase the Nitrogen available in the soil, encouraging grass growth. The quantity of N supplied can be as much as 120 units per acre (150 kg/ha).
 
Irish farmers employ a rotational grazing strategy, whereby the herd is regularly moved between grazing fields, or paddocks. This practice enables farmers to maximise grass quality and regrowth. This also allows farmers to conserve a proportion of the grassland during the summer months for winter feeding as silage or hay.  For young growing cattle, the winter forage is usually complemented with 1-2kg per animal of cereal-based concentrate feed daily. Cattle which are to be slaughtered over the winter may be increased to 3-4kg for the final 2-3 months before they are sold.
3.5 Specific steps in production that must take place in the identified geographical area.

All beef must come from cattle (traceable through the Cattle Movement Monitoring System CMMS) :

· born, and reared throughout their lives, and 

· slaughtered and dressed, in Ireland

Proof of Origin

Ireland places a very high value on traceability of its beef and its provenance is assured throughout the entire supply chain from birth through to processing and delivering the final product.  An animal identification and tracing system for cattle has been in operation since the 1950s based on tagging of each animal’s ear with a uniquely numbered tag and accompanying cattle identity cards. Following food scares in the 1990’s, Ireland has operated the Bovine Animal Identification and Tracing System in accordance within a common EU framework as set down by Council Regulation 820/97 (later replaced by Regulation 1760/2000).  

The Irish computerised database has been fully operational since 1 January 2000 and comprises:

· The Calf Birth Registration System which contains information on the eartag number, sex, breed, date of birth, herd of origin and eartag number of dam.

· The Cattle Movement Monitoring System (CMMS), which captures all data on births, movements, deaths and disposals of cattle.

Calves are registered on the CMMS within 21 days of birth and fitted with two identical ear tags. The farmer is issued with a passport for each calf corresponding to the animal’s unique ear tag number. This passport contains information regarding the animal’s sex and breed, the sire and dam of the calf, the farmer and the herd of origin. If the animal is sold to another farmer, then this transaction is filled in on the passport, as well as being electronically recorded on the CMMS. When it comes for cattle to be slaughtered, the ear tag number of each animal is recorded and checked against its passport. Department of Agriculture officials also record the sale of this animal to the beef slaughter plant on the CMMS.

3.6 Specific rules concerning slicing, grating, packaging, etc

Non applicable

3.7 Specific rules concerning labelling
All beef sold within the EU must be labelled in accordance with EU legislation. The PGI symbol will be used. 

4. 1 Concise definition of the geographical area

The advice available to us is that the EU PDO/PGI system permits one registered designation per product and the geographical area has therefore been confined to the area of Ireland - the Member State. Northern Ireland producers are pursuing a separate PGI application to have beef produced in the territory of Northern Ireland registered as Northern Ireland Beef.  The view of the Irish Authorities is that this constitutes an exceptional circumstance as envisaged under Article 2 of Council Regulation 510/2006.   
  

 5. Link with geographical area


5.1 Specificity of the geographical area

The distinctiveness of Irish Beef is intertwined with the Irish environment and landscape.  This is as a result of a combination of geology or climate and the influence of preparation and slaughter  

Slaughter and Preparation 

The processing systems are focussed on maintaining the natural quality and wholesomeness of the beef through the distribution channels to the consumer.  Following slaughter, most prime carcasses are suspended by the aitch bone as research demonstrates that these methods of suspension improve eating quality.  Eating quality is also maintained by the chilling/maturation regime.  A two step chilling programme is followed – for the first 10 hours temperature does not fall below 12° Celsius and is then held at 0° Celsius for 14 days to mature.  These methods of production are concerned with before, during and after slaughter to ensure that the intrinsic quality of the grass-fed beef is maintained while the highest levels of health and safety standards are met.
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The prevalent, moist westerly winds from the warm waters of the Gulf Stream ensure that Ireland has a markedly oceanic climate with frequent rain and low annual temperature ranges. Harsh frosts are rare, as are high summer temperatures. The great frequency of winds of moderate to severe intensity is a notable feature which aids the movement of usually humid air, ideal for encouraging the growth of grass. 

The combination of the underlying geology, to provide nutrients and drainage, and the climatic conditions are core to good grass growth. In addition the main attribute to the quality and nutrition of the grass is the existing soil cover. 

5.2 Specificity of the product 

The colour of the meat is a direct consequent of the extensive outdoor grazing of beef

 Colour.  Priolo et al. (2001) concluded that on average, muscle from grazing cattle is darker in pasture-finishing systems while the initial level of glycogen may be sufficient to yield a normal ultimate pH and colour, the amount available to buffer against stress-induced losses may be marginal.  In this situation, higher ultimate pH and darker meat would result.  Grazing consistently results in an increase in yellowness of fat (Dunne et al., 2006).  This reflects the higher concentrations of β-carotene and lutein in grass compared to alternative feedstuffs.  

Fatty acid composition.  Feeding fresh grass or grass silage (rich in linolenic acid) compared to concentrates (rich in linoleic acid) results in higher concentrations of omega-3 polyunsaturated fatty acids (PUFA) in muscle lipids (Warren et al., 2002; Nuernberg et al., 2005). Studies in Ireland showed that both the proportion of grass in the diet (French et al., 2000b) and length of time on grass (Noci et al., 2005) were important in determining this response in beef fatty acids.  

Sensory characteristics.  The perception of flavour in beef is influenced by the fatty acid composition and by non-lipid compounds and their metabolites.  Thus, compared with a grain diet, grass feeding also increased the concentration of diterpenoids which derive from chlorophyll breakdown in the rumen (Melton, 1990).   

5.3 Causal link between the geographical area and a specific quality, the reputation or other characteristics of the product 

Reputation 

This application is being made on the basis of the reputation of Irish beef.  The Irish beef trade has evolved from a centuries old tradition of exporting cattle for beef consumption commanding high regard on the European markets.  Some 113,000 farmers have cattle, of which 69,000 are classified as specialist beef producers. Ireland is the largest net exporter of beef in the Northern hemisphere, exporting some 500,000 tonnes annually of product.

Consumer

Irish beef is a well-known and accepted product in many export markets. Research into consumer reactions, for example, in the three largest overseas markets, which account for 68% of exports, shows that Irish beef is a well-established and reputable product among consumers. 

In Britain, the largest market for Irish beef exports, the average consumer has significant awareness of Ireland and its link to quality beef production. 

A study carried out by TNS
 reported that 58% of consumers were aware of Ireland as a beef producing country. Probing further the study also established that 81% of UK consumers had a positive propensity to buy Irish Beef. This compared with a propensity to buy Welsh beef of 82% and Scottish beef of 92%.

In France, consumers reported a 57% awareness of Irish Beef
.  The same study indicated that over a third of the sample placed Irish beef as consumers’ next choice in the absence of French meat. 

In Italy, with its wide variety of local breeds and local preference, consumers rated beef from Ireland very highly
. Taste tests in Italy found that on all organoleptic and visual criteria Irish beef performed at least as well as Italian beef.  

The Trade

Major buyers have given the following validations:

Albert Baumann, Chairman of the Migros retail chain in Switzerland states that, 

"Migros chose Irish beef for its premium private label ‘Selection’ because of its excellent taste. Thanks to Ireland's mild climatic conditions, cattle can graze on open pasture for most of the year. Consequently Irish steer beef is recognised for its unique flavour - the natural production system lends towards succulent and tender marbled beef."

Brian Haigh, Beef Buyer Asda-Walmart UK 

“We at Asda have been buying Irish beef for something like 30 years now, and the quality is first class. The service we get from our supplies is second to none… it’s really great”

Sander von der Laan, Netherlands 

“It is Albert Heijn’s responsibility to bring high quality beef to our customers, and we have decided to go for Irish Beef, grass fed and fully controlled”

Martin Van Hesse of Delahaize Belgium, says they choose Irish beef because their customers are 

“looking for that real beef taste, looking for tenderness, and looking for a good product of premium quality”

Food critics and chefs

Leading food critics and chefs across Europe have commented on the uniqueness and quality of Irish beef.

Lucas Rive, 2 star Michelin Chef at Restaurant “De Bokkedoorns”, speaking about the quality of Irish beef to a number of his colleagues at a demonstration in restaurant Le Cirque in Scheveningen said:

“I can’t remember anything ever impressing me so much.”

Toni Sarcina, a food writer with the weekly Italian magazine Famiglia Cristiana, as well as being a well-known and respected gourmet and cookery school owner, commenting on Irish beef said:

“In the case of Irish beef, the results are clearly positive.  I think that Irish beef can effectively represent something of excellent quality for consumers”.
One of the best accolades in recent years for Irish beef, came from Jean Paul Jeunet (2 star Michelin Chef), when he stated: 

“While I am French, I am first and foremost a chef, and I owe it to my customers to always serve them the best possible produce…I choose Irish beef for four reasons. Technically, Irish beef is very compact, can be easily cut into nice thick pieces and is a pleasure to work with. With regard to taste, Irish beef is ‘real’ beef, well marbled with, what is for me, the true taste of beef; bringing back memories of my childhood. When I first saw Irish cattle grazing, I understood why their beef is so good. Their quality of life is excellent; they live outdoors, free and unstressed and they are not raised intensively on silage. Tenderness is a further factor for my choice of Irish beef. After being matured for only ten days maximum, the knife slips through the meat like butter. Finally, the appearance of the meat is important and when I show Irish beef to my customers before and after it is cooked it makes them want to eat it.” 

Patrick Guilbaud, 2 star Michelin Chef has stated that he believes: 

“Farmers in Ireland look after their animals well and this really affects the taste of the meat. The Irish fresh air also adds to the taste, which you can’t get anywhere else in the world.” 

Erik van Loo, 2 star Michelin Chef from Restaurant “De Zwethheul” in Holland, said: 

“Irish Beef is always top quality, it always has a nice vein of fat running through it and that’s why it has lots of taste.”

Ron Blaauw, 2 star Michelin Chef from Restaurant ”Ron Blaauw” in Holland said: 

“Irish Beef always meets all your expectations.  It is so special because of the environment these animals are reared in, the manner in which they are fed”
Frank Coughlin, Master Chef with Compass Catering, commenting on his choice of beef for both Wimbledon and the Ryder Cup 2006 said:

“We chose it purely on the quality.  We have been shown product from other countries and Irish is by far the better quality.  I think looking at it and tasting it, it is how it is farmed that makes the difference…”

Richard Corrigan, one of Europe’s leading chefs has simply stated: 

“All the beef I cook is from Ireland”.  
Historical link 

There is evidence that cattle farming in Ireland was practiced as far back as the Stone Age. At a site uncovered just thirty years ago in the west of Ireland, archaeologists discovered a landscape of stone walled fields, houses and megalithic tombs some 5,000 years old. Known as the Céide Fields, these represent the oldest extant farm topography in the world. Excavation revealed a well-organised and prosperous society based primarily on cattle farming. 

Irish History is dotted with references to cattle farms and livestock production, such as:

- The Táin (a bronze age epic saga about a cattle raid) 

- The Tuatha (the core unit of Celtic society and its link to cattle as a form of tax payment)  

- and the ancient Brehon Laws 

The Brehon laws established the principle of intellectual property rights. In the 6th Century, Diarmaid, High King of Ireland, was asked to adjudicate between Saint Columcille and Saint Finian, the latter accusing his former mentor of plagiarising his Latin Psalter. The law stated that, on the issue of the ownership of a stray animal, a wandering calf belonged to its mother no matter how far separated they were. From this precedent the High King argued that “As to every cow its calf, so to every book its copy”. 

In the late medieval and early modern period Irish cattle were exported. By 1660 some 500,000 head were being exported annually to England. In 1666 the export of live cattle to England was prohibited by the Cattle Acts of Charles I and trade was diverted to the continent. Cork City, which had strong traditional links with French ports, grew rapidly as a result. 

During the 17th and 18th centuries, the importance of crops grew. However in the post-famine economy in the latter part of the 19th century cattle superseded crops and, once again, pastureland assumed primacy in the Irish landscape with exports of fresh meat to England commencing in the early 1890’s. One of the early exporters was Lyons of Longford who exported fresh bone-in beef to Smithfield.

In the 1960s and 1970s increased investment saw the development of an indigenous beef industry exporting fresh, chilled, vacuum-pack cuts of beef. Since the 1970s Irish beef processors have been supplying European retailers. 

Today, 90% of Irish beef is exported to more than 40 countries worldwide making the country the Northern Hemisphere’s largest net exporter of beef and supporting an industry that employs some 100,000 people.

Irish beef is a 1.5 billion euro export industry. While the United Kingdom remains the largest single market absorbing 250,000 tonnes or 50 per cent of production, continental destinations such as France, Italy and the Netherlands account for about 40 per cent of beef exports and Irish beef holds strong positions at the higher-value end of the market.   
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