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Introduction 
The Irish Exporters Association (IEA) assists its members to grow their exports to world 

markets. We drive and support the growth and development of all exporting businesses based 

in Ireland by: Representation, leading the export agenda as the voice of Irish exporters; 

Member Development, enhancing the export knowledge and skillset of members through a 

range of training services and export development programmes; Networking & Connectivity, 

connecting our members with government and business stakeholders domestically and in 

market; and Export Services, enabling our members with practical assistance and critical 

support services. The IEA represent the whole spectrum of companies within the export 

industry including SME’s who are beginning to think about exporting for the first time right 

through to global multinational companies who are already extensively exporting from 

Ireland. It is the connecting force for Irish exporters, providing practical knowledge and 

support across the Island of Ireland and in foreign markets. 

In compiling this submission, the IEA reached out for input from the National and Regional 

Council members, as well as members of the IEA who operate in the Irish agri-food and 

fisheries sectors.  

1) The current Irish-UK trading relationship 
While Ireland has become less dependent on the UK through increased diversification of its 

export markets in the last 40 years, it is still a very significant trading partner. The UK was the 
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main destination for Irish agri-food and drink exports in 2015 accounting for 41% of all 

exports.  

According to Bord Bia, the latest estimates of the distribution of our agri-food and drink 

exports in 2015 by sector are as follows: dairy products and ingredients (30%), prepared 

consumer foods (17%), beef (22%), live animals (2%), beverages (12%), pigmeat (5%), poultry 

(3%), sheepmeat (2%), seafood (5%) and edible horticulture and cereals (2%). Ireland is the 

UK’s second largest supplier of food and drink. Britain is not self- sufficient in food and we 

traditionally make up the balance in beef, dairy, consumer foods. This relationship is 

somewhat symbiotic in that Ireland is also the UK’s largest destination for food exports, worth 

€3.8bn in 2015. 

The immediate impact facing the Irish export community following the UK referendum on EU 

membership has been currency fluctuations and the falling value of sterling has heavily 

affected the Irish agri-food and drink sector. Currency volatility is the main concern for 

members of the IEA at this point. Weak sterling is seriously impacting the revenue of Irish 

exporters, especially in food where it translates straight away due to a shorter cash cycle. 

The details of the future trade agreement that is negotiated between the UK and the EU will 

ultimately determine the long-term level of impact that Brexit will have on the Irish agri-food 

& fisheries sectors. The IEA welcomes the keynote address by British Prime Minister Theresa 

May on the 17th January 2017 that outlines the objectives of the UK going forward in 

negotiations on exiting membership of the European Union ahead of triggering Article 50. 

This provides a little more clarity on what the UK will and won’t accept in the negotiations. 

The British Prime Minister made clear that the objectives of the UK include a proposed Free 

Trade Agreement between Britain and the European Union, and explicitly rules out 

membership of the EU’s Single Market. The British Prime Minister also signalled her intent to 

withdraw from most, and if necessary all, of the EU’s Customs Union so that the UK can strike 

its own trade agreements elsewhere in the world, and to negotiate a new customs agreement 

that gives the UK tariff-free trade with Europe and cross-border trade that is as “frictionless 

as possible,” not to be part of the Common Commercial Policy and not be bound by the 

Common External Tariff.  

There is a historically strong partnership that exists between both Ireland and the UK and 

going forward in negotiations for a future trade relationship, both governments need to 

commit to continued strong relations, in the context of what is best for Ireland. 

2) The likely impact of WTO rules on Irish-UK trade in the absence of a trade 
agreement 

Realistically speaking, any alteration to the status quo will be detrimental to the current 

trading relationship between the UK and Ireland. WTO rules on Irish-UK trade in the absence 

of a trade agreement will be incredibly challenging to Irish exporters. WTO will complicate 

matters, the flow of goods and services will be slowed and in some cases hampered. The 
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bureaucracy will be an added cost to transactions, with high tariffs for food and drink exports 

which in turn will impact competiveness of Irish products in the UK market and drive down 

sales. If the UK achieves trade agreements with countries outside the EU allowing these 

countries goods & services to move freely in then the threat of substitution could have a 

devastating effect to Irish business & export volumes, particularly in agri-food and above all 

in our beef trade. 

Once outside of the EU, the UK will have the unique advantage whereby they will be in a 

position to devalue their currency to offset the tariffs imposed by the WTO. This will be a 

double blow to the Irish exporter faced with potential tariffs and a much weaker sterling. This 

would assist Britain in international trade and boost their economic growth by reducing the 

price of their exports and encouraging companies and consumers to buy domestically 

manufactured goods. Whereas a sharp fall in sterling against the euro makes Irish exports to 

the UK less competitive. And cheaper UK imports to Ireland is another concern for Irish 

domestic trade.  

3) How tariffs may affect consumer behaviour in Ireland and the UK 
Tariffs will adversely affect consumer behaviour and impact Irish manufacturers’ ability to 

price products competitively in the UK market. Tariffs imply higher prices so the cost 

conscious British consumer will most likely go elsewhere. Increased prices are inevitable and 

tariffs imposed on Irish products in the UK may result in UK consumers becoming more aware 

with a greater degree of nationalism and buying local and boycotting of Irish products on UK 

shelves. At the same time, with the UK’s ability to devalue the GBP pound, UK imports to 

Ireland will potentially remain competitively priced. Even with trade tariffs the exchange rate 

will play a large part in the attractiveness of UK imports. If the continued instability in the 

currency markets continues then UK imports will be a major threat to Irish domestic sales. 

4) What agri-food products are most at risk in a post-Brexit scenario 
Leaving the customs union would mean that the UK will regain the ability to negotiate 

separate tariff arrangements on third country imports and to conclude trade agreements with 

third countries. When the UK is in a position to negotiate its own trade deals outside of the 

EU, it may enter into trade agreements with competitive third country agricultural exporters 

giving them more favourable access to the UK market and it is likely to look outside the EU 

for increased food imports which could mean cheaper beef from South America, cheaper 

lamb from New Zealand and cheaper products from farming cultures that are not as tightly 

regulated as the EU, which would not be good news for the Irish agri-food sector. Irish meat 

products are particularly dependent on the UK market. 

A lot of producers, particularly in the prepared consumer foods (PCF) sector, which make up 

about 17% of total agri-food and drink exports to the UK, (70% of what the PCF sector produce 

goes to the UK) and cannot be easily switched to the continent, as there is no market / want 
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for their products there. The UK is the only natural export market for products in the PCF 

sector in particular, as it is currently configured. 

Shorter-life goods may not find a market elsewhere due to travel difficulties and added costs 

involved in longer transit times. Minimally processed / fresh foods and seafoods and dairy will 

be heavily impacted in the face of Brexit. Even in the event that diversification of export 

markets was possible, transit times to get products through the UK landbridge would extend 

due to additional controls and costs would increase. Slower routes to markets could adversely 

impact the quality of product and the longer transit time would adversely impact inventory 

and other costs. Innovation of products and packaging may combat this and give longer life 

to certain products but will take investment which may not be accessible to smaller start-ups. 

The potential impact of these factors ricocheting through the food sector supply chains are 

worrying. 

5) What areas are most at risk within the broader agri-food sector 
According to a study by Ibec, an analysis of the historical exchange rate and agri-food export 

relationship shows that a 1% weakness in sterling results in a 0.7% drop in Irish exports to the 

UK. If sterling was to weaken further towards the £0.90 mark, this could translate to losses of 

over €700 million in food exports and approximately 7,500 Irish jobs. As well as the impact of 

depreciation of sterling on the Irish agri-food sector, the impact on the movement of agri-

food sector goods will be heavily dependent on the trade agreement that is reached between 

the UK and the EU.  

As can be seen from the table below, there is a direct correlation between the movement in 

the euro / sterling exchange rate and the value of goods exported to the UK. Irish exports to 

the UK peak during times of euro weakness. Irish goods exports to the UK dropped nearly 4% 

in the first 10 month of 2016 compared to the same time period in 2015.  



6 

 

 

The UK’s own future agricultural policy will also have a huge impact on how the Irish agri-food 

sector will be impacted after the UK exits the EU. Following a Brexit, UK farmers and fishermen 

will no longer have access to EU subsidies through the Common Agricultural Policy or the 

Common Fisheries Policy. Post-Brexit the UK government would be in a position to provide 

State aid to subsidise these sectors which could negatively impact the competitiveness of Irish 

products in the UK.  

Brexit may remove the obligation of the UK to comply with the significant regulatory regime 

in the agri-sector, including pesticide and plant passports, environmental regulation and 

consumer regulation, including food labelling and packaging. Increased bureaucracy of dual 

regulation and checking compliance with diverging rules on food labelling, marketing 

standards and animal health and safety. Irish meat factories may need veterinary certification 

from both British and Irish authorities. Maintenance of coherent and comparable standards 

with regard to animal health and food labelling should be of critical importance going forward. 

One of the biggest issues facing the agri-food sector post Brexit will be certification. This will 

have serious implications for Irish companies importing raw materials from the UK, processing 

them and re-exporting them. Any movement by the UK away from EU standards will have a 

huge effect on business continuity. 

Most Irish consumer food producers started off by focusing on the UK as means of growing 

their business and were encouraged to do so. Ireland has a small domestic market so in order 

for a company to expand they need to open themselves up to new markets and, historically, 

the UK has been a first stepping stone for small companies to teach them how to export and 
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expand. The smaller producers who do not have the resources or flexibility to seek new 

markets will be most at risk. 

A number of IEA members are cross border companies operating in both jurisdictions. Any 

changes to the free movement of goods across the border would add considerable 

complication and cost to these operations.  

6) Are these products saleable in other markets, and if so, what is the expected 
impact on profit margins? 

Different products may be attractive in different markets globally but research will need to 

be done as to what products will be attractive to various markets. A lot of work will need to 

be done to penetrate these other markets, especially if the exported products are new to 

these regions and therefore will require the establishment of new channels. These have 

implications for cost competitiveness particularly for non-diversified SME’s. 

Diversification of export markets could mean lower margins and higher costs in the short-

term, such as logistics and increased spending on R&D. Innovation of products and / or 

packaging may be necessary to give a longer shelf life to certain products but increased 

innovation may also be necessary to make the product more attractive to new markets with 

different consumer tastes or to avoid import restrictions in certain countries; for example 

veterinary restrictions on peperoni / meat related items in certain markets limit exports of 

frozen pizza from Ireland.  

Generally the products could be easily adaptable or already saleable elsewhere but increased 

capital injection and flexibility may be required, which could impact short-term profits. That 

said because of the close cultural links and similar consumer tastes some products may not 

be euro / US friendly, or attractive to further flung markets.  

7) What risks, if any, does the UK’s agricultural sector pose to Ireland in future 
See earlier sections “What agri-food products are most at risk in a post-Brexit scenario” and 

“What areas are most at risk within the broader agri-food sector.” 

8) The potential implications on cross-border trade in the various post-Brexit 
scenarios 

The potential implications on cross border trade are: 

 Higher transport costs for exporters 

 Border controls 

 Increased administration for customs procedures 

 Delays at borders and increased transit time 

 Tariffs 
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 VAT 

 Reduced profits 

 Implications that tariffs and border controls will drive prices up for consumers 

 Increased administration costs  

 Dual regulation 

 Visa requirements 

 Increased cost / delays and complexity to cross border supply chains 

9) Identification of risks and how to avoid/mitigate them 
Depending on the trade deal that is negotiated between the EU and the UK, the potential is 

there to heavily impact the supply chain of Irish exporters, as well as the export journey of 

products. The implications of extra administrative costs and tariffs shipping products between 

Ireland and the UK could heavily impact exporters’ ability to price their products 

competitively, not only in the UK but further afield. In a survey conducted by the IEA in June 

2016, 42% import raw materials from the UK, 71% export finished products to the UK and 

56% transit products through the UK on their export journey to either continental Europe or 

further afield. 

Currency volatility remains the key issue for the next two years alongside uncertainty. The 

immediate concern for food manufacturers is competitiveness as the impact of the weaker 

sterling results in price pressures on Irish products being exported to the UK and hampers 

Irish exporters’ ability to price themselves competitively in UK markets, especially against 

British manufacturers. Ireland is already at a competitive disadvantage to UK counterparts 

due to high capital and labour costs. This ultimately results in loss of business and jobs, a clear 

example being the Irish mushroom industry which exports over 80% of its products to the UK 

each year and has seen its margins decimated since the UK referendum. IEA members are 

also finding that there is reduced Irish domestic sales as more consumers may be traveling to 

Northern Ireland to benefit from a weaker sterling. The uncertainty surrounding not only the 

currency volatility but also the future trading relationship between Ireland and the UK has 

resulted in an uncertain environment where IEA members are seeing cutting back on 

potential investments. 

Eighteen per cent of IEA members prudently hedged sterling prior to the UK referendum1, 

however there seems to be a lack of understanding of the risks associated with selling into a 

non-Eurozone country with a lot of negative connotations associated with currency hedging 

by a lot of SMEs. Preliminary results of a survey that the IEA is currently running with members 

show that nearly 60% of members have 0% of their next 12 months £GBP receipts hedged. 

Measures need to be put in place that will protect Irish business against sterling depreciation.  

                                                 
1 http://www.irishexporters.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/IEA_BrexitSurvey_June2016_Report.pdf  

http://www.irishexporters.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/IEA_BrexitSurvey_June2016_Report.pdf
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On the other side, UK Companies are now aggressively targeting the Irish market, and Irish 

companies are trying to hedge naturally by sourcing more of their supply needs from the UK. 

Irish companies are also examining whether they can switch a certain amount of operations 

to the UK by locating more staff there or shifting some production there, both to combat the 

short term currency issue but also to have operations in the UK before the UK exit the EU. 

This may ultimately impact on the Irish domestic market and will be a serious threat to Irish 

employment, especially to low-skilled manufacturing roles and also rural Ireland. 

With regard to the possibility of dual regulation as a result of the UK exiting the EU and the 

future UK agricultural policy, maintenance of coherent and comparable standards with regard 

to animal health and food labelling should be of critical importance going forward in the 

negotiations between the EU and the UK. 

A significant share of Irish exports are shipped through the UK landbridge as this is the 

quickest route to continental Europe. Depending on the terms of the future trade agreement 

agreed between the EU and the UK, Brexit has the capacity to seriously threaten the reliability 

of this transit route. The agri-food and fisheries sector depends on fast access to markets and 

intercontinental air hubs. The need for Irish exporters to diversify export markets will put 

even more pressure on finding new routes to markets. Deep sea lines feeding Irish traffic 

through British ports could face delays due to customs clearance and border controls. 

Alternative routes to intercontinental Europe will need to be researched and funded, 

including upgrading Irish ports. In 2016 Maersk Line introduced a new feeder loop for Irish 

cargo that linked to Algeciras rather than English Channel or Benelux Port. This saves up to 10 

days on some routes. Opening up new routes could open up opportunities for Irish exporters. 

There are also airfreight alternatives, for example the arrival of the IAG Group major 

shareholder, Qatar Airways in Dublin in 2017 further increases the airfreight options for Asian 

and African markets. More services to and from Irish airports increases the cargo possibilities 

for Irish trade.  

Ireland has traded with the UK for 1,000 years and we will continue to do so. This current 

situation does highlight the need for Ireland to diversify its export markets. Despite being a 

strong, open economy, Irish exports remain heavily dependent on three main export markets. 

In 2015, the European Union accounted for 53% of goods exported, excluding the UK from 

this equation, the EU accounted for 39% with 14% of exports going to the UK. With the USA 

accounting for a further 24%, our reliance on traditional European and US markets remains 

too high. The decision by the UK to leave the EU, and the uncertainty that this brings to Irish 

exporters, highlights more than ever the need to support Irish exporters in the diversification 

of their export markets so that an overreliance on any particular single market does not have 

the potential to put our economy under a similar threat in the future. More focus needs to be 

given to high growth markets like China, India, Africa, South America, and on the emerging 

opportunities in places like Iran, so that Ireland can become less dependent on our trade 

relationships with the EU, USA and UK. We need greater frontline support for exporters in 
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Enterprise Ireland, Bord Bia and in our Embassies. The Irish Exporters Association’s experience 

with 13 of our diplomatic service has been extremely positive, with strong engagement by 

our Ambassadors, (working side by side with Enterprise Ireland colleagues where Enterprise 

Ireland has offices) to secure business for Irish companies. We are also aware of the need to 

balance resources between high growth and developed markets. Yet as all business people 

know, it is easier to win more business from existing customers than to go out and develop 

new ones. Therefore it is important not to cannibalise our assets in developed markets, but 

rather create extra resources that are required in faster growing regions. Whilst we welcome 

the increase in State representatives abroad, we are aware of the cost of funding these 

requirements. We look forward to supporting them to develop in-market networks for Irish 

exporters that can work alongside the Embassies and State agencies. We recommend that 

the IEA be given a specific role for a campaign in partnership with Government and funded 

by them to drive our exports.  

10) Identification of opportunities and how to facilitate them 
Ireland needs to be promoted globally as an English speaking EU Gateway Hub and a safe 

haven in the EU. There are regulatory advantages to having operations set up in Ireland. The 

rate of Capital Gains Tax is a key factor in determining investment into an economy. It is 

important to facilitate entrepreneurs in their business endeavours and to reward success. 

There are a number of specific areas relating to existing tax reliefs which, in our view, need 

to be addressed in the short term in order to create a tax environment that is supportive to 

the needs of small businesses, entrepreneurs and FDI in Ireland. Innovation in the form of 

entrepreneurship is the driving force that sustains economic growth. It is key to building a 

strong indigenous economy to balance and compliment inward investment. The IEA calls on 

Government to deepen the economic recovery by promoting business friendly measures that 

would encourage and stimulate investment and entrepreneurial risk-taking. Key to this is 

encouraging companies to establish their operations in Ireland, not only the back office and 

administration functions but also to encourage active research and development to occur in 

Ireland. With much better tax incentives and tax reliefs available to entrepreneurs who 

establish their business in the UK, this is encouraging Irish start-ups to locate their business 

there. 

There needs to be a greater ease of access to R&D funding support for our key indigenous 

businesses. At the moment there is too much red-tape and the focus of EI is on smaller 

companies. We need to look at helping the growth of some of our larger leading exporters 

with stream-lined R&D support. 

From an industrial policy perspective, we need to encourage companies to innovate their 

products. This will facilitate diversification of export markets, especially to shorter life agri-

food and fisheries sectors. Innovation is more detailed in sections 4 and 6 above.  
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Ireland can build a more resilient exporting base but transitional supports will be necessary 

as exporters develop new markets and new products to move away from the UK market. State 

aid is an absolute requirement, including investment in productivity and availability of low 

cost finance.  

11) Response thus far (action taken/plans developed) 
The IEA welcomed the government’s support geared at SMEs and business start-ups, the 

changes in USC and preservation of Ireland’s 12.5 per cent corporation tax rate in Budget 

2017; however, more could have been done for indigenous Irish Companies and the agri-food 

sector to prepare for challenges that face exporters with the UK’s Brexit decision and Irelands 

ability to compete internationally. 

The Government up to this point has been very narrowly focused on issues regarding 

Northern Ireland in relation to Brexit, possibly at the expense of wider trade implications, the 

Irish economy and industrial policy. The Government and enterprise agencies need to be 

conscious of the fact that in the coming years there could be a North Atlantic trading bloc 

encompassing the UK, USA and Canada, while the EU could fracture or move towards a more 

federalised agenda. More attention needs to be paid to Ireland’s industrial strategy in the 

coming years in the context of the Brexit negotiations in Europe.  

Given the extent of trade links between Ireland and the UK and the position of the EU’s 

Common Agricultural Policy, the exit of the UK from EU membership will have a profound 

effect on Ireland, particularly with regard to our largely indigenous agri-food sector. The 

outcome of the trade negotiations between the EU and the UK on their exit and future trade 

deal will have a significant impact on the Irish export industry as Ireland is not in a position to 

determine its own trade deal with the UK. The Irish government has stated that priorities for 

Ireland in the negotiation process are: our economic and trading arrangements; the Northern 

Ireland Peace Process including border issues; the Common Travel Area; and the future of the 

European Union. We are at a point now where the UK has clearly stated its objectives going 

forward and the ball now lies in the EU’s court. Ireland will be in a position where it is 

negotiating as one of the 27 Member States firmly in, and committed to, the European Union. 

As a member state, we have a right to be constructively critical in these negotiations going 

forward and fight for the rights of the Irish economy given, not only our history with trading 

with the UK, but being geographically cut off from a routing and logistics perspective. The 

Irish government needs to broker that arrangement as a fully paid up member of the EU. It is 

crucial that the Government acts to, and is seen to act to secure a special status with regard 

to our relationship with the UK given the close bi-lateral relationship between the two 

countries. We need to see visible action taken by this Government that demonstrates that 

they are fighting hard on behalf of Irish exporters in these negotiations. 


